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      “Halt, you prolific pilferers! The moment of your undoing is at hand, for Sherman Holmes, the World’s Greatest Detective, has arrived to bring you to justice.”

      No one paid the tall, gangly man in the oversized coat and deerstalker hat much mind. It was, in Sherman’s defense, hardly his fault that many other people had wandered through that same door, making other bold, nonsensical announcements. The Trodden Otter was, after all, a bar, and outbursts were part of this one’s rowdy atmosphere, especially considering its reputation for keeping drinks flowing long after the more professional spots would shout “last call.”

      Leveling a boney finger at a group of three men in the rear of the establishment, Sherman pressed forward, showing not the slightest concern that he’d been ignored thus far.

      “Confess, you fiends, and you shall find the authorities far more compassionate with my testimony to sway them.”

      Another man bolted in from the street, this one dressed like he’d just stepped out of a job managing a bank. Simple, nondescript suit paired with a crisp haircut—the put-together look would have been flawless if not for the near-panicked expression on his face. It did settle down when he laid eyes on Sherman, only to flare up once more when Watson caught sight of the table his partner was advancing upon.

      One of the three men, a fellow clad entirely in khaki that almost, but not quite, matched a popular delivery-service uniform, finally turned in Sherman’s direction. For all the things that Sherman was, “easy to ignore” rested comfortably toward the bottom of that list. “Can I help you with something?”

      “You may cast off your pseudo-disguise, return the unlawfully lifted goods to their rightful owners, beg forgiveness, and then turn yourself in to the proper authorities. Otherwise, I shall have to get firm with you.” Most detectives might have let the words alone be enough. Sherman, however, used his substantial frame to lift a foot onto the table, rattling the drinks with an unsanitary clatter.

      At last, Watson arrived at his side, gauging from the looks on the drinkers’ faces that their situation might already be well past salvaging. “Sherman! You were supposed to help guide me into the parking spot, not run off on your own.”

      “Leadership is delegation, my delayed Watson. I had faith your visual coordination was up to the task, whereas these men might well have been heading toward some secret tunnel to make their escape, connecting to a massive system of other thieves all working together to spirit away their illegally claimed goods.” Sherman’s foot remained on the table; in fact, he’d begun to grind his shoe into the wooden surface, and after the morning’s rain, it was far from clean.

      It did have the desired effect, presuming Sherman’s desire was to make all three men stand up simultaneously, no longer amused by his antics. Another of the men, this one visibly beefier even through his cable-knit sweater, stepped forward and turned to Watson. “What the hell is his problem?”

      Now that was a question with a lot more answers than this guy could possibly have realized. What was Sherman’s problem? He was the sole known survivor of a deadly drug being tested by a mysterious organization, the same mysterious cabal that now wanted to study his brain, for a start. That was why he’d initially been given a bodyguard with Watson’s particularly advanced skill set. Then, of course, there were the side effects of the drug’s damage, such as his fluctuating grasp on reality and persistent belief that he was related to Sherlock Holmes, despite the man being a famously fictional character created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. That was without even getting into the flip side of his condition—the roughly five minutes a day when his brain sat among the most powerful information-processing tools known to humankind. However, most of that was all heavily classified, so Watson selected an answer with a greater emphasis on brevity.

      “He’s got an overdeveloped sense of justice.” Judging from Sherman’s face and how riled up he’d gotten these three, there didn’t seem to be much hope of wrapping this up peacefully. So be it, then; sometimes the only way out was through. “While on another job, we happened to catch sight of your doorstep-package-stealing scheme. Not a bad hustle; you two follow in a van while your buddy makes the rounds with his bag. Anyone watching would think he was dropping stuff off rather than picking things up. Even someone with a doorbell camera might take it for an honest mistake.”

      This would be a telling moment. Newer criminals weren’t generally adept on their feet when caught; like most who’d come before, they believed themselves to be wily enough that capture would never be a concern. If they started to crack, there was a chance this could still resolve somewhat peacefully. Unfortunately, not even the man in khaki seemed flustered to have their criminal enterprise stated so publicly. Cableknit and his friend, a hefty gent with a thick pair of spectacles, were both stone-faced, though the latter did polish off his beer.

      “Nice little story you spun there. Got any proof?” Cableknit’s eyes were tracing along Watson’s form in a way that was all too familiar. He was sizing up a potential opponent, and likely unimpressed with what he saw. But tailored suits weren’t solely used for looking professional; they also helped hide the bulk of muscles for one who preferred to be underestimated.

      It didn’t slip Watson’s notice that Khaki Outfit had covertly stood up and shifted around, blocking a potential escape, though the keen observation work wasn’t much aided by Sherman clapping Watson on the back. “Indubitably! Unlike you immoral opportunists, we are a proper pair of detectives, and my man Watson here has taken dozens of photos documenting your capers on his cellular device.”

      The expression beneath the silent man’s thick spectacles turned even stonier, whereas Khaki hissed to his friends, “Did you hear that? He said they’ve got pictures.”

      “I heard it,” Cableknit confirmed. “Why don’t you hand over your phone, pal, and let me take a look-see for myself? I’m sure we can clear things up.” He extended an open palm, flashing the knuckles just long enough for Watson to catch a few telltale scars. Definitely not this man’s first altercation, and from the way Khaki was moving, the two were used to working together.

      Even by unruly bar standards, they were making a commotion, which Watson hoped would get the police called soon to break this all up. The loud noise of someone banging on metal forced everyone’s eyes over to the bar, where a server was currently slapping a large sign dangling above the taps. Etched into the hard material was a brief selection of words, stylized yet easily readable:

      LOSE A FIGHT: PAY FOR REPAIRS. PLUS GRATUITY.

      Those last two words had been added in marker, though from the fade of the ink, they had been part of the equation for quite some time. A bar with that sort of policy wouldn’t be dialing the police, and from the expressions of his soon-to-be opponents, Watson assumed everyone else here already knew that.

      Escape was out—the men wouldn’t let them go with proof of their crimes—and diplomacy with Sherman in the mix was always high-stakes gambling. Given where the situation had already devolved to, the best bet was to get him out of punching range while there was still time. A quick scan of the establishment showed Watson just the opportunity to remove Sherman from danger.

      “Sherman, would you mind putting something on the jukebox? I’d hate for our discussion to bother these other nice patrons.”

      “Outstanding notion, Watson. Fisticuffs sans rhythm are like anchovies without spearmint.” Whirling around, Sherman headed deeper into the bar. Cableknit, still believing himself to be in control of the situation, threw a hand out to block Sherman’s path, at least symbolically. He might have expected the tall man to shove past, or halt and offer more barely coherent words. The giant, full-mouthed lick that Sherman gave his hand, however, was certainly not what Cableknit was braced to deal with. Watson had an unexpected moment of empathy. Nobody ever really saw Sherman coming.

      By the time Cableknit’s hand was wiped clean, disgust and confusion evident on his face, Sherman was across the room, scrolling through the selection while his hand scoured his coat’s multitude of pockets for quarters. Now that his charge was safely out of the way, Watson could focus on the task at hand, namely, the team of men preparing to jump him. Already, the other patrons were turning in their seats to watch; he wasn’t expecting any help from the spectators.

      “Three on one,” Watson noted. “Don’t suppose you guys are into sporting odds?”

      This gamble rarely worked, but every now and then he’d meet someone with an unexpected streak of pride. Most took the notion as a joke, so it didn’t hurt to ask, especially as Watson was buying time to figure out his move. Without knowing what any of the three men could do, he was fighting blind and outnumbered—hardly ideal circumstances. Then again, if he could only succeed when the odds were on his side, the former agent of a clandestine secret government organization currently going by the code name Joel Watson would have chosen an entirely different career path.

      “We’ll let our buddy keep enjoying his beer,” Khaki growled, only a few steps behind Watson now.

      Clatter arose from the back, the jingle of coins paired with someone slamming buttons far more forcefully than required. “Selection made, Watson. Let the tale of the galactic Monoceros spur you to victory.”

      The upbeat, synth-heavy sound echoing from the speakers was hardly what Watson would have chosen to score a bar fight, and part of him wondered why a place like this even had it on the jukebox. “I do not get this town.”

      “New resident, huh? Consider this your welcome basket.” Cableknit surged forward, not trying to throw a punch, attempting instead to use his heft to drive Watson back into the arms of Khaki. If they could get his hands pinned, ordinarily, a fight would be done, especially given their evident experience.

      Watson had been waiting for just such a move. He slipped to the side, letting Cableknit’s charge move on unimpeded, at least until Watson’s foot came between the man’s thick, dark boots, robbing him of his balance. It was meant to send Cableknit directly into Khaki’s chest, getting the two tangled up long enough for Watson to knock them both over, grab Sherman, and bolt. Too bad for Cableknit; he tried to reorient midfall, spinning himself around and clipping the edge of the table with his skull. The worn wood snapped, sending the tabletop and everything that had been resting on it rushing down onto Specs, pinning him to the floor in a soaking mess.

      A smartly timed counter coupled with a lucky break, but to anyone watching the whole sequence, it had probably looked intentional, partly thanks to the cool, unsurprised expression Watson kept in place. The more dangerous they thought he was, the less chance of anybody jumping in, and the safer everyone would actually be. He hoped it was enough to drive Khaki to surrender. Instead, Watson found a face flush with blood and anger staring daggers at him.

      “The hell are you gawking at? Do you know who you’re starting trouble with?”

      “Sorry. Only been in town a few weeks. Still making friends.” Watson had his hands up now; there was no subterfuge left to be had. Khaki was moments away from throwing down.

      From the jukebox—above the jukebox, in fact, because at some point Sherman had climbed atop it—rang that unmistakable voice. “Leave him enough sense to spill, Watson. I suspect we are on the cusp of a far grander criminal enterprise.”

      “Should listen to your buddy.” Khaki had his fists up, sizable ones that moved with the familiarity of those in frequent use. Watson would have to take this fight seriously. “First bit of sense that’s come out of that idiot’s mou—OW!”

      Yes, Watson should have been thoughtful, careful even, because the ones with this level of experience knew just enough to get themselves hurt. His intent had been to end things as peacefully as possible, right until his left fist shot out in a blazing fast jab, shattering Khaki’s nose on impact. The man reeled—no amount of practice made that blow hurt any less—and Watson was already there, slipping a leg behind Khaki’s ankle and knocking him to the ground. The man was far from out just yet; however, the sudden appearance of a well-shined black shoe pressed delicately into the side of his face brought all attempts at struggling to a pause.

      “Sherman, why don’t you head to the car? I’m almost done here.”

      To Watson’s surprise, as much as any of the spectators, the tall man leapt down from the jukebox and sauntered over and past his bodyguard without a single word of protest. “Astute thinking, Watson. If moving our automobile into location taxed your limited skills to such an extent, there is no chance you’ll break free without my keen mind to assist. These ne’er-do-wells can nurse their wounds until law enforcement arrives. It shall give them time to ponder their misfortune at doing battle with the world’s greatest detective, and his assistant.”

      Khaki looked up at Watson, murder clear in his eyes. “You really think the cops are going to come down here for some missing packages?”

      “Not really.” Watson lifted his foot free from Khaki’s face, only a split second before driving it down hard in a specific area of his chest. A wheeze escaped the sizable man as air burst forth from his lungs. In Watson’s experience, it didn’t matter how tough someone was; getting the wind knocked out demanded time to recover. “But now I also don’t expect you’re going to chase us. Cut this petty thievery crap out before the next time we’re around. Otherwise, you might end up seeing my bad side.”

      Walking purposefully away from the trio of recovering bodies, Watson strolled up to the bar, peeled off a single hundred-dollar bill, and laid it on the counter. “They don’t strike me as good tippers.” Wordlessly, the server pocketed his payment, and he noticed she made no movements to reach for any kind of phone with which to call the police. In a new place, it always paid to be on the right side of the people who did the unseen work.

      Stepping back over the struggling bodies, Watson headed outside and down the block to where Sherman sat, already in the passenger seat of the blue convertible. Not generally a model for people in the security line of work; however, Sherman had some specific needs that necessitated such compromises. That was, of course, the only reason Watson took pleasure in driving such a classic automobile, even with all its modern additions. This was no mere indulgence, it was a necessity of the job—perhaps both at the very least.

      “Excellent work, Watson. With my elevated observation skills and your capacity to hit things hard, we have all but wrapped up the case of the pilfered packages.”

      Sliding into the driver’s seat, Watson treated himself to a long, deep breath, doing his absolute best to push out the stress of the day along with the old air. “Great as this is, you do remember we’re out here looking for a lost cat, right? That’s the job we got hired for.”

      “All mysteries are one; it is simply a matter of untangling the clues and connections,” Sherman asserted, utterly unfazed. “Yet you raise an excellent point, Watson. We’ve dillied enough, to say little of all your dallying. Once more into the streets! Hold fast, Peanut Butter Crackers. The world’s greatest detective is on your trail.”
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      After several more hours of unsuccessful cat hunting, the day’s dwindling light forced them to regroup, making their way through Portland to the semi-developed area around their home on North Baker Street. The name and Sherman’s identity confusion were no coincidence, though Watson still hadn’t worked out how much was humoring him versus the logistics people finally seeing an outlet for a bit of fun. Either way, they had a heavily fortified apartment taking up the entire third floor, along with a private-detective office on the ground level, so at least the facilities were no joke.

      Watson had barely gotten the car stopped before Sherman scrambled over the side, bolting through the front doors of their brick building, currently sandwiched between a store selling novelty-themed lunch boxes and a stylist specializing in topiary-style haircuts, the latter taking over when the pudding-gym had shut down. Unlike his charge, Watson took his time; this was one of the few places where he didn’t have to worry about Sherman too much. The same off-the-books government agency that was bankrolling them had also set up layers upon layers of protection all around this place—after a kidnapping attempt on Sherman, security was a top-level concern. Out in the world, where things were hectic, it fell on Watson to keep him safe, but home base was intended to be secure.

      Nevertheless, some instincts refused to die, which was why Watson did a quick sweep of the area before heading in. Not much of note—a few groups of people walking between breweries, doing a bit of window-shopping, and one woman with a dinosaur-shaped backpack admiring the topiary haircut shop’s huge window photos, but most people stopped to gawk at those for a few seconds. Nothing out of the ordinary, for now.

      After walking through the front door, Watson paused by the mailbox. He could still hear Sherman thundering up the stairs, intent on whatever fascination had momentarily captured his mind, probably distracted somewhere on the way to their apartment. Since discovering online shopping, Sherman had begun to accrue a curious assortment of trinkets, tools, and general junk, so far as Watson could tell, but Sherman insisted all were essential to his work and experiments. After putting some budget controls in place and making sure all the packages were being checked over by their security team before delivery, it became a relatively harmless hobby, though Watson did fear what would happen when the accumulated collection began to spill forth from Sherman’s room.

      Resting inside the mailbox were two bills addressed to Joel Watson, his current name. Part of establishing an identity was doing the mundane things like setting up utility accounts, but there was also an unexpected addition to the pile: a thin slip of white. Checking the hall to be sure he was alone, Watson yanked out what proved to be a postcard showing a slice of white sand along a gorgeous tropical beach. Flipping it over, he read the message twice, frown deepening each time.

      Joel,

      808 will be stopping by to do a security assessment. Try to be nice.

      —Gwen

      Folding the postcard over, Watson put it in his pocket, planning to set it aflame once he was upstairs. Out in the field, digital communication was essential, the inherent risks acceptable trade-offs for the efficiency. But Gwendolyn, a former agent herself and now Watson’s handler, always preferred the classics, especially since they didn’t leave any type of online trail. It wasn’t the medium of the message that bothered him so much as the content, though he couldn’t think of a sound reason to object—808 was among their absolute best when it came to finding security vulnerabilities. If only she weren’t so … eccentric in her process.

      Putting the mail in his coat pocket, Watson felt the weight of his phone resting against his leg. They needed to get that video pulled off the device’s cloud storage and onto something easily dropped off anonymously if they planned to hand it over to the police. Then again, did Watson really expect any movement on such a minor case, even with evidence? Perhaps the more expedient tactic would be to hand it along to those further up his own chain of command. There would be action taken, though whether it would be proportionally appropriate was another matter entirely.

      “Nemesis!” The yell came from upstairs, and Watson’s feet were suddenly moving on reflex, driving all ruminations out of his mind. Not again with these two. Hadn’t the day already been long enough?

      Thanks to his superior physique, Watson was able to catch up with Sherman on the fourth floor, where he was pounding a thick, worn door that had already grown much too familiar in their time living here. Arriving just as the locks clicked, he groaned inwardly. Too late, again.

      “What is all the commotion out here?” Bennet Moriarty yanked open the door with more gusto than a man his age should rightly possess. Although the slender frame and worn blue bathrobe made him look all the frailer, his brown eyes still sparked will the telltale electricity of an active mind. Retired detective or not, he wasn’t letting his brain go out to pasture just yet. Looking the pair over, an expression of pinched annoyance clouded his face. “Oh, it’s you again.”

      “Save your obfuscations, nemesis! Your trickery has already been uncovered, cunning though it was, but your swarm of Australian killer wasps will never have a chance to be set free in our abode.” Sherman jammed a small box against Moriarty’s chest, waiting until the older man had a grip before releasing it entirely. “Well played, nemesis. However, it shall take even greater schemes than that to dispose of me. I know you would expect nothing less.”

      “For the last time, I am not a criminal.” Bennet puffed up his chest, the package still pressed against it. “Every Moriarty in my line has been an officer of the law, going back to my great-great-grandfather and continuing on with my daughter. Some author using our name for a character doesn’t actually make us crooks!”

      In fairness to Bennet, Watson thought, this wound seemed to have been around long before Sherman began poking at it, though their proximity certainly wasn’t helping things. Managing Sherman was closer to an art than a sort-of-reliable science, but in their time together, Watson had begun to pick up a few tricks here and there. Dissuading Sherman from a course of action—say, harassing an elderly man who happened to share a last name with a literary villain—was nigh impossible. Distracting Sherman with something else he considered vital—that was a much more manageable task.

      Clapping his partner on the shoulder, Watson motioned to the stairs. “With that warning delivered, it’s about time we opened up the office. Don’t want to keep any potential clients waiting.”

      Glowering at Bennet, Sherman crept his way back along the stairs, not taking his eyes off him until it was absolutely necessary. “Your dedication to scheduling may yet prove to be useful, Watson. Very well, we shall leave the duel for now, Moriarty. But never forget that my scrutiny is upon you, waiting for the moment a mistake is made.” Spinning around in a flourish of overcoat, Sherman bolted back down the stairs, heading to the ground level.

      “Sorry about that, again.” It was a familiar phrase in Watson’s mouth, one he expected would become second nature by the end of his first year with Sherman.

      Grumbling slightly, Bennet looked at the package Sherman had thrust into his possession. “At least he saved me the trouble of negotiating those stairs. Used to have to trek down every time the mail carrier dropped my orders on the wrong floor.” He slipped the brown box into a pocket on his robe, most of it still poking out. “How goes the cat search?”

      “Not great.” By virtue of Sherman’s persistent harassment of this older man, and therefore Watson’s need to smooth things over, they’d ended up having semi-regular chats since moving in.

      Bennet scratched at the white stubble sharply contrasting the dark hue of his cheeks. “Missing this long, there’s a chance it’s gone feral to survive. Some of the wild cats around here form their own clowders, most of which stalk along the riverfront sooner or later. Check around the Electric Sturgeon when they shut down and dump their leftover stew. You’ll be up to your eyeballs in cats; the right one might be in there.”

      “Appreciate the tip,” Watson said, words quite sincere. After a full week of fruitlessly hunting for this missing feline, he welcomed just about any lead he could get. “And again, apologies for Sherman; he really doesn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Hmm.” Bennet was well over a decade past retirement; however, he still had the poker-faced stare of a thinking detective down pat. “I know you said he’s recovering from a head injury, but that’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before. You sure the doctors have a handle on what’s ailing him?”

      The truth was no, not really. Sherman’s condition was unique, as was he, meaning they didn’t have any sort of precedent or prior sample to draw from. But in the sense that he was in the best hands possible, that was hard to deny. It was difficult to imagine an organization better funded or motivated to crack the mystery of Sherman’s survival, save only for the one that had created him.

      “Brains are always tricky; he’s getting the best possible care, though.”

      “Good. Volume aside, I’ve had worse downstairs neighbors. None of them ever brought me my things.” Opening the door slightly, Bennet motioned inside to the cramped apartment. “Since I’m up and socializing, care for a coffee?”

      Watson shook his head, despite how nice a dose of caffeine sounded at this point. “Rain check. I need to go look in on Sherman; can’t very well leave him to man the front office alone.”

      “That’s right. Today you might just get your second customer.” Bennet chuckled to himself as he closed the door.

      Though the parting words might have bothered Sherman, Watson was quite happy with their current level of detective work. The point of the agency was to give Sherman a sense of purpose and a way to use his talent on his own terms. That certainly didn’t mean Watson wanted them taking on difficult or dangerous cases. If the entirety of their time outside the lab was spent running down missing pets, he would be perfectly content, though the occasional bar fight with delivery thieves did help to spice up a weekday here and there.

      Strolling down the stairs and through the front door of their detective office, Watson nearly lost a step the moment he passed the threshold. He’d been expecting Sherman to be standing on a desk, shouting at the lights, or drawing intricate designs in Wite-Out, or one of the other half-dozen bizarre scenes he’d walked in on over the past week alone. The last thing Watson was prepared for was Sherman sitting professionally in one of their well-stuffed chairs, directly across from a woman holding a familiar dinosaur-shaped backpack. Evidently, she hadn’t just been admiring the hairstyles; this stranger was also killing time until they opened.

      “There’s Watson, here at last,” Sherman said.

      Watson looked to the woman, who wore an expression of deep confusion that he understood much too well.

      “Don’t worry,” Sherman added. “When on the clock, I shall hold him to a far more disciplined timetable. Lauren is a new client, Watson. It seems she’s burdened by an apparition of one long past.”

      Wrinkling his eyebrows, Watson glanced past Sherman to Lauren, who mercifully took the cue.

      “He means … and I know how this sounds, but I’m serious …” Lauren was nervous, and given that she’d ended up here, probably desperate; however, nothing about her gave the impression of falsehood. Watson filed that detail away for later; people could think they were telling the truth and still be wrong. Finally, she found the strength to continue. “It’s just that I think the place where I work is haunted.”

      “Quite the mystery, indeed. To solve it, we may very well have to unravel the secrets of life and death themselves.” Only Sherman and the maddest of scientists could speak such words sincerely. “Yet it gets even better. By all means, please go on; inform my subordinate of your place of occupation.”

      She looked away, flushing visibly. “That’s the reason no one will take me seriously. The place where I work … it’s a ghost tour.”
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      “It all started a few weeks ago,” Lauren continued. “There’s this place we stop at on the tour, an old mansion nestled back in the woods—Cagglebag Manor. It’s not as big or famous as the Pittock, but it’s the big finish of our tour. The ambiance makes it spooky on any given night, and downright creepy when there’s a storm. We’ve also set up a few props and whatnot to make it really do the job, give the people that small jolt of safe fright they paid for.”

      Lauren paused to sip from her mug of coffee, brewed by Watson in the cheap pot they kept in the office. It genuinely had not occurred to him they might need to serve beverages to clients in real need; who in the world was desperate enough to turn to a place with “World’s Greatest Detective” on the window? It turned out his answer was someone with a story so ridiculous no one else would take it seriously.

      “Since the house is owned by the company and used for the tours, we tend to keep decent security, despite how it looks. Only senior-level tour guides like me have keys to get in, and there are hidden cameras wired around the outside of the property in case of trespassing. That’s why it struck me as weird when some of the stuff in the house began to move around. Not big things necessarily, maybe a candlestick in the kitchen instead of the dining room, or a painting shifted off-center. Things we weren’t supposed to be touching, but could have been honest mistakes. Then I heard the voices.”

      Her tone faltered, as if waiting to be interrupted, told how ridiculous this all was. If she was expecting doubt, then Lauren was in for disappointment; Sherman gazed at her with rapt attention, sitting the stillest Watson had seen, which was to say only minor fidgeting.

      “It’s always late at night, when I’m doing one last clean-up sweep to make sure none of the guests left a drink or other trash behind. They seem to drift out from the walls, unintelligible words, occasionally a moan, always just quiet enough that I’m not entirely sure I really heard anything. For a while, I told myself it was just the house and the tour getting the best of my imagination. But then last week, Marcelo got injured.”

      Watson perked up at that. Spooky sounds in a theatrically haunted house might be a curious thing to get scared of, except if people were actually getting hurt; that elevated the problem to one of valid concern. If nothing else, Lauren certainly seemed to believe her story—that, or she was an actress in a role far below her talents.

      “How was he injured?” he asked.

      “Nobody is sure,” Lauren admitted. “Including Marcelo. He said he was coming down the stairs in the grand hall after wrapping up the night’s final chores, and it just felt like they went slick all of a sudden. By the time he came around, everything looked normal, except the angle of his leg. Tendered his resignation that night.”

      Given how focused Sherman was, Watson opted to take up the needed role of skeptic in order to determine why more obvious explanations had been dismissed. “There is the possibility that he just had an accident. People frequently fall down the stairs of their own accord.”

      There was almost defiance in Lauren’s next sip, which made more sense when she finished and responded. “Yeah, that’s what the other detective agencies said too. But I know something is going on, and Marcelo isn’t the type to lie, or quit a solid job without good reason. Especially not if it came with broken bones. He had to move back home to Nebraska just so there’d be family to take care of him.” Setting the cup down in defeat, Lauren moved to stand. “I can already see where this is headed. Sorry for wasting your time. It’s just that with Daybreak Investigations closed, I didn’t know who to go to.”

      Sherman was up instantly, suddenly much too close to Lauren, staring at her like he might try to cram the woman into his eyeball. Creepy as that was, things only got weirder as he drew in a nasally sniff. “Fear, anxiety, and stress, along with a sub-par deodorant. You’re scared and afraid; that was no lie. I trust this Marcelo’s injury will shake out as described too. I shall tell you two things of equal truth, my client. First: I believe you in your entirety. Second: I do not believe in haunted houses.”

      “Aren’t those conflicting statements?” Lauren, in a not-uncommon reaction to Sherman, was too confused by the strangeness of it all to be properly weirded out.

      “Not at all!” Sherman spun around, long legs carrying him around the room with occasional swirls of overcoat. “You see, ghosts haven’t been permitted to take up official residence since the Ectoplasmic-Intervention in the eighties. However, you speak with the surety of one who has already endured endless doubt. Thusforth, what we must be dealing with is some sort of entity intent on making you believe the house to be truly haunted. It is a situation in which you have told only the truth, yet ghosts do not remain our culprit.”

      If not for the tangent about ghost treaties in the middle, Lauren might have been purely overjoyed. As things stood, Watson still noticed a wave of dense emotion try to wash across her face. “Wait … you really do believe me?”

      Sherman suddenly twirled in place, locking eyes with Lauren. “But of course. Our name is no falsely claimed title of hubris. Before you truly stands the world’s greatest detective. Knowing a client from a charlatan is only the basest of abilities required to earn such a title.”

      Lauren’s gaze shot to Watson; she was understandably concerned. For all his enthusiasm, Sherman didn’t necessarily project the attitude of one in charge, especially when contrasted with his assistant. Whatever resistance she was searching for, he wouldn’t be the one to offer it. So far as Watson could tell, this was a perfect case for them to tackle, largely because he considered it to be a waste of time.

      As much as Sherman thrived on helping and being useful, there were also dangers to letting him out in the world. No one knew when the next kidnapping attempt might come, which was why they were taking security seriously enough to send in 808 for a sweep. Even outside of the known threats, however, the occupation of a private investigator could frequently put its practitioners in danger. Wherever there was a secret, there was someone who wanted to keep it buried. Investigating a supposedly haunted house would be a great way to burn time on a case with no actual culprits, which meant no real danger.

      “Lauren, if it’s not too much trouble, we’ve got some new-client paperwork for you to fill out,” Watson suggested, heading over to his own desk and pulling out the first form on a stack that was arguably far too thick. Sherman was nothing if not optimistic.

      “I should warn you, I can’t pay very much. We took up a pool around work after Marcelo got hurt, but most of it went to him directly.”

      Watson’s smile was practiced and soothing. “Don’t worry about it—we have a non-conventional funding method. Sherman is more in this for the love of the work.” And because it helped keep him mentally active, something very important to his health as well as the research being conducted on his brain.

      Lauren slumped back down in her chair, in relief as much as an actual desire to rest. To Watson’s surprise, there was even a short round of sniffles as she dabbed at her eyes with the edge of a sleeve. “Sorry, I know this is silly, but after days of trying, I thought no one was going to believe me. And I really don’t want this company to close down.”

      “Ah yes, fear that the apparitions will steal all of your tour’s trade secrets and business practices,” Sherman nodded. “A sound concern.”

      “Um … maybe, I’d have to ask the owner.” It was a more graceful agreement than most could have managed, even as Lauren hurried to explain. “Just on the tour-guide level, we’re starting to lose business. After Marcelo’s injury, there have been rumors spreading that our tour isn’t safe, and nobody wants actual risk or danger on these things. The cancelations aren’t too bad yet, but I’m afraid one more incident like that and we’ll be in real trouble.”

      As Watson handed over the form, he kept the interest clear from his face. If there were actual finances in play, a business to wreck, perhaps even to loot, then suddenly the situation wasn’t quite so ridiculous. Something to keep in mind while they moved forward. As Sherman’s assistant, it was part of Watson’s job to anticipate problems; that left him free to deal with whatever unexpected complications Sherman managed to create.

      For the moment, Sherman was pacing, so Watson opted to do a bit of recon of his own, although what perked his interest hadn’t necessarily been case related. “You mentioned there was another local agency you’d normally have brought this to?”

      It took Lauren a few seconds, changing gears from scratching down information onto the form, to mentally backtrack through the conversation. “Oh! Right, you mean Daybreak Investigations?”

      “I suppose so? With apologies, my colleague and I are still new in town.” Despite that being true, Watson had done a sweep of all the other local private investigators currently active, in case there would be territorial issues to watch out for. Daybreak didn’t ring a bell.

      “It’s been closed for a few months now,” Lauren explained. “Detective Dawn is kind of … her own person, but if you’re ever in a jam, she’s always willing to help. Some jobs take longer than others, though. She’s had an ‘On a Case’ sign hanging in her window since winter.”

      A sudden rush of footsteps was their only warning before Sherman quite literally leapt back into the conversation, hurdling over the back of his chair before sinking down in its cushiony depth.

      “Much as I admire your research into our rival detectives, for now, it is best to concern ourselves with the case. After many moments of serious contemplation, I have formulated a precise series of events to set in motion that will permit us to discover the true source of this false haunting. Tell me, Watson, do those contacts of yours have access to any sort of invisibility or high-end cloaking device?”

      In an odd way, Watson had to give it to Sherman; while the tech he wanted was straight out of sci-fi, he was hardly the first person wanting to chase the rabbit of invention down that hole. There was no shortage of failed experiments he’d heard of and run across from people trying to create exactly that, some of them even within his own off-the-books program. Either no one had succeeded, or if they had, it was a highly guarded national secret; regardless, Sherman wouldn’t be getting his hands on any such technology.

      “Highly unlikely,” Watson replied, already aware Sherman didn’t like to be told anything was impossible. “If they did exist, it would take months of paperwork and clearance to even look at the things.”

      “Bah, fie to your red tape. In the absence of technology, we shall rely on the most adept tool in all known existence, the human mind.” Sherman pointed to his own head, making his statement both more and less accurate than intended. “Fortunately, my foolproof planning capacity also takes into account the need for adaptation to unexpected obstacles, such as my assistant’s inability to procure some simple tools.”

      Lauren had, quite understandably, stopped writing on the form to watch Sherman’s pageantry. “If there’s anything I can do, I’d be happy to help.”

      A loud snap of Sherman’s fingers came right before he pointed directly at Lauren. “Excellent! Your offer is both accepted and necessary, since proper stealth options are off the table. As it seems we will need to do in-depth investigations on this Cagglebag Manor, we shall require constant access, without our presence arousing the slightest bit of suspicion.” He shot out of the chair, eyes alight, stalking around Lauren and Watson. “Therefore, given the limitations of the situation, Watson and I shall both require you to stand as our word of reference, giving testimony to any and all who inquire about the depth of our talent and the limitless bounds of our potential.”

      Although Lauren had done an admirable job throughout most of the meeting—keeping up with Sherman was an ever-moving target—somewhere in that last tirade, she’d lost the thread. Watson, however, had not, and worse, he had to admit Sherman’s idea held merit. If they wanted to get to know the business, looking for any potential real explanations while also searching for the source of the voices, then the best way to do that was from the inside.

      “He means you’re going to have to recommend us as new tour guides,” Watson explained. “Since your friend is hurt and things are rocky, I’m guessing there’s at least one open spot.”

      “Ohhhh.” Lauren relaxed as understanding set in, only to tense once more seconds later. “Look, I can get you guys an interview time tomorrow since we start early on Fridays, but the owner makes all final calls on casting. You’ll have to land it on your own.”

      In a whip of motion, Sherman was seated calmly in his chair once more, as if the last flurry of movement had never happened at all. Calmly, he reached over and helped himself to a long sip from his own coffee cup, which was conspicuously empty. “Fear not, Lauren, my client. As the world’s greatest detective, it will be no effort to charm the gatekeeper with my absolute understanding of the human condition. I shall embody the very soul of an ideal haunted tour giver. Watson shall also muddle through somehow, as is his way.”

      There was a moment where Lauren seemed to grasp, truly, just how eccentric the man she was hiring was. Whether it was a mark of how desperate she was to be believed or Sherman’s salesmanship, her head turned back down to the paper, and she continued writing, undeterred.

      Disregarding their efforts at feline recovery, it seemed the World’s Greatest Detective Agency officially had its first client.
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      By the time they got all the information they needed from Lauren, a process complicated by Sherman’s tendency toward veering wildly off-subject, day had nearly given over to night; only the barest threads of sunshine still traced through the sky. Not expecting any more clients—although it wasn’t as if their first had been anticipated—Watson closed up the downstairs office and followed Sherman’s frantic skittering up the stairs to the apartment they called home.

      Since they had moved in, Apartment 3B had undergone a few changes. While security was always being checked and upgraded behind the scenes—a thought that made Watson remember 808’s impending visit and wince—those changes went largely unseen. Sherman’s additions to the home were far more … noticeable.

      The most prevalent display was what Watson had come to think of as Sherman’s Corner. Even though they both had spacious rooms—one of the benefits of turning a whole floor into one apartment—Sherman had opted to set this area up in the communal living space. It was self-contained, in a manner of speaking. The first piece had been the rug: enormous, shaggy, and now hopelessly stained, it formed the foundation upon which the rest of the corner was built.

      From there, it had almost seemed like Sherman was playing a game with himself to see how much junk he could pile onto the rug’s admittedly sizable surface. A drum set with the beater on the bass replaced by a fully stringed violin; toasters rigged up with all manner of wheels and sails as if they were meant to take flight; and three canvases propped up next to each other, rotated out at seemingly random intervals as Sherman threw paint upon them, which was part of why the rug was already so stained. There was also a stack of old televisions and radios, some of which occasionally spat out blaring blasts or pure static, along with an ever-changing stack of books. All of this was largely blocked off by thick, heavily covered screens meant to act as sound barriers for the rest of the apartment building, if not Sherman’s actual roommate.

      It wasn’t really needed in Watson’s case anyway. Unofficially speaking, he’d coordinated enough strategy meetings while under artillery fire that a little white noise was easy to tune out. Hell, he could have slept through Sherman at his worst, if rest still came so easily. There had been marked improvement since taking this job and leaving his old life behind, yet Watson still felt the twinge in his leg, despite it being healed. An old pain from an old betrayal, one that he was working to finally leave in the past. What better way than to focus on the future?

      “Sherman, we should probably go over our plan for getting hired. Interviewing isn’t a skill set of yours we’ve really worked on.” Because he was a professional, Watson did not sigh heavily, no matter how the thought of trying to guide Sherman through the job-hiring process told him it was warranted.

      After flitting around his corner a bit, Sherman thundered into the kitchen, then flung open the fridge and commenced to rummage. “Tomorrow’s tasks for tomorrow, Watson. Why don’t we start by you telling me what has your tizzy in a bonnet? Since arriving, there has been an unmistakable pallor to your spirit. With a new job on the horizon, I must have my assistant in tip-top shape.”

      No matter how mad he might seem, Sherman Holmes was not crazy. Beyond that, he saw and absorbed more information than any other known human on the planet. Granted, he could only fully utilize that data for five minutes at a time, a trick he’d already used earlier this morning to calculate their missing cat’s most likely position. But even outside his window, Sherman was still getting all that information. He just wasn’t capable of processing most of it, part of what led to his constantly addled state.

      Sometimes, it was hard not to wonder what it was like inside that mind. Watson had gotten a taste of Sherman’s condition and felt his brain nearly work itself to literal death. Deep down, he truly hoped that part of the experience had passed for Sherman, that this was some manner of stable status quo. The idea of him being trapped where Watson had briefly been—it tore at him to even picture.

      There was no point in lying to Sherman, especially since this technically concerned his safety. Watson walked over to the kitchen island and sat down on the middle option of the three unoccupied barstools. “Gwendolyn sent word over. Looks like we’re getting our home security checked over by a specialist.”

      “Hmm, yes, I see now. A fellow in your former line of work, a great rival, one you spent years attempting to best only to consistently come up short.” Sherman paused, leaving the fridge door still open, and rubbed his hand along the base of his chin. “Yet you would not want them to see you here, of course. Discovering your new position as assistant to the world’s greatest detective would certainly obliterate any sense of competition as you clench an undeniable victory; however, it would be predicated upon my own greatness. A man of your pride no doubt wishes to triumph while wielding his own merits.”

      With so much wrong in that tangent, Watson just picked the part that stuck out to him most and started there. “We’re not rivals—808 and I had different talents. I did in-person work, the kind where you have to get in close, either by charm or force. She’s an infiltration expert, specializes in breaking in without ever being seen. Hence why she’s going to put our security through the paces.”

      Reaching into the fridge, eyes still trained on Watson, Sherman opened a jar of mustard and took a short sip before nodding in appreciation and pouring a great deal on a bowl of leftover fried rice. “If not rivals, then perhaps this is some faded kindling where the crackles have not fully subsided.”

      That one took Watson a minute, but he eventually got there. “I get you. Old flame. No, not that either. There’s nothing technically wrong at all—808 is a highly competent asset; we’re lucky to have her aid.”

      “Then why, Watson, do you insist on having that worried look nested upon the peak of your brow?”

      The woman sitting next to Watson leaned onto the island, letting her elbows rest on the granite while spreading out her hands to cradle a face hosting a gentle smile. “He just hates that I always get the drop on him.”

      “Gah!” Watson bolted up, whirling around on the person now seated directly next to him. His eyes darted over the apartment, hunting for a telltale point of entry, footprints along the wooden floors, even a curtain blowing briefly in some unseen breeze. None of which were there, because this was 808 he was dealing with. If the woman had revealed herself to be capable of turning into actual shadows, not only could Watson buy it, but the revelation would explain quite a few of her prior exploits.

      “See? Hates it. Thinks he should be able to see every threat coming, every time.” She unfurled from the barstool, each motion lithe and sure. While Watson didn’t know much of 808’s history, just like she knew little of his, the woman was either a former gymnast or the most naturally graceful human he’d ever laid eyes on. Her words carried the same energy as she looked him over. “221—or I should say Joel Watson—how have you been? Haven’t seen you since before the injury; heard you’d lost the touch, but I didn’t expect you to end up on the outside.”

      “808. Always a pleasure. Still going by Hannah?” Watson was slowly composing himself, while Sherman was now throwing in other leftovers and adding various condiments to his fried rice. Food, for him, was often as much an experiment as anything else; at least he never let anything go to waste.

      “Oh no, had to retire that one when they put me out to pasture. I’ve been using Ava for a bit; it’s grown on me enough that I might even make it permanent.”

      The mild annoyance Watson had been holding on to vanished as he took in Ava’s words. “Put to pasture” meant she was in the same position he was: outside the old systems, no longer assigned to active missions, skills used where they were needed—like doing security sweeps for a hidden asset in Portland. Watson had assumed Gwendolyn called in favors to get someone with Ava’s expertise on the job. He never expected them to really go forward with pushing 808 out. Even if her particular tendencies did complicate some jobs, it wasn’t as if those talents couldn’t be put to use elsewhere.

      “Sorry, I hadn’t heard you were out.”

      “Yeah, you were fairly out of touch for a long while there,” Ava said. “When I found out you’d left on your own, with a new partner, no less, I had to come see it for myself. Perks of being on the outside—a lot easier for me to do pop-ins on old friends.”

      Fried-rice combo still in hand, Sherman made his way around the island, extending a friendly hand, assuming one ignored the various condiments coating the fingers. “A great pleasure to meet you, Ava the infiltrator. I am Sherman Holmes, world’s greatest detective and employer of your former colleague. No need to gush—I abhor such admiration. Let us proceed as if I were an everyday person to meet for the sake of easy conversement.”

      Tilting her head a tad too far to the side, past the point where it would be painful for a normal person, Ava shot Sherman a quizzical expression. “Very well, then, great detective, I’m curious. Did you happen to see the method by which I slipped into your home? I waited until you were both inside, just to play fair.”

      “Polly-wash!” Sherman declared, spraying more than a bit of old rice from his mouth in the process. “You were waiting at the seam of light and night, just there in the corner, with only the barest slivers of your essence still outside. From there, it was a simple matter of using the dust-mite migration for cover to slip to the middle, somersault directly up through the air, befriend the spiders and use their webbing to gain purchase, then drop into position the moment we were both distracted.” Not even waiting for confirmation, Sherman shoveled in a huge bite of his food in triumph. “Ywour skuhl wath no math fwor mhwy intellect.”

      “Sherman, we’ve been over this—chewing is not optional.” Watson’s tone was perhaps gentler than it should have been, given that they were talking about a potential choking hazard, but it was hard to be too tough on Sherman while savoring the look of perplexity Ava was now wearing.

      She looked from Sherman to the room, making some quick motions with her fingers as she retraced her own steps. “Interesting. Basically, all of that was gibberish nonsense, except …” More tracing of the room, enough for Watson to fill in the blanks himself.

      “He nailed the path, didn’t he?”

      “Perfectly,” Ava confirmed. “But he definitely wasn’t looking, and I already checked for reflective angles all over. So how the hell did he get that part spot-on while the rest of it made no sense?”

      It wasn’t often 221 had been able to get the upper hand on 808; her habit of popping in and out meant she rarely stayed around long enough to be surprised. Today was an exception, conjured seemingly without effort by the strange magic of the man who was Sherman Holmes. Watson tapped her lightly on the shoulder, jarring Ava out of her continued reassessment.

      “No matter how tempting it might be, never forget that Sherman is more than just the pageantry. He’s always alert, always watching, learning, and absorbing. If you let yourself underestimate him, even for a moment, there’s a good chance he’s already gotten the upper hand.” Now, how steady said upper hand might be would vary wildly depending on the version of Sherman steering the ship at the time, but there was no reason to go into that. Especially not after he’d made such an exceptional first impression.

      Ava scratched her head once more, then appeared to give up. “Guess there must be something special about him, with how much security you’ve got in place.”

      “On that note,” Watson replied, “let me grab a sandwich and we can settle in to discuss how you really did get in here. Whatever holes you found, we need to patch.”

      “If you want to cover all that tonight, you’d better make me one too,” Ava replied. “Any kind of deli meat is fine, just no mustard.”

      “Good choice.” Watson looked toward the fridge, whose door was still hanging open wide. “After seeing Sherman’s dish, I’m not sure we even have any mustard left to offer.”

      Nearly to his corner, bowl still in hand, Sherman paused only long enough to call out, in what he no doubt considered to be a helpful manner, “That reminds me, Watson, on the morrow, we must journey to the market. I fear our stores of savory sauces have started to run scarce.”

      With the resigned calm of the professional he was, Watson merely met Ava’s eyes, hoping the look would convey all that was needed. “You go ahead and get everything in order. I’ll go make us some dry sandwiches.”
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      Life with Sherman, for all its unique challenges, offered Watson something he’d only gotten tastes of in his former occupation: a routine. Despite a late night catching up with Ava, as well as getting a preview of all the weaknesses she’d found in their current defenses, Watson was up before dawn, as always. For a long while, early rising had been a necessary tactical advantage; getting the drop on someone while they were still drowsy made operations run more safely. Then Poole shot him and betrayed him, and Watson’s downward spiral began, bringing repeating nightmares along to the party, which only made him more restless. Yet even with those getting better, Watson found he still enjoyed his few hours in a more peaceful world.

      For Watson, mornings started with a trip to the gym. Except that, given his role as Sherman’s protector, popping out for an hour or so every morning wasn’t viable. That was how Watson had convinced Gwendolyn to turn some of their expansive space into a workout area. It let him keep in top condition without ever having to leave Sherman on his own.

      The “gym” setup in their apartment was spartan by any true measure, but it felt downright palatial compared to some of the holes where Watson had been forced to rely on nothing aside from body-weight workouts. A punching bag, some mats, a rack of free weights, one of those all-in-one resistance workout machines for targeting muscles as needed. To look at Watson, there wasn’t much evidence of the hard-earned physique hiding just below the surface of his strategically chosen clothing, and how he exercised was a large part of that. For one in his line of work, everything was about function, and keeping as many cards hidden as possible.

      Once that was done, Watson grabbed a quick shower, though nowhere near as fast as some he’d speedily taken through the years. Getting sweat off was nothing compared to blood, especially without someone banging on the door with the butt of a large gun. After his shower, on went the suit, one of the dozens hanging in his closet.

      There was, technically speaking, no dress code for him anymore. Ava had been clad in what amounted to athleisure wear, although given the job she was doing, it was a sound wardrobe choice—much easier to sneak around without flowing fabrics. Really, suits hadn’t even been required when he was on the job, save for specific meetings and events. This was simply an area of life he’d found where thought could be off-loaded. When there were a dozen deadly plates to keep spinning, brain cells couldn’t always be spared for making fashion choices in the morning. A suit was virtually never out of place; it could be scaled down by removing the jacket and up by including accessories. Add in that these were provided by his old employer, perfectly tailored, and much more durable than appearances let on, and Watson just hadn’t seen any need to wear much else.

      It was an area where he might expand, when free time permitted. Today was not that morning, though Watson did skip adding a tie to the outfit, as he had been most days lately. Open collar was a bit more casual, and a better fit with Sherman’s own tendencies. Aside from the large coat and deerstalker hat, Sherman’s outfits actually changed daily, proving quite more varied than Watson’s. Not that anyone could ever tell because, again, Sherman’s form was frequently swallowed by a giant brown coat with a ridiculous number of pockets.

      Before his next part of the morning, Watson poked a head in on Sherman. Sometimes, he would be in the semi-restful state that counted as sleep for Sherman; other mornings, he’d have his head buried in several books while also wearing headphones with unknown programs blasting. Today was one of the latter occasions. Sherman had more than a dozen books about ghosts, spirits, goblins, fey, and all manner of other mystical claptrap scattered around his feet. Thankfully, mixed in among the rabble, there were a few books on local history and legend, so perhaps Sherman would have some useful tidbits to access when the time arrived.

      With his charge dutifully checked on, Watson grabbed his keys and ventured forth from their apartment, heading out into the town at large. Well, as much of the town as could be found within walking distance of their admittedly imperfect location. Fortunately, even in this semi-developing section, there was still coffee. Thus far, Watson had tried Galactic Java, The Lost Bean, and Souls of Caffeine, but his favorite location had proven to be what certainly looked like an aptly named old wooden building called The Shanty.

      Much as the overpriced morning beverages might seem like a silly indulgence, and some of the flavors Watson got absolutely were, this was also a vital part of his long-term strategy. Moving somewhere new was a challenge in lots of ways, but for Watson, the part that stuck in his craw was how cut off he felt from the flow of information. A new location required new connections, and not just official ones like Gwendolyn, or even allies on the fringe such as Ava. People on the ground, ones he could get the local layout from, maybe even catch a hot tip or two, those were vital to any information-based operation.

      “Morning, Gil,” Watson called to the bald, scowling older man who never seemed to leave the back of the faded wooden counter, to the point where Watson had started to suspect a secret pee-bottle. Hopefully some secret hand sanitizer, too, if that was the case.

      “It’s Old Gil,” Old Gil corrected. It wasn’t just the coffee that had pricked Watson’s interest in The Shanty, though they did sling a surprisingly good pot of mud. No, for as tasty as those newer places could be, what Watson needed was an institution, a place with history and deep roots. Old Gil had snagged his attention for one simple fact alone: he remembered everyone who came through his doors. Sometimes he’d greet them by name, other times just know their usual order, but it was that attention to detail that told Watson this could be a friend worth making.

      Of course, all of that had to come with time. For the moment, Watson’s primary goal was to establish himself as a regular. Ideally, this would open the doors to being seen as a local, and if he could achieve that in the eyes of someone like Old Gil, it would be a huge stepping-stone. Nobody talked to outsiders as freely as they’d speak to one of their own.

      “What’s going on in the world today?” Watson made his way around the shop’s rear, plucking up a few newspapers from random cities. For whatever reason, The Shanty never stocked local papers, but loved to carry an ever-shifting stock from other parts of the country. It looked like today Watson would be checking out the happenings in St. Louis, and some tiny town in Idaho named Delhop.

      By the time he arrived, Old Gil was halfway through preparing the same thing Watson got every time he stopped in: the drink of the day. It appeared today’s coffee was a sort of chocolate/mint/caramel combination that sounded like it would be much better as a dessert than a beverage, but that was the price of buttering up Old Gil. Nothing flattered an artist like continued appreciation.

      “Latest news is not so bad. Construction down the street is nearly done; the new lane should help with our traffic, for now. Word is a few new restaurants are eyeing spots farther up the road. You want whipped cream on this?” Old Gil lifted the silver canister, in which his own recipe of the day was pressurized and ready.

      “As the chef recommends,” Watson replied. A loud splurt burst forth from the container while heaps of foamy white cream covered the previously dark surface of the liquid. “Anything I should keep an eye out for?”

      As good a job as Gwendolyn had done setting up local security, there was no substitute for eyes that knew the terrain. If another operative tried to slip into the area, they’d likely be trained and talented, the type capable of slipping by even excellent defenses. That was part of why he’d chosen a small, developing neighborhood: no amount of subterfuge could disguise the fact that they’d be a stranger. If Watson was going to get any forewarning against an attacker like that, people like Old Gil were his likeliest tip-off point.

      Finishing off the drink with a few fresh shavings from a chocolate bar, Old Gil handed the coffee over, his thick, gnarled hands shockingly delicate when needed. “Heard from some folks about a tall fellow in a big coat yelling at people near the road a few days ago. That the guy you work with again?”

      “Was he yelling at them, or around them?” Watson dropped some cash down, along with a generous, yet not suspiciously large, tip. Consistency was the aim—become like any other face in the daily crowd, one more among the masses.

      “Around, most likely. People are more spooked by a scream right in their faces,” Old Gil said.

      “Yeah, that’s probably Sherman. Nothing to worry about, he’s just got some volume and timing issues.” At some point, he’d need to bring Sherman physically into these discussions; it was just as important for him to gain local standing as Watson. However, his limited experience had already taught Watson that people did better with Sherman when they had some iota of warning and expectations set, even if he could never go into the details.

      Such was the charm of Old Gil; he didn’t ask for them. The shop owner merely nodded and scooped the money off the counter. “My sister’s kid has volume troubles too. Bring him around sometime. My hearing’s gone half-to-hell anyway, doesn’t matter if people are loud.”

      “Will do.” Watson tried a sip of the drink, and while it was far sweeter than anything he’d have normally selected for himself, there was no denying Old Gil had successfully balanced the flavors well. “Thanks for the coffee. See you tomorrow.”

      “If my ticker lasts that long.” It was a morose farewell, though perhaps a fitting one from a man who insisted on being called Old Gil. The first time Watson had been caught off-guard, but only the first time. Today, he merely tipped his cup in appreciation, hugging the doorframe to get around a woman in painter’s overalls and a gigantic top hat, looking as though she were coming at morning from the other side of sleep.

      Arriving back home, Watson found that Sherman had relocated to the kitchen, where he was currently pouring three different types of cereal into one bowl, with a giant bottle of strawberry milk perched tellingly only a few feet away. Taking in the scene as a whole, Watson made some hurried deductive leaps, as well as decisions on which battles he was going to fight today.

      “I’m making some eggs and toast for breakfast, if you want any.” Setting his drink down, Watson grabbed a pan from under the sink, working hard to ignore the sound of milk sloshing perilously up to the bowl’s edge. “Whatever you do for breakfast, don’t make yourself sick. Our client, Lauren, said the next round of tour guide interviews is this afternoon, and we need to get prepared.”

      “A needless formality. What employer would dream of passing on the chance to employ the world’s greatest detective, and his satisfactory-level assistant, in their venture?” Too late, Watson noticed Sherman didn’t have a regular spoon. He was surprisingly adept with the ice cream scoop, though.

      In their earliest days, Watson might have tried to fight with Sherman on this point; however, he was slowly learning. “I considered that, but until we know for sure what’s going on, we might not want to tip off anyone else that you are the world’s greatest detective. Easier to investigate without them realizing we’re on the trail. And if we can’t be ourselves, you know what that means.”

      Moving faster than Watson himself could have managed, Sherman was suddenly standing atop the stool, balanced precariously, ice cream scoop thrust directly into the sky. “Disguises! Watson, hurriedly prepare your morning hunger-stopper, and then we adjourn to my quarters. I must conceal my prodigious talents as a detective by overshadowing them with my abilities as the world’s greatest tour guide. The time has come to craft a fresh set of disguises!”

      Slamming the bowl to his lips, Sherman sucked out all of the strawberry milk supporting the cereal, tossing the remains onto the counter in a semi-wet pile of mush, before bolting like a shot into his bedroom. As for Watson, he took his time getting the pan out from under the counter, sipping a few more gulps of Old Gil’s coffee, finding the sweetness growing on him. No matter how Sherman rushed, they still had several hours until the interviews started.

      Knowing how much work it would take to get Sherman prepared, Watson felt the very least he owed himself was a solid breakfast. He’d certainly be needing the energy.
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      Tollamu Entertainment was the company that owned and ran The Cackling Mad Ghost Tour, though from what Watson could find, the larger enterprise was more aspirational than needed; its haunted excursions were the only current operation. Clearly, the owner had the intent to expand, a small detail Watson filed away in case this was all some sort of insurance scam. It was genuinely depressing how many times he’d had to poke into mysterious happenings only to realize it was just one more person who really didn’t understand how scamming insurance companies or finagling a false payout worked in the slightest.

      Part of him had expected the interview would take place at Cagglebag Manor, but as soon as he saw the address, Watson knew it was too central to be some isolated destination. Sure enough, he pulled the convertible up outside a small brick building on the east side of the river and found no aura of lingering shadows or chilling flashes of unexplainable forms, just a patch of sidewalk in dire need of refurbishment.

      Pausing by the front door, he waited as Sherman extricated himself from the car. There wasn’t any reason for Sherman to be slowed; the slacks and button-down shirt were no more binding than his giant coat, and while the bowtie didn’t seem comfortable, Sherman had insisted on the accessory for “authenticity.” That was the same reason he’d donned a pair of tortoiseshell glasses with no lenses, and an actual bowler hat. Despite being the one who escorted Sherman on his shopping trips through thrift stores, not even Watson could recall him picking out the massive pile of clothing that constituted his costume rack. Had Sherman learned to sew when he wasn’t looking? With any other charge, that would be ludicrous, but nothing was impossible when it came to Sherman.

      For his own attire, Watson had managed to get through the disguising process by agreeing to wear a lavender shirt under his suit, as opposed to the standard crisp white. It was meant to convey a slightly more casual air, while still appearing professional. The outfit didn’t feel entirely right for a job interview situation, but Watson took comfort in knowing that next to Sherman, he’d appear to be the picture of composure. The real trick would be making the company hire both of them, as Watson alone wasn’t an option. The whole point of living out in the real world and taking on small challenges like this was to help Sherman grow; if he couldn’t be involved, there’d be no point in moving forward.

      Best to focus on a single task at a time, and the first to tackle was arriving punctually, mercifully, one of the pieces Watson could actually control. He’d gotten them there in plenty of time, and with Sherman momentarily compliant, things went smoothly as they breezed through the front door. They stepped right into what looked like a mini-museum. All along the walls, photographs and documents were artfully arranged to draw the eye. Some were pictures of a large house newly built, surrounded by men in fancy suits. Others showed the same building through the years, as neglect and the encroaching wilds wore away at its pristine façade. The documents followed a similar timeline, tracking the life of a renowned aspiring inventor, and his many attempts at changing the world.

      “An aerial corn-dispersal unit for mass feedings. Not a bad notion, had the concept been better refined.” Sherman’s attention had been snagged by a random article, though it wasn’t like he lingered long. One glance, and it was all in his head, buried under all the other clutter piled up in there. Except when his brain was at its most active, when he could access all of it at the speed of thought. Watson had gotten a taste of that power, and the memory still sent chills down his spine. What he could do, yes, but even more so what he’d been capable of doing.

      “The Airborne-Corn. I loved that one too.” The voice wasn’t very loud; luckily, a quiet room made such volumes easy to hear. Walking out from the back, wiping his hands off with a paper towel, came a man who might have been confused with a parrot, under the right circumstances. Bright green and red hair fell halfway to his shoulders, sticking up in all manner of directions. He was potentially handsome; however, it was difficult to tell, given the amount of metal secured to various points on his face.

      Watson bristled slightly, and not because he particularly cared about the man’s personal aesthetic choices. Someone this concealed could easily change their look, making them harder to pick out of a lineup, potentially even permitting them to play a double role. It took active mindfulness to remember that this look was in vogue in some circles, which was the far more likely explanation than a scheming criminal thinking multiple disguises ahead.

      “You guys are our two o’clock?” He threw away the paper towel and offered a hand to shake. “I’m Carlton, one of the guides here.”

      Before Watson had even opened his mouth, Sherman was there, pumping Carlton’s hand with both arms like he was trying to work an ole-timey train cart. “Salutations, fellow weaver of history and lore. Before you stands Sherman Holmes, world’s greatest tour guide, storyteller, and soother of wayward specters. As well as Watson, my assistant.”

      Nice to see some things were consistent, even if it was only a job title. Walking up to Carlton’s other side, Watson skipped the handshake since Sherman still hadn’t let go. “A pleasure to meet you. We are indeed here for the job interview.”

      “Boss man is just finishing up with the last one; you guys are kind of early.” Carlton’s glance at his watch was brief, but noticeable. “While we wait, any questions for me about what the job entails? I’ll tell you this much right now: buy better shoes. Whatever you think is good enough, isn’t, not when you’re hoofing it all over for half the night.”

      “Fine thinking. I shall have to polish my cobblery to ensure our feet are properly fortified for the challenge ahead,” Sherman agreed.

      Watson, however, opted to take Carlton up on the question-answering offer. The more they could learn, and from the most perspectives, the better the picture they would have of everything. “Any interesting facts about Cagglebag Manor outside what’s generally known? We checked up on the public history before coming, of course, but I’m sure there’s a lot more to it.”

      Carlton’s eyes grew a tad more engaged, and his voice even lifted a few degrees in volume. “So much more than what most books cover. They all focus on the house itself, how it was built as a living booby trap, but the truth is, Elias Cagglebag had dozens of amazing inventions long before he built his home. The man was a genius, decades ahead of his time.”

      “A kindred soul.” It would be inaccurate to say Sherman whispered those words, especially compared to Carlton’s gentle voice, but he didn’t appear to be directing them at anyone in particular.

      After politely pausing for a few seconds to see if Sherman would go on, Carlton continued. “The Airborne-Corn was just one of his ideas. There was a pulley system running all the way through town, meant to convey all manner of supplies on a constant rotation; a new form of firefighting flame-retardant material based on a failed pudding recipe; and the one-man plane. Obviously, most of these notions never made it past the testing phase, although in the case of the one-man plane, that was because someone showed Elias the hang glider. Got beaten to the punch there.”

      Looking around the room once more, Watson took in the information more carefully, noting just how many of the displays were about ideas that never came to fruition. A man with obvious genius and little capacity to focus properly; perhaps Sherman had been righter than he realized about kindred souls.

      “Obviously, that’s all just the publicly known stuff,” Carlton continued. “Elias Cagglebag was famously untrustful of most people after a local paper leaked his designs for a rattrap modeled on the guillotine. They say his best ideas were hidden behind closed doors. That’s half of why he created Cagglebag Manor in the first place, so he’d have somewhere safe to hide his inventions.”

      “Strange, then, that such a structure would end up playing host to a haunted tour.” Watson had been all over the records, trying to figure out why, exactly, Cagglebag’s estate had ended up in this position, but those documents weren’t public or easily procured on short notice.

      Sherman, meanwhile, had finally released Carlton’s hand and was currently focused on a model of a ship mixed with what appeared to be airplane wings—perhaps an early design for the one-man plane? Carlton didn’t seem to mind; if anything, he appeared pleased to have the exhibits so carefully studied by someone. “We cover that one briefly on the tour. The short answer is poker. Elias died still owning all of his property, but the Cagglebag family soon fell on hard times.”

      There was something smoother about all of this, more practiced. Even without the previous admission, Watson felt sure he could have realized this bit was part of the tour. Carlton was visibly more at ease going over the familiar script. “By the time his grandson, Noah, inherited what was left, they had to sell off everything aside from the manor grounds. The one steady source of income left to the family was, ironically enough, charging adventure-seekers who wanted to challenge the home’s traps and hunt for Elias’s lost inventions. Noah probably could have held on to it—they made a fair living—except he loved to play cards and believed himself a natural at it, no matter how empty his wallet got. One night he goes all in, betting his house on a full house, only to lose against a flush. Sadly, that was only part of a longer destructive cycle, and Noah passed away soon after. As for the manor, it passed through a string of owners with various ambitions, none of whom were able to find success, until eventually Mr. Tollamu got his hands on it. Ghost tour with a scary old mansion as the closer makes for a pretty great combination.”

      “A stroke of genius,” Watson agreed, hiding his disappointment at the explanation. It wasn’t that it was implausible; history was littered with examples of squandered fortunes. The trouble came from how impossible to trace it all was. Those sorts of dealings were rarely officially recorded, and if so, then what got jotted down was a highly suspect version. Assuming that the tale had even an iota of truth, it would be all but impossible to confirm. That could mean that Tollamu’s claim on the building wasn’t quite so secure as presented, or just as easily, it might mean nothing at all.

      Taking a breath, Watson forced himself to step back, remembering what had brought them here. Not a clandestine operation where he was pitted against unknown enemies from every angle, just a worried tour guide noticing strange happenings. Useful as his old job’s skills were in his new profession, he had to keep the lowered stakes in mind. No need to go digging for vast conspiracies over a few curious noises and moved items.

      “Now, as for the public side of Cagglebag Manor’s history … well, actually, you said you read up on it, right?” A new gleam had entered Carlton’s eye, something akin to mischief. “How about you guys follow me around to the back? While we’re waiting, might as well see what you’ve got.”

      “Beg pardon?” Watson’s brain felt like it was grinding, the speed at which he had to switch gears. Research disguised as small talk was suddenly out the window. It sounded like they were about to get some manner of a test.

      With a literal two-footed hop over from the display he’d been standing next to, Sherman arrived at Watson’s side and laid a comforting hand on top of his head, ruffling the neatly styled hair. “Do keep up, Watson. Mr. Tollamu, the junior, would like us to show the very talents that drove us here in search of employment. I presume there is an adequate audience prepared. One cannot expect a true viewing of the show without appropriate applause and mirth as the backing tracks.”

      It was the first time since arriving that Watson had seen Carlton caught off-guard. “How did you know that? I didn’t tell you the boss was my dad.”

      “It became so patently obvious when you so rudely avoided providing your own surname.” Sherman tilted his head briefly toward a small display on a side wall showing a photo labeled, Mr. Tollamu: Current Owner. “Now then, if you are no longer befuddled by my simple trick of observation, direct me to my waiting public, so that I might grace them with a tale unlike any they have ever heard.”

      There were a few moments where Carlton seemed to consider the pair more carefully, until he relented with a shrug. “You’ve definitely got the gusto for it. Come on back to the bar and let’s see what you can do.”

      “This place is a bar?” Watson checked around once more, hunting for any signs advertising such refreshments.

      Carlton laughed as he opened the door to the back, which Sherman bolted through. “In this town, what isn’t a bar?”
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      There were a lot of signs that whatever Tollamu Entertainment’s current business model was, its home office had at one point been a speakeasy. Aside from the perfectly presentable front area that gave way to a rear bar via a narrow hallway—one that could be easily disguised—the walls held signs that multiple doors had once barred the path. That was the sort of precaution one took when it might become necessary to hustle a lot of people out the back while holding off invaders.

      After the hallway, however, things veered in a more recognizable direction. The bar was just that, a bar like countless others Watson had been in and through during his lifetime. Different varieties of wood made up the décor, tables, chairs, floor, ceiling, and the actual bar itself. All that brown was spruced up with pops of color in the form of painted stools and booths, as well as the familiar glow of multicolor Christmas lights run across the ceiling. It felt strangely welcoming, especially as the three figures clustered around one of the high-top tables waved a greeting.

      Two of the faces were strangers; the third was Lauren, today clad in stegosaurus earrings. Watson politely nodded at her, along with the mystery pair, but otherwise didn’t acknowledge her knew her. If she’d shared their identity with these people, that would be something she had to convey; there was no reason to break their cover until then.

      “These the next interviews?” The woman speaking was, to Watson’s thinking, the most professionally dressed in the room, outside himself. While she did still have multicolored earrings and bangles, her outfit was a sensible blouse and slacks, paired with gaudy tennis shoes, but given the toll this work purportedly took on feet, he could understand the compromise. She examined both him and Sherman, lingering longer on the latter. “At least one of you has a little flair. Our last applicant came in wearing a tie and sat quietly in the corner.”

      She gave a mock shiver, or perhaps a real one; Watson hadn’t quite gotten a full gauge on these people just yet. Carlton quickly interceded, lightly patting both of the new potential hires on their backs. “Everyone, meet Sherman and … sorry, just realized I never got a first name. Do you go by Watson?”

      Were he on another assignment, Watson might have elected to use his fake first name, Joel, which would draw far less attention than the surname of a famous fictional assistant. Unfortunately, there would be no point to it, as Sherman was going to scream the name “Watson” in so many volumes and iterations that any other moniker would be quickly swept from people’s minds.

      “Watson will be just fine.”

      The other stranger, a man with the kind of size that could be flab, muscle, or a combo of the two, lifted a shaggy eyebrow at the name. The term “shaggy” really applied to most of his face, with the red-brown hair spurting out in endless different directions, only the topmost region buried under a gray knitted cap. “Guessing your folks were Conan Doyle fans?”

      “They certainly had their passions, and eccentricities.” Watson didn’t often spare much thought for his parents.

      Shifting around in front of Sherman, Carlton began rapid-fire introductions of the staff. “Interviewees, these are our senior tour guides, although right now they’re also our only tour guides. From left to right, they are Lauren, Shahida, and Clef.”

      Pleasantries were exchanged briefly until the thunderous voice of Sherman rose up, his limited capacity at pretending to be patient already expended. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, future co-workers and soon-to-be enraptured audience. I presume these are the few blessed by fortune to witness my debut?”

      Clef and Shahida both chuckled, with Lauren following suit a few seconds after. She was definitely trying to match their reactions, which meant, most likely, no one else knew why he and Sherman were really present. Watson hoped they could manage some covert investigation before Sherman screamed their true purpose from the rooftops.

      Shahida eventually looked over to Carlton. “I mean, he’s got a showman’s confidence; we can’t fault him there.”

      “All right, Sherman,” Carlton said, shifting so he was lined up with the other guides, “You can kick things off. Why don’t you tell us about Cagglebag Manor, based on your research, the same way you would if we were a group here for the tour.”

      Whatever they’d been prepared for, it likely didn’t involve Sherman taking two long steps back, then racing toward the bar at full speed. With a long-legged leap, he used one of the stools as a midway relaunch point and successfully hopped atop the bar’s countertop, which would absolutely need to be sanitized afterward. The staff all leaned in slightly, even Lauren. Watson stepped out of view, allowing Sherman to swallow up the entirety of their attention.

      “What is genius? Is it the capacity to recall precise digits and details? The ability to work numbers quickly in one’s head? The talent to learn at a rapid rate?” Sherman slammed his foot down onto the counter, causing several near-empty glasses to clink. “Nay! Nothing but learned skills and simple trickery. Genius, in its truest form, is the capacity to see what is not there, yet could be, and to make it so. So hear me, gentle audience, and understand that when I say Elias Cagglebag was a genius, I do not mean he recited sonnets without error or was the fastest study in his class. What I mean is that Elias Cagglebag reached into the void with nothing more than his wits and determination, plucking forth new creation after new creation, culminating in the masterpiece known as Cagglebag Manor.”

      “Lot of lead-up, but I didn’t hate it,” Carlton whispered across the table.

      Clef gave a short nod. “No shortage of sizzle, still waiting on the steak.”

      “Then gird your gullet, for a font is ready to spew forth.” Everyone aside from Watson looked a tad uneasy, all of them unsure how Sherman had heard such a softly spoken comment from halfway across the room. As for Sherman, he was already past it, twirling around one of the bar’s pillars like it was a lamppost in the rain. “Construction on Cagglebag Manor commenced in the early eighteen eighties; however, it didn’t truly end until the death of Elias Cagglebag in nineteen ten. Most know of its cunning design to keep out would-be thieves, yet that was only one line of defense Elias worked into his abode. As a man of great vision, he saw that mankind’s perception of ‘reality’ was faulted, and thus fortified his home against all manner of potential invader. From spirits, to changelings, to lupines, to extra-terrestrials, Elias was a man who was determined to be prepared for anything.”

      Well, it had been a nice attempt at working a normal case, but that was probably the end of things already. Sherman might have been able to get away with fudging a few facts, given that he was untrained, but veering off into absolute nonsense wasn’t a commonly desired habit for prospective tour guides. Except, Watson noticed, none of the other guides seemed put off. If anything, most of them looked suspicious.

      “Looks like somebody did real deep digging,” Shahida commented before turning to Watson. “Where did you two hear about that? It’s one of the little-known pieces we talk about on the tour. All of Elias’s crazy theories were found in his writings long after his death.”

      “Simple deduction, and one that should be expected from the world’s greatest tour guide,” Sherman replied. “Anyone who possesses such capacity for seeing what does not yet exist would, of course, be tormented by the possibilities of what might be, drifting unseen at the edge of our perception. Humanity cannot be trusted in its discernment of what is and is not true. Once you understand that, you realize that all notions of fantasy are valid, unless you yourself have proven them false.”

      He rapped on the pillar previously used as a twirling point, visibly taking note of the dense sound produced. “Hardy.” With that, he slid down the bar until he was seated atop it. “The construction was another clue to the home’s true purpose. Even the outside architecture borrows heavily from Vlantune theory, a way of building meant to ward off supposed unnatural forces. Inside, I imagine there is no shortage of seemingly senseless passages and features, intended to befuddle and disorient any uninvited guests, be they of our world or one beyond.”

      Lauren shivered slightly. As the only one who actually believed the place to be haunted, at least enough to seek out help, Sherman’s spiel was particularly effective on her. Truth be told, Watson was almost buying it himself.

      “That is Cagglebag Manor, in essence,” Sherman continued. “A place of sincere wonder, built by a man with endless vision. Yet to see everything is not purely a boon, it also exacts a toll. To see more than most, to know more than most, is to fear more than most. Tonight, dear guests, you shall visit a temple to both terror and resilience. The home of a man who sought peace by walling away all potential tormentors, perhaps only to seal himself in with the very entities he so feared. Some, they say, which are still present to this very day, searching for their escape. Who knows? Perhaps, tonight, you shall be the one to offer them passage.”

      The clapping didn’t come from any of the guides, who were still watching Sherman with rapt attention. Out of the shadows near the back, a new figure stepped into view. Recognizable from his blurry photo displayed in the front room, he was roughly the same height as Carlton, and now that Watson was on the lookout, there were a few visible similarities between them. As for differences, the most notable was the smile. This older man had an easygoing grin, the kind meant to rest endlessly in place as life was cruised through. Noting the elder’s bald head, Watson hoped Carlton was enjoying that colorful hair while he had it.

      “Outstanding,” the man said. No one scrambled to their feet upon his arrival, though a few backs did grow more upright, Carlton’s not being among them. “The content needs trimming, and we’ll have to work some more actual facts in there, but that’s all polish. What matters is how well you can sell that story, and even knowing the real version, I was still tempted to buy.”

      He strolled up to the bar, offering Sherman a hand down. “Name is Edgar Tollamu. I own this establishment. Guessing you’re my next interview?”

      “Certainly not.” Sherman hopped from the bar, grasping the extended hand upon landing and pulling Mr. Tollamu in for a sudden embrace. “I am your new hire. Sherman Holmes, world’s greatest tour guide, offering his services.” After several seconds, he pointed over his shoulder, across the room. “And with me is my assistant, Watson. Do be patient, he proves his usefulness over time.”

      “Oh, this is the twofer,” Mr. Tollamu replied, rolling with the sudden hug better than some might have. His gaze shifted to Watson, presumably taking in the professional, presentable package. “We’re already going; might as well keep things moving along. Your turn to give us a presentation.”

      It was a moment Watson had been preparing for since the night prior, more than enough time for a man of his practice. With crisp, clear diction, he opened as he’d mentally practiced. “Built in the late eighteen hundreds, Cagglebag Manor is a testament to the skill and dedication of its founder, Elias Cagglebag. While he attended no formal university, Elias dabbled in countless disciplines, many of which were reflected in his eventual vision of his home. To start with, there was the way in which he laid an irregular foundation …”

      Watson could see their eyes following him, tracking along with the spiel; however, he could also feel their attention slipping. It might not have been so noticeable, if not for following Sherman’s performance, which had drawn them in. Despite his account being factual, well researched, and informative, Watson’s version just didn’t have the same pull. As he completed detailing the house’s early construction, Mr. Tollamu’s head was already nodding.

      “Not bad, you did a much better job of staying accurate to history.” That was something of a compliment, if one chose to ignore the folded arms and concerned crease in his forehead. “Sherman, why don’t you grab something to drink and get to know your future co-workers. Watson, how about we head back to my office and go over the job in a little more detail?”

      This day had definitely not gone as Watson expected, but all was not lost yet. With the interview still going, there was time to lock his own position down. Unfortunately, that demanded leaving Sherman temporarily unattended. At least Watson’s charge was unconcerned, giving a long-armed farewell wave from his seat at the bar.

      “Put some quickness in your tongue, Watson. Every moment not spent at my side is an opportunity for learning squandered. I shall entertain our new associates until your return.”

      Trying very hard not to dwell on what that would entail, Watson shifted his focus to the task at hand. The sooner he nailed this job down, the sooner he could get back and deal with whatever chaos Sherman could conjure.
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      “Take a seat, please.” Mr. Tollamu gestured to a pair of old, well-cared for chairs on one side of a desk, taking the high-backed chair opposite them as Watson chose his seat. The back office was small and cramped—walls lined with permits, photographs, and other documents that appeared to be mementos. He’d have to read them closer to be sure.

      Based on his experiences, Watson was of the mind that one could discern quite a bit about a person from their workspace. The clutter, for example, spoke to a somewhat chaotic man, yet he also noticed that there were no actual messes. A total lack of stains, spills, discarded food, or other junk. Edgar Tollamu was poorly organized, not careless, an important distinction to note up front. There was also the array of picture cases and silly trinkets—like a stuffed rubber ghost—lining the desk, signals of someone who spent a great deal of time at work, enough to want it feeling homey.

      Upon sitting, Mr. Tollamu took a moment to review a large black ledger, what Watson realized was an appointment book. That was an interesting detail; he didn’t know many people outside his prior business who still preferred analog to digital. In his old life, it was essential, because no amount of hacking could break into information stored in pen and paper. “Since the other fellow said his name was Sherman, I take it that makes you Joel.” His finger traced along a line on the page. “Ah, there it is, Joel Watson. You go by your surname?”

      “Just sort of stuck.” Watson added a light shrug, as if to say, “What are you going to do?”

      “Got it.” Mr. Tollamu made a note in his binder, reaffirming Watson’s assessment of him not being careless. The man cared about details, at least where his staff members were concerned. “All right, then, why don’t you tell me a little bit about why you want this job.”

      An interview standard, one that Watson had come well prepared for. “I have a fascination with local history, a good head for facts, and enough social skill to manage a crowd. Pair that with the chance to learn even more about the Cagglebag estate, and it was a job opportunity I had to try for.” All of which was, in one interpretation or another, essentially true. Lies were best used for short-term engagements, or kept as minimal as possible. Each was like a buried mine that could detonate with a single errant step, sometimes from feet that weren’t even his own. Truth proved to be far more stable in the long term.

      Of course, that wasn’t to say sticking with honesty was a foolproof tactic, as Watson keenly noted the momentary wrinkle on Mr. Tollamu’s forehead. “I see. How about experience? Any local theatre or other public-facing positions?”

      “No theatre specifically, but one of my prior positions was guest management when we had visitors tour the site, so certainly some work similar to what would be needed.” It darn well should be; Watson had added the fabricated position to his fictional résumé for precisely that purpose. Since his old agency had a few dozen shell companies for various projects, it was never hard dummying up some quick job history additions. This was one of the necessary lies, largely because a huge chunk of Watson’s job history was classified, and the rest had never “officially” even happened.

      “That does sound promising,” Mr. Tollamu agreed. He looked up from his black binder, meeting the applicant’s eyes properly. “Now, there is the matter of your relationship to Sherman. Right now, there’s only just the one tour guide position open. However, Lauren mentioned you two were some kind of package deal. He introduced you as an assistant, and I can’t imagine he expects to need one for this job.”

      Here was the part Watson had initially dreaded, though he’d also expected to have Sherman in the room for it. While leaving Sherman on his own came with large concerns, at least he wouldn’t have to fight against someone trying to correct their own cover story. In the end, the only viable option was one that presented the facts as they were, with a few key pieces strategically omitted.

      “Sherman had a brain injury a while back, one he’s still working to recover from. For the most part, he holds it together, but sometimes things can get a bit muddled in there. Additionally, there are periodic fainting spells he suffers from, although those are rare—generally no more than once a day at most. I’m his assistant, in that I help keep him on track when things get a little cloudy, and make sure he stays safe.”

      There were some risks in letting this much of Sherman’s secret out, but there was no way to be around the self-proclaimed world’s greatest tour guide without questions being raised. This would serve as a cover-all explanation; behavioral anomalies were the least to be expected when on the mend from brain damage. It wasn’t as if the mysterious organization hunting them didn’t already know about Sherman; no need to worry about keeping him concealed. There was a reason such efforts were being put into his security.

      Mr. Tollamu absorbed the information with a calm, steady gaze, tapping his pen lightly against the book. “OK, I think I’ve got the state of things now. Your friend wants to work here, sincerely, but he’s worried about keeping the job with his condition, so you volunteered to come help him out, despite not having much passion for the work.”

      “What makes you say that?” Watson wasn’t necessarily going to correct this assumption—it might play in his favor—but he had to understand Mr. Tollamu’s mindset before committing.

      “As a starter, you wore a suit to interview for a ghost tour,” Mr. Tollamu pointed out. “The lavender shirt is a nice touch, but overall, the look would be too much for anything short of a bank. A nice bank, at that. Then there’s your spiel. It was very accurate, just lacked any … flavor. Mr. Watson, I can tell upfront that you are a capable, competent man who would make an excellent employee in most positions. I’m just not sure that tour guide is one of those.”

      Discouraging as that response was, Watson also found it informative. Kind, gentle-voiced people were easy to underestimate—he’d done it himself more than once—but Mr. Tollamu had just proven to be capable of accurately reading a situation. While not a huge surprise for someone running a company built on human interaction, it was certainly a factor Watson would have to keep in mind moving forward. Mr. Tollamu might be tough to fool.

      “But this isn’t just a company,” Mr. Tollamu continued. “And I know, I know, every owner says that at some point. I really mean it, though. I spent years working my way through various corporations, hating every minute. When I got the chance to open this place up and do things my way, I swore it would never be the kind of place that put our people second. It sounds like your friend needs you, and he does have the makings of an excellent fit, so I’m willing to give you guys a chance.”

      “I greatly appreciate it.” That part was easy to sell with sincerity, because Watson was grateful. It wasn’t like they couldn’t search an old house without permission, but it would make their task much more difficult—especially if the source of the mystery was one of the employees.

      Mr. Tollamu held up a hand. “Don’t be too thankful yet. I haven’t gotten to the trade-off. See, I’ve only got the budget for one tour guide replacement at our standard salary. To fit you both on the payroll, even temporarily, I’m not going to be able to pay above minimum wage. I’m sorry to put you in that position, but we’re just not a large company. No fat to dip into.”

      That certainly tracked with Watson’s observations. Tollamu Entertainment was clean and well maintained, but small all the same. Nothing spoke to excess; no imported wood desks or gaudy golden displays on the wall. It was a business working to get by, in appearance if nothing else. This would be a surprisingly deep cover to hide a successful income stream; however, it wouldn’t be the first time Watson had encountered a deeply committed deceiver.

      Luckily, the salary was of no concern thanks to their limited, but independent, funding. A pang of guilt in Watson’s gut urged him to take none, except that would have raised far too many red flags. “That would be more than acceptable for both of us, sir. Sherman wants to work, more than anything, and helping him reach his goals is what I do. Together, I have no doubt we can rise to the opportunity you’ve provided.”

      “Please, no ‘sir’ talk, Watson, I hate formality. In fact, now that you officially work here, call me Edgar.” He held out a hand to seal the deal, which Watson quickly accepted.

      “Thank you, Edgar. Should I go fetch Sherman for any other questions?”

      “No need.” Handshake done, Edgar stood from his chair, a movement Watson quickly mirrored. “I saw enough earlier. Working for me, you’ll learn fast that I’m a man who trusts his gut. Whether it steered me right on this one depends on you two. Besides, we need the help as soon as possible, and Lauren said you could start immediately.”

      Back into the narrow hallway they went, and Watson noticed a swell of noise coming from the bar area where they were heading. Tempting as it was to sprint ahead and see what Sherman was doing, he’d only barely squeaked his way into the job; best not to rock the boat with rudeness.

      “Tonight, we’ll set you up with another guide so you can see what the tour is like from a customer point of view,” Edgar explained. “Probably have to do that a few times, until you feel comfortable with the route. Once you’ve experienced the tour, I’ll give you a script to take home. How fast you can start working depends on how quickly you master the material, but at first, you’ll have one of the senior guides along just in case. When you can get through three consecutive tours without the senior guide having to jump in, you’ll officially be cleared to work on your own.”

      Even knowing it was unlikely they’d be around nearly that long, Watson still kept careful note of every detail Edgar laid forth. What he expected and what happened weren’t always hand in hand; better to be aware of the process in the event this case ran long. However, as they reached the end of the hallway, Watson’s attentiveness waned when he jerked his head around to see what all the commotion was.

      As it turned out, the noise was coming from the other guides, who were gathered around the bar where Sherman was expertly working a cocktail shaker. No sooner had Watson laid eyes on him than he knew. There was something about Sherman in this state, the stillness in his limbs, the quiet on his face, the piercing certainty of his eyes. The head scientist working on Sherman’s case, a man going by Gregson, had coined the term “cognitive enhancement window” to refer to Sherman’s ability, a name Watson felt nearly sure had been chosen because of how greatly it undersold the effect.

      Like this, Sherman wasn’t merely “enhanced”—he was functioning on a level human minds were never meant to reach. Every piece of trivia he’d ever encountered, every touch, taste, or sensation, all of it was right there at a moment’s thought. That alone would be dangerous enough, but Sherman wasn’t just accessing the past, he was analyzing the present at a mental speed that no one else could fathom. The only reason Watson understood that state so well was because he’d been in it; he’d briefly seen what the world was like through Sherman’s enhanced eyes. With that power in his hands, Watson had become an absolute force of death, unrivaled and flawless.

      Sherman, on the other hand, was pouring out a purple-pink cocktail into a glass over ice, then slid the concoction across the table to Clef. Taking the glass tenderly in his large fingers, Clef sipped it once, nodded approvingly, then came in for another gulp. “I’ll be damned, that really does taste like the old Paradise Beach flavored juice pouches. How are you doing this?”

      “A gift of recollection, understanding the way flavors crest against a tongue, and finding the right ingredients.” Sherman set the shaker down and walked out of the bar, on a direct course for Watson.

      “Oh, how about those plastic squeeze-bottle ones, kind of cone-shaped?” Carlton suggested. “I bet that would taste good as a cocktail.”

      “Much as I would love to continue entertaining your taste buds, I fear our time is nearly at an end.” Sherman’s pace picked up, just by a few steps, but enough for Watson to see what was coming. “Luckily, my assistant has arrived in the nick of time, just barely fulfilling his purpose. Watson, do take care to keep my head from—”

      Mid-sentence, Sherman passed out, falling all of one foot before the powerful arms of his assistant were there to catch him, slowly lowering Sherman down to the floor as soft snores dribbled from his mouth.

      “Looks like your friend is already bonding with everyone,” Edgar remarked. “I’ll go explain what’s happening; you get him somewhere comfortable.”

      Grateful as Watson was, hiding his frustration took effort. Sherman had just burned his cognitive window for the day, something they might have very much liked to have when at the actual house later on. The mood passed quickly, as Watson carried his friend to an out-of-the-way corner. Working with Sherman meant rolling with surprises; he’d known that from the start. Besides, it was only the first night; what were the odds they’d run into anything worthwhile?
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      Although inconvenient in a great many general and specific senses, one silver lining to Sherman’s impromptu nap was that it left Watson in peace to polish off the paperwork. Most of what he put down was technically true, in the sense that it would clear any background checks or scrutiny. The system said that the details Watson wrote down were fact, and that was all that most people needed, no matter what reality might be.

      As he worked, Watson was also slowly treated to an explanation of Sherman’s antics as people filtered through to check on him. After he and Edgar left, the conversation had turned toward Clef’s long-running project of attempting to re-create a childhood drink in modern alcoholic form, and the roadblocks he’d encountered. From there, Watson scarcely even needed the details. Presented with a seemingly impossible mystery, Sherman had leapt at the opportunity to help. Effectively, too. Within five minutes, going purely from Clef’s description of the cocktail and feedback on test batches, he’d successfully reconstructed the entire flavor profile.

      It was the sort of accomplishment that was incredible to someone who had no concept of Sherman’s true potential, and a complete waste of time to anybody who did. Well, perhaps not a complete waste. Some prideful part of Watson might have been a tad annoyed at how easily Sherman was fitting in while he’d had to fight for the job, but there was no denying he’d made a strong first impression. Mr. Tollamu was willing to give them a shot; the rest of the employees were taken with Sherman and offered compassion for what they believed to be his fainting disorder. Much like the information written on the forms, that condition was true, in a sense. Sherman did often faint, roughly about once per day; there was just bit a more to it than all that.

      Near the end of Sherman’s hour-long respite, as Watson was double-checking the details and the bar was being set up for service, Lauren managed to stop by. This wasn’t odd—most of the staff had been at least touching base to see how Sherman was holding up—but she managed it when everyone else was out of earshot, occupied with work to be done.

      “How did it go with Edgar?”

      “We’re probationary, but we’ll be allowed as tagalongs tonight. Any chance our tour guide will be you?” It was a possibility with mixed potential. Having Lauren lead them might allow access to some of the behind-the-scenes pieces of the house they could dig into; however, it also robbed them of the chance to spend several hours with a potential suspect. Not that Watson entirely eliminated Lauren as the potential perpetrator, but even by his suspicious standards, she was the least likely suspect.

      “I just asked about that, and looks like you’ve got Shahida. She’s running the first group of the night; Edgar didn’t want to keep you guys late since this was supposed to be a job interview.”

      Considerate, or working to get prying eyes out of the way as soon as possible. Probably the former. Watson knew that; he just had to consider all the options. Either way, it worked out well for them. With Sherman’s five minutes of brilliance already wasted for the day, there was a minimal chance he’d have some incredible insight about the manor that evening. He certainly might observe useful details, but getting them out of that skull would have to wait until the next cognitive window. Although Sherman might be scooping up pieces all the time, it was only in those five minutes that he could fit them into a cohesive puzzle.

      But that was no excuse for Watson to be slacking on the job. “I see. What can you tell me about Shahida?”

      Lauren’s whole body pulled inward, suddenly uncomfortable, and Watson calmly continued. “I realize it might feel treacherous, talking about your co-workers like this, but if something is going on, then it’s often an inside job. At least, you can tell me the good things to help rule them out.” Good or bad, information was still information, and people often revealed more than they understood, even when trying to be favorable.

      The last bit worked, allowing Lauren to find some mental peace with the exercise. “She’s the most senior tour guide here after Carlton, in grad school for something math-ish I’ve never asked for details on, and works at some local art gallery on Sundays. We always have to schedule around that.”

      Nothing all-too striking. In the modern economy, multiple income streams were fast becoming the norm, especially for the younger generations. Grad school stuck out to him—a potential major cost that could be leveraged into debt, even blackmail—but that was essentially true of everyone who took on higher education. “Sounds like a well-rounded set of interests. How about Clef?”

      In an excellent demonstration of terrible tradecraft, Lauren jerked her head around, looking at the sizable man currently polishing glasses behind the bar. “Clef and I got hired around the same time. Doesn’t talk about his past much, now that I think about it, but he loves projects. Half the repairs around here were done by Clef before Edgar even knew there was a problem. Also, he plays in a thrash-metal band. We all went to a few of his shows; the crowd seemed to like it.”

      Watson noted the careful parsing of words. “Not for you?”

      “Little hard on the eardrums. I’m more a fan of the classics, especially musicals.” Her face brightened, momentarily forgetting they were discussing the potential that one of her co-workers, fast becoming friends, might be a criminal. Her gaze shifted over to Carlton, who was laying out stacks of nametags for the upcoming guests. “Guess you’ll want to know about him too?”

      No need for words when a nod would do, which Watson offered readily. Lauren let out a few soft grumbles, but carried on. “Edgar’s son, obviously. Been here longer than any of us. Supposedly, Carlton didn’t want any part of it when he first started, at least that’s the way Edgar tells things. No idea if it’s true. Since I came on, he’s been a reliable constant. Never slacks off, barely calls in, works longer hours than anyone outside of his dad. So far as we know, he plans to take this place over one day.”

      Interesting. Based on Carlton’s eccentric appearance, Watson had assumed the boy was avoiding looking too much like his father for reasons of conflict. Wanting to be judged on his own according to his merits, rather than a genetic association someone keen-eyed might spot, was another potential explanation. Or, maybe he was just caught up in the trends of the day. Sometimes Watson had to remind himself that not all actions had deeper meanings. As a great many hasty tattoos across the world could attest, people often did things just because it seemed fun in the moment.

      “Marcelo was a former programmer; said he’s going back to that full time after the injury. Should give him some nice downtime to heal and still make a living,” Lauren added, evidently deciding to get this all done at once. “Outside of that is Edgar and me. He’s a good boss. That’s part of why I’d hate to see this hurt the company. We don’t really interact too much; Edgar likes to keep things professional apart from names. He mostly gives us space unless we need support.”

      An excellent tactic for someone who trusted their employees, or who wanted to keep them distracted so he could do the real work in private. “Sounds like a fine person to work for. Hopefully, we’ll be able to help uncover what’s causing the problems.”

      A loud snore from Sherman hinted that he’d be coming around again soon. Best to handle the delicate tasks before he roused.

      “Since we’ve been talking about your co-workers’ outside interests, I’m curious, what are your ambitions outside of ghost tours?” Watson tried for all he was worth to make it sound like a natural extension of the conversation, like they’d been talking about life goals all along, not potential motives for a fake haunting.

      “No big secret around here: I’m saving to open a food truck.” Whether she missed the potential interrogation aspect of the question or merely had nothing to hide, Lauren breezed through the answer with nary a blip. “Having enough cash for the vehicle is part of it, but you also need people to workshop recipes on. So some nights I’ll bring in recipes to test on the others. If there’s a dish that gets a lot of positive reaction, it’s a keeper; I’ll do a batch for the tour’s guests too. By the time I’m ready, I’ll have a whole catalog of guaranteed crowd-pleasers.”

      It was the sort of bold declaration that was completely true, or utter fabrication. Watson had used a few of those in his days, only when situations were truly dire, and never when such claims could be easily fact-checked by people in the same room. “Good town for that. Let us know when you get it up and running. Sherman loves a good meal, and it’s always a joy to support our old clients.” Or at least it would be, once they’d finished a case and actually had some old clients.

      “Going to be a ways off, but I’ll keep you in the loop. Who knows, you take long enough to solve this, I might bring in something for you to try.” Getting up from the table, she motioned back to the room at large. “Until then, I need to keep this job, which means back to work. Do you need anything else?”

      “Scraffleburkins.” The word came from Sherman’s tilted-back head, just before a loud yawn and a smacking of the lips. As his bodyguard and caretaker, Watson was growing intimately familiar with Sherman’s cycle of passing out. If he’d moved on to muttering gibberish, then consciousness wouldn’t be much further off.

      Watson eyed his partner for a bit longer, waiting to see if more would bubble forth, before finally responding. “I think that’s his way of saying we’re set currently, but might need more information later. You’ve given us a good starting point. For now, I think the best option is to take everything in. After all the buildup, I have to say, I’m excited to finally see Cagglebag Manor.”

      “It’s definitely one of a kind,” Lauren agreed. She headed over to the bar, grabbing a washcloth and wiping down the counter where Sherman had been standing.

      Meanwhile, Watson returned to filling out the paperwork, keeping the hands occupied as his brain turned over everything they’d learned so far. Four employees and one boss. Assuming Lauren was at low risk of being their culprit, that left four potential explanations for the apparent haunting. Four people with access to the home, experience navigating it, and knowledge about the security. What he was missing was motive. Well, no, he was missing a tremendous amount of information, including what was actually happening in the manor, but historically, Watson found that uncovering people’s secrets was the fastest way to the truth. Find the person in a pinch, and figure out how ending a ghost tour business could help them get out of it. Then it would be a matter of connecting the dots.

      “Askance, I say, these pancakes are positively askance.” Sherman punctuated this bit of nonsense with another yawn, and Watson realized that perhaps his impromptu use of the cognition window wasn’t so ill-timed after all. He’d had all the main suspects, save for Edgar, in a single room; Sherman might have picked up some details about their behavior to offer insight. Granted, Watson wouldn’t be able to ask the fully capable version of him until tomorrow, but it was still something to hope for.

      Finishing off the last of the paperwork, Watson set it to the side and appeared to be waiting quietly, merely watching the goings-on of the company. Which is exactly what he was doing, at that. Except he was paying less attention to the work being performed, and far more to those actually doing it. With initial research complete, observation was their next course of action. These were the sorts of nice, safe, low-stakes mysteries he felt comfortable having Sherman involved in. Tonight would be the most dangerous part, and it involved going on a predominantly walking tour through frequently traveled areas, followed by a visit to private property.

      It should be a safe, easy outing. Absentmindedly, Watson briefly started to reach for the concealed firearm tucked carefully away in the fold of his custom suit. Whenever part of him expected something to go smoothly, the rest of him insisted it meant things were about to run totally off the rails. Neither was right all of the time, but given the presence of Sherman Holmes in the equation, Watson knew which outcome he’d place a bet on.

      One way or another, it was bound to be an interesting night.
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      “Here, we come to the corner of Betroff the Stabber. Some say he was the most prolific enforcer during Prohibition. Others claim Betroff was little more than a man who told tall tales. This was his domain either way, a small stretch of pavement between two streets.”

      Shahida motioned to the slow march of cars dwindling through. With dusk officially past and the stars playing peekaboo behind the clouds, the errant headlights were the only source of illumination outside the streetlamps. Despite being near high-traffic avenues, the tour was smart in its route selection, keeping them just far enough away from the crowds to feel secluded, without delving into areas of genuine danger.

      “Betroff was famed for a huge blade he called ‘The Horsesticker,’ which we believe was a play on ‘Pigsticker.’ It was supposedly for show, Betroff being a man who preferred to enforce with his fists. Still, the police definitely had it out for Betroff, despite the lack of any murder record we can find, so perhaps it was more literal than we believe.”

      “Hmm, so he roused the suspicion of the Evil Equine Association.” Sherman stroked his chin, mulling over the information as if were the key clue he’d been waiting for all along. “Attempting to mount a defense amidst a world that didn’t believe him, a solo soldier in an unrecognized war. No doubt the horses arranged his end to resemble an accident.”

      Watson had, over the course of the tour, accepted that there was no way to stop Sherman’s rambling entirely. What he had mercifully managed was to convince his partner to keep such information whispered, so as not to tip off their guide that they knew more than they should. Since they were disguised as new employees, it wouldn’t really fit their backstory. As a result, only Watson was privy to Sherman’s almost entirely baseless running commentary. Well, Watson and anyone in their relative vicinity; Sherman’s version of “whisper” left a lot of room for improvement.

      “Whether he really deserved the nickname or not, Betroff the Stabber passed away mysteriously one evening, killed when he stumbled out into the roadway, directly in front of a motor vehicle. No one was sure what sent him out like that. Betroff wasn’t known to be a drinker. Many believe he finally got tangled up with the wrong person.”

      “Or horse,” Sherman pseudo-whispered.

      “Whatever the cause, it seems Betroff wasn’t quite ready to depart. They say late at night, a shadowy figure can be seen pacing around this area. On moonless evenings, there’s even been reports of people on this corner feeling sharp pokes in their torsos, only for no one to be there.” Shahida paused, letting the half-dozen guests have a moment to let the terrifying ambiance wash over them.

      It was part of the pattern Watson had already clocked. New location, a bit of history, give folks a chance to explore and take pictures, then on to the next spot once there was adequate time to rest. He’d yet to learn much about Shahida so far, outside of the fact that she was indeed a very experienced guide. Her patter was seamless, she controlled the pace of the group expertly, and she had an easy rapport with the guests. If she was the one causing the trouble, it wasn’t because the job had become too taxing for her. It wasn’t much, but every possibility Watson could eliminate allowed them to narrow their focus.

      The tour itself was largely straightforward. Groups gathered at the main office/bar, where they waited for everyone to arrive, ideally purchasing some refreshments in the downtime. After Shahida had gathered up her people and gone through a quick spiel, they’d piled into a large black van with creepy imagery airbrushed on the side, and been driven out to the starting location, a supposedly haunted sailor’s hotel. From there, it was all walking, until they were supposed to re-meet the van for transport to Cagglebag Manor. Simple, straightforward, not even any diamond exchanges or gold depositories along the route. There were banks, sure, but the robbers capable of actually pulling off a successful bank heist were also generally smart enough to choose more isolated targets and plans that didn’t involve haunted tours. Then again, he might be dealing with amateurs; assuming too much competence in his opponents could be as risky as imagining too little.

      So far as Watson could discern, if there was something unique about this tour, it had to be at the manor. There was always the chance he’d missed a detail or two—how nice it would be to talk to the other Sherman about such possibilities—but for now, he just had to hope the current Sherman was taking everything in. Glancing over, he noticed Sherman speaking softly with the dark metal of a light pole. Unsure if the words were intended for him, Watson edged slightly closer, listening carefully. Thankfully, the other guests were largely snapping photos with their phones, generating minimal noise.

      “I see, so the leader’s name was Harpsichord. If it offers you any comfort, based on the average lifespan of the modern horse, your killers are long since dead. The Cavalier’s Contract ultimately held, though there were concessions. Ride circumstances have become more limited.” Sherman paused, nodding along. “Possible. I’m afraid I have no idea if the human and equine afterlives interconnect at any point. Though it pains me to admit, I’ve far too much work here to chase such a mystery down quite yet. If curiosity compels you, then let it drive you forward, onto the next phase of existence, and see if vengeance or peace lies farther down the path.”

      Shahida began to motion for everyone to regroup, but Watson waited, letting Sherman wrap up his conversation. It was most likely him talking to himself, but Watson was not so sure of anything in the world that he entirely ruled out the possibility of an afterlife. Doing his old job, there had been a couple of strange occurrences here and there that were never entirely explained to him; such was part of the gig. But it left him with a tendency to be open to the idea that the world was bigger than his limited experiences thus far. Watson wasn’t sure that ideology extended all the way to ghosts, and certainly not horse-murdered ghosts that hung out street corners. That said, if such an entity were to exist, Sherman would absolutely attempt a discourse with it.

      “Go, then, on to one of the truly great mysteries. I shall see what I can do about amending the record to reflect Harpsichord’s sins.” Sherman reached out as if to shake a hand and ended up gripping the lamppost. The cold metal didn’t faze him, as he pumped his arm twice before turning back to his assistant. “With that, Watson, I think we can officially put the case of the Stabbing Specter to bed.”

      “Not sure who we’d bill for that one. Besides, we’re already on a job, remember?” Watson inclined his head toward Shahida, who had successfully pulled the other guests back to her center position.

      Sherman followed Watson’s gesture, startling for a moment when he saw the crowd. “Right! Of course, we are here as the world’s greatest tour guide, and assistant. However, as the world’s greatest detective, it would be a criminal waste of my abilities to simply turn away from a soul in need. Fear not, faithful Watson, for I shall uphold the duty of my true profession while successfully masquerading as another. Now then, we must rejoin the group. Do try and keep up!”

      Bolting forward, Sherman quickly reached the others, making Watson the final figure to return. Shahida shot him a quick glance, no doubt meant to prompt more haste, then shifted her attention to the tour as a whole. “Hope nobody got ghost-knifed, and since I don’t see any blood, we’re going to head toward the next destination. Is anyone here familiar with the Great Flood of 1894?”

      A couple of hands went up, Sherman’s among them. It was entirely possible he was telling the truth; Watson had seen a few books on local history in Sherman’s ever-shifting pile. Then again, they were smashed between things like an introduction to candle making and a tawdry Rodrigo romance novel, so who knew how much Sherman had actually gotten around to reading?

      “Excellent. Now what most of you probably don’t know about is the Plank Pirates. You see, during the flood, people had to construct rudimentary walkways to get from one building to another, the ones who were lucky enough to have second floors, that is. This also meant that if you were running a business and needed a resupply, you only had two options: bring goods via boat or the planks.”

      Shahida walked as she talked, mostly going backward with a well-practiced grace and knowledge of the terrain. It was interesting to watch, as Watson enjoyed seeing any honed skill put to use. Moving past an old, yet still-cared-for three-story building, she motioned to the upper floors.

      “Now, boats had their own problems. Lots of thieves figured out they made good targets early on. Eventually, the local business owners put their heads together and started moving supplies along the planks during low-traffic times. For a while, it worked, but they weren’t the only ones capable of adjusting. The Plank Pirates were an unexpected force, swinging down from higher buildings like the one you see here, kicking people off the planks, into the water below, where their confederates were waiting to scoop up the goods.”

      This tidbit had, miraculously, captured Sherman’s attention. “Watson, when we return home, I shall require you to procure us adequate climbing gear, dark clothing, and a few hundred spare feet of rope.”

      “How about we start with a trip to a gym with a climbing wall? Good chance to see how well we hang on before the risks are higher.”

      To his surprise, Sherman nodded. “A fine notion, Watson, and I owe you an apology. While my own prodigious talents make any task possible, I do let it slip my mind that you require the assistance of practice and training. Of course, we shall sally forth to the testing grounds and strengthen your grip until it is capable of the task.”

      Up ahead of them, Shahida’s story was continuing. “Crafty as the Plank Pirates were, the people they were stealing from weren’t exactly saints. One night, they swung down onto what looked like another group of grunts hauling supplies, only to find a line of blades waiting for them. With no way to stop mid-swing, they were impaled. Bodies were lit aflame and dropped into the water below, illuminating the waiting boats. From there, it only took some burning rags and rocks to finish off the floating vessels. They say on rainy nights, you can still see the shapes of pirates swinging around through the air, searching for planks to land upon.”

      While the leaves still dripped from the afternoon’s latest shower, the evening was proving to be remarkably clear. Not Sherman’s ideal weather, whereas Watson was pleased with the break in precipitation, especially given how much of their night was outside. It was nice to see and hear everything clearly, even if it would lead nowhere.

      Thoroughness was the hallmark of quality work, and Watson took pride in whatever task he set himself upon. Still, even his need for double-checking had been fully sated by this evening’s historical jaunt. Whatever was happening with Tollamu Entertainment, assuming something actually was, it centered on Cagglebag Manor. They’d likely still have to lead some groups, meaning Watson had quite a bit of script to memorize, but the manor was where the core of their focus clearly needed to be.

      Only a few minutes after coming to that conclusion, Watson caught sight of the airbrushed van waiting as they came around a corner. Clef was driving; before this, he’d been doing a sweep of the manor to make sure everything was ready for the group. Another night, it would be someone else on van and prep duty—Edgar had explained that the position rotated regularly. That gave all the senior guides roughly equal access to the manor alone, though if something went awry tonight, Watson knew the first person to interview.

      “Everyone, take a moment and center yourselves. Our final stop on the tour is somewhere heavily infested with spiritual activity. I’d recommend you use the drive to mentally prepare for sights or encounters past our mortal understanding.” Shahida yanked the sliding door open, and motioned for the guests to climb in.

      Watson and Sherman held back to the end, ensuring Sherman would have a window seat he could put his head out of; closed spaces were troublesome for him. Watson, meanwhile, was taking Shahida’s advice and getting mentally prepared. Not for ghosts, necessarily, but for danger. Ridiculous as a haunting might be, he was still walking into an unknown situation. The best tactic was to be ready for anything.

      A notion that went double with Sherman Holmes at his side.
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      The ride wasn’t an especially long one, although it did demand leaving much of civilization behind. Clef drove them out of downtown while Shahida gave the same general Cagglebag background information Watson and Sherman had already received. This left Watson free to carefully trace the route they were taking, departing the highway onto back roads that twisted and shifted as they strayed farther into nature. Huge, lush green trees towered in every direction. In another place, he would find it hard to believe the terrain had changed so much over a short ride, but he’d already learned this region had hidden pockets of nature all over. Some of the small parks between city blocks looked like slices of forest laser-cut out and relocated.

      Such was definitely not the case with Cagglebag Manor. The van let out a sharp, grinding noise as it pushed through a bit of mud clutching at the wheels. Getting in and out of there was a chore, not one undertaken lightly, and combined with what appeared to be a narrow entrance road, Watson saw the potential to hide a few cameras and soon have a precise idea of who was visiting the site, and when. It was one mental note added to the stack as they whipped around a corner, and a good thing he’d locked it away before the new view. What he saw knocked all prior thoughts from his head.

      On either side of the narrow entrance, huge swaths of brush had been cleared away, making room for wooden stands to be constructed. They flanked the roadway like guard stations, similar in design yet not identical. Over the one on the right, there was a huge sign written messily in red paint, while its counterpart to the left had a sign with neater script and purple paint.

      The red sign bore the words “Mackle’s Apples: Best Apples in Oregon” up top, then in smaller print below, “Won’t give you the squirts like bad plums” took up the remaining space. Meanwhile, over on the purple sign, the letters spelled out “Perslin’s Plums, Finest Fruit in the State,” and while it was more artful, this one, too, had a smaller addition below stating, “Unlike our local competitors, we wash our hands and our products.”

      No sooner had the van come into view than the racket started. From the apple stand, loud guitar notes ripped out as a music track was turned on. From the plum stand, it sounded as if someone had stuck a fiddle next to an amplifier. A single figure appeared in each station, waving and hollering, gesturing to the pictures of their many fruit-based wares.

      “If anyone is hungry, these two make a great snack option,” Shahida announced. “Perry runs the apple stand, and the orchard to the right of the Cagglebag property. Been in the Mackle family for generations. Micah is the one selling plums since they’re in season. His family runs the farm on the left of us. They both grow fine products—just don’t listen to either about the other.”

      One of the members of the tour, an older woman with a great deal of flowers on her hat, brought up the same point Watson had just been contemplating. “This is an odd place for a stand. Not much traffic.”

      “They have bigger ones on the more traveled roadways they operate during the day,” Shahida explained. “But once we started bringing customers in at night a few years back, they both set those smaller shacks up. Economy is what it is; can’t ignore a stream of potential sales driving right past your front door.”

      No one in the van seemed keen for a late-evening snack, even as the aged men waved and yelled about specials from each of their respective booths. Watson would have to interview them at a later point, perhaps visiting their daytime locations. While it would be strange for them to mess with the mansion, potentially interrupting an income stream, there might be some aspect to it he was missing. He could take nothing for granted. At worst, the pair should have some knowledge of comings and goings in the area, given their position along the route. Unfortunately, the pair’s presence also meant slipping in without the tour group would be more difficult.

      “Avast, ye vendors of local flora. Time is too short in the moment, but I shall make a point to return and sample your wares!” Sherman waved back at their attempts to flag the van down, his arm nearly catching a branch at the apex of its swing.

      Under normal circumstances, Sherman couldn’t handle spaces that were too confined. Rooms tended to be about his limit, though he was able to endure short periods of confinement, such as a brief elevator ride. Cars fell on the side of too small, which is why they drove around in a convertible despite the clear safety limitations. But there was a simple stopgap technique that worked in a pinch. That’s why, upon entering the van, Sherman had taken a position near one of the windows, unrolled it, and promptly stuck his head out, not entirely unlike a canine on a road trip. It gave him an excellent view of the vendors, and he’d just made sure they paid attention to him, meaning any attempts at covert infiltration would be all the harder. Now they’d be known entities breaking and entering, not even the cover of anonymity on their side.

      After Clef drove through a denser section of forest, the fruit-stand vendors fell into the mirrors, which Watson didn’t watch for long. Not with Cagglebag Manor finally coming into view. Dozens of willow trees were the first thing he noticed as the landscape gave way. They dotted the property in no visible pattern, like someone had tossed the seeds and let them grow as they fell. A break in the taller trees would probably have provided beautiful views of a fat moon hovering overhead in the cloudless sky.

      The house itself was tremendous, far larger than Watson had been envisioning. More than that, it was … off. Out of sorts in odd ways: the shape of the foundation, the shifting patterns of the windows, the way nothing seemed to go in quite the expected direction. Upon further inspection, Watson realized he wasn’t entirely sure how large the estate really was; the house’s curious design made it all but impossible to properly appraise with eyes alone.

      “As you can see, Cagglebag Manor isn’t quite like any other structure out there,” Shahida said. “Our architectural enthusiasts might notice the wide variety of different styles incorporated into the mansion, and no, those weren’t an accident. Elias Cagglebag believed the perfect house should have the best of every existing option, so he picked and chose from the available styles of the time, as well as creating a few entirely of his own design.”

      Sherman’s whistle was long, deep, and loud enough to be heard despite his head’s position outside the vehicle. “What majesty. Such intuitive flow, the way it segments off various slices of reality, even blocking off many of the unseen paths. Truly, this man was a visionary.”

      The words made little sense, but the tone was glowing, and Shahida opted to focus on that detail. “Excellent enthusiasm! He was indeed a genius, and this is only scratching the surface of what he created. On that note, however, I’m afraid we’ve reached the point of the tour where I have to do the safety spiel.”

      Shahida shifted her position in the passenger’s seat, moving so she could properly look all of the guests in the eye as she spoke.

      “Cagglebag Manor is a place of history, innovation, and the unknown. That said, it is also filled with traps designed by its creator. Through the years, various people have managed to chronicle many of the dangers. Some were even successfully dismantled. The places we’ll be going on the tour are the ones determined to be safe, as in not hiding any unseen traps that might cause death or injury. When it comes to wandering spirits, all bets are off.” Letting the minor scare linger for only a moment, Shahida continued, “It is very important everyone stays with me at all times once we’re inside the manor. Wandering off could cause damage to you or the property, and nobody wants to see either. Stick close, and if you lose sight of me, yell and stay put. Some of the halls can be purposely confusing. You’re more likely going to get lost if you try to catch up alone.”

      With every word, most of the tour group was growing serious, realizing that this bit wasn’t part of the joke. Some even appeared slightly fearful, causing Watson to wonder if this was, in fact, simply more patter. It fit with the backstory they’d been given, but then it would have to if Shahida wanted the tale to be believable. Perhaps it was really more about protecting the house itself from wandering feet and sticky hands. Looking at the outside again, Watson wasn’t so sure. This certainly seemed like the kind of home with hidden challenges.

      Sherman, in contrast to the rest of the group, grew only more excited with every detail he caught, even dipping his head in for brief spurts to hear better. “Outstanding! A gigantic puzzle, left by a fellow genius, with deadly consequences for failure. Truly, a challenge befitting our talents at last.”

      The whacking on Watson’s shoulder drew his attention to Sherman’s hand, pointing out the window to the roof with five different kinds of tile, one of them gleaming in the moonlight. “Look at that array, Watson. Perfect camouflage from the avian armies, and the drifters between the clouds. This Elias fellow was centuries ahead of his time.”

      A sputter went out from the engine as they slowed to a halt, soon joined by the clicking symphony of seatbelts being unfastened. Watson freed himself, then deftly unknotted the twisted array that had become Sherman’s safety straps in the course of the ride. By the time he was done, the rest of the group had piled out, meaning he and Sherman were the final pair to exit and gaze upon Cagglebag Manor’s looming front entrance.

      The door was huge, far too tall for even a modern basketball player. Back when it was constructed, the size must have been preposterous. Watson estimated it to be around ten feet high, although the odd shapes of the molding made even that difficult to state with certainty. A porch consisting of dark wood wrapped most of the way around, with a few holes that looked more like something had shot up than fallen through.

      From her Tollamu Entertainment–branded fanny pack, Shahida produced a large black key unlike anything Watson had even seen. Long, metal, and with bittings poking out from various points down the length of the rod. It almost resembled a weapon more than a tool, until Shahida slid the mechanism into the front door and began a series of precise turns.

      “The first puzzle Elias set was the manor’s entrance. Not only did he create a custom key for an unpickable lock, but the way it is turned matters just as much. Put in the wrong sequence, it refuses to open. Do a really wrong one, and you’d arm some extra surprises. Only the right combination gets us safe entrance.”

      Clicks rose from the lock as Shahida continued her seemingly random rotation. As she worked, she affected a more somber tone, raising her eyes up toward the top of the door. “Elias, if you’re watching us here, know we come to pay our respects. Permit us to walk your home safely.” Just as she finished speaking, a loud thud echoed out from the door. With a coy smile, Shahida tucked the key back into the fanny pack. “Look at that—I didn’t even have to say ‘friend’ in Elvish first.”

      That drew a few polite chuckles from the crowd, and one uproarious laugh from Sherman. Meanwhile, Shahida threw a shoulder into the massive door, shoving it open. “Everyone, come inside and join me on the red carpet. Please try very hard not to step anywhere outside that carpet in this first room. We believe all the floor traps are disabled, but Elias was a crafty old bat. Better not to take chances, in case he’s decided to re-arm any against intruders.”

      Watson started forward at a careful, exact pace, ready to keenly observe every piece of what they were about to see. Unfortunately, Sherman dashed ahead like his pants were aflame, barreling past Shahida only seconds after she got clear. Faced with the prospect of maintaining his cool or leaving Sherman at large in a house full of possible traps, Watson suddenly found himself sprinting as well.

      He raced after Sherman, into the supposedly haunted house, hoping he wasn’t already somehow too late.
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      “Here, we have Elias’s only known foray into the art of painting. For three years, he created portraits of rocks. Boulders, pebbles, even a geode or two; if there was a rock within four miles of this property, rest assured Elias captured its likeness.” Shahida motioned overhead, as if any of them could miss the tremendous sprawl of paintings. They dominated the huge wall, corner to corner, with such absolute coverage Watson wasn’t even sure what wallpaper rested beneath the art. Some were framed, others only canvas, covering and overlapping one another at what certainly appeared to be random intervals.

      A few of the other guests made “oohs” or “aahs” but compared to the house so far, it wasn’t the most impressive sight. That honor had likely belonged to the cavernous entrance hall, flanked by staircases on either side leading to separate, and closed off, wings of the house. The entry had been filled with all manner of antique furniture and décor, about what might be expected if this was a period museum. Except those generally didn’t have grandfather clocks attached to mechanical pulleys that worked the curtains, or specific stones along the floor that would send the silverware drawer’s contents flying at intruders. They’d even gotten to see the drawer at work, since it had been long ago emptied out by the staff. It popped out so loudly that several of the guests yelped.

      Some of the mechanisms were either broken, or their functions yet to be understood. Near the entrance—where Watson arrived to find Sherman patiently waiting as if he hadn’t gone dashing inside with reckless abandon—Shahida had shown them a giant indoor fountain nestled in an alcove. It was built into the floor, and apparently joined to a multitude of pipes and beams just below the boards. None of the experts brought in could tell what it did, only that it was connected to the house’s inner workings.

      From there, they’d reached the art gallery of stones, fascinating in its own right, though not quite as imagination capturing. Well, not for most of the group, anyway. Sherman could scarcely look away. He was examining the wall from all different angles, even managing to tip over to the side like a human candy cane and almost view it upside down. “Yes, yes, now I see it. A forgivable misinterpretation. The patterns woven through are quite subtle. This is, in fact, a single work of art. Each represents a mere piece, a dot upon the canvas if you will, that contributes to a greater whole image when properly assembled in the eye. Consider it akin to large-scale divisionism.”

      That had to be gibberish, but the rest of the tour group seemed intrigued by the notion, looking over the vast wall of art once more. While Sherman’s grasp on reality was tentative, he spoke with rock-solid confidence, and for many people, that was enough to assume he was correct. After nearly a full minute, one of the fellow travelers broke the silence. “I can’t see it,” said the man clad in a thick raincoat, clearly taking no chances despite the night’s forecast. “What’s the bigger image?”

      “Haven’t the foggiest,” Sherman readily admitted. “The patterns present an asymmetrical flow into a Gugenlot equation; however, that’s only the first level. From a man was wily as Elias, I expect it would take cracking through at least three more layers before the proper angle is discovered.”

      “Which is one more great reason to sign up for the Tollamu Entertainment Monthly Pass.” Shahida winked at Sherman and Watson, either misinterpreting the comments as marketing or just seizing a chance when she saw it. “There are a great many pieces like that here, ones that require thoughtful consideration and multiple viewings. And speaking of viewings, let’s go ahead and move on to the next room or, as it was known to Elias, the shadow-puppet theatre. Please keep your eyes peeled. We’ve gotten lots of reports of people seeing shadows flitting across the walls. Some say they even caught one waving.”

      Watson waited with Sherman as most of the crowd piled out, already aware they’d be bringing up the rear. Thus far, it had been an entertaining night, and given him a few bits of local history. However, there was nothing to suggest an actual case, or any clear-cut motives for sabotage within the ranks, not even something worth stealing. Before coming, Watson had done a bit of digging to see if there might be a potential buyer for Cagglebag Manor waiting unseen in the wings, but he hit a swift dead end. Although the estate did have some value, the land wasn’t especially useful or conveniently located, and not many people were willing to brave death traps in their home. Add in how difficult it was to enter this place unseen, and the likelihood of outside interference slimmed even further. There was always a possibility, just not enough potential profit to make it a likely one.

      What he considered more probable was the simple explanation of user error. Someone had made a mistake or two, left things where they shouldn’t have been, and ended up causing an employee to get hurt. Ashamed and guilty, they hid their mistake, letting the idea of a ghost take root instead. Slightly convoluted, true, but it held together far better than some mysterious presence messing with tour groups for no reason. Especially given the inherent security of Cagglebag Manor.

      To Watson’s thinking, this was excellent news. They got to continue working a mystery with a low chance of an actual culprit, which in turn minimized the odds of Sherman getting injured. He could get the experience of interacting with the outside world and not put himself at risk, a perfect training ground for the new detective.

      “Hmmm. This shall warrant further contemplation.” Sherman at last turned away from the paintings, noting that the last of the tour group was filtering from the room.

      “We could snap some pictures of it if you want.” Lifting his phone, Watson gave it a wiggle, a reminder that they always had cameras on them.

      Sherman’s snort was as loud as it was haughty, and echoed off the cavernous walls. “Ridiculous. The details present cannot be captured in digital re-creations. One must see the stroke of the brush, taste the swirl of the air, feel the seams of the worlds stitched together. All of it is part of the puzzle. Some solutions only arrive in a proper time, place, and solar alignment.”

      Before Watson could ask any follow-ups, Sherman was gone, shooting into the next room with his galloping stride. It was a good thing Watson kept up on his cardio. Being assistant to the world’s greatest detective came with a fair deal more sprinting than most people might expect. He caught up just in time to hear Shahida’s explanation of the self-written pageants performed in the shadow-puppet theater.

      “Elias loved to tell his stories; he was truly creative in every sense of the word. Tales of visitors from other worlds, complex narratives about the local wildlife—he even had a beloved comedy framed as a cautionary tale about sparrows plotting against humanity.”

      That earned a round of laughter from most of the group, save for Sherman, who nodded knowingly. Shahida pointed to an elevated section of the room filled with strangely shaped glass and tubing. “While Elias was an early adopter of electricity, this room used only a single candle paired with a multitude of mirrors to create the projection light for the puppets. According to written reports from guests at the time, it was merely a test operation for a planned larger version. Some say that, when deep in the drink, Elias admitted he wished to use the night sky itself as a backdrop one day, convinced it could be managed if the light were bright enough.”

      More chuckles from the crowd, and a worryingly intrigued look on Sherman’s face that instantly told Watson he was going to need to remove any candles from the apartment for the time being. Shahida wasn’t done, as she lowered her voice into what Watson quickly recognized as her “spooky” tone.

      “As I mentioned, many of our guests report seeing the shadow puppets on the walls, so keep a close eye out. Bragnor the Dragon and Ekkle the Bandit are the ones most reported, but we’ve had glimpses of the whole cast through the years.”

      This room, like all the others they’d seen thus far, was illuminated by portable lamps that had obviously been set up by the ghost tour. They were large ones, but rather than casting steady white light, someone had elected to use special bulbs with the appearance of a flickering flame. At first, Watson had merely taken it as a move for ambiance, yet this bit of background shed new light. Thanks to the shifting illumination, anyone looking for moving shadows would find them, adding plenty of self-created scares along the tour.

      “If everyone will come this way, we’re about to navigate our first branching hallway, though it’s a short journey,” Shahida called.

      Patiently, Watson waited as the others began to muddle through, tossing a quick glance to make sure Sherman was still behaving. That turned out to be a very prudent move, as the spot where Sherman had been standing was now utterly empty. Doing a quick scan of the room, Watson found no trace of his charge. There were no other exits in view, and Watson was blocking the way to the next room, so that limited the options.

      Moving silently, slipping out before he hoped Shahida would notice, Watson stepped back into the room filled with rock paintings. Sure enough, there was Sherman, only he’d grabbed one of the portable lamps and was dragging it to another section of the floor.

      Upon seeing his assistant arrive, Sherman perked up. “Excellent! Watson, come use those muscles and relocate this light source. Our guide’s insights gave me a notion. Perhaps the shadows of the frames are part of the work, in which case this artificial lighting would throw them off.”

      “I’m sure that we can look into that when we have a little more time. Right now, everyone is moving on, and we need to stay close.” Chancing a look back through the door, Watson noticed the last of the group clearing out. If luck was with them, their constant spot at the back meant no one noticed their absence yet. Getting fired from their new roles on the first night would make working the case substantially harder.

      “Already? I expected at least forty-eight more seconds before the journey would continue. Clearly, the tour’s length needs recalibration.” Mercifully, Sherman released his grip on the lamp. “For now, we continue our education!”

      More dashing, because that was Sherman’s default speed tonight, as Watson stayed hot on his trail. They ran back through the shadow puppet theatre, continuing out the exit to a dark hallway that curved unnaturally to the left. Without warning, Watson found himself breathing in a burst of artificial fog; a thin mist was coating the hallways. No doubt the unseen machines added a nice ambiance for these walks between locations. Unfortunately, the obfuscation also made catching up all the harder. They wound their way through the narrow hall, noting as other branches merged into the route they were taking. Fearful as Watson was that they’d lost the group, Sherman had no such compunctions. Upon reaching a slightly ajar door, he threw it open and pressed on, Watson mere steps behind.

      Only after passing the door did Watson notice there weren’t any lamps in this new room. In fact, the only illumination came from a series of glass tubing along the ceiling, very similar to what they’d seen in the shadow puppet theater. Except this glass was shedding a softly familiar glow, like stolen moonlight. Was it being projected from a central mirror elsewhere in the house?

      As for the walls themselves, it felt like walking between the stacks of a public library, if said stacks were toweringly tall and made of wood. Books filled the shelves, gaps rare and pronounced. Most of the titles were long-since too faded to read in the thin light available. Quickly pulling out his phone to activate its flashlight, Watson scanned around once more to be certain.

      “Sherman, I think we took a wrong turn.”

      “A wrong turn? Watson, we are surrounded by a treasure trove of knowledge, potentially lost to the world. I can scarcely think of a possibly righter turn to be taken.” Sherman hadn’t quite climbed his way onto the shelves, though it was close. He was pressed right against them, breathing the spines of the books as much as reading them.

      Mentally rephrasing, Watson tried again. “I meant we lost the rest of the tour group.”

      “Oh yes, indubitably,” Sherman agreed, not a speck of concern in his voice. Grabbing a particularly thick tome, he yanked it from the shelf, anticipation shining in his eyes.

      When the slam of the door behind them and the click of the locks came, Watson truly wasn’t even surprised. That seemed about right for grabbing a mysterious book in this situation. He just hoped they could find a way out before Sherman tripped any of the house’s other “safety” features.
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      The clicking hadn’t stopped when the door closed, Watson quickly realized. It continued on, moving through the walls, joined by dull thumps and thuds, even a bit of whirring at times. For his part, Sherman had cracked the tome open and was perusing its pages in the mixed mirror light and castoff illumination of Watson’s phone. Continuing to turn in place, eyes peeled for any motion, Watson waited to see what the room had in store.

      He didn’t see the object that struck him from behind, nearly knocking his left leg out, and when Watson spun around, there was no culprit to attack. A whoosh from nearby drew his attention, but by the time he looked, again, there was nothing present. One quick check on Sherman, still peacefully flipping through an old book’s pages. At least the huge dimensions of the room meant he wasn’t feeling trapped, not yet anyway. This time, Watson’s luck finally broke well, as his errant glance toward Sherman gave a view of their attacker.

      Near Sherman’s head, a book shot out from the wall, metal rods both pushing it out then pulling it back in quickly, only a small hiss of steam as proof it had ever left the wall in the first place. Another clipped Watson’s right shoulder, sending him stumbling forward, nearly into the bookshelf wall on the other side. They were getting faster, but it wasn’t entirely a one-sided progression. By paying careful attention to the rattles and bangs coming from the wall, Watson believed he was catching on to the pattern.

      A loud clang to the left and a series of hisses had him roll onto the ground, spinning away as a pair of hefty novels shot forth, one from each wall, in what would have been a painful pincer if he’d still been standing there. Springing to his feet, Watson listened closely for the next set of noises, all while his eyes roved around, desperately hunting for a way out.

      “Sherman, don’t suppose you have any great insights to offer on how we get out of here?”

      “Obviously a trap, though fortunately, not one meant for us.” Sherman never looked away from his book, although he did begin pointing to the room’s various features. “No windows, exit sealed, and high wooden walls on every side. Add in the books, and it becomes clear that this was built with a single target in mind: gnomes.”

      This time, the book that fired from the wall came dangerously close to Watson’s skull, near enough that he could feel the breeze on his neck. Just how much force were those things striking with, and was it increasing? “Seems like a few of these are aimed pretty high for gnomes.”

      “Really, Watson, I do ask, as my assistant, that you put in some effort on research. Everyone knows gnomes will pile onto one another’s shoulders to create artificial height when needed. The books, or rather, the knowledge inside, lures them here, then the door shuts, and the random strikes keep them from reaching the release lever up top until they can be collected.”

      Listening to Sherman was something of an art. It required ignoring the parts that didn’t make sense while also filing them away for later. Every now and then, though, what seemed like the usual Sherman babble turned out to be spot-on after all. On this occasion, it was more about spotting the relevant information buried beneath all of the other wild conjecture, and really hoping it wasn’t just more gnome-fancy.

      “Did you say there’s a release lever up top?” Watson scanned the tips of the wooden walls, narrowly stepping out of the way of a book heading for his stomach, only to catch one in the calf instead. No doubt about it, they were getting faster and stronger. Even a glancing blow felt like it left a mark.

      Somehow still untouched, Sherman sat down on the floor with his book, avoiding a trio of strikes directly where he’d been moments prior. “My eyes can hardly pick it out in this poor lighting, but it is the self-evident answer. If one seeks to trap gnomes, using their stature against them only makes sense. Why else make the walls climbable if they weren’t meant to be scaled?”

      Mentally stepping back, daring to get no closer to the dangerous tomes, Watson re-assessed the way he was looking at the walls. Yes, they were indeed bookshelves, but it was more than that. Each shelf was a thick wooden board strongly secured into the walls, meaning they could bear weight, allowing them to function as rungs on a ladder. But the books themselves would block a solid grip, especially without knowing which ones were firing out next. Given how high the ceiling was, getting knocked off too far up the climb might result in serious injury.

      Yet even as Watson was contemplating the conundrum, he noticed once more the detail of the missing books. What he’d initially taken as a few gaps in the shelves could be viewed in another light if one had ascension on the mind: they were handholds. In fact, as he examined them, Watson realized the gaps lined up just close enough for a nimble person to reach from one to the next continuously. A strike on his buttocks was all the motivation he needed to get moving; staying down here to be bludgeoned by books was not the way he wanted to go. Ducking down quickly, he set his phone on the ground with the flashlight face up, giving them something of a hands-free light source outside the glass tubing. With a running leap, Watson hurled himself onto the wall, grabbing hold of the first empty space and hoping dearly it would bear his weight.

      Amidst the array of noises spurting from the room, groans of failing lumber weren’t present. Pausing to check on Sherman, who was now stretched out on the floor like a cat, completely absorbed in his book, Watson noted that he was somehow still unstruck, just as a hefty novel shot forth into his own shin. Cursing under his breath, Watson reached out and grabbed the next handhold, yanking himself up higher.

      Although having a grip was useful, it didn’t spare the rest of his body from taking shots as he climbed. Another to the hip as he passed the quarter-way mark, one just above the knee around the halfway point, and so it went until he was nearing the three-quarters height. Without warning, Watson was hit by three books at once, two in the torso and one in the leg, enough collective force to shove him back and break one hand’s grip on the dense wood.

      Like a door swinging wide, Watson stretched out over the void, kept suspended by a single hand’s grip and a precariously placed foothold. The view gave him a chance to look down once more, and once he did, Watson realized the pace had indeed been increasing. On the ground floor, scarcely more than a second passed without something firing from a wall. Sherman had adjusted his position to a pretzel of a pose, twisted and shifted in all manner of awkward angles as he continued to read by the light of Watson’s phone. That might be a reaction to the danger, or simply what he considered to be comfortable. It was anyone’s guess.

      Less in question was what would happen if Watson didn’t finish his ascent. At those speeds, not even Sherman could avoid getting hit forever, and he would be pummeled. Shifting his weight around, Watson slammed back onto the wall, re-establishing his grip and climbing for all he was worth. Speed was important, yet he still had to make sure every grip was solid, otherwise another good hit could send him tumbling. Despite a few more body blows along the way, Watson continued up, finally arriving at the very top shelf.

      It was only upon reaching his goal that Watson realized he had no idea what to do. They’d been working off guesses and assumptions, which seemed to be holding so far; however, this was the true proving ground. Unless Watson could find some manner of switch, then he hadn’t been following the right trail at all, and this was just another trap.

      Scanning the top, he noted that there was only one thing out of place. He’d seen books of all colors, sizes, and spine designs during his climb, but Watson had yet to note a single volume that wasn’t set perfectly upright. Except for the one just barely within reach at the very top of the shelf, in a position he’d had to follow specific gaps in the shelving to reach. There it sat, a green book set cockeyed, almost at a perfect diagonal.

      Knowing it was still a risk, and this could just as easily make all of the violent literature pop knives out of their spines, Watson reached over and grabbed the green book with two of his fingers. Stretching to his limit, there was just enough space to shove the book upward, until it was aligned like all of the others. The clicking behind the wall grew suddenly more intense, then halted.

      Silence permeated the room. No thuds and bangs, no whooshes from striking books. The room had turned unexpectedly peaceful. Watson made his way slowly down, waiting for a sudden reversal of fortune, but he arrived on the ground safely to find Sherman waiting for him.

      “Acceptable work.” With a flourish, Sherman slammed the back cover on his tome, marking it as done. “Under common circumstances your performance would have dragged on; however, it allowed me adequate time to finish my reading, so the failing is forgivable.” Unceremoniously, he set the book right back where it had been originally.

      This time, the click was singular and easy to place. It was the sound of the door they’d come through unlocking. Because of course it was; why had Watson gone scaling the walls rather than trying to fix whatever Sherman changed by pulling out the book? Well, there was no guarantee that putting it back would have stopped the attacks, and it did feel a tad easy as an escape from such a complex trap. Maybe the switch he’d hit had a delayed door release. He decided to believe that both tasks had to be completed in sequence, because to think otherwise would create needless annoyance.

      “Let’s get out of here.” For once, Watson was in the lead, all but dragging Sherman out through the door and closing it soundly behind them. Only once they were out did he realize they still didn’t know where to go, let alone how to find the group. If they’d learned nothing from the detour, it was that Tollamu Entertainment wasn’t joking about this place being dangerously off the beaten path.

      Footsteps tromping along snared Watson’s attention, and he twisted around in time to see Shahida leading the group back down the hallway. The sighting was mutual, as she turned back to address the others. “See, folks, this is exactly what we were talking about. These two lost the group, and rather than running ahead, potentially getting lost or hurt, they knew to wait safely until we returned.”

      It seemed the hallway kept going. What they’d taken as the next door was actually set aside in a semi-alcove, the kind of design no sensible builder would ever have allowed. Everyone filed through the narrow space until Shahida was at Sherman’s side.

      “If you’re going to be lost, this is a good place for it,” she continued. Shahida pointed at the door Sherman and Watson had been through a moment prior. “Here we have one of the many mystery doors of Cagglebag Manor. No one knows how to unlock them, and considering the dangers of this place, breaking one down isn’t worth the risk.” Proving the point, she reached out and grabbed the knob, giving it a firm turn, but it refused to move one bit.

      Watson stared, dumbfounded. Had it re-latched when he closed it? And if so, who’d unlocked the door in the first place? It could have been open when the group passed, and they just didn’t notice—in this light, it would be a small detail to catch. But who could have done that, and more important, why would they? A pile of odd happenings was one thing; the real trick was finding out what might motivate someone to cause such trouble.

      “As a matter of fact, there is speculation that behind one of these very doors lies Elias Cagglebag’s lost invention,” Shahida continued. “According to sources found from the time, it was a true miracle of the ages, worth untold fortunes. Some say Elias built this entire mansion just to protect that single invention: his lost treasure.”

      With a weary sigh, Watson leaned against a wall, letting his already-bruising body rest. It was starting to seem like this might not be the easy training case he’d been hoping for.
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      While Shahida did offer some scuttlebutt on the story of Elias’s treasure, they were the sort of vague rumors that offered more questions than answers. What was the invention? None of the recovered testimonies knew how to properly describe it. What was it worth? Incalculable, which was a convenient way of saying “no idea” and moving on. Did it even really exist? Now that was the question no one could answer, though Watson suspected someone out there might be giving it a try.

      As they toured through the allegedly haunted kitchen, dining room, wine cellar, ballroom, and eventually a real library with non-attacking books, Watson puzzled over the conundrum. It was a half-hearted puzzling, as most of his attention was on keeping Sherman with the group, and just a bit devoted to Shahida’s speeches. Someone breaking into a booby-trapped haunted house looking for a mythical invention wasn’t a whole lot smarter than no motive at all; however, Watson had seen many times the way greed could cloud judgement. Enough desperation, or a sincere belief in what was hidden here, might very well drive someone to snoop about. Especially if they already had access because of their job.

      By the time the tour was ending, Watson had resolved himself to the unsavory task of ordering deep background checks on everyone else at Tollamu Entertainment. He loathed prying that far into the past of civilians, but desperate people often took desperate actions. If one of these people was hiding major debts, especially if they had others depending on them, the prospect of losing their payday could turn deadly. It was the sort of tactic that would have been nice to discuss with Sherman in the right frame of mind, but for now, they were better off if Watson knew ahead of time exactly what the situation was, and came in properly prepared.

      Watson and Sherman were released from their job interview after the tour van dropped them back off at Tollamu Entertainment. There was already another group in the bar, with more due to arrive soon, so the guides were getting busy. Edgar swung out to shake their hands and let them know to return tomorrow afternoon to start proper training, before rushing back in. Limited as the appeal was, the enterprise had decent business, aided in no small part by the city’s booming tourism industry.

      After a drive home filled with a podcast about ocean currents while Sherman read various articles about celestial movements on his phone, Watson was mentally winding down for a nice night to relax and mentally review everything they’d encountered. Sadly, such delusions were shattered by the enormous delivery box sitting outside their apartment door.

      “At last!” Sherman didn’t even give Watson the chance to express curiosity. He swept up the huge box in his arms and hugged it like a lost love. “Inside, Watson! An essential tool in your education has at last arrived, and such vital training must not be delayed.”

      While a small part of Watson might have welcomed a bomb at that point in the night, he knew the security screening their mail would never let such an overt attack slip through. That offered him no insight on what the container did hold, of course, only that it likely meant his evening wasn’t quite done yet.

      Opening the door, Watson jumped back just in time to avoid Sherman barreling past him, clipping the doorframe and racing to Sherman’s Corner rather than trekking all the way to his room. “Ready yourself! I shall be prepared in short order.”

      Deciding that was an excellent cue to fix himself a drink, Watson headed into the kitchen, pouring a small glass of bourbon over a few ice cubes. He was technically on duty, but with this job, that was always true, and a night out with Sherman washed down smoother with a little help. Besides, Watson liked to think a drink helped him ponder, and this was a night that demanded consideration.

      “What were your impressions of the staff?” Watson called. Sometimes, Sherman was more coherent while distracted, a small task to focus on helping him stay centered. Like all things with Sherman, though, it wasn’t certain. He was always in some state of flux.

      “Amiable, competent people, two of them hiding major secrets, and of those, only one will be relevant to us. I like them!” The last bit of Sherman’s voice came out slightly muffled, causing Watson to briefly wonder about the cause, before realizing he’d find out too soon anyway.

      It would be nice to know if that tidbit about the secrets had any foundation in reality or not, one more item to file away for the next time he could speak to Enhanced Sherman. Ignoring that part for the moment, Watson agreed with the assessment. The people working at Tollamu were regular folks trying to scratch out an honest living, or as regular as things got around here. Watson hadn’t caught any sinister glances or unsettling slips of the tongue. In a way, that was worse now that he suspected something might actually be going on. Bringing down people who freely chose to do wrong was one thing; a good person pressed into a bad situation wasn’t nearly so satisfying to stop.

      “And the house itself?” Watson knew he was cracking into a can of worms, but it was one that had to be opened. Not only was Sherman capable of reaching genius levels that might be able to solve the house’s mysteries, but he seemed to have an odd understanding of Elias Cagglebag. Granted, that connection could be entirely imagined. He had no way of knowing if Sherman’s insights were accurate or not, except for the one they’d put to the test. Sherman had cracked the book-room puzzle with only a glance, and what was more interesting, he’d done it outside his enhanced cognition window. Until proven otherwise, Watson was going to assume Sherman had at least some insight to offer, while perhaps not venturing into any new rooms until the enhanced version offered confirmation.

      Loud bangs echoed from Sherman’s Corner as Watson leaned against the island, sipping lightly from his glass.

      “A masterpiece! Truly, the designer was a man blessed with vision that most will never have to fathom, a gift to see what could be as well as what truly was. No wonder it drove him mad.”

      Was that it? Were Sherman and Elias on similar wavelengths, separated by decades? The idea that genius and madness were only a stone’s throw apart was hardly new, existing well before Sherman or the drug that created him showed up on the scene.

      “It was a pretty interesting place,” Watson agreed.

      “I’ll have to check it out sometime.”

      This time, Watson restrained himself from yelping, although he did leap several inches straight up, spilling nearly half his drink as it sloshed over the rim. He spun around to find Ava already fixing herself a refreshment. She met his glare with a gentle smile.

      “What? I can’t enjoy the city on my downtime? I’m not here solely for your security.”

      Leaning over slightly, making sure that Sherman was still behind his screens, Ava plucked a pair of images from her pocket and laid them on the counter. “On that note, we had some folks sniffing around here earlier. Didn’t look professional enough to be who we’re on the lookout for, but figured you should be aware.”

      Skimming over the photographs of a duo, Watson was struck with a sense of recognition. Cableknit and Khaki, as he’d thought of them. The former hadn’t even changed out of his namesake sweater. “We busted these guys stealing packages off doorsteps.” Well, they’d gotten the video, at any rate. He still needed to figure out what they were going to do with it. Dealing with Sherman didn’t leave much time for navigating the local authorities’ evidence-submission process.

      “They don’t look very busted, except for the bruises.” Ava’s sharp nail ran along the edge of her glass, causing a slight, shrill whine. “Guess somebody is looking for a little payback. If you want, I can pass along word to classify them as threats. Maybe even see if the head office will let me—”

      “Let’s not take it that far just yet,” Watson interrupted. Securing a public building was a tricky balancing act. They couldn’t let any real threats get too close, but stomping out every lowlife who wandered past would draw the wrong sort of attention. Criminals had excellent pattern recognition when it came to their colleagues being captured, to say nothing of what might happen if the crooks resisted. It also felt a bit off to call down that much fury for simple doorstop theft. However, he couldn’t let Cableknit and Khaki show up at the wrong time and put Sherman in danger. “But, if you’re just burning for a way to fill the days, I wouldn’t object to you doing some recon next time they come around. Goons like this, if we find their vulnerable spots and apply some pressure, I bet we can resolve things peacefully.”

      Ava shrugged. “You’re always such a softie. How did you last so long in our old job?”

      “Because knowing how to wield a gentle touch is useful.” Watson paused, giving the matter slightly more thought. “And because I know how to stop being gentle, when the need arises.”

      “No kidding. I may have snuck a look at a few photos from that lab where they recovered you and Sherman.” Ava gave a half shudder, definitely theatrical considering what Watson knew of her own working history.

      He had trouble pushing down a small tremor at the memory. That had been a horrible day, one where Watson was exposed to the same chemical that had created Sherman and killed at least several hundred people more. If not for his partner’s quick thinking and selfless sacrifice, Watson would have been another body on the pile. Even the recollection of being in that state caused his heart to race. The sensation of a brain self-destructing was not one easily forgotten.

      Yet horrific as it had been, what came after was worse in many ways. Riding the high of a temporarily enhanced cognition window post-cure, Watson had neutralized the rest of the security trying to halt him and Sherman, one shot at a time. It wasn’t just the efficiency with which he’d killed that scared him; the ease with which he’d doomed others was far more terrifying. Taking life was supposed to be hard; that was why he never did it lightly. On that drug, the people before him had turned into nothing more than equations to be solved with a quick application of heated metal.

      In a way, that was what amazed Watson the most about Sherman. That he could persist in that state at all was incredible, but Sherman didn’t just keep existing. He remained who he was, the kind of person who genuinely gave a damn about other people, enhanced cognition window or not. If they ever did perfect or understand this chemical, Watson wasn’t entirely sure anyone should have the gifts it offered. But if one person did have to carry the burden, he was glad it belonged to Sherman Holmes, whose greatest ambition was using his gifts to help solve others’ problems.

      “That was a bad day. If at all possible, the kind I’d like to avoid repeating.” The bourbon stung Watson’s tongue slightly, bringing him back to the moment. “Speaking of, I need access to some of Tollamu’s systems, and coaxing passwords out of people can get messy. Since you’re playing go-between for the moment, would you mind grabbing me one of those digital-micro-intrusion devices nobody is using?”

      “And if anyone points out the multiple levels of security that my actions will be circumventing?”

      “Tell them that, next time, I’ll send Sherman to do the requesting. That should make just about anyone down there back off.” Watson had to suppress an actual snicker at the mental image of Sherman thundering down the halls, waving a stack of requisition forms in hand.

      “No promises, but I bet I can find a spare nobody is using. Surprised you need it just for a tourist trap. Must be one heck of a show.” Ava tapped her glass against the counter, rolling it along the edge. “Hell, maybe I really will go for a peek. Not like there’s much else to do with my downtime.”

      Watson finished off the remainder of his glass, eyeing the bottle and calculating exactly how much of his cocktail had been spilled by Ava’s surprise. Before he had a chance to give in to temptation, Sherman emerged, and all thoughts of relaxation were gone.

      “Now then, Watson, it is time for your greatest training yet to commence.” Sherman’s voice was muffled, no great surprise, given the huge rubber mask completely covering his face. It matched the rest of his outfit—costume, really—as he sauntered out into the middle of the room. “Sally forth and raise your dukes; we must get you accustomed to these sorts of battles before the true one arrives. Our guest is free to critique your performance as she likes.”

      Standing in their living room, Sherman Holmes was clad in a full-body gorilla suit, complete with thick patches of fur and faux muscles padding out the material. It also included a polka-dot bowtie and small jaunty hat, accessories others might have foregone when getting dressed, but not Sherman.

      “Come now, Watson, don’t be shy. A lowland gorilla has different weak points than a human does, as well as a far more stable center of balance. If you wish to stand a chance, preparation is key.”

      Between a sparring session with Sherman and explaining to him why such efforts would never be necessary, Watson immediately saw which was the shorter path to get him to bed. Setting the empty glass down, he began to remove his suit jacket. “I still don’t think I’m going to end up fighting a gorilla, but it never hurts to be prepared. Ava, did you have anything else?”

      “Businesswise? No, that covered it for tonight.” Unlike Watson, Ava did help herself to a small refill from the bottle. “Though there is no way I’m missing this. I can’t wait until the others ask me how you’re holding up in the new gig.”

      Setting his jacket down on the counter, Watson started the process of rolling his sleeves as he stepped into the living room, directly across from a grown man in a gorilla suit. The only saving grace was that this was so bizarre, the others might think Ava was embellishing. A delusion that Watson himself couldn’t take comfort in.
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      A new morning meant back to the old routine. Watson was up before dawn on Saturday, working out in his makeshift gym despite the exercise with Sherman only a few hours ago. To Sherman’s credit, the course had been surprisingly well researched, with Sherman spouting countless facts about gorillas in general, along with quite a few more that seemed suspect. For example, while Watson could accept that some gorillas were strong enough to rip saplings from the ground, he found it a touch harder to swallow that they then fashioned the tiny trees into ammunition for their hidden forest turrets. More to the point, how exactly was he supposed to counter that even if Sherman did turn out to be right?

      Some mental trails were better left unexplored, which was why Watson put the prior night out of his mind to focus on the tasks ahead. More training at Tollamu, which meant time to figure out exactly what was going on around there. Watson still wasn’t quite sure about the situation they were walking into; however, there was no denying certain truths. A door that was supposed to be locked at all times had been open when the tour group came through. There were only so many explanations to account for that: someone had been exploring the house and left it unlatched; Shahida was lying about the nature of the door; or, if Watson were being truly generous, a ghost had left it unlocked. The last one was preposterous, and Shahida lying would be a curious move, considering both the room’s dangerous nature and how easily they could ask another guide about it. For the moment, Watson had to move forward assuming they had a sneak who had managed to avoid Tollamu’s security.

      Finishing up his shower, Watson decided his next step was to get access to the security footage. There were certain telltale signs of manipulation to be checked for, the sort of screening no ghost-tour company could afford. Granted, the idea of someone going deep enough to manage digital manipulation was nearly as much of a long shot as the ghost, yet Watson knew he’d check anyway. His suspicious nature—some called it paranoia—had been imparted, along with his leg wound, by an old partner. Turning over every stone he could think of was the only way Watson felt any sort of grip on the world.

      Donning a suit once more, this time with a spring-blue shirt, Watson stopped by Sherman’s room to pop his head in as usual. What he found waiting for him was not the usual mound of sleeping detective or shifting piles of books. Instead, Sherman was fully dressed in his tour-guide outfit, complete with a bowler hat, sitting patiently in a chair with three books spread across his lap. Glancing up at the sound of Watson’s voice, Sherman swept a hand along the tomes, shutting them all in one movement.

      “Excellent timing, Watson. Given all that is on our plate, I felt it prudent to join your morning constitutional. There is much to discuss about the case, and our night was taken up by someone’s need to train for gorilla combat.”

      “How selfish of me.” It was too early for more than a deadpan; Watson reserved the right to have a little caffeine before turning fully animated. As a silver lining, this was more or less what he’d wanted as well, and Old Gil had said to bring Sherman by. “Up for coffee?”

      The answer was less verbal than it was Sherman shooting out of his chair and all but tumbling to the front door. Watson followed, locking up behind him. By the time he turned around, there was already thundering on the stairs, except it wasn’t heading downward. A hair too late, Watson realized where Sherman was going. He managed to arrive only a few seconds after the pounding on the door had begun.

      With both hands, Sherman was smacking the wooden obstacle. “Nemesis! We adjourn for just a brief period to seek nourishment. Do not attempt larceny, arsony, or any types of shenanigans in our absence!”

      The gruff old voice came right back through the door. “It’s too early for your nonsense! Go back to bed, you hoodlum.”

      “Sorry about that, Mr. Moriarty.” Watson gently pulled Sherman backward by the collar, managing to get him away from the door despite his arms still swinging. “We’re heading out for coffee; did you need anything?”

      A bit of sullen tromping from within, followed by a voice near the door. “I make my own, but wouldn’t say no to some pastries. Whatever they sell is fine. All the little shops around here have their own stuff. Just make sure it’s glazed.”

      Still moving Sherman back, Watson stopped just long enough to respond. “Can do.” With that, he walked his charge back down the stairs and out into the cloudy gray morning. The sun was technically up, though one hardly knew it through the overcast sky. Sherman took a deep whiff, relaxing instantly. “Rain on the winds. This shall be a fine day.”

      Watson made a calculated decision in that moment, choosing to strike while Sherman was calm. “Didn’t you have some pieces of the case you wanted to discuss?”

      “Indubitably! Excellent work, Watson. Your make nearly as apt of a walking reminder as an assistant.” Sherman started down the street, until Watson shot ahead, taking the lead. As the only one of them who actually knew where they were heading, it was important not to follow Sherman, especially given how risky that was in general. He seemed unfazed, keeping an easy pace on Watson’s heels. “I gave my impressions, but in the business of the evening, there was no time to entertain yours. What do you think of our fellow tour guides and their conundrum?”

      “Mostly confused,” Watson admitted. He slowed their pace to a casual jaunt. This early, there were barely any other people on the street, a peace to be enjoyed for the brief time it lasted. “Nothing lines up. The nature of the house means that only people who really know what they’re doing can safely navigate it, to say nothing of attempting exploration. That points to our culprit being one of the tour guides or Edgar. They’re the only ones with know-how and access. Learning about the invention adds potential motive, flimsy but still something. My biggest problem is that none of them stood out to me. Ordinarily, an amateur doing this kind of work would be anxious and showing nerves, especially after getting someone hurt.”

      At his own words, Watson paused. While it was true that an amateur would have those reactions, someone more experienced, say, from Watson’s old line of work, would be able to hide such feelings, if they still experienced them at all. The tour guides seemed a tad young to be that good, although prodigies did happen, and makeup could hide a great deal of wrinkles. He’d emailed in the order for thorough background checks on everyone before bed last night. He hoped if they did have a ringer in the mix, that would help identify them.

      “I see from your blank expression that we have reached the same conclusion,” Sherman declared. “Obviously, one of the guides is either being possessed, misled, or simply does not understand the consequences of what they are doing. That is how they can continue without showing any signs of misgiving.”

      The more Watson considered Sherman’s words, the harder it was to deny the idea as viable. He’d personally seen many a wily charmer employing unwilling pawns in their schemes. Perhaps the person doing the work was being tricked, believing that what they were up to was actually for the company’s greater good. If so, that would make Edgar the likely puppet master, but Watson realized he was back to idle speculation.

      “You might be right, Sherman. We should consider that our perpetrator may not be fully aware of their role, if they know at all. Aside from that, I think our best bet is to keep eyes and ears open all during training today. Plus, we make sure we use your special skill when it matters most.”

      “Watson, did you even try the cocktail I fashioned yesterday? Resurrecting the joyful taste of childhood in a medium palatable to the jaded adult is an outstanding use of momentary brilliance. Would that each day offered such opportunities.”

      “Maybe today we save it for the actual case,” Watson suggested. He led Sherman farther down the block, until a familiar sign became visible.

      The Shanty looked the same as always, down to Old Gil and his constant scowl. Watson waved a hello, whereas Sherman shot over to examine the meager coffee menu. What was available often seemed to depend on Old Gil’s mood, part of why Watson availed himself of the daily special: it was one of the few consistent options. Deciding to risk leaving Sherman alone for a few seconds, Watson made his usual trip to the rear of the store, this time getting papers from Chicago and a small town in Maine. By the time he made it up to the front, Sherman was already ordering.

      “Oh yes, let’s add the mint flavoring, too, and the lime, coconut, toffee, matcha powder, and, what the heck, I’ve come back around on the cayenne—toss that in as well.” Sherman looked up to Old Gil, who was staring back, unmoving. “Ah, a fellow genius whose gifts remove the need for something as tedious as notes. Fear not, good fellow, my order is completed. You may commence at your leisure.”

      Old Gil’s stare shifted over to Watson. “This your friend?”

      “Friend? How dare you, sir, reduce this partnership to something as trivial and common as mere friendship!” Sherman actually appeared a touch bothered, which was rare. Usually, nothing penetrated his delusions enough to make an impact. “He is my Watson, and I his Holmes. Such bonds go well beyond the limits of common designations, if not words entirely.”

      Another long scowl, before Old Gil tilted his head ever-so-slightly forward into a nod. “Apologies. Did you two want anything else?”

      “I’ll do the daily special,” Watson said, marveling at the fact that Sherman had compelled any level of contrition from the curmudgeon.

      Sherman slapped the counter, leaning down on its surface with his elbows. “We shall also require several of your pastries, specifically any of them involving glaze. My assistant was foolish enough to offer our nemesis sustenance, but I shall not have it be said that Sherman Holmes or his representatives do not uphold their promises.”

      It was an unexpected moment where Watson felt sudden pride for Sherman. Despite his strange ideas about their elderly neighbor, he still remembered they promised Mr. Moriarty breakfast, and he put that duty over his imagined grudges.

      “That said, if any of your wares are several days old, I do not believe guarantees of freshness were made.”
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      “—around the corner, meeting back up with the van.” Carlton checked over the digital slide currently on the monitor, an illustrated map of the walking tour’s nightly path. “That will wrap up the first part of the tour and get you heading toward Cagglebag Manor, same as with Shahida last night.”

      Sherman’s arm shot into the air, nearly clipping Watson at his side. Together, the pair was seated at one of the tables in Tollamu Entertainment’s backroom bar. When they arrived earlier, a solo Carlton had led them through the first few hours of education, largely consisting of paperwork and company policies, before finally starting on the real meat of the job. The map was a nice touch, each stopping point marked and flagged with a page number that corresponded to the informational packets resting in front of Watson and Sherman. On those pages were segments of historical information and suggested talking points for each of the alleged hauntings. In terms of training, Watson had seen far less efficient systems than this.

      “Yes, you have a question?” Carlton didn’t appear bothered by the waving hand or the soft hoots escaping Sherman’s throat. Most likely, such a public-facing job has inured him to eccentric behaviors, especially around this area.

      Sherman slammed his raised hand down on the table so hard the packets jumped. “Fascinating as the preamble is, when will we learn the true secrets of this enterprise? The mysteries of the manor call out to be solved, every detail adding greater understanding to the gorgeous unknown.”

      Surprisingly, that drew a knowing chuckle out of Carlton. “Man, I remember that feeling. It’s crazy, right? Finding out that, even in this day and age, there’s something so big and amazing that’s still unsolved. When I was younger, I used to stay up late into the night, reading old history books about Elias, sure I’d find some sort of hint to unravel it all.” The wistful expression clouded somewhat, youthful exuberance tempered by an adult’s responsibility.

      “However, Cagglebag Manor can be dangerous, if you don’t know what you’re doing. That’s part of why only senior tour guides are allowed to lead groups through there. For a while, you two will only handle the street portion of the tours, then one of us will take over. You’re still going to tag along, mind you; we’ll just be handling navigation. Over time, as you grow more familiar, we let you start taking on some responsibility for the manor tour. When you can get through that without any errors or needing help three times in a row, that means you’re ready to handle groups on your own.”

      If they were still working this case long enough to earn such a privilege, Watson would seriously need to re-evaluate how they were spending their time. Today, he hoped to gain a great deal of headway in the case, by elimination of possibilities if nothing else. In fact, it was just about time for him to swing into action.

      “Carlton, since we’re at a pausing point, would you mind if I made a run to the restroom?” Asking to go potty was among the least dignified excuses in Watson’s arsenal, which was also why it generally worked. No pomp, no room for questions, just a basic human function that everyone understood. When needed, he could always scale up the theatricality, wiggling in his seat to give the impression of a time-sensitive situation. The greater a fool one was willing to make of themselves, the less anyone tended to ask for details.

      Pointing down the hall, Carlton gave his permission. “Sure, you remember where it is?”

      “Next to the office,” Watson replied, keenly aware of the restroom’s location. Its proximity to his real target was another part of why he’d gone with this particular excuse. “Not to be indelicate, but it might take a moment.”

      “Ouch, been there last time Lauren brought in chili. Take your time; I’ve got some work to tackle, and Sherman can review his handout.” Carlton clicked a few buttons on his laptop, the same one with an HDMI cable running up to the television showing his slides, and the image changed. Watson almost reminded him he was broadcasting his screen before thinking better of it. Sherman might only catch glimpses, yet those could still be useful, especially in a brain like his.

      Besides, Watson had enough on his own docket for the moment. Heading out of the bar area, he took careful note of the camera overhead, panning from left to right as it covered the whole stretch of hallway. A rotating camera had distinct advantages over a stationary setup. Cycling patterns could make them harder to predict, and they reduced overall blind spots and created a greater area of coverage with fewer devices. Unfortunately, the system was hardly perfect.

      For example, if someone were properly trained and so inclined, it would be entirely possible for them to observe the camera’s movements long enough to determine the pattern, down to precisely how long it remained in each position. Assuming that person could then gain access to the building under a friendly guise, say, as a new employee, then it would be entirely plausible to stroll down the hall on camera, then step into a bathroom as expected before slipping out just as the lens moved away. Of course, even if one did have the necessary observational skills to figure all that out, it only mattered if they were capable of picking a locked office door in the short span of time before the camera swung back around. Given how ridiculously talented an intruder would have to be, the rotating model was undoubtedly the right choice for their needs and budget.

      It just wasn’t enough to stop Watson.

      Shutting the office door mere moments before the camera would be able to see it once more, Watson checked his watch then looked around Edgar’s unoccupied office. It appeared much the same as it had the day prior, only dimmer, as Watson had forgone the overhead lights. He moved carefully, on the lookout for traps far too dangerous to be present in a place like this, the darker parts of his mind insisting he take nothing for granted. Extra precaution wasn’t a bad habit, so Watson allowed his paranoia this much ground, taking each step as if it might open a vat of boiling acid below. He would never understand why some nefarious types bothered heating their acid. It was already deadly at room temperature; that was the entire point of a vat of acid.

      No such surprises awaited Watson on his trek across the room, though the abundance of caution did come in handy. Just as he was arriving at the desk, Watson nearly kicked over a few old liquor bottles marked for recycling, saving his toe at the last moment when he caught the shape of the glass. Stepping wide to avoid them, Watson arrived at his ultimate destination: Edgar’s computer.

      Once upon a time, there was more of a push for people in his old line of work to gain computer skills. Admittedly, Watson had basic tech competency and perhaps knew a couple of tricks picked up through the years, yet he was nowhere near capable of breaking a password, getting into the security system, and establishing a remote-access connection, especially not in the amount of time his excuse would buy. Luckily, the higher-ups had long ago realized this limitation, and rather than keep trying to promote their tech staff to fieldwork, instead opted for the classic approach: building a gadget.

      From his pocket, Watson pulled a simple flash drive, dropped off by Ava after their chat. In the modern day, this was among the handiest tools possible, even if it was very situation specific. Popping the drive in, Watson made no effort to touch the keyboard or mouse, the sort of thing that might have left behind evidence. The screen began to glitch slightly, and a gentle whirr from the desktop turned into an outright hum. Unseen, the drive was executing dozens of programs, the specifics of which were much too far above Watson’s head to grasp. On a heavily encrypted device, the kind he’d been accustomed to stealing from, it could take hours to even gain access, these drives essentially being automated brute-force hacking. The computer of a man running a ghost-tour company was, unsurprisingly, substantially less defended. In moments, the password screen vanished as a series of new windows appeared.

      Watson kept careful watch on both the screen and the door, listening for any signs of movement. Slowly, the programs were completing, establishing some kind of back door into the system. He didn’t need the details. All that mattered was that in a few hours, Watson would be able to remotely log in and see whatever he needed. Security footage was a good starting point, and one never knew what secrets might be lurking deeper in the files. As a rule, he never pried more than necessary, but he would chase down every lead to its end until the situation was resolved.

      At last, the final window closed, bringing the screen back to its password-protected state, like nothing had ever happened. Watson pulled the drive and slipped it right back into his pocket before easing over to the door. This was the point where he was most vulnerable; leaving a supposedly locked office would be a very hard mistake to explain away. Even worse, he had to make some estimates on where the camera would be. Glancing at his watch, Watson recalled exactly where the second hand was when he closed the office door. The camera made full rotations in around fifteen-second intervals. Watson ran the numbers in his head, calculating roughly where the lens would be in its path. Hoping that he’d gotten the timing right, Watson slipped out the door, making sure to relock it from the inside before sliding it gently closed.

      The escape wasn’t don’t yet, though. Watson could see the camera already heading back in his direction, where it would catch him directly in front of the office door, a very suspicious image. Moving swiftly, he popped the bathroom door open with his foot, getting it into frame. There wasn’t enough time to dive inside, so Watson opted for another tactic. With his body half-obscured by the door, he moved outward, as if the video happened to catch him midway through exiting the restroom.

      Wiping his hands on his pants to wick away the last of fictitious moisture, Watson strolled casually back up the hallway in full view of the lens. What was a hurdle had become an alibi, showing concretely that Watson had only gone near the office to use the bathroom, with distinct shots of him entering and exiting. Even if something was discovered, there was reasonable deniability, enough to buy some time at the very least. Between the flawless entry and successful computer breach, Watson was feeling good about their day. This afternoon had been an unquestionable success.

      Sounds of snoring reached Watson before he actually saw the source, sinking his good mood by several degrees. Sure enough, as he rounded the corner, there was Sherman, passed out at their table in an impressive sprawl, wide arms dangling off either side. Watson headed over to take his vitals—annoyance was no excuse to forget his duty—noting that Carlton was clacking away on the laptop with far more vigor than when Watson had left.

      “Sorry about that, didn’t mean to take so long.” Watson confirmed that Sherman’s pulse was steady and his breathing was stable; everything was consistent with his usual post–enhanced cognition window nap.

      “Please, don’t worry about it,” Carlton replied. “I’m actually glad you called for the break. I’ve been working on updating our brochures: getting current fonts, adding more interior shots of the manor, generally trying to make everything pop. Sherman had quite a few helpful insights on the designs and which pictures worked best.” Carlton looked slightly embarrassed, the red on his face matching nicely with the purple of his hair. “I’m a bit out of my depth on this one, so the help was appreciated.”

      No doubt about it, this wasn’t some midday snooze. Sherman had burned his window yet again before they were even within spitting distance of Cagglebag Manor. There was little point in being mad about what was already done, especially since it did seem to have further endeared them to a potential suspect.

      Just as Watson was settling down, a loud buzz came from Carlton’s phone, startling both men and eliciting a juicy snore from Sherman. It didn’t sound like any ringer most people would set, and the worried look on Carlton’s face confirmed this to be no random text.

      “Something wrong?”

      “We had an alarm tripped,” Carlton said. Despite the cool face Watson held in place, his mind was racing through the last several minutes, desperately hunting for a trip wire or trap he might have missed. It lasted only until he noticed Carlton rooting around in his pockets for car keys, a needless accessory if the crime had occurred in the same building. “Have to make sure nobody tried to break into Cagglebag Manor. Probably just a fault in the system or another squirrel that chewed through a line, but better go check anyway. I’m sorry—we’re probably going to have to cut today’s training short.”

      “Why not let us tag along?” Watson suggested. “If it’s a false alarm, then we can use the time to review, and if not, then it never hurts to have extra help in trying times.”

      “Even though one of you is asleep?”

      Watson shrugged. “He’ll wake soon enough.”

      From his pocket, Carlton successfully fished the jingling prize. “I’m not going to say I wouldn’t appreciate the company, but you two need to stay in the van unless I give the OK. We want to handle this as safely as possible.”

      “Of course. Unless we’re needed, you’ll barely even know we’re there.”
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      With a loud snort, Sherman rejoined the land of the woken just as the van rolled past the now-empty fruit stands. This early in the day, the owners were likely manning their other locations, and it was too soon for the tour groups to start wandering through. Sherman let out a yawn, stretching his long arms across the back seat like he wanted to form a bridge between the open windows.

      “Watson, did I doze all the way into evening, and has the sun at last slipped from the false path it upholds?”

      “There was an alarm on the property, so we’re heading over with Carlton to make sure everything is OK,” Watson replied. “We’d have been here sooner, but somebody proved troublesome to load into the van.” His eyes were trained out the window, taking careful note of the terrain now that they had daylight to work with. Around the road, the trees were thick and wild, barely tamed at all. It made for an excellent spooky forest surrounding an allegedly haunted house, but not so great for anyone trying to trek through on foot. There were a few cleared-out trails leading in opposite directions, obviously paths used by the fruit vendors to haul their wares. In theory, Watson supposed someone could start down one of those, then push on through the trees to the Cagglebag estate; however, it would be a harsh journey.

      Perhaps that was why an intruder was trying something in daylight; they were willing to trade the cover of dark for better vision. Carlton didn’t appear terribly worried. He’d been exceptionally careful in helping load Sherman, driven over at the speed limit, and even now was cautiously navigating; hardly the actions of someone afraid there was real trouble afoot. Watson’s suspicious nature protested at that notion, reminding him that if Carlton were partners with the intruder, this was an excellent method to keep them delayed. But that raised questions of why he would allow the new employees along in the first place, to say nothing of what the actual plan was. At the moment, all Watson knew for certain was that they didn’t have the whole picture.

      “No doubt the manor is besieged by rapscallions on all sides, clawing their way in to get their hands on Elias’s lost brilliance.” Sherman was leaning partially out the window, hand clutching his bowler tightly, ducking back in only long enough for conversational bursts.

      “Used to be,” Carlton confirmed. “Back when Elias first died, there were lots of people who’d heard the rumors, and some who believed them. It’s how the Cagglebag family made a living, letting those people pay to take on the challenge. But that’s the thing about a house rigged with countless traps, some of them deadly: no one’s enthusiasm outlasted their injuries. In fact, a lot of what we teach our guides came from those early explorers figuring things out the hard way.”

      “Their knowledge passed on so that a greater mind might make headway. Truly a noble sacrifice.” Sherman pressed a hand on the ceiling overhead as he shifted to get his head outside the vehicle at a more comfortable angle.

      Twisting the wheel, Carlton spun them down the road, bringing Cagglebag Manor partially into view once more. “I’m sure they weren’t planning it like that, but we are glad for the help. After the first few dozen died or barely escaped, people finally wised up. By the time Noah Cagglebag lost the home, it was mostly known as a public danger. Rumors of a lost invention died out as no one made headway. Exploring farther into the house would require sacrificing a lot of people’s safety.” There was a bit of a sour note on that last sentence, which caught Watson’s ear. Interesting, though it paled in comparison to the bizarre building growing steadily clearer.

      In the bright light of day, Cagglebag Manor was even stranger. The patchwork of materials could be better appreciated, along with the curious architectural features, such as a stone serpent winding its way along the porch, or what certainly appeared to be a gargoyle posed as if defecating down one of the chimneys. On a normal house, the decorations would be bizarre. But built onto one where every element was so specific, it really just raised an abundance of unanswerable questions.

      One thing that changed and had nothing to do with the lighting was the route they took. Rather than drive up to the colossal front door as they had the night prior, Carlton took the van around the property in a full circle, plainly scanning for anything out of place, before looping back and parking on a faded section of grass near the house’s back left corner.

      “I see your plan, and quite a cunning one it is.” Sherman was bobbing between the outer world and the car’s interior, splitting his attention so rapidly there was no way he wasn’t getting dizzy. “We spread out and attack from various angles. You shall guard the secret rear entrance as Watson peruses the property. As for me, I shall head right through the front door to confront our foes directly.”

      “We’re definitely not splitting up for this,” Carlton said. It took a few moments before he suddenly whipped his head back around to Sherman. “Wait, how did you know there’s another entrance?”

      “Design functionality and a coherent grasp of the human body’s steady weakening over time.”

      That wasn’t really an answer … except it was, when Watson permitted the idea a bit more thought. “Right, Elias was an older guy when he built this, and those front doors are massive. Even if he could move them during construction, he had to know they’d eventually be too much.”

      “I’ll give you guys this, you might pay better attention than any new hires we’ve ever had.” Reaching over to the passenger seat, Carlton scooped up a backpack and tossed it on. He nearly got out of the van entirely before remembering to pluck his keys from the ignition. By the time he was done, Sherman had burst forth from the van, and Watson was nearly freed as well. “Here’s the deal, and it’s the same as at night: you need to stay with me at all times. There are a few places where a short might have occurred, and extra hands will be a big help, but we’re still dealing with potential dangers. Let’s get everyone out of here safely, all right?”

      Since Sherman immediately fell in behind Carlton, Watson took up the rear, keeping a close eye on Sherman in case of distractions. The last thing they needed was to get lost again, especially with fewer people around to find them. Together, the three wove around the back of the home, where a small garden waited just beyond a wrought-iron gate. As they opened it, Watson heard a distinct beep from Carlton’s phone, and upon brief inspection, he noticed a small diode where the gate latch rested. One more level of security to be aware of, and that an intruder would have to get through. Granted, hopping the fence was manageable, but only if someone knew to avoid the alarm.

      Much as evidence pointed toward an inside job, Watson had a hard time imagining Carlton as their perpetrator. He appeared to sincerely care about the business and their employees; even as they walked through the garden, Carlton was constantly checking back to make sure they were keeping up. There was always a chance of subterfuge and deceit, but if that were the case, then Carlton was putting on an outstanding front.

      Stepping up to a wall covered in vines, Carlton brushed aside a few strands of flora to reveal a stone archway built into the house’s side. From his pocket, he produced a modern key, slipping it into an unseen crevice hidden on the archway. Either anticipating the question or noting some surprise in their expressions, Carlton quickly explained, “Along with installing cameras and security, we changed out the locks a while back. Only the front door has the complicated key; this door was set up with something more standard for the times. The original ended up half-rusted thanks to outdoor exposure, and this kind is way easier to make copies for.”

      With a shove of his shoulder, Carlton popped open a portion of the wall, revealing what Watson recognized as the kitchen. One by one, they stepped past the narrow opening, clearly designed with a single person in mind. Once through, Watson realized they’d walked out of what appeared to be simple cabinets. Before he could counsel caution, Sherman had already whipped open one of the wooden doors, examining the contents. “Fascinating! Not only are these still functional, it appears Elias found a way to stock canned sodas from our time. I didn’t notice any temporal fluctuations. He must have cut a path through the between-space, or … dare I say it … struck a dark bargain with the shineless shades.”

      “Those are ours,” Carlton explained. Now that everyone was through, he took hold of the cabinets and shoved them back against the wall until there was an audible click. “Put anything too heavy in here and it gets hard to open. The drinks help us remember which cabinet to leave mostly bare, and they come in handy with all the talking on this job.”

      Despite a midday sun trying to stream through the darkened windows, the manor itself was no less bizarre and unsettling inside. Looking around, Watson nearly lost track of where they’d come in; the patterning of the kitchen was designed to make all entrances identical. Carlton took a moment before pressing on, popping open his backpack and peering inside, stoking Watson’s curiosity in the process.

      “Nothing is out of place here, so let’s move on to the next one,” Carlton said. “There’s a window in the sun room that could be broken; that’s the next spot that might have tripped our alarm.”

      “A room built to contain an entire sun, now this I shall have to see!” Sherman bounded forward, only to stop in front of the doors, realizing he had no idea where to go.

      Watson, on the other hand, was thinking over the security system in place. Most alarms tied to smartphones these days could not only tell the owner that a breach occurred, but precisely where. Based on the functionality he was seeing, this one was either old, cheap, or both. That was both good and bad news, from different perspectives. Weaker security meant getting in would be viable, but that simple fact also expanded out their potential suspect pool. The easier it was to do, the more people could have pulled it off.

      The route they took was looped and confusing. At one point, they wove through the grand front entrance hall, although only for a brief connection. After several minutes, Carlton led them to a pair of double doors and pushed them open. Light hit Watson directly in the eyes, nearly blinding him. Sherman felt the same impact, though he kept right on staring, unbothered or unwilling to close his eyes when there was a sight worthy of beholding.

      With a name like “the sun room,” Watson had been anticipating a luxurious relaxing space surrounded by windows, perhaps with some nice greenery added to complete the ambiance. It was only when his eyes adjusted enough to take in the view that understanding settled in. Someone like Elias Cagglebag had far more interesting uses for his home than a simple place to lounge.

      A huge window ran along the far wall, all the way up to the ceiling. Mirrors dotted every other surface, from the lowest point of the floor to the very tip-top of the room, dozens of them positioned at countless different angles. Some pointed toward one another, others away, in a pattern that Watson could make neither heads nor tails of. He did notice that each wall had sections of familiar glass tubing near the top, and noted several leading farther into the house. Was this where the prior night’s moonlight had come from as well?

      “This was how Elias originally lit the manor,” Carlton explained. “He worked out all the angles and timing, building a relay system so that any room could have light without the need for windows, which were a liability. Most of the lighting tubes in the main areas were broken by early explorers or traps they triggered, but you can still find some working in the more secured spaces.”

      Outside the window, there was a small courtyard consisting of a few stone benches, some withered bushes, and stone walls on every side. Sherman stared out, ignoring the sharp rays of light occasionally raking his eyes. “The genius to make a simple idea needlessly complex is an underappreciated art. What sorts of enemies do you expect would be capable of breaking in through such an enclosed space? I hadn’t heard of any frogites leaving their swamp homes, but the climate here might very well be palatable to them, at least in summer.”

      “There’s a false wall hiding the entrance to the courtyard,” Carlton told them, distracted as he looked over every aspect of the window. “Blocks a little morning and evening light, but makes the room more secure. Elias loved his security, and on this one, he and I agree. It’s why we put a glass-break alarm on this big fellow, an alarm that thankfully hasn’t been tripped yet.”

      Again, Carlton paused, peering deeply into his backpack. While part of Watson insisted he get close and sneak a peek, now was not the time. Sooner or later, Carlton would be distracted. Nobody stayed on their guard forever.

      “With every discovery, this creation grows more fascinating. Lead us deeper into its heart!” Sherman declared.

      “If that’s what you want, then I’ve got good news. Since this one is clear, we’ll need to go check the others.” Finally, Carlton looked up once more, visibly nervous. “Some of these rooms are a little dicey, so I might ask you to wait outside if we go that deep. But for the next one, I’ll need help.”

      There was a determination in Carlton’s movements that set Watson’s teeth on edge. If he was gathering courage, then the next room wasn’t likely to be so easy. Still, Carlton wore a practiced tour guide’s grin as he motioned for the others to follow.

      “We’re about to break one of the cardinal rules of a horror movie: let’s go to the basement of a haunted house.”
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      Navigating to the basement required maneuvering through three more hallways, two of which were mirror versions of each other; one storage room filled with modern cleaning supplies; and a small, narrow passage where everyone had to duck their heads. In the course of the trek, Carlton only glanced into his backpack a single time; Watson was on keen lookout for that behavior. Part of his brain was protesting that this was all a trap, the guide hiding some kind of weapon, leading them deeper into the house to spring his murderous plan. It was, for the moment, an easily ignorable inner voice, just never a silent one. Watson was getting better at managing his paranoia, but that didn’t mean it had ceased to haunt him.

      At last, they came upon a simple wooden door. Ignoring it, Carlton popped open what appeared to be a section of wall, revealing steps leading downward. He tilted his head toward the door, making sure Watson and Sherman were paying attention. “Don’t ever open that one by mistake. Every account I’ve found describes it as a horror show. We once opened it up and tossed in some soda cans to see what happened. Lots of machinery sounds and sudden sprays of cola.”

      The former professional in Watson perked up at the information; if one were going to hide a valuable invention, then putting it in the most fortified room possible made the most sense. However, even as the idea bloomed, Watson noted the spots on the petals. The caretaker in him had already gained enough experience to know better: this was a house built on Sherman’s kind of thinking, not his own. Logic and reason weren’t just useless, they were potential liabilities. After all, following that train of thought would be an excellent way to have treasure hunters throw themselves down an ultimately useless deathtrap.

      Deadly mysteries and unopened doors would have to wait; they were still here on the clock. Carlton led them down the stairs, with Sherman all but standing on his heels. Holding his charge’s shoulder, Watson slowed Sherman down and kept his footing steady as they trekked down the worn steps.

      The basement was unexpectedly sprawling, a vast chasm of space beneath the sizable property. It was nigh impossible to be certain, given the home’s unique design, but Watson felt that this level stretched out beyond the house’s actual boundaries. If he was right, someone might have found a way to dig inside, circumventing a great deal of home security. Then again, that sort of project would have left some manner of mark on the yard.

      Aside from space, there was only so much to make out. Light wound through just as it had in the bookshelf room, aided by one of the flickering lamps installed by the ghost tour, which Carlton flipped on as he stepped off the final stair. Brick walls, stone ceiling, and various hunks of old metal connected to the walls. What most of them were, or the purpose they served, Watson hadn’t a clue. Few of them even looked like machinery, most skewing closer to some sort of horrific modern-art display.

      “A frentenal rebobulater? What a discovery! Watson, do you have any idea what this machine does?” Sherman darted to the nearest hunk of metal—what looked like an iron hexagon with metal rods poking out like quills on a porcupine.

      “No clue, but I’d love to learn.” Watson wasn’t quite sure how this would play out, but Sherman couldn’t make him any less confused about the equipment.

      “Nothing!” Sherman replied, excitement only growing as he spoke. “A functioning model does nothing on an absolute scale, from the smallest of particles to the largest of planets, on every wavelength and dimension resonance imaginable. Even as a prototype, this represents tremendous progress in entropy.”

      Carlton had paused long enough for Sherman’s presentation, his own face wrinkling in confusion. “Well, it’s no worse than the leading theory we’ve had so far: Elias Cagglebag was a metalworks artist ashamed of his creations.” He plucked his phone from a pocket, turning on the flashlight function and further illuminating the gloom. “Come on, if you think that’s neat, I’ll show you the monster.”

      It didn’t take long to figure out what Carlton was referring to. As they headed deeper into the basement, the monster appeared. It was so big, Watson nearly mistook it for another wall, until he noted the way it bulged outward. This was more fluid than the last device, with flowing curves and shifting patterns in the metal. A pair of barred glass windows in the top showed only darkness, and the thin seam near the bottom tilted slightly upward at the edges. Sleek metal protrusions poked out at various points, sometimes resembling horns, other times tusks. All of it came together to form one unmistakable impression: that of a huge, terrifying face.

      “That is … something.” Watson wasn’t entirely sure what the appropriate reaction to such a sight should be. Sherman, however, had no such compunctions. He raced up to the monster, running his hands along the dark surface. “Incredible, absolutely incredible. Shall I presume neither of you knows the figure of legend this sculpture references?”

      That snagged Carlton’s attention like Sherman had grabbed his arm. “We’ve never made heads or tails of it. Who is this supposed to be?”

      “Haven’t the foggiest. But since it triggered no recognition in my own mind, the shared ignorance was evident. Enlighten me with all that is known of this masterpiece.”

      Not moving quite as fast as Sherman, Carlton approached the huge metal face, touching parts of it carefully. “It hides the last official way out of Cagglebag Manor, part of an escape tunnel. There are some weak spots along the exterior where it’s technically possible to force your way through if you don’t mind making a mess, but this was an intended route. We know it leads to somewhere on the property, just not the exact location. According to reports, there are traps along the length of it, and a blocked-off exit. We threw a sensor on this end just to be safe, in case someone found the other side.”

      There was no subtlety to it now. Carlton had flipped his backpack around front like a BabyBjörn, peering inside as his hands worked along the statue. He gripped one of the spikes near the tip of the forehead, twisting it almost completely around before pausing. “OK, if one of you could come hold this in place, it’ll make my life a lot easier. You have to turn three of these in order, before they swing back around, to activate the doorway.”

      To illustrate, Carlton released his grip. It wasn’t as if the spike whipped about, yet there was a perceptible grinding as it turned back toward its original position. Sherman was there in a heartbeat, gripping the metal and throwing his entire body into twisting it back around, using far more effort than was necessary. Once he was sure the spike was stationary, Carlton moved on to a section above the slit at the bottom. He needed two tries to locate the right tusk-like protrusion, finally managing to get the metal moving. Watson didn’t need to be called. He arrived at Carlton’s side, ready and waiting to take hold of the second lever.

      Carefully, they switched positions, Watson going extra slowly. That was less because he was afraid of losing his grip, and much more because of the momentary opportunity offered by the exchange. As he was leaning over to grab the tusk, Watson stole a glance down the depths of Carlton’s backpack. No poking wires or smells of chemicals, not even the telltale bulge of a concealed firearm. In fact, the only thing Watson could see inside was paper fastened by three thin metal loops.

      A notebook. Carlton was going through all that trouble to keep a notebook hidden from his trainees’ eyes. Given how it was being used, Watson could easily venture a guess on the contents, but the greater question was, why bother acting so secretive about such a resource? They already expected the tour guides to have detailed information about the house, so what was it that made these bits special?

      There might be time to pose such queries down the line, after they were out of the dreary basement. Moving back up to the top of the sculpture, Carlton grabbed hold of one last spike, giving it the same twist he had the others. However, this time it was more than just the one piece that moved. As he turned, the mouthlike seam at the base parted, ratcheting upward steadily, turning what had resembled a coy smirk into an open maw. Watson had to give Elias this much: it was an excellent way to hide an escape tunnel. Had he stumbled upon this without context, crawling inside would be the very last thing on his mind.

      Releasing his grip, Carlton waved for the others to do the same. “Once it’s locked, it’ll stay like this for about a minute. Long enough for me to check … yup, here it is.” Reaching down into the mouth, Carlton fished his hand around before producing a diode identical to the one Watson had seen on the outer gate. “This sucker loves to come unglued, no matter what adhesive we use. Fifth time it’s happened in the last few months. At least it’s not squirrels messing with anything this time. You have to fight those off before the repairs can start, and the critters around here are mean.”

      From his bag, Carlton produced a bottle of metal adhesive, squirting a generous amount on the fallen diode. “Hang on, this’ll be quick.”

      “You really don’t mess around with keeping this place secure,” Watson said. Paltry as the measures might be by his standards, given Tollamu Entertainment’s budget and level of technology, they’d put in every reasonable effort available.

      “Glad someone appreciates it. Dad thinks it’s overkill to even have an alarm on here.” Carlton winced at the familiar paternal term, even though he spoke it. “He says it’s such a longshot anyone would even find the tunnel, let alone get through it and find a way inside.”

      “Based on all known factors, he is unquestionably correct,” Sherman chimed in.

      Setting down the bottle of glue, Carlton reached back into the mouth, pressing the diode into an unseen position. “I understand that; I do. I’m just not willing to take chances. This place is a huge part of our business, and we’d be sunk without it, but it’s also a responsibility. We own it, so if someone unknowingly sneaks in and gets hurt, it’s kind of on us. Doing all I can to keep the people who shouldn’t be in here safely out is the only way I get decent sleep.”

      A new suspicion had begun to creep through Watson’s mind, a possible explanation for the strange happenings inside the mansion. Carlton wasn’t treating his position merely as an easy way to make cash. At every turn, he appeared to take the role seriously. If he were truly ambitious, the sort who wanted to prove himself, it was possible he might be undertaking an enterprise of his own. Perhaps he’d even grown daring enough to start probing deeper into the manor’s secrets.

      The mouth let out several loud clangs, the only warning before it started to close up once more. Carlton stepped away, and Watson quickly pulled Sherman back to safety as well, watching the mouth vanish into a thin opening at the bottom. There was a loud chirp from Carlton’s phone, this one more pleasant than the prior tones.

      “Seems like that was it; we’re back to everything looking good.” He flipped the phone back around, once more acting as a flashlight. “Let’s get moving. This has burned a lot of your training day. We should probably do some reviewing on the drive back.”

      “An outstanding thought,” Sherman concurred. “I would greatly like to discuss the geometric patterns woven through the wallpapers and why each one slowly spells out letters, forming a bawdy joke.”

      “You’re going to have to point that out to me.” Carlton appeared intrigued by the idea, whereas Watson’s attention was elsewhere, specifically on the backpack. If they wanted to know what the owner’s son was really up to, Watson was going to have to find a way to look inside that notebook. He didn’t have much of a plan yet. There was a good chance it would be a matter of striking when the opportunity presented itself. Probably some quick misdirection and dexterous sleight of hand.

      One plus side of working with Sherman, though—at least Watson knew there would be a distraction on hand when he needed one. And even more when he didn’t.
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      No sooner had they hit the road than Watson realized the route changed. Rather than heading right back for the highway, a straight shot from there to the office, Carlton took a small road right next to it, not quite dirt, but nowhere near a major thoroughfare. Not long into the ride, a pair of massive wooden structures popped into view—elevated versions of the fruit stands they’d passed near the mansion.

      “Since we’re already here, might as well grab some food,” Carlton explained as they pulled off to the side of the road. Set before them on either side of the street were large displays, only slightly less antagonistic than the ones deeper in the woods.

      On the right were many advertisements for Mackle’s Apples, including signs claiming that they would “Cure the stomach pains from lesser fruits” and “Get that nasty plum taste out of your mouth.” On the other hand, the left side of the road also had some aggressive advertising, such as mentioning, “The only vendor on this road without a failed health inspection” and “Free of all toxins commonly found on cheaply grown apples.”

      Perhaps sensing Watson’s apprehension, Carlton stepped in. “No love lost between these two, but the food from both is fine. Sometimes we get pies or cobbler for the office; there’s never been an issue.”

      Finally finished freeing himself from the confines of the van, Sherman leapt out onto the ground, taking in the entire scene with a sweeping glance, then setting a direct course for Mackle’s Apples. “Come, Watson, let us see what mysteries the local produce holds. Speak softly, one never knows if the ears of corn are nearby and leaned in our direction.”

      Watson saw no reason to argue. He’d been hoping to make inroads with these potential witnesses at some point, so this was a golden opportunity. Keeping pace with Sherman, they soon arrived at the wooden apple stand. The entire building, if one could call it that, had a homemade aesthetic that did not inspire confidence. Different types of wood that had clearly been scavenged, a design that left the roof lopsided, and the way it all swayed when the breeze picked up made Watson wonder if they were safe standing so close. It was too late to turn back, however, as a densely bearded face suddenly popped up from under the counter, a bushel of apples held in a pair of sizable arms.

      “Afternoon! Haven’t had any new customers in a while. What brings you around?” As the large man set his apples down, he glanced out and noted the Tollamu Entertainment van slightly down the road. “Ahh, you’re with the tour group. Too early for guests. You boys joining the team?”

      Despite the dirt on his overalls and the actual twigs in his beard, this man was observant. He’d put their situation together in moments, with only a few clues for context. Watson was glad for the surprise; he was an observant witness who might actually turn out to be useful.

      “Absotifferly.” Sherman lifted his bowler as he fell into a deep bow, even placing his foot behind him in an unexpected display of balance. “Sherman Holmes, world’s greatest tour guide and newest member of Tollamu Entertainment, accompanied by Watson, my assistant.”

      That earned them a long scratch under that massive beard. “Never heard of a tour guide with an assistant before.” A few more scratches, followed by a shrug. “But I also never met the world’s greatest tour guide. Guess that job might require more help.” He offered a sizable hand, calluses visible even from a distance. “Name’s Perry Mackle, and this is my main stand. Nice to meet you.”

      Sherman grabbed the vast palm with both of his hands, pumping up and down enthusiastically and barely causing the arm to budge. “A pleasure! Now then, sing to us of your wares! I see different types of apples on display, as well as various products. Tell me, were any stolen from a land accessed by puddles, and did a pale witch pursue you after plucking one?”

      Perry stared for a moment, brow ever-so-slightly creased, before slapping his knee and letting out a guffaw. “I hear a lot of bad apple jokes, but there’s a deep cut that takes me back to childhood. Haven’t read that one in well over a decade.” From the side of the stall, he lifted a chalkboard with various items and prices listed. “We got about everything you could want. Apple jam, apple butter, jarred apples, pickled apples, apple cobbler, even some hand pies for folks who want a treat they can eat on the drive home.”

      “Better stick to the hand pies for today,” Watson said, already aware of how many bushels’ worth he’d be carting home if Sherman were in charge of their purchases. “We’ve got a night’s work ahead of us, no time to run groceries home.”

      “This is why we must construct a direct conveyance method for rapid transport of items to and from our domicile.” Sherman wandered slightly away from the stand, peering up to the sky. “If pigeons can be trained for delivery purposes, one must ask if there is any reason eagles couldn’t do the same?”

      While Perry was putting small pies in a brown paper bag and Sherman was distracted, Watson took the opportunity to do a bit of information gathering. Much as he would have loved to dive right into whether any suspicious activity had been seen recently, that wasn’t exactly an opening line. Some trust had to be built, and for making inroads, there was an obvious starting topic that had to be addressed. “So, what’s the deal with you and the other fruit stand?”

      Crackling came from the bag as Perry’s grip tightened slightly. “The deal is that some of us have standards. We work the earth the old-fashioned way, every part of the growing process done by hand as much as possible. Nowadays, you’ve got newfangled experimenters and people manipulating the genes of crops. All of it is a bunch of dark magic as far as I’m concerned. Mother Nature did the job right; it’s just on us to collect her bounty.”

      “I get it. There’s something to be said for the old-school methods,” Watson agreed. He glanced over to the other stand, where the smaller vendor was firing off dirty looks. “Sure no love lost between you two. Guessing his breaks are your favorite part of the day.”

      “Breaks, I wish. If only that Frankenstein of fruit took them. He’s there the whole day, which means I have to be too. Can’t trust him not to come over here with his sprays and powders while I’m off running an errand.”

      Well, that more or less took opportunity off the board for both men, assuming Perry was telling the truth. Watson didn’t know the man well enough to have much of a read yet, but he couldn’t see any motive that would compel a lie. Both vendors relied on the tour group to help business, and neither appeared to have any incentive to cover for the other. Quite the opposite, in fact. It seemed like if Perry had suspicions to share, he’d be more than happy to scream them from a rooftop.

      “You two have some kind of rivalry going on,” Watson noted.

      Perry scooped the last of the hand pies into the paper sack, blowing on his fingers to cool them. “Been that way for generations.”

      “Generations? How long has Mackle’s Apples been around?” Based on the apple shack’s structural soundness, Watson would have guessed a history of hours, perhaps weeks at most.

      “Well, this stand was my idea, which Micah stole, but my family has been growing apples in our orchard for generations now. During prohibition, our fruit was used to make some of the finest apple brandy in the region. We still do brisk business with a few local distillers.” Perry set the paper bag down on the counter, grabbing a surprisingly well-cared-for smartphone out of his pocket. “Pies are five bucks a pop, but there’s a discount for people with Tollamu, so it comes to eight dollars even. Cash or card, I’ve got one of them scanner thingies that plugs into the phone.”

      From his wallet, Watson produced a five and three crisp ones. Exact change wasn’t always needed these days, but he was glad to have it when possible. “I appreciate the food. We’ll have to swing back by your stand at the manor one of these nights.” Turning, Watson was already scanning his mind for an excuse to use that would allow him to visit the other stand without miffing Perry. Luckily enough, Sherman’s attention span had worked to their advantage. While Watson was wrapping things up, the world’s greatest tour guide had wandered over to the other stand. Given the frantic motions Sherman was making with his hands, the topic of discussion was truly anyone’s guess, but passions were clearly high.

      “Sorry, looks like I need to go collect my friend.”

      “Take your time, looks like he’s doing a fine job of telling off Micah.” Perry chuckled loudly as Watson darted across the empty road. He passed Carlton, who’d picked up some sort of tart from Perslin’s Plums and was halfway through the messy snack. Upon arrival, Watson realized that Sherman wasn’t the only one who was bringing high energy into the conversation.

      Standing in the middle of the second stand, a precisely constructed work that had every last corned squared and sanded, was a bespectacled man with thin hair and a flushed face. An unfortunate nose and a tendency to bob his head upward during speech gave the impression of an annoyed bird, although one wearing a nicely pressed outfit. “Crossbreeding doesn’t work like that. You can’t just pick and choose what aspects everything gets. It’s a constant system of trial, error, and education!”

      “Then why have you not given this experiment the effort it so clearly deserves?” Sherman shot right back. “An orange’s peel around fresh pineapple creates the perfect snack on the go, protected by the peel, yet without the high levels of defense that must be circumvented on a normal pineapple. I hold no ethical objection to bending the natural order to your will, yet the essence of commerce demands you give the people what they want.”

      The birdish man’s eyes darted about, falling upon Watson or, more specifically, the wrinkled paper bag in his hands. “I see. You’ve been visiting with that boorish buffoon and hearing his ridiculous tales of mad science gone awry.” The anger faded, along with the facial redness, as he collected himself. “I hope you won’t let your brains be filled with such fearful nonsense. There is nothing wrong with using the latest techniques and advancements to grow crops. Not only does it produce consistent food with fewer pest issues, but that sort of tinkering is how farmers have increased their yield, keeping up with the growing population’s hungry mouths.”

      “None of which explains how you can call yourself a pioneer on the scientific edge without a single pineorange available for purchase.” Sherman thrust a finger into the man’s chest, as if he’d just caught him in an incriminating lie.

      “Sorry, my friend can sometimes have specific, non-realistic, tastes.” Watson laid a hand on Sherman’s back, not pulling him away, more reminding him that life outside this argument existed.

      A few large-eyed blinks, and the thin man released a tired sigh. “In the grand scheme of things, I suppose I’d rather deal with someone angry at me for not taking the experiments far enough than running them at all.” He nodded to Watson, though he didn’t offer up a hand to be shaken. “My name is Micah Perslin, and I run this establishment.”

      Unlike Mackle’s stand, or even what Micah’s sign would indicate, there was a variety of fruits available for purchase. Plums, of course, but also dates, boysenberries, huckleberries, pears, and even a few figs. Most were worked into a variety of pastries like the tart Carlton was wolfing down.

      Sherman grabbed a handful of huckleberries from what was clearly meant as a display and scarfed them down. “Credit where due, this plum work is incredible. I would never suspect their true nature, given the size and taste.”

      “The plums are just what we’re most known for.” Micah was staring, somewhat dumbfounded, as Sherman chewed and swallowed without hesitation. From his wallet, Watson produced a ten-dollar bill and laid it down on the counter. More than he’d spent on their lunch, but salvaging a favorable impression at this point wasn’t going to come from being subtle.

      Micah noted the bill and instantly pocketed it, though he didn’t stop there. From one of the organized stations behind the counter, he yanked open a clear plastic bag. His other hand plucked a pair of tarts, already packaged in clear cellophane, putting both inside the plastic before twirling it closed and setting it on the counter. “That was way too much for a few berries.”

      It did strike Watson that at no point was refunding the difference offered, but he had little desire to press the point. If they managed to scramble away without either potential lead hating them, this afternoon could be called a win. Rather than balk, he accepted the pair of pastries with a grateful smile.

      “Appreciate it. We’re looking forward to giving these a try.”

      “You should be. You’ll need to purge to taste of those filthy apples from your tongue,” Micah replied.

      “I take it the animosity isn’t one-sided?” Watson could hazard a guess himself, but it was always more useful to hear it directly from the source.

      The fading flush on Micah’s cheeks flared back up, face pinching tightly. “That brute’s family has caused trouble for mine as long as we’ve lived here, but him stealing my fruit stand idea and setting up directly across the street was an unmistakable act of war. Everything you eat from him should be washed five times first.”

      “Does the number five unlock a secret aspect of the apples?” Sherman asked, briefly weaving his way into the conversation.

      “What it does is clean them off properly,” Micah explained. “He’s over in that stand all day, waiting for a chance to sneak over and sabotage my wares, which means I must remain planted as well. However, while you will find a small porta-potty with a proper handwashing station behind my stand, his has only a shower curtain around a hole and a bottle of hand sanitizer. That is why you should wash his goods multiple times before dining.”

      Micah calmed slightly after his rant, small beads of sweat running along his retreating hairline. Seeing a chance to depart, Watson gave a nod of thanks for the tarts and began drifting back toward the van, watching to see if Sherman would follow. After a split second of indecision, he started after Watson, pausing a few steps in to run back over to the plum stand. “When next I return, we shall talk about the glorious potential of the pineorange that you are squandering.”

      “Tell you what, you bring me some research showing it’s viable, we can talk about giving it a run.” Micah adjusted his glasses, perhaps a small measure of pride worming its way into his voice. “I am a man of science, and always open to exploring new horizons.”

      “Then the bargain is struck!” Sherman slapped the counter so hard, if it were the apple stand, it might have wobbled precariously. As it was, the structure didn’t give so much as a wiggle, testament to the craftsman who’d built it. Before Micah could ask any follow-ups, Sherman was racing back to his assistant’s side. “Watson, prepare the nourishment. Our day has already been long, and there is still a great deal before us. The time to mollify our stomachs has arrived.”

      Looking into the respective bags, then to Sherman, and taking a quick glance over to Carlton, who was wiping off his own hands after finishing a tart, Watson could already see the potential pitfall in this plan. “Hey, Carlton, while you’re over there, can you grab us more napkins? A lot more, to the point you think we can’t possibly use them all. Trust me, Sherman’s going to need them.”
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      Despite ample wiping, Sherman resembled an especially messy vampire, streaks of red all around his mouth and on the collar of his shirt. Watson took comfort in the accomplishment of keeping the van clean, even if it had demanded every last napkin and a few covert swipes with his sleeve. When they at last pulled up in front of Tollamu Entertainment, it was a great relief to dump a pile of sticky red napkins into the nearest trash receptacle.

      All the travel had taken them deep into the afternoon, and traffic was picking up. By evening, the streets would be filled with people going about their lives, some of whom might even be tour guests for the night. Judging by Tollamu’s parking lot, the others were filtering in, since it had gone from three vehicles to seven, one with a large white trailer hitched to the back. Watson gave their own car a quick glance, though if anything were amiss, he’d have gotten an alert on his phone. The vehicle was a holdover from their initial trip to Portland, decked out with more than a few non-standard features in case of trouble. Its light-blue exterior shined in the lot, unmarred, as Watson finished looking the area over.

      He was just about to lead Sherman inside when a shout rang out from behind. “Peanut Butter Crackers!” That was all the warning Watson received before the sound of footsteps filled his ears. Watson spun around in time to see a pair of feet vanishing down a side street, and a baffled Carlton staring off in the same direction.

      “Everyone OK?” Carlton asked.

      “We know someone missing a cat. Sounds like Sherman thinks he saw it.” Watson didn’t have the spare time to lie; a vague truth would have to suffice. Wasting not a second more, he dashed off down the last street where he’d seen Sherman vanish.

      Pavement, bricks, cars, nothing distinctive to signify where a cat-chasing man might have gone. Thinking fast, Watson shifted the direction of his gaze. Sherman was, among a great many other things, undeniably distinct. Even without his usual deerstalker hat and giant coat, he was a loud, lanky tumbleweed careening through the world, often at top speed. That sort of person left an impression.

      Sure enough, Watson caught a small group at a stoplight looking east and whispering amongst themselves, the best indicator he was going to get that Sherman had recently passed by. Swinging around to follow their eyes, Watson pressed on, jerking right farther up the road when he noticed a pair of couples stopped at a corner, pointing off with bewildered expressions.

      Nearly letting a breath of relief slip out, which would have messed with his running rhythm, Watson finally saw the familiar form of Sherman racing along the side of the road. Calling out would do little good at this distance, assuming Sherman was even willing to stop in the first place. There was nothing to do but pursue.

      Locking his gaze on the target, Watson focused on narrowing the gap between them. Over a long enough time period, he would eventually catch up to Sherman. While Sherman held size and nigh-endless energy in his corner, Watson had built up the cardiovascular strength to keep this pace for hours if the situation demanded it. Sooner or later, something would distract Sherman, and when it did, Watson would have his opportunity.

      “Sorry. Excuse me. Sorry.” Nice as a leisurely chase might have been, being downtown in the afternoon meant they weren’t alone on the streets. As Sherman led them back around to more crowded thoroughfares, Watson was having to dodge around people, nearly colliding with several before reflexes saved him at the last moment. Sherman, on the other hand, wasn’t dealing with quite the same issue. Between the height, speed, and absolute lack of awareness of his surroundings, sensible people were taking one look at the charging form and sliding out of the way.

      It was no easy task to dodge people, keep an eye on Sherman, and maintain a brisk enough pace. Technically, there were trackers in Sherman’s clothing, but using those meant letting the higher-ups know he’d run off, and that wasn’t a good look for either man, especially so early in their career. Turning a corner, Watson all but careened into a crowd of women leaving an arcade bar. He managed to avoid a collision; however, that was only by veering off into the brick wall of a building, banging an elbow on the hard surface.

      The pain wasn’t nearly as big of an annoyance as losing distance with Sherman. By the time Watson recovered, he was back to barely seeing his target before he turned. After a particularly twisting series of turns along an alley, he realized the direction they were heading and nearly swore out loud.

      After all of the scrambling about, Sherman was leading him right back toward Tollamu Entertainment’s offices. Sure enough, after a few more frantic minutes, the familiar building came back into view. Watson could have simply grabbed a chair and waited with precisely the same results as he’d currently achieved. Unfortunately, Sherman wasn’t done quite yet. He didn’t head into the building, or even slow his pace in the slightest. Instead, Sherman dashed into the parking lot. Given that there were buildings blocking in all other sides but the entrance, Watson expected that to be the end of things.

      Loud bangs and the sound of shifting metal told another story, and Watson darted into the parking lot, truly unsure of what would be waiting for him. After a few minutes of searching, he quickly located the source of the noise, not that there were many contenders. The back doors of the large white trailer were hanging open, an open padlock dangling limply from one part of the handle. Had Sherman picked that, or was someone merely being careless? Watson wasn’t sure on that front, but he did know what had to come next.

      Slipping inside, Watson had to blink as his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. Afternoon sunshine was a stark contrast to the unlit interior of a cramped trailer. It wasn’t small by any means. He and Sherman would have had ample room to move about, but it was positively crammed full of stuff. A voice rose up from farther in the darkness, startling Watson for a split second.

      “Curses! Felines and their liquid-like capacity to slip through small openings. It appears you win this day, Peanut Butter Crackers.”

      “Sherman, what the hell?” Watson demanded. As his eyes were focusing, he was getting a better picture of their surroundings. The inside of the trailer looked like a storage closet, with dozens of cages filled with wires, electronics, and a variety of tools Watson only half recognized. “You can’t just go racing off like that without me.”

      “I spotted Peanut Butter Crackers, our missing cat, or have you forgotten our duties to other cases in the excitement of this one? The world’s greatest detective does not sacrifice one mystery for another, Watson. We shall tackle them all, in whatever order they are presented.”

      Now that he was finally stopped, Watson could feel the blood rushing through him, lungs burning from the effort. “And why, in the course of that tackling, couldn’t you have given me a bit of warning?”

      From the darkness, a hand came forth, patting him gently on the top of the head. “As assistant to the world’s greatest detective, you must endeavor to keep up, in all forms of the phrase. Fear not, for if you weren’t up to the task, you would not wear the title of Watson.”

      That was … something like a compliment, albeit wrapped in a fairly impossible job description. With the cat supposedly lost and a night of work ahead, Watson didn’t feel especially compelled to debate the point. “Just don’t bolt off without me. Separating us is one of the first things an enemy would do.”

      “Hmm, it would split my focus to complete a case while also protecting you from a distance. Very well, you make a fine point, Watson; I shall endeavor to keep you in eyeshot when possible henceforth. Hear, hear!” Sherman slammed a fist down on what resembled a workbench bolted into the trailer wall.

      The blast of light was unexpected as a laptop screen flashed to life. Surprising as it was, the light had nothing on what the screen was actually showing. Blinking enough to focus, Watson quickly realized he’d seen this before, very recently, in fact. Displayed on the screen was the inside of Tollamu Entertainment’s offices, in what Watson suspected to be real time. He could see Shahida and Lauren chatting near the bar, while Edgar was having a secretive-looking conversation with Carlton near the bathrooms.

      With the laptop’s light better filling the trailer, Watson was able to pick up a few more details, including the tremendous amount of electronic equipment lining the walls. It contained a myriad of devices; touchpad deadbolts, small wireless cameras, even something resembling a half-built vacuum cleaner. There was more than just that, however. A set of traditional tools, even the handyman belt to hold them, rested against a far wall, and Watson wasn’t sure how much use a traveling electrician would get with the circular saw safely locked away in one of the wall-cages.

      “Sherman, stay close to me.” There was a twist in Watson’s gut that had nothing to do with their recent run. Given the direct feed and numerous tools, it seemed like they’d stumbled onto someone doing the same trick Watson had pulled earlier, only with far less grace. An unknown person was cracking into Tollamu’s security, and if they already had the office, then Cagglebag Manor couldn’t be far off. Worse, since the laptop wasn’t even password locked, it meant the user was likely nearby.

      Pinned down in a dark, cramped interior was far from ideal for fighting one’s way out. Add in protecting Sherman, and things got a lot riskier. All of which was assuming their attacker didn’t just pull a gun, at which point it would almost certainly be over. They’d be fish in a barrel—or detectives in a trailer, to be more apt.

      “Fascinating. Watson, are you clocking the conversation currently carrying on?” Disregarding his directions, Sherman was hunched over the laptop screen, staring intently. “Seems Edgar is having a stark chat with his son about taking on the family biscuits. Sounds delicious, I do hope they intend to roll out a sample tray for everyone.”

      Looking between Sherman and the exit meant there were moments when it was impossible for Watson see outside, and it was during one of those glances back that he felt the weight of the trailer shift. Spinning around, he instantly noticed the way their light was hidden by a sizable figure. It loomed there, blocking the way out like a humanesque boulder. Only when the figure moved did Watson glean more details, although there was one he might have been happier missing.

      Standing before them was the substantial figure of Clef, who looked none too pleased. His expression was not the worrying part, however. That honor went to the large wrench clutched tightly in Clef’s hand as he stepped fully into the trailer, completely sealing off any chance of escape.
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      “Holy crap! Are you OK?” Clef dropped the wrench casually on one of the workbenches, shifting his bulky body with practiced grace as it moved through the trailer’s narrow confines. “What happened? Is all of that blood yours?”

      It took Watson a moment to process all the sudden changes, and a quick glance back at Sherman’s berry-stained face, until he understood what was happening. “No blood at all, we just stopped by the fruit stands on the way back to work. Sherman can unintentionally be a bit of a messy eater.”

      “Eating is a celebration of the senses, Watson. Smell and taste are the most obvious, yet do we not place value on the texture as well? By what right has it been determined that all pleasure sensation must take place within the mouth, and that none is permitted around it?”

      “My mistake, Sherman is an intentionally messy eater,” Watson amended.

      Although Clef nodded, he was also looking around, taking keen note of the still-glowing laptop screen. “Uh-huh. Well, I’m glad no one is hurt, but also a little curious what brings you two into my work trailer.”

      Watson felt himself wavering, debating between possible ways to play the situation. Clef hadn’t reacted like a man caught in the middle of infiltrating an information network. His only initial concern was for Sherman’s well-being. Granted, if Clef were trying to hide some sort of nefarious activities, it was an excellent tactic to use. Were Watson to start flinging accusations, he might rattle Clef enough to shake some truth out, but if he was wrong, then the misunderstanding could create a gulf between them. This early in the case, it was a major risk to alienate a suspect, especially when the effects could ripple out to the other tour guides. In the end, his indecision was made irrelevant, thanks to the impulsive words of the world’s greatest tour guide.

      “We entered here in pursuit of our quarry: one Peanut Butter Crackers, a cat that has been missing for nearly a full week. The better question is what you are up to. The tools, the video feeds, the secret trailer. Did you really think we wouldn’t assemble the pieces left so casually lying about?”

      Clef held up his hands. “I’m not sure what you think is going—”

      With a mighty slam, Sherman brought his fist down on the table, prompting a full-on jump of the laptop. “Spare us your futile deceptions. Your intent couldn’t be more clear. By wiring the office for video and hiding dozens of small traps around the building, you are clearly laying the groundwork to turn Tollamu Entertainment into some sort of prank-based reality show.” Sherman crossed his arms, looking especially satisfied with his deduction.

      The laughter came fast and free, shaking Clef’s beard as guffaws made their way up on the lengthy trip from his stomach. “Not where I thought you were going with things.”

      While Watson didn’t say it, he was in agreement with Clef. When Sherman spoke, Watson had been debating making an accusation or playing it dumb. Making an utterly nonsensical accusation was one that hadn’t even occurred to him, yet before their eyes, Clef reached for his laptop and began to explain.

      “I’m not making any kind of show; I do the handiwork around here. This is my trailer.” Clef motioned to the tight space, as if there were any other trailer in contention. “Just finished tightening up a leaky toilet, and I came back to see how the system scan was going. Got some weird glitches this morning, have to make sure everything is running OK.”

      As the probable source of those glitches, Watson suddenly found himself hoping the flash-drive programs covered their trails as well as they were supposed to. Having an actual technician do the work remotely would have been the smarter, safer option, but it also required access to staff Watson no longer possessed. Borrowing an old tool or two was one thing; there was little chance they’d get more support than that. According to Gwendolyn, half the higher-ups didn’t even think Sherman should be out on the streets, so they certainly weren’t going to indulge his mystery-chasing hobby.

      “I see you are both a tour guide, and a handyman. It may surprise you to learn that this is a dynamic I can understand well. You see, I, too, wear multiple hats.” Sherman’s eyes went wide, and he raised a hand to his chin. “Perhaps … I wonder … if I were to stack the hats atop one another … yet that could lead to smooshing …”

      Whether Clef took this as a normal conversational prompt or just opted to steer things on his own, he answered Sherman like it had been a question. “The tour-guide gig is nice, but a night job alone doesn’t pay the bills. I’ve been doing tech stuff since … well, the short way to say it is since I was a kid.”

      “Unacceptable!” Sherman was suddenly right in the giant man’s face, near enough that Clef almost took a step back. “Short means abbreviated, which indicates the omission of critical details. Truth should be spoken or hidden, never set half free on the careless waggle of a tongue.”

      “OK, man, relax!” Clef retreated slightly, granting a small buffer of space between him and Sherman. “Geez, I just don’t talk about it because it’s embarrassing. I was part of a mystery-solving club as a kid. When we started, I was the one who could steal his dad’s drill the easiest, but with enough practice, I ended up being our general fix-it guy. By the time I grew out of the mystery stuff, I’d gotten a taste for handiwork and a fair bit of skill, so I grabbed some proper education and started freelancing.”

      Watching the exchange unfold, Watson wrestled with himself, wondering if Clef were more open than his rough-and-tumble appearance might suggest, or Sherman was simply a master interrogator. Not even Watson’s training came with a counter for someone shouting nonsense in your face; it wasn’t a move one generally expected to encounter in the field.

      Leaning forward, Sherman sniffed twice, his forehead wrinkling. “You smell of honesty, yet your tale had clear fabrications. What person grows out of a love for mysteries? Pursuing the unseen truth is among the highest of callings, regardless of age.”

      There was definitely something self-conscious about the way Clef scratched under his beard, eyes darting away from Sherman’s too-intense gaze. “Look, everyone likes to solve a puzzle, but you can’t go around with your friends wearing matching shirts that say ‘Mystery Pals’ in high school. Trust me, it doesn’t go over well.”

      “Yes, yes, the pressures of society. I have heard only horror stories. My genius renders me immune to such influences.” Sherman whipped his head around to Watson, the streaks of berry nearly purple in the laptop’s glow. “Watson, does this ‘high school’ contain sufficient force to knock one from the noble path of uncovering truth?”

      “And then some,” Watson confirmed, a little glad to be included in the conversation again. “Especially since we make people go through it when they’re impressionable teens. While I’m sure you would have been undeterred, obviously the same standard can’t be applied universally.”

      Sherman’s head bobbed in agreement. “Quite right. Being the greatest means I cannot fault others for falling short where I might not. It would contradict the very term.”

      Deciding that perhaps things were calm enough to chance diplomacy, Watson turned his attention to Clef. “Sorry about being in your trailer; it really was an accident. Sherman saw a cat we’re looking for and chased it around the neighborhood until we ended up in here. We never intended to violate your privacy.” That much was true; Watson just left out what a happy accident it actually was. Assuming it was an accident. With Sherman, it could be hard to tell just what was impulse and what was brilliance leaking through. In this case, Watson was leaning toward fortune and the natural speed of cats.

      “No big deal. At first I thought you were robbing me. Accidental cat chase is way better. Nobody gets violent.” Clef was starting to stabilize himself, recovering from the onslaught that was Sherman. “Give me one second to check the security, and we can all head in. Sort of works out that we ran into each other. You two are on my tour tonight. Edgar wants you to see how everyone handles the gig; we all bring our own touches.”

      Leaning over, Clef clacked away on the keyboard as Watson worked hard to appear if he was looking away, out of respect for Clef’s privacy. Seeing out of one’s peripheral vision was taxing and imprecise; however, it could still capture more information than most people realized. By watching without looking, Watson was able to see Clef pull up a window flashing green and dismiss it, without doing any more clicking around. “Everything is clean. Maybe it’s an issue with the internet connection or the wiring. Or just old programs.”

      With a grunt, he shut the laptop and stuck it under an arm. “We really need to update a lot of this equipment, but even if I did the work for free, there’s no getting around those material costs. Maybe when things pick back up.”

      “Optimism and self-delusion are the same skill, a greatly valuable one at that,” Sherman announced. “Come, let us depart this cramped container and gain nourishment before the night’s activities.”

      “You ate both tarts and one of the apple hand pies. How is it possible you’re still hungry?” Watson occasionally felt the need to check Sherman for some sort of hidden sack or feedbag. He either had the metabolism of a ten-year-old marathon runner or being so … Sherman … burned through a ton of calories.

      The question earned him a huge smile and thumbs-up. “My talents are indeed endless.”

      Together, all three men stepped out from the trailer, Sherman racing ahead. Watson was tempted to pursue, but seeing as his charge had gone right into the Tollamu Entertainment building, he instead elected to try to glean a bit more from this opportunity with Clef.

      “If you did the cameras here, does that mean you installed the ones at Cagglebag Manor too? Because that had to be a risky job.”

      “Not at all,” Clef replied, almost too quickly. “We were really careful to stick to areas that were absolutely sure to be clear. Even running the power cable out there, we did minimal digging and made sure to use spots with triggered traps or none in the first place. The real limit is all the wiring has to be external and hidden. Peeling back boards inside Cagglebag Manor can trip some nasty surprises. Elias sure didn’t want anyone taking his creation apart.”

      Strolling through the parking lot, Watson contemplated what he’d learned about Clef in the last few minutes. In terms of access, he seemed to have the most next to Edgar, potentially even more as the one who’d installed their security. That also meant he’d have the easiest time circumventing any safeguards. Not only did Clef know all the precautions in place, it was a safe bet he had adequate skills to disable at least the cameras. Like most of the others, though, any sense of motive was shaky. A past penchant for mysteries might shed light on why he’d taken this position, but it didn’t explain what would drive him to start breaking into the manor alone. There was the treasure to consider, assuming it was real; that was always an X factor. Still, Clef appeared to have his life on track and a functioning business. It would be surprising if his financial situation was rumored-invention-chasing-desperate.

      Bit by bit, they were uncovering more about these people and the mysterious manor. Unfortunately, Watson still couldn’t make heads or tails of who was their prime suspect, or even if a true crime was being committed. He needed more information, including the employees’ full histories and a long look at the security camera footage.

      All of which would have to wait, as they had another night of training to get through first. Assuming they didn’t get killed by another secret room that was really a trap, Watson would stay up late doing his research, preparing for the morning. While he’d have loved to push some of the work back to the next day, there wouldn’t be a chance.

      Come the new morning, they had a standing appointment that absolutely could not be missed.
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      Whether it was the excitement of the day or dedication to learning his new role, Sherman was relatively subdued that evening, at least by Sherman standards. Yes, he did keep peppering in additional mumblings about the manor as Clef gave his spiel, but that was nothing compared to him uncovering dangerous rooms. The second tour guide’s rendition of the tales was less verbose than Shahida’s, although he did still manage to convey all the same key details and hold the crowd’s attention. By the time the tour was over, Watson could already feel the tendrils of exhaustion working their way into his head. Thankfully, they had the drive home to look forward to, where Watson could enjoy the wind in his hair while Sherman devoured digital articles on his phone.

      Between keeping up with Sherman, learning to be a ghost-tour guide, and trying to figure out what, if anything, was going on in that manor, the days had turned suddenly hectic once more, and as they cruised down the road heading home, Watson smiled despite the impending migraine. It felt good to be tired, lost, unsure of his next steps forward. Not pleasant, certainly; this was not a sensation most would appreciate their first time through. But for him, a man whose entire career (entire adult life, if he was being honest) had consisted of being handed a problem, some tools, and an order to fix it, this was the equivalent of coming home again. There was no way it was a healthy association—he had enough self-awareness to know that—but it felt how it felt, and there was no changing that at the moment. While one of them hid it better than the other, Sherman was not the only strange member of their two-man team.

      They were a few blocks from home when Watson’s phone lit up. It flashed with an unfamiliar number, except for the first three digits of 808. From his pocket, Watson fished out a simple Bluetooth earpiece and slid it on; hands-free calling didn’t work so great in a convertible with the top down.

      “Hey, Ava, what’s the news?”

      “The news is you’ve got some potential customers hanging around long past closing hours. Our duo from yesterday is back with a friend, trying to look like they’re walking the neighborhood. Thought you might want input on how the situation is handled.”

      “Damn.” They were moving faster than he’d expected. Watson had hoped they’d put in a few more days of recon, which would in turn give Ava a chance to follow them. With enough information, there could be no need to throw a punch. Unfortunately, if they were hanging around at this hour, it had to be in hopes of an altercation. Which meant Watson needed to make a snap decision that might well set a dangerous precedent.

      Given all the security set up in their area, it would be a small matter to have the police summoned. Even if the crooks had nothing incriminating, they wouldn’t linger in an area with lots of flashing blues, especially not to try jumping someone. The trouble was, cops weren’t terribly common in that neighborhood, and a sudden influx of them would cause ripples. It was the same issue with having their actual security handle the problem. Criminals suddenly going missing could draw attention. Part of keeping Sherman protected was making sure no one realized how important he was, and the minute people realized there was a ton of protection around a seemingly pointless business, they would start asking questions. Watson wanted to avoid that for as long as possible, because once the questions were asked, it was only a matter of time until answers were found.

      The flip side, however, was that if he showed up as things stood, it could put Sherman in danger. No amount of retaliatory firepower could bring him back if one of them pulled a gun and made a lucky shot. Watson’s old way of thinking would have been to have security stash the trio at an off-books interrogation site and risk whatever blowback might arise; however, he hesitated to be quite so bold so soon. This wasn’t a one-off mission. They planned to be in Portland for some time. Best to keep their cover secure while they could.

      “What’s your read on the situation, Ava? Are they looking to send a message, or exact some revenge?”

      “Hmmm. Were I laying bets, I’d say they’re testing the waters. Usually teams tasked with murder aren’t so relaxed, not when they’re this young. That does mean if I’m wrong, you’re dealing with experienced killers.”

      Risky, yet that would be true no matter what he did. Fingers drumming on the wheel, Watson quickly mulled over his options. Peaceful resolution was ideal whenever possible, and it did seem like there might be a non-violent path out of the evening. But given the context of the situation, if things did turn ugly, it had the potential to get truly horrible.

      “I’m going to drive in like there’s nothing wrong. Leave them be and let them make an approach. I’ll leave my phone on so you can hear everything. Let’s try and play this nice. If they aren’t interested in that … minimize risk to the asset.” Watson had to be clinical, given what he was ordering. Some of his associates would hear that and presume that non-lethal, injuring force was their sole option. With Ava, Watson understood the weight his words would carry.

      A few seconds of static crackled over the earpiece before Ava replied. “Understood. I’ll do my best to wait until action is necessary.”

      “Thanks, Ava. Going silent.” Watson popped out his earpiece, looking over to find Sherman staring at him, digital book lying unread in his hand. “You heard all that?”

      “I have surmised that hooligans seek to cause us trouble if not outright harm and are currently congregating around our place of business. Do you require my aid? This minor inconvenience seems well within the realms of an assistant to handle.”

      Truth be told, Watson wouldn’t have said no to a little backup, but that was the last role he wanted Sherman playing. With things getting dicey, the safest option would be for him to stay in the car, except they both knew that wouldn’t happen. Outside avoiding danger entirely, the best thing Sherman could do was get clear if things went sideways. “I do, actually. We’re playing this one by ear. I’m not sure what the right solution is going to be. If you see me dive to the ground or run for cover, I want you to do the exact same. That’s all the help your assistant should require to get us through this one.”

      As Watson hoped he wasn’t overestimating himself, they took the last corner and their office came into view. On a cursory glance, it looked the same as always around this time. A few bars and coffee shops still flashing their neon in the hopes of drawing customers, while the regular retailers had shuttered their doors for the day. Here and there, a few parking lots were still full, but the slow leak had already begun. After the bars closed, the area would be almost entirely clear until the next morning, when the cycle started all over again.

      Not far from their office, Watson spotted the van. It was the same one that had been used in the original package-theft scheme they’d spotted, and he was unsurprised to see familiar faces window-shopping not far away. Cableknit, true to the nickname Watson had mentally assigned, was clad in another thick sweater, and Khaki’s evening slacks also suited his moniker. Specs, however, was now decked out in ostentatious clubwear, like he was one pack of glow-sticks and some drugs away from starting a rave right then and there. His dense rimmed glasses were replaced by ones framed in electric yellow. At least one of them enjoyed a bit of variety.

      Pulling into his usual spot, Watson checked that the phone in his pocket was still connected, then stepped outside, pausing only long enough to straighten his jacket. At least all three were in sight, and with the neighborhood guarded, there was minimal concern of unseen snipers. Well, unseen snipers that weren’t on their side.

      There was no subtlety to the approach. He and Sherman were barely across the street when the figures fell into position, Khaki and Specs locking in behind them, while Cableknit circled around from the front. “My, my, if it isn’t the world’s greatest detective.” He was moving slowly, savoring what he thought was the moment of surprise. “You might want to be more careful giving out that title, makes finding you awfully easy.”

      “Why would the world’s greatest detective not wish to be easily found? It permits those in need to bring their troubles, conundrums, and, most importantly, their mysteries before him.” Sherman shook his head in an exasperated motion that Watson found deeply familiar, until he realized Sherman was mimicking his own habit. “You have little chance of growth with such minimal effort used between your ears. Seek to better yourself on many levels, and perhaps one day you will rise to heights sufficient enough to offer us an adequate challenge. I shall even do you the courtesy of endeavoring to forget tonight’s pathetic performance.”

      Cableknit had probably been expecting more fear, and he certainly wasn’t prepared to be dressed down by Sherman. Confusion flashed through his eyes for a moment, before he defaulted into anger as an appropriate reaction. “Much as I’d like to pop that smart mouth of yours, orders are to bring you in unharmed if possible.” The malicious grin was a not-so-subtle hint of how he was hoping things would go. “So, is it possible?”

      This was one Watson hadn’t expected. A kidnapping was a bit … involved for a vengeance plan. Maybe if they planned to torture them slowly, but that was a bit of an overreaction to one bar fight, and why would they care about some preemptive pain in that case? The prospect was an interesting one that raised several questions Watson would have to think over. Also, there was no way in hell it was happening.

      “I don’t know. Do you think you can take both of us, on the open street, before anyone notices and calls the police?” Watson flexed his fingers, a quick way to draw Cableknit’s attention to the forming fists. “As I recall, you didn’t fare so hot last time we tried this.”

      “Last time it was only two of us, and it doesn’t really seem like your buddy fights much. Yeah, I think we might just be able to manage.” Cableknit lifted up the eponymous sweater, revealing a large blade sheathed just out of sight. Although a gun would have been deadlier, firearms also tended to make noise and draw attention, which meant these three had come prepared for the job they had in mind.

      Three on one with Sherman to protect would have been riskier than Watson liked already; bringing weapons into the mix was a step too far. “Cute knife. Are you really sure you want to escalate like that? Once you do, I’m going to—”

      Sounds of loud honking cut Watson off, quickly joined by a pair of headlights flashing through the night. Both distractions were coming from the same car, a hefty sedan from the era when cars were more steel than electronics, pulling roughly out of nearby parking lot and swerving along the road. No sooner was it free than the vehicle was heading directly toward them all, the honks only getting louder as it bore down on their position.

      Watson broke first, grabbing Sherman and racing past a stunned Cableknit, who was doing an astonishingly accurate impression of a deer in headlights. Had the sedan kept coming, it would have turned the crook into a smear on the sidewalk, but at the last minute, the sedan took a sharp turn, pulling it away from a direct impact.

      The van he and his cronies had come in, on the other hand, was not so fortunate. With a tooth-rattling crash, the car plowed into the van from the side, smashing the engine compartment and sending the whole vehicle spinning partially out of the street. At the sound of impact, lights all over began to flicker on. This was not the sort of noise that was easily ignored. People from the bars began filtering out as well, some looking to see if anyone was hurt, others making sure their car wasn’t the victim.

      A driver’s side door popped open, and Watson heard a familiar voice rise up in a fake drunken slur. “Hey! I want your insurance! You came out of nowhere and made me hit you. Come here, let me get your information.”

      Given that their van almost certainly contained some manner of stolen or illegal goods, Watson was unsurprised that all three of the goons immediately bolted. Even if they still wanted to pull off a kidnapping in the middle of such a public spectacle, their ride was trashed. Watching them race along the dark pavement, Watson reflected that those three had no idea just how lucky they’d really been.

      He walked over to Ava under the pretense of checking to be sure if she was all right, which was also the truth. Even with planning and protection, a wreck like that was still going to hurt.

      “How you feeling?”

      “Like somebody owes me a nice dinner to make up for the bruise on my sternum,” Ava replied, dropping the fake intoxication. “Otherwise I’m fine. Had to do the driving and crashing for a job once. You pick up some tricks pretty fast in that line of work. Or you die.”

      “We appreciate the help.” Watson paused, momentarily unsure if he should say anything further. In the end, curiosity won out. “I am a little surprised, though. Figured you’d prefer something a bit more overt.”

      More people were pouring out from the businesses now. It wouldn’t be long until they’d have company. Ava leaned in, like she was using Watson for support. “Being on the outside has taught me a few lessons, one of which is listening to the person calling the shots. You know, when I don’t think they’re a heartless idiot.” Sirens split the night, and Ava patted Watson on the chest. “That’s my ride. Don’t worry, they won’t be taking me to any police station. Let us get this cleaned up. You’ve got an appointment in the morning.”

      Much as Watson wanted to argue, to help out and pitch in, Ava was right. That wasn’t his job, not anymore. His attention needed to be on Sherman, who had produced his phone and gone right back to reading.

      “Thanks again.”

      “No problem. Maybe mention it to the higher-ups at your next meeting if you’re so inclined. Not all of us are on the outside by choice.”

      As Watson and Sherman retreated into the building, Ava spun around, voice raised once more to finish selling her ruse for the waiting crowd. “Where did my driving gin get to? Come out, come out, wherever you are, we’ve got feelings to drown.”
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      It took an early-Sunday-morning trek to The Shanty and an extra-large Special of the Day from Old Gil before Watson felt he was getting ahead of his own exhaustion. By the time he and Sherman were stepping into the secret facility, Watson had managed to blink most of the bleariness from his eyes. A sleepless night wasn’t really that bad, except when he had nothing to show for it.

      Despite scanning through all of the Cagglebag Manor footage he could access, Watson was no closer to finding answers. The system was simply too limited. Given the vintage nature of the home, overt cameras would have been jarring on the inside, and Tollamu didn’t have the budget for anything more covert. There also wasn’t a compelling need for security inside; since all of the cameras were designed to catch intruders, they were facing the yard and entrances, with a single one angled on the porch catching some of the interior when the front door was opened. The trouble was that once someone found a way to circumvent a static system, it no longer held any challenge, and with zero internal cameras, Watson couldn’t see what happened once anyone cleared the threshold.

      There was one anomaly he tracked during all the scanning, a single clue that gave him something to focus on. Carlton would occasionally show up during the daytime, with Clef along for the ride here and there. As he did with Watson and Sherman, Carlton drove around the entire property before carefully entering through the back door. The obvious explanation was that they were checking the alarms, and Carlton had even mentioned a diode frequently coming loose. Technically speaking, there was nothing all that strange about it, just a hunch in Watson’s gut. Between two capable tour guides, one of whom was a working handyman, it seemed unlikely they couldn’t find a better fix for their alarms.

      “Gregson! Where are you? I have arrived for my inspection. Come forth and bask in the glory of my progress.”

      Sherman’s voice yanked Watson back into the moment, which consisted of walking down a sterile white hallway as lab staff scampered quickly in the other direction. Watson had no idea about the entirety of what was being tested in this facility, or even how large it really was. They had access to a very small section, entered through a series of unremarkable locked doors in a modern office complex. There were other doors leading off to areas they couldn’t pass, and Watson was pretty sure even a few deeper floors with the truly experimental stuff.

      The world was always in a race; these days, it had several running at once. Making the best weapons, the best tech, the best enhancements, the best surveillance, the best soldiers, there was no end to the ways in which world powers could try to outmaneuver one another. Sherman was proof that, somewhere out there, they had an opponent making strong progress in the biological augmentation arena, albeit at a heavy price. Since finding Sherman, Watson had received word of two more sites like the one where he was discovered: one in Prague, the other in Jacksonville. No survivors were found at either location, just piles of corpses whose brains had burned themselves out. If his side was losing on at least one front, experience told Watson they’d be trying to make up for it in other areas.

      From a nearby office, Gregson wandered out. He looked much the same as always, which was to say largely unremarkable, save for his exceptionally large and full mustache, paired with the ever-present lab coat.

      “What glory it is. How are the world’s greatest detective and his assistant faring today?”

      “I am the picture of health, composure, and stability. Watson, however, has run himself needlessly ragged and is in dire requirement of a nap.”

      “It’s not needless. One of us had to review the footage,” Watson said, perhaps a touch defensive. He’d expected this case to be either nothing or an easily solvable misunderstanding. Hitting so many dead ends with what was supposed to be a softball was beginning to weigh on his pride.

      “Truly an outstanding use of your recovery time, checking a tree which failed to bear fruit for any of its past harvesters.” Sherman clucked under his tongue. “Take this chance to mend yourself, Watson. Our work has not begun in earnest, and you must be in peak condition if you expect to keep pace with the world’s greatest detective.” With a spin, he faced Gregson, getting too close and towering over the smaller man. “Are your devices prepared?”

      Unbothered by the theatrics, Gregson nodded and stepped aside, opening the path for Sherman to head in. The man Watson presumed to be a doctor had a knack for keeping a cool head, likely one of the reasons he’d been put in charge of dealing with Sherman directly. The role couldn’t be too desirable, but there was no way around how essential it was.

      To most of the world, and that included their own allies, Sherman’s greatest asset was not him or his mind, but rather the chemical arrangement that made his existence possible. Right now, he was an oddity, a nuisance, and for five minutes per day, a danger. The trouble was what he represented. Somebody was trying to create artificial genius, and they’d semi-succeeded at least once. The people who ran this place were hoping to crack the code first, whereas Watson was holding out hope that replication would be impossible. All he wanted from this facility was a cure, partially to help Sherman and others like him who might come along, but also to keep the power from humanity’s hands.

      Whichever path lay ahead, the current strategy remained the same: gain a better understanding of Sherman’s mind. That was why they had these weekly appointments, with shifting days to be less predictable. Gregson would do a full battery of tests: scans, X-rays, blood draws, and a myriad of other exams outside Watson’s understanding. It culminated in having Sherman use his enhanced cognition window for a short dialogue, seeing how stable the state was, and checking his overall coherency. Much as Watson would have loved to ask for a delay so they could save it for the case, that argument lacked not only legs, it didn’t even have feet. This whole enterprise was the reason Sherman was being protected; the higher-ups would never approve him skipping what they viewed as his real work for the sake of his distractions. That didn’t mean all was entirely lost, though.

      “Hey, Gregson, do you mind if I stop in when you do the enhanced-cognition-window part? If there’s any leftover time, I’ve love to check in with our other Sherman on a few things.”

      Gregson’s expression paled slightly, and he rubbed the sides of his exceptional mustache. “Fine by me, but only if you’re done in time.”

      There weren’t a lot of people who could easily sneak up on Watson, especially not in a civilian setting. That was part of what made Ava’s favorite habit so annoying. Yet it wasn’t her diminutive hand that landed on his shoulder without warning, though the digits in question were undeniably feminine.

      “I think it’s time we had a little chat. Walk with me.”

      At least Gregson’s expression now made sense. He must have seen Gwendolyn making her approach and known Watson’s future was in those excellently manicured hands. “You two have fun,” Gregson said. “I’ve learned not to leave Sherman unattended in the lab when possible.”

      The door was barely shut before Gwendolyn was marching Watson down the hall. He could have tried to knock her hand away, or yank himself to freedom, but he didn’t. Gwendolyn had been his handler during most of his career, and helped keep him in the game even after a partner’s betrayal left Watson reeling. She was as rough or gentle as a situation required, and she always acted with her people in mind. Whatever this was about, he trusted it was important.

      That trust dimmed significantly when they walked into a small office where a desk was weighed down with several stacks of papers. At it was a single chair, which Gwendolyn pointed to. Watson sat, waiting patiently as she closed the door behind them.

      “It has come to my attention …” Gwendolyn began, causing Watson to gulp. Those words meant somebody screwed up and got caught, and context certainly made it easy to guess who. “… that perhaps we need to have a clearer discussion on what it means to be on the outside. I understand you held your role for a long time, so this is going to be a period of adjustment, but it’s got to happen.”

      “Look, if this is about the confrontation last night, I didn’t try to go in alone. 808 was fully informed of our plan and connected in the entire time. No needless risks, we just wanted to assess the situation before deciding on a response, and everyone got out OK. Thanks to 808’s quick thinking.” He wanted to make sure he added the credit, and it was indeed well deserved.

      Gwendolyn had somehow crossed her arms in the brief moment he blinked, and was now pinning him to the chair with a steady glower. “Last night is not the issue here. That was actually an appropriate use of resources. My problem is that yesterday, I suddenly got word that one of our cutting-edge, experimental, and very not-on-the-market miniature computer infiltration devices had been checked out, except there’s no number assigned to who has it. Now you, like me, might wonder who would have access to such tech, yet not the clearance to actually take it, and begin a thorough investigation into every potential leak in the department.”

      “I can explain.”

      “Oh no, this story isn’t done yet,” Gwendolyn held up her hand, signaling that silence was expected. “As I was digging around, it came to my attention that somebody has also been ordering high-level background dives without any sort of approval or authorization. At this point, I had a pretty good idea of who might be skirting the system. And then we get our real lucky break. See, the good news is that before I could run the concern higher up the flagpole, our device came online. Where was this piece of tech representing billions in research and development being utilized, I’m sure you’re wondering? Why, on a small office computer in a company that runs, and this is the crazy part, a ghost tour around Portland. One can only imagine the stolen state secrets we’ll pull from such a hard drive.”

      This time, Watson waited, making sure she was done before trying to answer. “I get it. I should have asked you instead of Ava.”

      “You say you get it, and then add something that makes it clear you very much do not.” Leaning down, Gwendolyn unfolded her arms and put both palms on the desk. “Yes, you shouldn’t be involving 808 for many reasons. But that wasn’t the main issue. The point is that you shouldn’t have been asking for it in the first place. That’s a tool for someone in your old line of work or a specialized field like hers, not your new one. Same for the background checks; if the subjects aren’t a security risk, then it’s not happening.”

      “I was assisting Sherman on a case. Isn’t that my job?” Watson countered.

      To his surprise, Gwendolyn shook her head. “No, it’s not. Whatever roles you and Sherman have decided on is between you two, but on our books, you are a bodyguard. If you need support or equipment keeping the asset safe, we will provide. But I’m not here to dole out our limited resources for your extracurricular silliness. Frankly, if you two are working a case where you need that level of technology, it’s probably more than Sherman should be taking on.”

      Looking Watson over, her expression softened by the barest amount. “Like I said, I know this is a transition. Just keep in mind, it’s one you wanted. You chose to get out of the game, to take a different role. This is life on the outside. If you don’t like it, start trying to work your way back in. Otherwise, learn to do the job you have now with the resources available.”

      She had a point. There were probably more mundane options Watson could have considered before going right to borrowing secret technology. He was still thinking about things the way he had in his old role, where the stakes were too dire to even contemplate failure and every available resource was on the table. That was not the world Watson worked in any longer, and he needed to do better keeping the different rules separate. It was kind of ridiculous, when he stepped back, to use such a high-tech device on a supposedly haunted manor’s security system.

      “All right, you got me, I messed up.” Worming his way out would do no good. Gwendolyn responded best when she saw her people understood the error of their ways. “I shouldn’t have borrowed the drive, or if I felt I had a good reason, I should have gone to you for approval rather than involving 808. Message received; keep my hands out of the toy box without permission.”

      Slowly, she nodded, and the severe expression relaxed a bit more. “Good. That’s all I had to discuss. When you finish up, feel free to leave.”

      “Finish up?” For the first time, Watson looked down at the stacks of papers and realized what, in fact, had been set before him. “Oh no, please, no.”

      “If you understand the mistake, then take responsibility for the consequences,” Gwendolyn replied, a whisper of a smile briefly present on her face. “Since you decided to ‘borrow’ a tool without asking, you get to do post-action requisition summaries. Don’t forget you owe one to every department with any connection to the technology used, and that thing had quite a few cooks in the kitchen.”

      Watson stifled a moan. It was his own fault. There was nowhere to throw blame, but it would take penmanship like the wind if he had any hope of catching Sherman’s enhanced cognition window. Rather than wasting his limited time grumbling about the predicament, Watson grabbed the nearest pen, his hand swiftly transforming into a blur.
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      By the time Watson finished with the paperwork, his right hand was half cramped into a claw, and there was a crick in his back that would demand a professional massage to fix. The only bright spot was that, as one familiar with mistakes and punishments, it wasn’t his first time serving this particular penance. In fact, he’d gotten fairly efficient at breezing through forms, enough to hope that there might still be time to catch Sherman in his elevated state.

      He didn’t dare run down the hall so soon after a scolding; however, Watson was putting the “power” in power walk as he speed-shuffled his way beneath the fluorescent lighting. Fortunately, there weren’t many people to avoid in this section. For all he knew, this staff was dedicated solely to studying Sherman. It felt strange, having to wonder about those sorts of details rather than being fully briefed, but it was a strange he’d had to get accustomed to.

      Gwendolyn was right. This would be a period of adjustment. Watson had spent the vast majority of his adult life working in the shadows, always in the know, tapped in, capable of getting whatever tools were needed for a job. That life had faded into nothing more than a dream the moment he accepted his new post. There was no regret in Watson’s heart about that decision—he knew with certainty this was where he was most needed and best used—but that didn’t mean the change would be instant or easy. At least he had the comfort of knowing he’d chosen this fate. For the ones who’d been kicked out, like Ava, it had to be all the harder.

      At last, Watson’s hand closed around the handle of Gregson’s office door, holding there for a moment before the buzzer permitted him past. Stepping inside, he found a small gaggle of people clustered up near the observation window. Through the glass, Gregson and Sherman could be seen sitting in a small room together, sharing a chat. With a glance, Watson knew the enhanced cognition was already active; there was no mistaking the different forms of Sherman, not to his devoted assistant. As he watched, Sherman held up a page with some numbers scribbled across it, and an excited whisper ran through the crowd.

      Intellectually, Watson understood they were part of the project and that this observation was likely helping them better understand Sherman’s potential. All the same, an ember in his gut flashed at the idea of people watching his friend like some sort of animal doing tricks at the zoo. With a deep breath, Watson pushed the reaction down, reminding himself that at least in here, everyone was working with Sherman’s best interests at heart, no matter how it looked.

      “Fascinating,” Gregson muttered, scrawling down notes on his pad of paper. “Originally, when you first learned to access your enhanced cognition window at will, the effects varied wildly in their stability and consistency. It’s incredible how much more you’ve been able to do with the heightened brain function since your cross-country adventure. I told you that story several weeks ago, yet you can still recall such precise details as what streets I was on, and use the associated numbers to solve a complex equation. I’m curious to see what the results will be when we can examine your recall over a year.”

      “Unremarkable, by that point.”

      Watson almost startled at the sound of that voice; it always took him slightly off-guard. The voice was still Sherman’s, of course—it was all still Sherman, that was the entire point. This was merely a different variety of Sherman, a Sherman whose mind was absolutely focused down to a razor’s edge, who was capable of sorting and using the tremendous amount of information bombarding his senses at all hours of the day.

      Sherman looked uncharacteristically bored as he explained, “The recall will remain stable and steady, at least for any information imparted to me in this state. My standard mental capacity permits some room for errors, and it is possible for those mistakes to carry through into this incarnation. In other words, if the normal me thinks he sees a quarter with the date 1930, the me of this state can’t go back and correct the observation to tell that it was actually made in 1980.”

      “That’s a fairly specific mistake to make.” Gregson’s hand was a blur, taking notes as they talked while barely breaking eye contact.

      “Whether I can understand them or not might be variable, but my capacity for observing details remains steady in either state.” Sherman paused, looking directly into the one-way mirror, something he should have no way of seeing through. “On that note, I believe Watson was hoping to use the final scraps of our time together, and if I know my assistant, he’s likely just arrived.”

      For the first time since he’d walked into the room, eyes turned toward Watson. He paid them no mind, already heading for the next door. With Sherman already activated, they had literally no time to spare. Even moving quickly, by the time he stepped in, Gregson was already on his feet, the two men passing like ships in the night. “You’ve got about a minute and change. Don’t let him push himself.”

      “My hearing still works just fine. Feel free to speak directly,” Sherman informed Gregson, just before that magnificent mustache vanished through the door. “Now then, Watson, I believe you’ve been wanting to have a talk for a bit. What has you so greatly concerned?”

      Watson felt two opposing forces suddenly slam together in his mind. One was the litany of questions he had about the case they were working, including whether Sherman had any thoughts on a lead or not. The other was a keen awareness of just how limited their time together like this was, and how much could be meaningfully imparted in such a short window. He needed to be direct.

      “Do you know who the culprit in the Cagglebag Manor case is?”

      “Nothing conclusive, and I know your confrontational nature too well to offer up suspects without surety.” Despite the slight chiding in his words, Sherman smiled as he spoke. It was so odd, seeing him composed, not dashing off to the other side of the room because there was an interesting sunbeam. “But we’ve been making excellent headway.”

      “Have we? Because it kind of feels like we’re just spinning our wheels. Outside of a few reports and one unlocked door, we don’t even have proof anything strange is going on. It certainly doesn’t help that somebody keeps burning his enhanced cognition window before we can even get within spitting distance of our crime scene.”

      A few seconds of silence stretched on before the response, precious moments that Watson could feel slipping by. “This new position will be an adjustment for you on many levels, and I daresay this component may be the hardest of them all. Given your former occupation, you are used to working on missions that have direct lines of action. Clear-cut goals and parameters, a road to follow. We do not deal in missions, Watson. We deal in mysteries. Too direct a path can lead you past vital clues; what you see as errant wandering is in fact me learning more about the people at the heart of our conundrum. I used my talent on the suspects rather than the scene, because that was where it was needed most.”

      The argument had merit, no surprise, given Sherman’s current mental level, though under other circumstances, Watson might have debated whether or not it was really the best use of resources. Considering the time limit, he opted to skip the arguing and simply try to glean whatever useful information he could. “Did you learn anything about them? Enough to eliminate any as suspects?”

      “I learned quite a great deal, but obviously not enough to draw clear conclusions; otherwise, I would have informed you.”

      “Guess that would have been a logical place you’d open this chat,” Watson agreed, racking his brain for a better question to ask.

      A hand on his arm drew Watson’s attention up to Sherman, who was staring at him with almost his usual level of intensity. “I would have told you then and there, or at least once I felt it was safe.”

      For a fleeting moment, Watson’s mind went to all the observing staff on the other side of the window. He wished they had actual privacy for this discussion. “I guess … part of me feared maybe you were doing just that. It’s not always easy to tell what you’re talking about.”

      “And yet, somehow you consistently pull it off.” Sherman’s eyes drifted upward, like he was checking a clock no one else could see. “In truth, it’s something not even I fully grasp, but you manage to figure out what I’m trying to convey, even if it may take a few tries. You are perhaps the only person in the world I can effectively communicate with outside this state. That’s part of what makes you my Watson, and why I don’t feel the need to waste these windows on confirmation chats.”

      With a gentle pat, Sherman released his hold on Watson’s arm. “Last time things were serious, I asked you to have some faith in me, and you have done an exemplary job. It’s about time you started putting some trust in yourself to do this job right. I certainly d—”

      There was no warning before Sherman keeled forward, not that it stopped Watson’s hand from catching his skull before it landed on the padded table. Snores were already bubbling from his mouth, along with a slight stream of drool, effectively destroying the composed image Sherman had been presenting seconds prior. It would require Sherman to get a night’s worth of rest before they saw that version again, though Watson was far less bothered by the prospect than he might have been before their talk.

      Watson had been trying since the start to do this his way: efficient and clean. Get in, solve the problem, get out. That was probably why the experience had been endlessly frustrating: he wasn’t just acting like this was his old gig; Watson kept expecting things to play out the same. But this wasn’t a stolen state secret being smuggled on a crowded train, a situation with specific players and a clear win–loss. It was a ghost-tour company that suspected its main draw was actually haunted. What on earth had made him think a problem like that would be solved in the same way as his old assignments?

      No, for a mystery like that, there was really only one person to call, and Lauren had done exactly that when she sought out Sherman Holmes. As Watson lifted Sherman, doing a side-carry that was fast becoming second nature, he set his resolve. It was time to stop going at things like Watson, the former spy, and start behaving like Sherman’s assistant.

      Which meant that before anything else, they were heading off to the lab recovery space set aside for after Sherman’s window was used. While he was recovering, Watson planned to squeeze in a quick nap as well. His brain screeched at the notion, insisting there were countless better ways to use that time, leads to chase that might result in actual clues, yet this morning, he found the nagging drive easy to silence. Exhaustion was likely a key component, and besides that, Watson could tell he needed the rest.

      With Tollamu closed for Sunday evening, this was an excellent opportunity to reinvigorate as a whole. After a bit of downtime, they might just have the energy to find some sort of lead in this frustrating case.
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      In the overall scheme of things, a pair of rolled sleeves rarely represented much of anything. Someone handling a dirty job in fancy clothing, a quick attempt to hide an ill-fitting shirt, perhaps a partial surrender during a particularly warm formal affair. Yet for Watson, they meant a bit of something as he drove the convertible into Tollamu Entertainment’s parking lot. His suit jacket and shirt sleeves now ending in a folded section just below the elbow was the first part of the old dress code Watson had broken of his own volition. Ties were part of scaling the ensemble, and switching to shirts with color for the tour-guide job had been Sherman’s idea. This was something different, the first time Watson had really looked at himself and decided to alter something in his image. Quite a small step indeed, but for people like Watson, even incremental change represented tremendous effort.

      Sherman, on the other hand, was the same as usual for his current role. After yesterday’s appointment and nap, Sherman had proceeded to wolf down three stacks of pancakes and a French bread pizza when they stopped for food while cat-searching, ranting about the potential dangers of weaponizing air freshener with every crumb-spewing mouthful. No change or mention of their talk, and Watson thought he might just understand why. To Sherman, there was no communication barrier, regardless of his state. He trusted Watson to understand him, even allowing that it might take a bit of trial and error. In truth, Watson wasn’t sure he had that same level of faith in his own interpretative skills, but it didn’t matter. Sherman was counting on him, so Watson would just have to figure it the hell out one way or another.

      Monday afternoon sun was beaming down as they stepped out of the vehicle. After a morning of rest, peppered by scouring the internet for any potential cat sightings, they were prepared for a learning session filled with study. Later, they were scheduled to go on tour with Lauren, and while Watson had little hope they’d glean much in the way of new clues, each night held new opportunities. Getting to visit the house at all offered the potential to uncover secrets, though, for a change, Watson tried not to plan for their entire evening. Things would go how they went, and he’d keep an eye open for any useful opportunities to learn more.

      That “rolling-with-it” attitude served him well moments later, as the doors to Tollamu Entertainment burst open, with Edgar leading a charge of employees. He blazed past Watson and Sherman, diving into a midsize sedan and throwing it into gear nearly before the engine was turned over. Squealing rubber screeched through the peaceful surroundings as he tore out, leaving tire tracks behind.

      Not far behind him were Lauren, Clef, Carlton, and Shahida. Clef and Carlton barreled into the van, with Shahida hot on their heels. Only Lauren paused long enough to offer up any sort of explanation. “We got word there’s a fire out at Cagglebag Manor.” That was the entire conversation, as she hurried to join the others.

      By the time Watson turned to ask Sherman what he wanted to do, the world’s greatest tour guide was already starting for the van. Unsurprised, for a change, Watson was right there with him. Together, they threw themselves into the vehicle, Sherman quickly scooting to the far window where he could poke his head out. There was scarcely enough time to buckle their seat belts before Clef’s heavy foot slammed on the gas, shooting them out of the lot and into the street, engine whining as it struggled to meet the speeds being demanded.

      “No one is sure what happened yet. We had an alarm go off, then separate calls from Micah and Perry letting us know there was smoke rising from our property.” Lauren was in the van’s back, making conversation easier than if they’d called to Carlton or Clef in the front seats. Shahida had taken a spot at the far rear, chewing nervously on one of her nails. “We alerted the fire department, but if they have to go inside, we need to be there.”

      Watson nodded. Sending firefighters into a trapped home with potentially deadly hazards without a guide was obviously off the table. At the same time, part of his mind was dissecting the coincidence of the fire, right when the company was being investigated, the night after they’d been closed to tours. Generally, flames were used to destroy, most often incriminating evidence. That wasn’t the only purpose fire could serve. Creating a situation with lots of people moving near and through the home unsupervised might be exactly what their so-called “ghost” had been waiting for.

      Or, a very old house layered with homemade defenses and inventions had something go wrong, which started a fire. It certainly wasn’t impossible, which only made Watson more suspicious. The strange truth of life was that reality tended to be a dirty, messy, often inscrutable monster. Weird stuff happened, things went inexplicably wrong, impossible coincidences sometimes just manifested as if they were nothing. When everything held together too well, it could mean they were seeing a narrative as designed by a human mind, rather than the jumbled mess the world often offered.

      Ultimately, he wouldn’t know more until they arrived, though it wouldn’t be much of a wait, thanks to Clef’s driving. The way he kept their oversized vehicle chugging along and on four wheels in spite of some very sharp turns made Watson wonder if the big fellow had any professional training. Although Watson could have managed the same maneuvers in a normal car, pulling them off in a passenger-laden van was a step above.

      There wasn’t much to say after they’d been filled in, and Sherman’s head out the window meant his usual stream of chatter wasn’t even there to bolster conversation. It was a tense ride, most of the staff probably imagining the worst scenarios of what they would find upon arrival. A home that old, there was no telling how much damage the fire could do, depending on where it started. All of Elias’s work and secrets could be reduced to little more than ash.

      For Watson and Sherman, it would mean the end of a case, but for the others, they would lose a lucrative job at a minimum. Carlton and Edgar would likely have to shutter the business without Cagglebag Manor, though hopefully they’d taken out enough insurance not to be totally destitute. Regardless, no more house meant the end in many different ways, all of which Watson was hoping wouldn’t come to pass. On top of concern for these people he’d grown somewhat fond of, he didn’t want Sherman’s first case with humans to culminate in a dead end. There would be plenty of those down the road—it was the nature of this type of work—but Watson would prefer to start them off on the right foot.

      After what should have been a substantially longer drive, Clef jerked the wheel and put them on the back road leading out to Cagglebag Manor. The rougher terrain finally forced him to slow down, and that turned out to be a good thing as they passed the pair of feuding fruit stands. From behind one, Perry appeared, thick beard unmistakable as he waved his hearty arms through the air, trying to flag the van down. Clef slammed on the brakes, kicking up a cloud of dirt behind them, and Perry rushed over. Rather than wait for Clef to lower a window, Perry just yelled through the one Sherman had been using.

      “Hey! Edgar came past a few minutes ago, wanted to give you the same report as him.”

      “How’s the manor?” Carlton was leaned back in his seat, twisting to speak out the driver’s side passenger window.

      A dark shadow passed over Perry’s eyes, better answering the question than his hesitant words would actually manage. “It’s … a little rough. I’m sorry, Micah and I were at our daytime stands when we saw the smoke coming up. I went and grabbed some water barrels, along with a pump, while that idiot wasted time getting some fancy fire extinguisher that does crap all … Sorry, I know that’s not the point. Good news is that we caught it soon and stopped the flames before they could spread.”

      Of course, the mention of good news implied the existence of bad news, a detail that missed neither Watson’s attention, nor Sherman’s. “Tell us, then, what horrors have been unleashed? Did you open the portal between realms, or loose the deadly saberjaw sealed beneath the basement?”

      It was hard to read much of Perry’s face under that enormous beard, but the telltale wrinkled forehead of someone trying to make heads or tails of Sherman was, by this point, a universal language for Watson. Rather than elaborate, the large man merely tapped the side of the van. “Best you go see for yourself. Just wanted to make sure you were prepared.”

      With about as ominous a warning as Watson could imagine, Perry stepped away, permitting them to continue their journey. It wasn’t much farther from the stands, and as trees gave way, Watson saw the exterior of Cagglebag Manor stretch into view. For a brief instant, it all seemed unchanged, as if even flames were unable to touch this monument to one man’s mad genius.

      Then, the van caught a new angle, and the front of the manor came into better view. On the upside, it did seem like the fruit-stand vendors managed to halt the fire before it made too much headway. Unfortunately, the entire front section of the home had been ravaged. What little remained of the sprawling front porch was mere ash, scorches ran up and the down the veneer, and worst of all, as they drove closer, Watson could see the front door had already been opened. Inside was more darkness and soot, meaning at least the main entrance had been affected as well.

      Driving up next to Edgar’s empty sedan, they caught sight of Micah nearby, hosing down a section of smoking porch with white foam from a big silver canister. Not far off was a sizable pickup truck with a huge tub of water loaded into the back, and a dripping hose hung over the side, most likely Perry’s firefighting apparatus.

      Micah trotted over as they all disembarked. “I told Edgar he should wait until the fire department finds their way here, but he went in anyway. I’m sorry we couldn’t do more. If only that bumpkin had actual fire safety equipment instead of a silly little hose.”

      Carlton’s unbroken stare was leveled at the house, eyes trailing over each and every ruined detail. While he was distracted, Shahida stepped in to play diplomat. “We all appreciate both of your help. This place is far out of the way, and the fire department isn’t even here yet. Without you two, who knows what would even be left?”

      Tilting his ear to the wind, Watson caught the telltale screech of sirens in the distance. Not too long now, and the real help would arrive. Pity those powerful hoses couldn’t restore what the fire had already taken. Scanning over everything, Watson caught movement near the doorway, and quickly realized it was Edgar. The normally chipper man was ashen-faced, and not because of the actual ash that was slowly blowing away. Ordinarily, Watson would say a face like that belonged to someone who’d just seen a ghost, but in this case, that would have been worlds preferable to what Edgar was actually experiencing.

      In a moment that told Watson a great deal about the man, Edgar’s entire core staff rushed to his aid. Clef lifted his employer down from the shaky remains of the porch, which Edgar must have scrambled to climb up when entering, while the rest gathered around him in a half huddle, half hug.

      “Everyone … there’s no easy way to say this. The entire entrance has been charred. I think the flooring is stable, but so many pieces of art and history were there on display, pieces that are ruined if not burned entirely.”

      “It’s OK; this tour is more than just the parlor,” Lauren assured him.

      Edgar took a long breath, steadying himself slowly. “It isn’t just that. The front is ruined, and we’re going to need to rebuild a safe entrance before even attempting to get a guest inside, none of which can start until we collect the insurance for the fire, and you know how those companies love to hold on to their money.”

      “We could still offer the walking tour.” Shahida didn’t sound too enthused about the notion, even as she put it forth.

      “Not to the people who pre-booked a full package. They were promised a haunted mansion as part of the experience. There’s no way around it. I’m afraid this is going to close us down for at least a couple of weeks. Quite possibly longer.”

      Silence fell, save for the shrill sirens, which were drawing steadily closer. When words finally broke through, they were not Sherman’s, as Watson expected.

      “Dad, I’m sorry.” Carlton stepped forward, purposefully lifting his head to meet his father’s eye line.

      Edgar tried to wave him off. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is my fault if anyone’s. I should have found a way to add some sort of sprinkler system, at least externally.”

      “You don’t get it.” Carlton moved even closer, now mere inches from his father. “I’m apologizing because it is my fault. The weird issues people have been noticing, what happened with Marcelo, and now the fire today; I didn’t want to believe they could be related, but there’s no other explanation. I’ve been trying to dig deeper into the manor, and I think I tripped something that caused the fire.”
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      It wasn’t until several hours later that the full story came out. Carlton’s confession arrived just before the fire trucks burst onto the scene, and while there was little flame left to battle, they still overran everything in their efforts to make certain everyone was safe. The home was checked over and deemed to no longer be aflame. Edgar was held at an ambulance for inspection, thanks to him charging into the building. The EMTs made sure he didn’t have any lingering issues from smoke or ash inhalation before turning him loose at last.

      Only once they’d made the trek back to Tollamu Entertainment and were outside the cramped confines of the van was conversation truly attempted again. Everyone filtered into the bar while Shahida informed the clients waiting in the lobby about the sudden development. While all of the guests would be welcome to stay and have a few drinks, no one was surprised when Shahida returned alone. Without the tour to keep them lingering, there were much better places around town to grab a beer.

      No longer afraid of being interrupted, every eye in the room turned to Carlton, save for Sherman’s. Since the fire, he’d mostly been busying himself with a pencil and a pad of paper, drawing what appeared to be nothing more than shaded pages, one after another. It was an activity that Watson couldn’t even begin to fathom, but he decided to trust that if Sherman felt it was that worthy of effort, there would be a point somewhere along the line.

      Pouring himself a tall glass of soda, Edgar Tollamu sat down at the table across from his son. “Would you like to talk about this in private?”

      “No. My mistakes put everyone here in danger. I owe the apology to all of you.” From his side, Carlton lifted the backpack he used during their alarm-checking session. “I never thought anyone outside me would be hurt. It was supposed to be my way of helping build the business, rather than just inheriting my dad’s work. I wanted to explore and chart more of the manor.”

      Out of the backpack came the same notebook Watson had glimpsed. Even Sherman suddenly snapped his head up from his art project as Carlton continued, “I started out slow and careful—test a single room thoroughly, try to figure out every potential trap—before moving on to the next. Things were going well, until I found The Door.”

      Flipping through the notebook, Carlton arrived at a rough sketch of a door, though not like any they’d seen before. Circular and metal, as if it were a vault, except no simple tumbler sat at the center of this monstrosity. Assuming the drawing was semi-accurate, there were at least a half-dozen dials and switches to deal with before the chamber could be accessed.

      “I saw it and thought the same thing I assume everyone else is: that must be where Elias’s lost treasure is. Could you imagine the draw if we solved his final puzzle? Not just having whatever he made, which we could sell or display, but adding in the vault as a feature of the tour, letting the guests have a chance to fake-solve it. The whole thing seemed like a slam dunk. Except I couldn’t get through.”

      At the bar, a sizable body moving drew a few eyeballs, meaning Clef had an audience as he took his seat next to Edgar and Carlton, one table over. “That was when he asked me for help. Carlton knew I had the Cagglebag bug left over from my mystery-gang days. The old genius’s tale was one I’d sunk a lot of time into researching. I couldn’t pass up the chance to be part of cracking it open, and we were hoping that with my skill set, there might be a way to get around the door without going through.”

      “We rigged up one of the alarm diodes to malfunction frequently, giving us an excuse to go do some work,” Carlton said. “I swear to you, though, we never messed with any of the other rooms or stuff inside them; I still don’t know how Marcelo’s incident on the stairs happened. My best guess is that while we were messing around near the chamber, we caused other effects without meaning to, some of them delayed. The whole place is interconnected. There’s no saying that pushing on a brick outside won’t make a floorboard in the library pop up two hours later. We were there late last night into early morning, trying to drill through a small section of wall. It’s entirely possible we tripped some sort of fire trap in response.”

      Watching it all unfold, Watson felt a surge of empathy for Carlton and Clef. There was nothing malicious about their plan; curiosity and a desire to prove oneself were certainly understandable motivations. While this did mean the case had technically just been solved, a very real part of Watson wished it were still open. As annoying and frustrating as hitting dead end after dead end had been, it was still better than this predicament. All the more so because Watson suspected he might understand what this confession signified.

      “I guess in the grand scheme of things, it could have been worse.” Edgar took a draw from his soda like there was real liquor in there. “If the fire had happened while you were inside, or leading a tour group, we’d have lost something much more precious than an old house. But based on what you’ve told me, I’m afraid there’s a good chance our insurer is going to determine the fire was caused by employee error. Insuring something that big and historic wasn’t cheap. We had to get the policy we could afford, one that won’t pay out under those circumstances.”

      The realization rippled through the room as everyone absorbed the news. It was Lauren who broached the obvious; she had a gift for taking on thankless tasks. “That means we’re not going to re-open, doesn’t it?”

      “Can’t say for sure yet,” Edgar replied. “However, I have no intent to involve any of us in some sort of cover-up or fraud. Once the insurance company finds out the truth, I fear our odds will be slim. Between the lost bookings and our already-thin margins, I just don’t see how we’d be able to restore the burned section of the manor without that payout. I’ll make every effort to pivot to another option so long as this office’s lease runs, but in a few months, I’m not sure renewing would be wise, or even possible.”

      He lifted his glass of soda upward, visibly toasting. “Wherever we go from here, cheers to you all. Thank you for joining me on this crazy little enterprise; it was a joy having you here to lighten up the days. Whatever the future holds, I hope you know you can always call on me for a glowing reference and an eager recommendation.”

      The tremendous stomp of two feet crashing onto the floor caused everyone, save Watson, to jump slightly. Between the length of his legs and the intensity of his movements, Sherman could cause quite a commotion. He dropped the pencil in his hand without caring where it rolled—in this case, right down next to Watson’s shoe—then strode over and scooped up Carlton’s notebook without a moment’s pause.

      “What are you … ?” Carlton trailed off as the answer proved obvious. Sherman was reading the notebook. Well, to the others, it no doubt looked like he was cursorily examining each page, then doing a quick flip, only Watson knew just how much was being absorbed in those limited moments. Not looking away from the notebook, Sherman strode back across the room, using his height to hop up on the bar counter like it was little more than a bench.

      “Bah.” One last skim, and he slammed the notebook shut, setting it aside on the counter. “Bah and blather and bunk. That is what I say to your noble acceptance of what must appear as fate. Have you taken nothing from these tours you lead? Do you even listen to the yarns you spin? Tales of the impossible, specters lingering past their body’s expiration, histories of a mad genius forgotten by the world, lore of a home stuffed with dangers and rewards. You have built an enterprise upon the impossible, yet at the slightest hurdle, you are so quick to take refuge in the dour halls of the mundane and expected.”

      Shaking her head, Shahida called over from her table, “Hey, New Guy, we’re kind of having a moment here.”

      “Is that your preference, then? To sit and mourn rather than stand and fight?” Sherman leapt off the bar, stalking around the edges of the room like a wild-eyed jungle cat. “So long as light remains, the day has not yet been lost.”

      Perhaps realizing she was getting nowhere, Shahida turned to Watson. “Can you get your buddy under control?”

      “Not a chance,” Watson shot back. “You might want to listen to him, though. Sherman doesn’t go on like this unless he’s got somewhere in mind to lead us.” Watson felt, at most, eighty percent sure on how frequently that would be true, but even that was an improvement. Perhaps the enhanced Sherman was right: Watson understood more than he’d realized.

      It was Edgar who finally got out of his chair and faced Sherman directly. “All right, then, enough noise. If you’ve got some idea, let’s hear it already.”

      All at once, the energy fell out of Sherman, who merely shrugged his shoulders. “Sadly, I have no such idea to offer.” Watson was just about to kick himself, when Sherman continued. “That is to say, no idea better than the one already presented.”

      There were a few silent seconds as everyone put together what Sherman was implying, until Clef set words to the notion. “You want us to try to get the treasure again, after what happened today?”

      “An elegant and obvious solution,” Sherman agreed.

      At last, Watson decided it was time to jump in and truly contribute, clarifying what Sherman was getting at. “What you need is capital, money to make the repairs on the manor. Allegedly, there’s an invention in there worth quite a bit of cash, hopefully enough to fix the fire damage. Edgar, you are the legal owner of the property, and all wares within it, so whatever that invention is does belong to you. Sherman is pointing out you have a potential lead on something that could save your business. Do you at least want to try?”

      With a steady determination, Carlton lifted his hand. “I’m in. This was my fault to start with. I have to take every opportunity if there’s a chance to fix it.”

      Clef added his own thick arm to the air. “Seeing as I was an accomplice, it’s the least I owe.”

      “There is no way in hell I want you in there poking around again.” Edgar stared down his son, before finally letting out a weak sigh. “But you’re an adult, and if nothing else, this ordeal proved you’re going to do what you want. At the very least, I’ll be there to make sure this is done safely. And if I call for a stop, I expect you and anyone else present to listen, is that clear?”

      Shahida rapped her knuckles on the table, pulling attention to her section of the bar. “Sorry to be a buzzkill, just don’t see the point of this. Clef and Carlton are two people who know the manor better than anyone, and they haven’t gotten anywhere on that door. What factors in the equation have changed that make you expect a different result?”

      The grin on Sherman’s face was so wide, he might very well have been trying to mimic a jack-o-lantern. “The difference, my calculating co-worker, is that never before did you have the aid of the world’s greatest tour guide, Sherman Holmes, and his assistant, Watson.”

      He waited, as if expecting the words to cause chaos and cheers bursting through the room. When greeted with only confused stares, Sherman tutted under his tongue, visibly winding up for another spiel. Before he had the chance, a fresh voice broke the silence, the last one Watson had been expecting to pipe up.

      “Let’s go for it,” Lauren said. “Sherman is right. Who has a better chance of solving Elias’s puzzle than us? We’re the foremost experts on that old coot. I’m not ready to give up on this place, or the people in it.”

      With a skeptical expression fixed firmly in place, Shahida slowly raised her arm to join the others. “Fine, but the minute stuff gets weird, I am out of there.”

      Permitting himself a small smile, Watson looked around the room closely. Amazing how the mood could change in such a short time. It wasn’t just that Sherman had preemptively cut off their mourning, he’d also offered hope. Only a speck of it, true, yet the darker things got, the brighter those specks could shine.

      Now they just had to solve an impossible, potentially deadly combination to a dead man’s secret chamber, all without letting anyone get hurt in the process. Watson was truly, deeply thankful he’d permitted himself a restful morning. This was going to be one hell of a night.
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      As the van rumbled along ahead of them, a darkening sky loomed overhead. Some of the daylight was obscured by fat, heavy clouds rolling in from the north, whereas to the east, dusk was quickly gaining ground. Thunder rumbled somewhere far off, a sign Watson might have taken negatively on another mission. Not with Sherman at his side, head buried in his phone, which was showing copies of Carlton’s notebook pages. Around Sherman Holmes, the rain was a good sign.

      There had been only so much prep possible before tackling such an inherently mysterious project. But there were a few things they could knock out, one of which was sharing as much information about Cagglebag Manor as possible. On top of taking pictures of the notebook, they’d also gotten images of various maps, drawings, and other training materials used by the senior tour guides. Sherman had essentially fallen into the stack of documents as soon as he’d gotten them, leaving Watson to finish their preparations. Most of it was a matter of listening closely to everyone’s plans and figuring out what to do if things went wrong, and double-checking the extra supplies hidden in their trunk, including some very special recent additions. Taking their own car was an easy way to keep everything in close reach, and might have also given Watson some sense of control, a feature growing more and more absent in his daily life.

      Passing by the pair of feuding fruit stands, Watson was unsurprised to see them empty. The day was still too early; plus, no tours would be expected tonight or for quite a while longer. Idly, he wondered what those two would do with their evenings, and suspected it would involve finding new ways to scheme against each other. Old grudges were not his concern this evening, though, and they shot past the empty stands without so much as a pause. Tonight was about the past in a way, but much more than that, it concerned the future. The future of Tollamu Entertainment and all of its employees, who were depending on them to come through.

      No, that wasn’t right. They weren’t depending on them; they were depending on Sherman. Because the truth of the matter was, Watson would never have tried to go for the door otherwise. He was a man practiced in reading situations, measuring risk versus potential gain, and this whole idea was a non-starter. The mere notion that they could crack, in a single night, a puzzle that had injured and defied others for over a century was absolutely ludicrous. Watson was a master of the possible; if it could be done, he’d almost certainly find a way to see it accomplished. Yet that was also his limit, the furthest he could take things. To accomplish the impossible, one needed something special, unpredictable, truly outside the norm. These were the kinds of jobs that demanded the world’s greatest detective.

      Pulling around to the front, Watson was struck by how much more terrifying the manor had become. What was before an eccentric aesthetic had warped into a charred, twisted, half-melted version of its former self. With so little light overhead, the burned sections seemed even darker, like the house had been partially formed of shadows. Hungry shadows, at that. Were it his property, Watson might have suggested they leave a little bit of the cosmetic damage in place no matter how things went. It certainly helped put a chill in his spine, which could prove excellent set dressing for future tours. If there were any.

      No sooner had the engine stopped than Sherman was out of the car, eyes still glued to his phone as he weaved around the yard like a staggering drunk, somehow moving in the general direction of the others. Edgar, Shahida, Carlton, and Lauren were all piling out of the van at a more expected rate, and Clef was pulling his own truck up a distance off, as he needed room for the trailer. More vehicles meant more options if things went wrong. Watson was glad to see someone else took their emergency planning seriously.

      “All right, everyone, let’s make this short and sweet. We all know why we’re here.” Edgar stood in front of what had once been the stairs leading up to the porch. Behind him, one of the two huge doors remained in place, radiating a residual amount of absorbed heat. Watson imagined that might be how an actual gate to hell would appear, then buried the notion in his mind as fast as possible. Not the right sort of thinking for an operation like this. Better to keep a positive outlook, then be ready when it all went to crap. That was about as positive as Watson got.

      “First and foremost, we are going to be safe about this,” Edgar continued. “Carlton and Clef have a route to the room they have taken many times and are certain won’t be dangerous, but we’re also going to be walking through areas unfamiliar even to us. That means we stay close and together, no matter what. If you get lost in there before we reach our goal, there’s a real chance we’ll have no idea how to find you, or what traps you’ll be facing.” Edgar stared down the entirety of his staff, even sparing a glance for Sherman and Watson, making sure they knew how serious he was. “I don’t want to lose my business one bit, but I refuse to see somebody else hurt over all this. Anyone who wants to stay out here, please do. I’d be happy to call this off right now.”

      In response, he received unwavering stares from his employees, a soft nod from Watson, and indifference from Sherman, who was utterly lost in his research, likely for the best.

      “Fine, we’re doing this. Just remember, what I say goes, and if I call it, then it is called. That’s the deal. Since we have to try something this nuts, we’re going to be careful. Carlton, any last-minute pieces of advice before we go inside?”

      The owner’s son was a mix of determination and shame, a combination that struck Watson as unexpectedly familiar. He’d seen that expression many times in the field, usually on newer staff. The first time they made a real error that came with a cost, that was how they looked. Aware that they’d slipped up, and set on making it right. For Carlton’s sake, Watson hoped they found some measure of success tonight. The ones who wore that expression didn’t always fully recover, but a bit of victory sure seemed to spur on the healing process.

      “Like Dad said, the biggest part of this is to be careful,” Carlton reiterated. “Clef and I can get everyone to The Door, and collectively try to get it open. If it works, we see what’s next; otherwise, it’s the same path back here to safety. Be sure to keep your eyes sharp and on us. Getting to The Door involves some back passages deep in the manor’s heart, and everything only gets weirder farther in.”

      On instinct, Watson moved closer to Sherman. With a task to focus on, Sherman would probably be a bit less chaotic, but there was no anticipating what he’d do from one moment to another. Except that he was endlessly curious and loved new stimuli. Watson found himself wondering if there were an adult version of the leashed harnesses for children, and whether or not he could convince Sherman it was some sort of detective accessory.

      “Other than that … I guess I should just say I’m sorry,” Carlton continued. “It seems really stupid now, but I wanted to help build this business, add something to it, rather than just inheriting what my dad already created. I told myself it was about bettering the business, when really it was just about pride.”

      “An excellent motivation.” Suddenly Sherman’s phone was stowed in his pocket, banging against legs that were striding forward. “Pride is the drive that demands more from us, holds us to higher standards, refuses to let us settle for less than what we are fully capable of. Be ashamed of your sloppy tactics, not what pushed you forward.”

      The outburst stole quite a bit of spotlight from Carlton’s apology. “If I hadn’t gone exploring, Marcelo wouldn’t be hurt, and there wouldn’t have been a fire.”

      “Life is filled with no end to examples of innocents being injured and flames feasting freely. Such is a constant of existence. Change, improvement—they come from movement, and movement begets consequences. What you sought was not inherently ignoble, but in the future, more care must be given to contain those consequences. Do not stop pushing, however, be it yourself or the world. Once you accept reality as presented, you lose the power to shape it.”

      There wasn’t much to be said in response to Sherman’s monologue, so instead, Clef walked over with a ladder from his truck. Propping it up in the front, he created a makeshift entrance up onto the porch. One by one, they made their way up, Watson going before Sherman to stand pointedly between his charge and the front door. He wasn’t taking any chances at all, especially now that Sherman had maps and notes tantalizing his curiosity.

      Lauren was the last one up, helped by Clef, who then hauled the ladder up onto the porch with them. “Don’t want to risk it falling while we’re gone. Get stranded on a few roofs, you learn to plan for an exit.”

      Together, they all clustered up around the front door. With one side partially ajar, there was nothing stopping them from attempting to squeeze through, except they were all trained in the Tollamu Entertainment presentation. Instinctively, they waited until Edgar pulled out the huge, one-of-a-kind key, awkwardly shifting it between his hands. “It might not still work, but we should try to disarm as many traps as we can to be safe.”

      Using a bit of force, Edgar managed to work the key into its unique slot, beginning to turn it counterclockwise. Just when it was nearly in position, Sherman called out, “Stop!”

      “What?” Edgar, Watson, and everyone else spun around, searching for a threat.

      “The positioning is correct,” Sherman explained.

      Edgar shook his head. “Close, but it clicks into place when you get it right.”

      “An indication of success on what is meant to be a barrier to entry. Elias was a wily one indeed, using the illusion of victory to conceal the true positioning required. Most would find it absurd to continue to work on a puzzle that masquerades as having been solved. Fear not! As with the false correct position, the true alignment ensures the trappery shall remain at its current state of readiness. Probably.”

      For a long moment, Watson thought Edgar was going to keep turning, right up until he pushed on the door, which creaked loudly as it slid open. “Interesting. That did unlock it. I guess Carlton and Clef have tried all this on the usual setting without success. If we’re here, then we might as well do things differently. Let’s just keep going slowly and carefully, in case we’re wrong.”

      “As intended.” Sherman started for the opening, but Watson was already at his side as they ventured forth, staying nice and planted along with the rest of the group.

      Together, everyone made their way through the entrance, into the charred, open maw of Cagglebag Manor. A peal of thunder shook the scorched porch, sending a shower of ash down to bid them farewell.
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      Seeing inside the front entrance, Watson was bowled over by just how eerie the formerly stuffy surroundings had become. Fire had blackened glass, seared old wallpaper, and scorched much of the floor. Most of the displays were either half-melted to scrap or at least warped from the heat. For a horrifying heartbeat, Watson scanned the room and turned back to find Sherman gone, only to quickly notice him standing by the ornate fountain, tapping lightly on some of the engravings.

      The others were momentarily stunned by the same scene. For them, it was a much heavier emotional blow, the sight of something so familiar tainted by flames. Watson took the opportunity to approach Sherman, who was muttering softly to himself. “You do know this room might be more dangerous than normally, right?”

      “Required risks remain, no matter the care one shows. If we are to best this long-dead genius in his final puzzle, it will be no mean feat, and the preparations must be laid for triumph to grow graspable.” Leaning back, Sherman continued examining the decorative fountain, one of the few pieces largely undamaged by the fire, before nodding with satisfaction.

      “In honor of our new work on communications, I’m going to admit that I understood none of that.” Watson followed Sherman’s gaze, hoping to unravel whatever secrets gleamed in those too-intense eyes.

      “Fear not. As with the photomosaic before, one simply needs the right angle for the obvious to become visible. All in good time, Watson.” Sherman swung around and headed back to the others as Carlton was pointing up the left staircase.

      “Technically, not even senior tour guides are supposed to go past this point without reason anymore, not since Marcelo’s accident,” Carlton said. “We have to hug the bannister tightly; there are hidden pressure sensors on the steps that causes the whole thing to go flat, turning it into a big slide. We worked on mapping them all before realizing it was easier to just stay on the edge where there weren’t any.”

      Although it seemed to Watson like the sort of trap Wile E. Coyote would leave behind, by this point, he’d seen enough of old Elias’s creativity not to question it.

      Carlton went first, butt cheeks never fully leaving the bannister as he moved with great care up the steps, tiptoes touching as little of the staircase as physically possible. Edgar was second, Shahida went next, then Lauren. Watson turned to Clef, intending to take the last position in case Sherman made a sprint, only to find the large man sending the same gaze of expectation back his way.

      “After you,” Watson offered.

      “I go up last,” Clef replied. “Just in case of error, somebody crashing into me hurts much less than me slamming into someone.”

      Given the man’s bulk, it was a sound concern, or at least not one that Watson had the spare time to debate. Instead, he turned to tell Sherman to go, only to realize his charge was already halfway up the stairs, moving much more quickly and gracefully than any of the others had managed thus far. Watson hustled up in Sherman’s wake, reaching the top only a few seconds after him. Fortunately, Sherman made no attempts at heading off on his own, waiting patiently with the others. Well, perhaps not patiently; he was stalking the landing back and forth, pausing only long enough to adjust one of the many pictures lining the wall, one of a vast mountain between two forest scenes.

      Watching Clef make the trip, Watson soon understood why he’d been so insistent on going last. The tight press against the staircase’s edge was a tougher fit considering Clef’s height and size. There were a few moments where his balance wavered and Watson thought the man would go tumbling down the stairs, likely tripping its defense along the way. Thanks to some surprisingly dexterous steps despite the thick work boots, Clef managed to recover and swing his mass back to stability, slowly inching along until he at last joined them on the landing.

      “Maybe next time we take the right-side stairs?” Watson suggested, pointing to the twin staircase that also opened up to the landing.

      “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Carlton replied. “That one has always been trapped and is off-limits to everyone. It has nails and blades that stick out in various locations when other pressure points are tripped. We learned to use the left side because messing up only left us with some bruises.” He rubbed one of his elbows without seeming to think about it, nursing a long-healed injury from his exploration.

      With everyone assembled, eyes turned to the pair of double doors waiting directly ahead of them, wide and wooden, untouched by the flames that tarnished the lower levels. Carlton and Clef walked well past those impressive doors, leading everyone around the top floor’s landing until they reached a small, unremarkable door that most would have assumed to be some manner of closet. When Carlton opened that simple door, however, he proved them all … completely right. It was indeed a closet, short and narrow, with old shelves holding canning jars along with scraps of wood and wire.

      “Took us a while to find this one. I was digging around for hidden clues after being stuck on those double doors for days, and happened to hit this.” As Carlton finished speaking, a soft click rang out as the right-side wall swung open to reveal what appeared to be a perfectly normal hallway. “Still not sure if this was the intended route or we found a secret passageway.”

      “Somehow, I cannot imagine Elias intended for anything like what’s happened,” Edgar grumbled, following his son through the formerly hidden passageway. This time, Watson did go through last, directly on Sherman’s heels as they stepped into the new section of Cagglebag Manor.

      For a change, he and Sherman weren’t the only ones on unfamiliar ground; this was new terrain for everyone outside of Clef and Carlton. As far as Watson could tell, it looked much the same as the downstairs hallways, albeit with a slightly different wallpaper pattern. That, and all illumination was now coming from the strange tubes that ran along the ceiling; there were no Tollamu lamps rigged up at various intervals. The dimmer lighting gave the space a creepier vibe, to the point where Watson could see how people originally thought this house to be haunted. In an odd way, the tour group had stripped out some of the parts that made this home scary when they offered a safe, sanitized version to the public. Not here, though. This section of the home remained largely untouched, waiting and dangerous, just as Elias had left it.

      “There’s three rooms we have to get through on the way to The Door.” Carlton walked as he spoke, reiterating the route they’d discussed, eyes sweeping back and forth constantly. “A dressing room, a music room, and … well, we call it the jam room. You’ll see.”

      There might have been follow-ups on what, exactly, a jam room was composed of, but that was about the time Carlton yanked upon the next door, leading them into what had been woefully inadequately described as a “dressing room.”

      In fact, what awaited them was massive, one of the largest spaces Watson had seen outside of the foyer. The walls were lined were armoires, dressers, chests of drawers, and wooden shapes Watson couldn’t have named with hours to try and a dictionary of home furniture. Even in their colors, they ranged all over, from the wide spectrum of wood’s natural tones to painted blacks and even one that was made to look like marble. He suspected them to be designs of Elias’s own mind, though the furniture was far from the most eye-catching feature of the room. That honor went to the countless articles of clothing hanging from the ceiling—a massive collection of thick overcoats and woolen britches drifting down like the outfits of ghost nudists who’d vanished seconds prior.

      The canopy of clothing was swaying softly overhead, the sort of place all manner of unseen things could hide within. Watson wasn’t especially concerned with ghosts or ghouls, but rats were a far more realistic, and disease-ridden, concern. He noticed various scratches along the flooring, adding even more weight to the worry. It wasn’t that Watson had any particular fear of the rodents, merely a case of having spent too many times holed up with the scurrying scavengers for company. He’d dealt with plenty in his lifetime, and had no desire to up the count by even a single digit more.

      “I have to ask, what’s the trap in here?” Shahida wondered. “Do we get dressed up in old-timey clothing? Because some of the coats actually look pretty cool.”

      “If only.” Carlton reached into his backpack, but this time it wasn’t for his notebook. Instead, he took out a small toy car with a wire sticking up from the back, along with a remote control. “We used these for exploration. The range is terrible, but at least they’re cheap.”

      With a high-pitched whirr, the car’s motor squawked to life, moving in halting jerks along the floor as Carlton got his bearings. After a few test turns, the car took a more direct path, zipping toward one of the many pieces of furniture lining the walls. As it drew near, one bit of flooring shifted, and that was the only warning anyone received.

      From the ceiling, an entire section of clothing fell, hitting the ground briefly before popping back up. Watson would have loved to find the counterweight system Elias had rigged up to make that possible, though given how dangerous the manor was as a whole, he wasn’t sure the guts of these mechanisms would be a safe place to look around. When the clothing rose, a new sight caught Watson’s attention—fresh scratches along the floorboard, as well as a slice taken out of the car’s rear section. It seemed those hadn’t been rat markings he’d spotted after all.

      “Hidden blades drop down, enough to make sure you’re immobile before—”

      The slam of a dresser crashing heavily cut Carlton off, while also smashing the car’s remains to little more than plastic trash. Like the clothing, it reset its position moments later, loud thuds and clangs echoing in the walls as it moved, leaving only the toy’s remains as proof that anything had transpired.

      “I’m having serious misgivings about all of this,” Edgar told them, though he didn’t make any motion to leave.

      “A reasonable concern when we were starting, kind of unneeded now.” Clef stepped out in front of the owner, gesturing to the long stretch of room. “We used the scratches to figure out which traps were already tripped and stuff like the car to test all the others. Follow us on the safe path, and we’ll be through here in no time.”

      There wasn’t really much of a choice. All the hope they had for this enterprise lay ahead of them, not behind. With Carlton and Clef as living proof that this path could be safely negotiated, Edgar mumbled something not quite discernable before joining his son’s side.

      “Remember, keep your hands to yourself, no matter how good an outfit might look.” Watson turned to Sherman, expecting an impassive response, or perhaps a mini-lecture on the importance of fashion, but he got neither. That was largely because Sherman was nowhere to be seen.

      Except, that was impossible. Watson had strategically positioned himself to block the door they’d just used, and the only other exit was at the far end of the room, past all the perilous décor. Checking again, just to be sure, Watson indeed confirmed that there was no sign of his friend anywhere around, despite there being nowhere to go.

      Somehow, Sherman had managed to vanish into thin air.
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      Despite an initial instinct of panic, Watson forced himself to stay calm. Even accounting for secret passages and traps, there was still only a finite amount of ground Sherman could have covered without stepping into someone’s line of sight. Spinning to the left, Watson examined the rows of furniture and clothing, scanning for any sort of disturbance. Zero sign of Sherman, not so much as a swaying sleeve out of place. Watson was all too aware of the others starting forward, none of them having yet noticed the absence.

      Checking the right side, Watson once more came up empty, the beginnings of true terror welling up in his stomach. Jerking his head all over, Watson combed the surroundings, until finally noticing that there was suddenly movement coming from the left of the room. He found Sherman shutting the door of an ornate armoire, one with quite a bit of detail etched into the wood. Without pause, Sherman moved over to the dresser made to resemble marble, seemingly unbothered by their crew steadily trickling forward.

      In seconds, Watson was at his side, watching as Sherman ran a hand along the underside of the dresser’s top section. “What the hell was that? Why did you climb into one of these things?”

      “Took a wrong turn, ended up in some garden with a centaur talking about waiting for a destined one, politely declined, and made my way back as quickly as possible.” Sherman’s hands fiddled with the dresser, then came to a stop. “Really, Watson, even a mind such as my own can make minor, temporary errors. No need to get in such fuss.”

      Sherman stepped away, raising his hands in triumph, although what he was celebrating was anyone’s guess. Curiously, Watson noticed a few yellow petals fall away from his shirt as he did, pieces of flora that had most certainly not been present when Sherman arrived at the manor. With a cautious look back at the armoire Sherman had entered, Watson noted that the carvings on it weren’t merely some pleasant design. There were images of mythical creatures formed in the wood, most notably, a tremendous centaur taking up an entire door.

      Clearly, Sherman must have seen the centaur carving and gotten things mixed around, and the leaves were probably from some outfit or old boutonniere in the armoire that was shedding. It was an excellent theory; one so good Watson saw zero reasons to put it to the test. Not because he believed that some short, mystical journey had really happened, of course. But Sherman did have a knack for stumbling into the unusual, and they already had plenty on their plate.

      “What was all that about, with the dresser?” Watson moved them both forward, gently guiding Sherman along the same trail he’d been watching the others walk. They were a bit behind the group, but thanks to their careful pace, they could still catch up easily with some slight hustling.

      “Laying the groundwork for success, just like the painting instructed.” Sherman reached out, nearly clipping one of the low-hanging coats hanging from the ceiling. “It is curious that a mind like Elias’s would leave such a clear guide to the treasure in a prominent location. Perhaps we shall understand more once we pass the door.”

      It didn’t make a lot of sense, but it was more reasonable than magic armoires and centaurs, so that was improvement enough for Watson. Besides, they were nearly caught up with the others, Carlton and Clef waiting at the next door as everyone slowly gathered around them. “Next up is the music room,” Carlton was explaining. “For the most part, this one is a freebie. So long as we don’t touch anything, there’s nothing to worry about. Attempt to play any of the instruments, at least the ones we tested, and there’s no telling what you might trip. I tapped a piano key, and a spike shot up out of the bench, whereas Clef lifted a flute and opened up a small trapdoor. Hands to yourself, and we can get through here quick and easy.”

      Along with the rest of the group, they made their way along another winding hall with several branching splits, some of which Watson suspected might even loop back around. This entire section had a maze-like feel. Thankfully, their guides knew this route well, and in no time, they’d arrived in a sizable room nearly stuffed with all manner of instruments.

      Strings, woodwinds, brass; Watson saw what looked like an older version of a tuba in one corner, set carefully next to an ornate harp and some misshapen gray xylophone. Not far off was a pair of cellos surrounded by handbells, with what Watson felt almost certain was a didgeridoo propped up to the side, although it had been a long time since his family trip to Australia. It went on like that for the entire room, several instruments appearing in various versions, stuffing the place with the means of making music. In a way, that made the silence surrounding them all the more eerie.

      Together, the group began slowly moving forward, everyone being careful not to touch anything. Except, of course, for Sherman, who started off toward one of the instrument clusters without a moment of hesitation. Watson’s hand shot out, catching him by the shoulder. “In case you didn’t hear, we have to avoid the instruments to keep away from the traps.”

      “An excellent tactic to abide by if you wish to follow in the footsteps of their failure,” Sherman replied. “Yet give this notion some consideration: why keep people from touching them entirely, unless there was one in particular Elias wanted left alone?”

      Right now, if Watson called out, the others would turn, and it would be an easy matter to move Sherman along with their help. All he had to do was raise his voice, or even just clamp down harder on the shoulder, and they could be back on the safe path. But strange as it might be, Sherman held some sort of insight into Elias Cagglebag’s way of thinking, some wavelength they both shared.

      “You’re sure this won’t get anyone hurt?”

      “Certainly not, Watson. Surety in such a situation is simply self-delusion. I can say that the likeliest ones to be injured by my experiment are you and me, however, if that puts your concerns to rest.”

      “Pretty much the opposite,” Watson mumbled. Despite his better judgement, almost all of his judgement, in fact, Watson released his hold. He had vowed to stop being Sherman’s roadblock, and start being his assistant. Evidently, that didn’t mean keeping him from taking needless, dangerous risks, so much as making sure he survived them.

      Of all the instruments present, it was the gray xylophone that had evidently caught the detective’s eye, as he approached the piece with a hawkish stare, taking in every detail. Sherman touched his left hand to the first section as Watson sucked in a breath, waiting to tackle him out of the way as needed. No sudden traps sprang to life, as good a first sign as they could hope for.

      “An excellent lithophone, with perhaps a few bars not quite in shape with the others.” Sherman’s finger trailed what was apparently a lithophone’s bars, tapping each one slightly in short succession. After bringing his finger back in the other direction, he seemed satisfied, grabbing the instrument’s attached mallet. Before Watson could even protest, Sherman brought the wooden tool down on three bars in rapid sequence, none of which produced a sound louder than a dull thud. With that, he allowed the mallet to drop until it was caught by the piece of rope keeping it tethered. He then turned to Watson with a concerned expression. “We should make haste if we desire our absence to go unnoticed.”

      “What a great idea,” Watson seconded dryly. He had no idea if Sherman’s actions had created any sort of effect within the house, and whether it would be positive or negative, but there was no unsmacking those lithophone bars either way. It caused what it caused, and Watson would try like hell to manage the fallout.

      They reached the others just before the next door was opened, this time revealing a directly connecting room rather than more hallway. Carlton once more blocked the way, making sure everyone had a firm idea of what they were walking into. “We’re pretty sure there aren’t traps in this one, but we’ve also never explored too much. There’s a straight line from this door to the next; I advise everyone to stay on it with us. We’ll take it slow, though; I definitely understand the urge to stare.”

      After a brief clog around the door, everyone made it through, and Watson grasped why the sight was expected to bowl them over. It was beautiful in a strange, surreal way. Mason jars filled with goops of various colors lined the walls, shelf after shelf after shelf stuffed full of the containers. Light from the tubing system ran along the ceiling, except this room’s system also had a wall section that went behind the shelving, making the jars appear like they were glowing.

      “I think I had a dream about this when I was a kid,” Shahida said, spinning around in wonderment. “Except the other wall had all kinds of different peanut butter.”

      “Near as we can figure, Elias loved himself a jam, and enjoyed making it in large quantities.” Clef pointed over to a large series of pots lined up next to an old stone stove, all of it only a few feet from the room’s middle, where they’d be walking past.

      By this point, Watson was unsurprised that Sherman hung to the back, waiting as the others slowly plodded their way through the almost-magical surroundings. He didn’t even try to stop Sherman when those lanky legs suddenly darted from the planned route and dashed over to the stove, instead hustling along to keep pace. This one demanded less effort than the lithophone, evidently, as Sherman had only given it a few cursory moments of examination before pressing his fingers into a series of loose rocks on the back. With that, he was up once more, lengthy stride easily bringing him back to the others before they’d even reached the next doorway.

      While it took a bit longer than he’d like to admit, and there was the excuse that he was largely occupied with keeping Sherman alive, Watson finally caught the common thread. Stone. The fountain, what he’d taken as a fake marble armoire, the misshapen lithophone, and now the stove. Everything Sherman was messing with was made of stone, which was to say, rocks. Just like the subject of that giant art piece on the bottom floor.

      Nice as confirmation of the theory might have been, it would have to wait, as they were back in earshot of the others, all of whom were suddenly tense as they waited for the next door to be opened. Carlton and Clef looked nervous, and with good reason. They were nearly to the point where it became do-or-die, although in this case, it was a business whose life was on the line. If the door didn’t open, options for what came next were limited, which was no doubt why Carlton set his face to such a determined expression.

      “From here, it’s one more short hall, and then we’re at The Door. Should be clear, but stay close to be safe, and once we’re there, be on your guard. We haven’t found any traps around The Door yet. Then again, we also haven’t made much progress with it. No telling what might still be undiscovered.”

      Watson had little idea what they were walking into, though from the excited gleam in Sherman’s eye, he suspected it wouldn’t be the same dead end the others had been consistently reaching. Even if that wasn’t pure optimism on his part, there was still quite a bit to be concerned over.

      What exactly was behind that door? And, perhaps more important, what sorts of defenses had Elias left behind to keep it safe?
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      “Something is different.”

      With those words, Carlton suddenly darted forward, leaving Clef to guide everyone along the final few steps of their journey. By this point, they were nearly upon The Door, anyway, as the hallway broke open into a small room. Unlike the others, this one held limited decorations, only a pair of large paintings staring at each other from opposite sides. The entire back wall was taken up by a massive, intricate door. Carlton was already next to it, phone opened as he compared previous pictures with the scene that awaited them. “See, look! That dial wasn’t showing the same before, and some of the embedded switches have moved.”

      Watson followed the man’s gaze, nearly stepping back in wonderment at the technological marvel facing them. It was what he imagined the inside of a finely made pocket watch to resemble, though that mental image might have been rooted slightly more in classic cartoons than actual horology. Metal parts interwove with other pieces, flowing and lovely, running between dials, buttons, switches, levers, and a half-dozen other various points of interaction. All of it framed a huge silver dial in the center, one with multiple rings, each holding nine numbers. No wonder they hadn’t been able to solve this puzzle. There was no telling how many potential combinations existed with this many variables, and classic lockpicking wasn’t designed for this kind of setup. If that wasn’t enough, Watson suspected that the vault couldn’t even be solved from here alone. While it demanded something of an intuitive leap, he had a hunch part of the process might have something to do with the stone items Sherman kept fiddling with on their route here.

      Along with The Door itself, there were also telltale signs that someone had been trying to get past it. Not terribly overt, though someone with Watson’s training had a habit of noting scratches along where the doorway met the wall itself, probing for a weak point. Bits of metal on the left side were slightly dinged, as if they were tested to see if breaking straight through was an option.

      “My god. This was here all along?”

      Watson had nearly forgotten the others were there as well, twisting to find almost everyone, aside from Clef and Sherman, sporting amazed expressions, clearly bowled over by such an amazing find. Edgar, the one who’d spoken, stepped slowly forward, eyes drinking in every last detail. “Sometimes, I get so numb to this place’s strangeness, I forget how incredible an inventor Elias Cagglebag truly was. This isn’t just ahead of his time, it’s ahead of ours.”

      “I might not take it quite that far,” Clef chimed in. “Modern vaults have alarms, digital fail-safes, and better materials.”

      “Seems like Elias left behind plenty of fail-safes,” Shahida said. “Wasn’t that the theory on what caused our fire?”

      Near the front, Carlton nodded to the section of wall with scratches all along it. “Our best guess, anyway. We took a crack at trying to see if we could get through the wall, but after a bit of poking around, we heard several chimes and a bang. In Cagglebag Manor, when you hear noises you don’t understand, it’s best to stop entirely. Guess the damage was already done.”

      While the discussion raged, Sherman stood between the two paintings, gaze sweeping back and forth. They faced one another on opposite walls, huge canvases held in thick wooden frames. On the left was a portrait of Cagglebag Manor itself, sun rising in the background over a version of the home that was new and flawless, forever, preserved in time by an artist’s hand. To the right, however, was what resembled a sunset scene. Still Cagglebag Manor, only now worn through time, the sun falling low into a dark sky, with only a single light present, a lone blot of illumination on the home’s second story.

      Evidently satisfied, Sherman approached The Door, standing directly in front of it like a man facing divine judgement. His eyes ran along the exterior, combing every inch, down to the last detail. On the sidelines, Watson waited, watching to see what would come next. This seemed like the prudent time to activate an enhanced cognition window; the goal was in sight, and the prep work had been laid. All that remained was to solve whatever final puzzles barred the path.

      Sherman began to move, eyeing the various portions of the wall more closely, before turning his attention to the massive dial in the middle. With an overemphasized stretch, Sherman nearly clipped Carlton before contracting back in on himself. “Watson! Your services are required, for while I have deduced a great deal of this system already, at least one more obstacle bars our path to the truth. Elias was indeed a man of great cunning. Not only did he set more of the entry switches on the route to this room rather than in the room itself, but his paranoid planning placed an impediment with shifting parameters. To pass, the right combination would change every day.”

      Setting aside for a moment how Sherman could possibly know that, why didn’t he appear in worse spirits? If they needed a random, changing combination, then there was no hope of getting through. For whatever reason, Sherman still seemed to believe he had the answer, and Watson was tired of wondering from the sidelines.

      “What do you need from me?”

      Sherman spun around to face the dial again, ignoring Carlton rising to his feet, protest clearly written on his face. “The paintings offer the equation, Watson. We must subtract the point of completion from our morning of conquest to find the key. I require one of those superfluous pieces of data others feel compelled to track consistently, the only one that would move predictably through the years. Watson, please enlighten me of today’s current date.”

      Stunned silence filled the room for a short moment, before Watson used the opportunity to rattle off the appropriate series of numbers. As Sherman reached forward to grab the dial, the rest of the room suddenly sprang to life.

      There was a general ruckus of people yelling at Sherman not to touch it. Carlton dove to grab him, eyes wide with terror. “Wait! We don’t know anything about these new positions. It might activate a trap.”

      Despite his aim being spot-on, Carlton found his hands blocked from their target by the sudden arrival of Watson’s torso between him and Sherman. An attempt to slide around was matched perfectly, Watson presenting an unbreachable wall. For a moment, Carlton balled his fists, as if he was about to try going through. Something in Watson’s eyes stopped him, however. Carlton hadn’t managed to work in this mansion for years without developing a keen sense for impending danger.

      “You can’t just let him play around with that!” With his force neutralized, Carlton resorted to words, eyes darting to the others, who were getting closer. He was either aiming for diplomacy or buying enough time for a rush. Either way, both strategies were equally flawed.

      “Sherman isn’t playing,” Watson said. “He gets this place. Or the guy who built it, or whatever. Besides, you’re wasting your time talking about what we should or shouldn’t do. He’s never one to take things slowly.” Watson stepped aside to reveal that Sherman was not only already twisting the dial, but he’d set several of the innermost rings. As they watched, he shifted another ring, then another, at the breakneck pace of someone with zero doubts.

      When the final ring stopped moving, Sherman took a sudden hop back, causing everyone else to follow suit. Watson was expecting some long delay, a period where their efforts appeared in vain, but no sooner was Sherman moving than The Door did the same. All throughout the complex device, interwoven metal pieces began to rotate and shift, like a clockwork performance set to a silent soundtrack. It was a confusing, complex, and mercifully brief display, as various bangs and noises rang out, until at last, The Door’s right side detached from the wall, easily sliding open despite its tremendous weight.

      Light flashed inside, more of the tubing, though this had multiple layers stacked atop one another, creating a fluorescent-level glow. Inside, the walls were lined with pages of notes and all manner of apparatus. Levers, pulleys, handles, cranks, each with its own distinctive color and positioning. No two items were quite the same, and as Watson took in the sight, there was only one potential explanation he could reach: they’d found the nerve center of Cagglebag Manor. This was Elias’s old-timey version of a control room, somewhere the house’s defenses could be used actively, rather than rely on passive protection.

      “Is that it?” Carlton edged forward, his gaze not lost in the mechanisms of the wall, instead focused on the large glass box resting in one of the room’s corners. Roughly three feet long, capped with triangles despite the main piece being a rectangle, and lined with various bits of metal Watson took to be switches, it certainly seemed like a mysterious invention.

      In a show of unexpected judgement, Sherman hung back as Carlton ignored the shared sense of caution to scoop up the device. The others gathered around him as he emerged, holding up the curious mechanism for all to see. One of Carlton’s fingers brushed against a switch, causing lights at different positions within the device to flash briefly. Everyone stared at the box expectantly, waiting for a trap to spring. After several seconds, a collective held breath eased.

      “It’s very pretty, but does anyone have an idea what it is?” Lauren asked.

      “My best guess is flashlight prototype, but that’s really stretching,” Shahida admitted. “Also, not all that world-changing, especially compared to the other stuff in here Elias created.”

      Carlton tapped a few more switches, causing a different pattern of lights to flash briefly. “Perhaps this is another puzzle, and the real invention lies within?”

      “Then this doodad would probably be some sort of trap itself,” Clef pointed out.

      All of a sudden, being crammed around the mysterious mechanism didn’t seem like such a hot idea. The crowd gave Carlton some space as he continued to fiddle with the glass rectangle, hitting different combinations of switches and causing a great deal of flashing lights, but with no understanding gained from the experiments. Finally, he turned to the waiting Sherman, standing a respectable distance off. “Seeing as you, somehow, got that door open, any insight on what we’re looking at?”

      That was all it took. Sherman was moving before the sentence even finished, plucking the device out of Carlton’s arms and setting it against his shoulder so that most of the switches were in easy reach. “Watson, I require the aid of your input, lest I be seen as manipulating the outcome. Present to me a number within the realm of one to one hundred.”

      “Oh, um … thirty-four?” Watson had no idea where this was leading.

      “Acceptable.” Sherman whipped his head to the others, causing several to flinch in surprise. “Now! I require another number from you all, within the same parameters.”

      “Since he started us on a Fibonacci number, may as well keep it going,” Shahida noted. “We’ll do fifty-five.”

      “Excellent. We begin with thirty-four,” Sherman clicked away on several switches, causing lights to flash. “And then add in fifty-five.” More clicking, different flashes this time. “Then it’s just a matter of finding the execute … ah, of course, very intuitive design.” Sherman tapped a final switch, and a new array of lights flashed.

      He gazed at them in triumph, unbothered by the utter lack of understanding staring back at him. “Eighty-nine, as I’m sure you all realized. Or we can take ten away.” A few more clicks, and another press on the bottom button changed up the display slightly.

      Of them all, only Clef seemed floored by that revelation, the sizable man taking a heavy step back. “No way. No way. Not even Elias was that ahead of his time.”

      “Barely a hundred years to function, much closer to the proposed concept, scarcely more than a blip in the grand timeline of human history.”

      Visibly torn somewhere between hope and frustration, Edgar stepped closer to Sherman, attention still locked on the device. “What am I missing here? It looks like nothing, but from context, you’re saying this thing is a calculator? I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m getting the significance.”

      “Not just a calculator,” Clef explained. “He input information, processed it with addition, displayed the output, and then worked with the stored number. That thing is a prototype for the most basic version possible of a computer, and it was created decades before the concept of a Turing machine was public knowledge.”

      Interest turned to excitement, then to confusion as minds began to process the implications. Carlton moved over to Sherman, laying a hand delicately on the smooth glass surface. “Does that help us? I mean … we came here looking for treasure.”

      “Elias was quite right to protect his invention. When it was created, this indeed represented truly world-changing technology, a seed from which untold potential could sprout. Had the mole-spies sneaking through his garden gained such technology, there could have been war on the surface.”

      Without warning, Sherman tossed the device through the air to Carlton, who caught it with his entire body, making certain not to let it even approach hitting the ground.

      “But Elias should have taken a lesson from the Parable of the Talents, for he buried his creation too deep. What could have been a revolutionary invention instead sat unused as the world caught up to and surpassed his capabilities. You hold in your hands a testament to one man’s wasted genius, an excellent object lesson with almost no monetary value.”

      Watson was a bit surprised to see Lauren step forward, already nodding along. “My grandmother sold antiques and collectibles for a while. That would probably be worth some cash if we could prove when it was created.”

      “That’s a heck of an if, especially given its history. Even assuming we had some sort of certification, I can’t imagine we’d make enough to repair the manor, at least not anytime soon.” Edgar looked to Lauren, hoping for correction, only to find none. Sherman went a step further, giving a full nod to confirm his suspicions. Sighing heavily, Edgar took one long, lingering look around the chamber, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, everyone, it looks like our long shot played out the way the odds dictated. If we can’t turn that device over for some income, I’m afraid that might be the end of Tollamu Entertainment.”

      He looked each and every person there in the eye, meeting their disappointment head-on, before pointing back to the way they’d entered.

      “Come on, let’s head back out. There’s nothing left for us here.”
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      Getting out was a much smoother process than making their way in. Not even Sherman bolted as they trekked back out to the second-floor staircase. Once everyone had wandered down, however, there was no great sense of urgency to exit. Cagglebag Manor demanded some kind of goodbye.

      Edgar seemed to appreciate this, despite his dour mood. He went back to the front door and finished turning the key, making sure the lower area would be safe to mill about in. From the kitchen, Carlton and Lauren brought out the stores of snacks and sodas, while Shahida helped Clef haul in a few boxes from his van. They were piled up with a couple of notebooks and binders, which were easily dwarfed by assorted cans of beer, some hanging on in the remains of a six-pack. It was an impromptu wake; for Cagglebag Manor as they’d known it, for the jobs they’d learned, for the co-workers who would soon just be acquaintances, and for Tollamu Entertainment as a whole.

      As the others worked on searching for merriment in the tragedy, Watson found himself following Sherman slightly deeper into the house. He might have been more concerned, but after several nights of tours in this place, he had a good idea of the direction Sherman was heading. Sure enough, in the span of a short walk, he arrived to find Sherman sitting on a decorative bench, staring up at the wall of rocks.

      It truly was impressive, in a bizarre way, how many pictures of rocks Elias had painted in his days. They lined the wall, each distinct and unique, with visible effort funneled into even the tiniest of attempts. A task like this demanded the kind of absolute dedication that virtually no one could sustain. The only candidate Watson could imagine was the other person in the room, already transfixed by the paintings.

      Wordlessly, Watson took a seat next to Sherman, looking at the rocks. He had nothing to discuss; the case was closed, and they were now in the wrap-up phase. Together, they remained like that for several minutes, until at last Sherman’s voice inevitably bubbled forth.

      “Since this case masquerades as completed, and my window remains unused, we are presented with a prime opportunity for unrestricted discourse, should that be of interest to you.”

      It was true; in spite of all the ridiculous things Sherman had pulled off, he’d still yet to tap into the enhanced cognition window. Something about this place, the way Elias and Sherman operated, they just seemed to get one another despite living more than a century apart. It was more than that, though. Yes, Sherman saw things clearest during those five-minute intervals, but it didn’t mean he was blind the rest of the time. Slowly, Watson was beginning to realize that this was the Sherman who’d be doing most of the detective work, with the other version a handy “break-in-case-of-emergency” option. Perhaps that was for the best. There was an entire facility of people doing all they could to unravel the mystery of Sherman’s brain; somebody needed to help the rest of him.

      “And have Sherman Holmes be passed out when there are snacks? I know you better than that. Besides, if there was something you wanted to tell me, you’d just say it.”

      It might have been Watson’s imagination, but he thought there was a flicker of a grin on Sherman’s face; however, when he turned fully, there was no trace of the rogue expression. Instead, his friend was gazing reverently at the rocks, taking in every last detail.

      “You really love these paintings, don’t you, Sherman?”

      “They aren’t only pictures, Watson. They are a story.” Lifting a hand, Sherman pointed to a section in the upper left of the wall. “It’s the tale of man who could see beyond the limits of his time, his very world, and how impossibly lonely that made him. The frustration of being able to grasp such complex concepts, yet lacking insight into the simplest of human interactions. Here, you can read Elias’s fears of a world he didn’t understand, set in a universe he seemed to grasp better than any others. The lone rock that yearned, more than anything in the world, for another that understood it.”

      “That’s an awful lot of conclusions to draw from some art. You sure you aren’t projecting a little?”

      “Not only from the art, Watson. The art was merely the first of many clues, but my suspicions were confirmed this very evening. What is the purpose of this home? An enormous puzzle, with dangerous consequences, set with a tantalizing lure to draw in as many as possible. A mad test that could be passed only by one whose mind operated in the same way as Elias’s. That was the true purpose behind Cagglebag Manor: one man’s final hope of finding someone else in the world who could understand him.”

      Sherman rose from his seat, stepping up to the wall itself, hands gently brushing against the canvases. It was probably against the rules, not that those mattered at this point anyway. Sitting there, watching him, Watson could almost see Elias reaching out across time. If he believed ghosts were real, and one had been in this home, Watson wondered whether or not Sherman’s success would set Elias free. Assuming Sherman was right, and he was waiting to be understood, the old man had certainly found a kindred soul.

      “Sherman, are you afraid you’re going to end up like Elias?”

      The snort was audible and disgustingly juicy, pairing well with Sherman’s grand eye roll. “Of course not. He was born of natural factors. Even if our minds share operational similarities, my condition is artificial and will almost certainly have its own side effects. Even assuming I can live to see old age is taking a great many things for granted.”

      That was a thought Watson hadn’t given much consideration to, and he certainly didn’t care to start this evening. He was about to propose a change of subject, except that Sherman kept going.

      “But if you mean on more than a physical level, that matter is of equally little concern. To Elias, the world was a strange, unnatural place that he never fully understood. He hid from it, and buried away his talents, lest their shine draw too much attention. What he needed was a guidepost when lost, a torch to light the way, someone trusted enough to make the world feel safe, even if only when he was at their side.”

      Curiously, Sherman chose this moment to turn back to the wall of rocks, gazing up not only with understanding, but also pity. “Of course I won’t end up like Elias. I have a Watson.”

      This was, without question or doubt, the strangest job Watson had ever worked. Yet the longer he did it, the more he wondered what life would be like without Sherman’s constant presence. In moments like these, he knew it wasn’t a concern likely to arise. The only way he’d permit himself to be parted from this charge was if Sherman got cured or killed.

      “Damn right, you do.” Hopping up from the bench, Watson clapped an arm around his friend. Thunder rattled in the distance, a signal that the hovering storm was soon to break. “Come on, let’s go help raid the snacks before we’ve got to hit the road.”

      With one longing look back, Sherman allowed himself to be led out into the main foyer. The group had clustered around the refreshment table, sharing drinks and stories, all tinged with an unmistakable air of sadness. Watson grabbed a diet soda for himself, then got immediately out of Sherman’s way. Surprisingly, he didn’t sweep off every bag of chips remaining, only grabbing a handful. The other hand busied itself with the notebooks that had been stuffed into the beer-hauling box. Popping the bag, Sherman sat on the ground, cracked into the worn pages, and occasionally poured crunchy sustenance straight into his mouth.

      “—and then the lady says she’s going to hurl, so we’re sprinting back to the front door, avoiding all the wrong turns and traps, only for her to lose it five feet from the porch.” Shahida pointed to a section of carpet where, if one squinted hard, it was possible to make out a small discoloration. “I had some cleaner for paint stains in my bag, did a better job than expected.”

      “An excellent entry in the worst-guest-story competition,” Clef acknowledged. He appeared to notice Watson draw closer, and waved him over. “How about you? I know you only started a few days ago. Get any good tales in your short time?”

      Watson cracked open his soda, taking a small spray of carbonated bubbles for the trouble. “Mostly just going to be interesting tales of the crazy house I got to explore, the treasure hunt we went on, and the great people I shared it all with.” He tilted his drink to them, as much as he dared with how full it was. “You’ve all been wonderful. I’m sorry we won’t get more time as co-workers.”

      It was a small moment as everyone took sips from their respective beverages, sharing the goodbye and the sentiment behind it. Finally, Carlton let out a short chuckle, shaking his head. “I know it’s silly, but I wish the fruit stands were open tonight. Seems weird to wrap up my last night without the usual after-shift tart.”

      “If you do make any cash off this place, maybe you should pay for those two to get counseling,” Shahida suggested. “I’m genuinely afraid they might kill each other without us around to vent at.”

      Because of the notebook’s thin size, it didn’t make a very deep noise when it was dropped onto the table between them, sounding more like a loud slap. Still, it was enough to startle the tour guides, jerking all eyes over to Sherman, who was using a now-empty chip bag to wipe orange dust from the sides of his mouth, to little success.

      “To calm your concerns.” He nodded to the notebook, which was flipped open.

      After a few seconds, Clef’s hand shot out, picking it up. “Hey, this is one of mine.” Looking over, he seemed to realize for the first time that there was more in the boxes they’d hauled in than beer. “Ah, right. Forgot I grabbed some stuff from way back when. After that drink the other day, I remembered how my old mystery club and I tried to make our own knock-off version of Paradise Beach juice pouches. Figured there might be some good recipe-improvement inspiration in my old notes.”

      Skimming it, Clef’s eyes went wide, and his forehead creased. His head shot up, swiveling over to face Sherman. “Wait … that’s … holy crap. I’d totally forgotten this! How did you know it was there?”

      “I read them all,” Sherman explained, nodding to the roughly stacked pile of notebooks over near the boxes, a stack no person could have done more than briskly flip through in such a short span of time. “That page in particular seemed of relevant interest.”

      Everyone clustered together, straining to see what was scrawled on the notebook paper. Reading it was no easy feat. Between the handwriting of a child and the faded pencil marks, one needed to catch every detail as well as fill in a few gaps. Mercifully, Clef soon began to read it out loud.

      “March 20th—The gang and I went out to old Cagglebag Manor today, in hopes of seeing inside. We found the owner, Noah, outside and staggering about with two other men, drinking liquid from a milk jug, but it didn’t look anything like milk. He turned out to be friendly, even introducing us to his friends, Perry and Micah. Unfortunately, we were not able to go inside, as Noah informed us that it is too dangerous. He also mentioned something about a recent find, until the others hushed him up. Current plan is to wait for a couple of months and then try again. He might be more receptive alone.”

      Clef paused, looking up from the papers. “That was a couple of weeks before Noah died. We never got a chance to come back.”

      “Wait … but they hate each other,” Carlton said. “They’ve always hated each other, as far as I know, going back generations.”

      With this piece, Watson could finally see how the puzzle was fitting together. “Which is pretty darn convenient, when you get down to it. Because if they were friends, we’d question how trustworthy an alibi was—say, for example, that both of them are always present at the stands. But when enemies seem to inadvertently exonerate one another, that we accept more easily, trusting they’d snitch if there was a shred of opportunity. Makes for an outstanding long-term cover.”

      As the realization sank in communally, Sherman stepped forward. “Now then, with our break concluded, the time of dawdling draws to an end. Ready yourselves, good guides, for the night is not over yet. A case still demands to be closed.”
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      “Can’t we take it back a step? The friend thing is weird, but it still doesn’t explain what’s been going on.” Lauren was squinting at Clef’s notebook, digging for more clues in the scribblings. “How does those two lying affect us?”

      Unexpectedly, it was Edgar Tollamu who elaborated, his face clouded with anger. “It isn’t just that they pretended to loathe one another. They were also friends with Noah Cagglebag. As Elias’s heir, he would have had greater knowledge of this manor than almost anyone else, maybe even us.”

      “Which gives them the means,” Watson added. “From Clef’s notes, there was some kind of discovery they were privy to, potentially the same door we just dealt with. Regardless, there was a rumored treasure hidden in these walls, so that takes care of motive. And given that they’re the only people who live in walking distance of this place, they’re swimming in a sea of opportunity. Add in that Clef and Carlton never actually seemed to knowingly cause the problems that were plaguing this place, and you get the most likely explanation: they weren’t the only ones sneaking in.”

      Carlton was pacing the floor, thin beads of sweat forming along his neck. His voice was strained as he muttered, half to himself, “But why now? We’ve had the business for years, and no issues. Assuming you’re right and they did start making moves, what changed?”

      Shahida walked over to pat his shoulder, trying to calm him as she pointed out the obvious. “Didn’t you and Clef find that door right around the time all this started up?”

      “Yeah, but how would they … except I stop for snacks there on the way home.” This revelation hit Carlton hard. “Son of a … we were celebrating that night. Talking about a cool discovery in the house. We never told them specifics, but also didn’t hide our excitement. I assumed they’d have no idea what we were talking about.” A harsh laugh cracked out of his throat. “Damnit. For a minute there, I thought this wasn’t my fault after all.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why they waited so long,” Lauren said. “If they knew where the door was, then why not keep trying to get through? There were chunks of time it sat basically empty.”

      Watson’s gaze darted to Sherman, who was stalking up and down the foyer, seemingly paying little attention to the discussion. That appearance was almost certainly deceiving; more likely, Sherman didn’t see a need to contribute yet. Exactly what he was dedicating his mind to was a mystery, but Watson trusted he’d find out when it became necessary.

      “Could be desperation, same as us. They hit a hardship that made them take a huge risk,” Watson suggested. “Although personally, my money says they lacked the means. Clef let us know that Noah died not long after that discussion. Maybe he told them about The Door, or even led them to it, without ever teaching either one how to get there safely. They had to lie in wait for decades, until someone else found the way there once again.”

      “We did have to go down a lot of dead ends before finding The Door, some of which other owners had already marked as dangerous,” Clef said. “Doesn’t explain how they tracked us, though. I’m sure we’d have noticed someone trailing along in the halls behind us.”

      Putting her chip bag down, Lauren piped up. “Remember those reports of voices in the walls? There might be passages in here we don’t know about, easy spots to watch from.”

      “Even assuming they did all that, what does it matter?” Shahida capped off the beer she’d been working on, tossing it into the now-empty boxes. “I do get it. If those two were messing around, trying to break into The Door, then maybe they set the fire instead, which would be covered by insurance. Except we’re never going to be able to prove that. We don’t even have enough evidence to get the cops involved; who knows if they’d actually find evidence? Which brings me back to my original, depressing point: what does any of this matter? The numbers are set, the outcome is undeniable: it’s over.”

      Shahida was right, Watson thought, or at least, right in a sense. From a reasonable, logical perspective, the day was already lost. A well-covered crime was difficult to prove, even harder on a timetable, and the “evidence” they had was too loose to even call flimsy. Most detectives would either need to keep gathering proof, assuming they were still being paid, or have to turn the meager findings over to the proper authorities.

      However, Tollamu Entertainment’s employee had not hired one of the collective called “most detectives.” She had brought to their side Sherman Holmes, a man for which the idea of the impossible was like most of reality—a concept he paid only the slimmest of respect. Watson turned to find Sherman already marching over, his other project momentarily concluded.

      “Got something in mind?”

      “Absodubilitably!” Sherman thrust his finger up into the air, like he hoped to poke the ceiling.

      “Good, read them in on it. I’m going to grab something out of the car.” In a show of support grander than most watching realized, Watson hustled out through the front door, stepping out into the soft showers already sprinkling down.

      With his assistant momentarily gone, Sherman puffed up larger than normal, as if trying to occupy two people’s worth of space. “Tonight exists in a state of flux, a world where we both have and have not been bested. Undeniably, we are lacking, with no treasure or recourse against those who flummoxed us so. Yet ignorance is our cloak under which a great many trickeries can be accomplished, and perhaps even be shaped into a blade under proper pressure.”

      Empty stares reflected back at him. Exasperated, Sherman deigned to elaborate. “Our knowledge is ours, the adversaries’ knowledge is theirs, and the battle isn’t truly over until the victorious side knows they have won.”

      “Oh!” Lauren’s voice rang out, volume catching herself by surprise. “I get it. We know the treasure is worthless, but Perry and Micah don’t. So if they are the ones who’ve been breaking in, they might try again.”

      “In fact, tonight would be the perfect chance to give it a whirl,” Carlton realized. “Once they see us leave, there’s no reason to expect we’ll be back soon. But eventually, there’s going to be investigators and potential buyers crawling all over this place.”

      “Then we lie in wait. Get our phone cameras ready, capture evidence of them sneaking in, turn it over to the police.” Even as Edgar spoke, there was no real hope in his voice. “Though I imagine that will probably lead to a breaking-and-entering charge, at the worst. It won’t actually prove they caused the fire damage.”

      While Lauren made an effort to sound more optimistic, she didn’t do a much better job than her boss. “Edgar’s right, that won’t be enough on its own. What we really need is a confession. With so little proof, that’s our only real hope.”

      Rattling came from the front; the sound of Clef’s ladder being climbed. Attention swiveled around to find Watson standing there, a vinyl garment bag folded over his arms. “What did I miss?”

      “Someone is probably about to suggest we grab wrenches from Clef’s truck and try to beat the truth out of those jerks,” Shahida informed him. “Other than that, we realized that they might try to break in again tonight. Not sure what to do with that.”

      “Me either,” Watson agreed. He crossed the room easily, errant drops from the increasing rain falling from his damp clothes. “Good thing Sherman has a plan.”

      What that plan was, Watson could only make rough guesses at, but it didn’t matter. There would certainly be one, and it was very unlikely anyone would see it coming. Once more with the focus on him, Sherman raised his arms and voice to the ceiling. “To confess at this point would be a wholly irrational act; thus, the perpetrators must be placed in an irrational state of mind. We shall use our combined expertise to bring the specter of Elias Cagglebag to life, and wield him to convince the pair they are being tormented by forces outside the natural order, ones that can only be soothed with an airing of truths.”

      “Hang on. You want us to pretend to be ghosts?” Edgar’s eyes darted to his employees, who weren’t nearly as put off by the notion as he appeared.

      “Only one piece of a grander plan. There shall also be deception, trickery, and a dash of danger. Most important of all, we shall enlist the house itself in our scheme. With the control center discovered, it is possible to bring the manor’s full potential under our power.”

      Shahida raised a hand, not to ask a question, rather, to halt Sherman’s speech. “Look, I get that we’re all looking for long shots. That’s why we’re even listening to this. But that’s well past ridiculous and into actual danger. That room was a mess of half-labeled stuff that we have no idea how to work properly. If somebody started messing around in there, they might get anyone in the manor killed and never even know it.”

      “It is a ridiculous, impossible task, for sure.” Watson had lowered the garment bag to the floor and was unzipping it slowly. “Something outside the realm of what even the world’s greatest tour guide could manage.” His gaze moved to Sherman as Watson rose, bundle of cloth in his hand. “That’s why I packed some spare clothes this morning, just in case. Since the time for disguises is over, I figured you might want these.”

      To the rest of the room, the wardrobe change made little sense. They had no idea why Sherman looked suddenly joyful to unroll a vast brown coat hosting all manner of pockets, nor understood the excitement that lit through him as he cast the bowler from his brow in favor of a deerstalker cap.

      “As I was saying, Shahida is dead right. Normally, this would be the end of the case. But we do have one more secret to divulge. Because Sherman isn’t only a tour guide; he’s the world’s greatest detective. And if you give us a chance, there might just be a way to come out on top.”

      “In a moral sense, if not a fiscal one. Utilizing the manor’s full defenses will likely cause additional damage,” Sherman added.

      Watson and Sherman stood together, looking at the group of tour guides. Ultimately, it was on them to decide; they were the ones who would live with the consequences. If they determined the case was closed, then there was nothing to work, even if it galled Watson to see the crooks triumph.

      Popping open one of the final sodas, Edgar Tollamu took a long swig before shrugging his shoulders. “What the hell. At this point, a little more wear and tear won’t hurt. We can’t get much more screwed as it is, and I started this business by taking a wildly stupid swing on ghost tours through a dangerous old house. If we’re going to save it, doing something equally ludicrous seems almost fitting. Anyone who wants to leave absolutely should. I don’t expect the rest of you to share my tolerance for risk.”

      Steadily, the others gathered around Edgar, lending support to the boss who’d earned their trust, quite likely for the final time. It seemed, one way or another, Tollamu Entertainment would be facing its potential ending together. After waiting long enough to be sure no one was heading out, Edgar nodded to Sherman. “All right, tell us what you have in mind.”

      “We have much to do and little time in which to toil! We shall require a great deal of equipment from Clef’s trailer. Preparations must be laid, and perhaps most important of all, we shall need a skilled hand at the sewing arts.”
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      There was a reason no one had ever found the entrance to Cagglebag Manor’s underground tunnel: it was not on what was generally considered to be the Cagglebag Estate. Most knew the property had originally been larger, and much was sliced off when Elias Cagglebag passed away. What none realized, thanks to the lack of records, was that Elias’s heir had sold off a small patch immediately after his grandfather’s death. Their neighbor’s apple orchard butted up against a section of the land in a zigzag of property lines, an annoyance through the years, so when Elias was gone, a generous offer for that modest chunk of dirt seemed an easy decision. Gain more than it was worth and remove the property-line frustrations all in a single go. After all, there was nothing even around there, save for a massive patch of brambles.

      In Cagglebag Manor’s basement, the hideous metal face split open to reveal Perry and Micah, both with shallow cuts along their arms. Getting into the manor was simple; Perry’s grandfather had long ago figured out how to deactivate the tunnel’s traps from their end, making the entry point as safe as anything in Cagglebag Manor could be. The brambles, however, were unavoidable. Clearing them out would reveal the hidden entrance, which meant they had to be braved each time this journey was undertaken.

      They paused, listening intently, unaware that a waiting form at the top of the stairs was paying just as much attention to them.

      With no cameras down there, Watson, Sherman, and the Tollamu team had to rely on Carlton’s alarm to alert them once the basement had been breached; unfortunately, that wouldn’t be enough information to utilize. They would need to know when those two were leaving, and what route they were on if possible. It was a dangerous job, hence why Watson had taken it. He stood in the crook of the door, soft breathing further dampened by the cloth covering his face, his ear jammed with a Bluetooth headpiece turned toward the intruders, determined to pick up every detail.

      After nearly a full minute, one of the men let out a breath before Micah spoke. “Sounds as if they’re all cleared out.”

      “Took long enough. Thought they’d be here past midnight saying goodbye.” Perry’s huskier tones were easy to place through the inky darkness.

      They were right; the preparations had run long, and there was the matter of moving the cars out of sight. Getting them down the road and hidden in the brush took some time, to say nothing of the jog back. It was a good thing the duo was so cautious. If they’d rushed over, there was no way everyone would have been in position. From below, a sudden glow illuminated the bottom of the stairs. A flashlight—but Watson was still tucked out of sight. He held his position, all his focus on catching the slightest bit of their movements, ready to bolt in an instant if needed.

      “A farewell that wouldn’t have been needed if you’d listened to me. I told you that the torch was a bad idea. In a house this old, there’s no controlling what burns. Now there’s going to be a change in ownership, which means a lot more attention on this place.”

      Perry groaned loudly. “You’ve been riding me about that all day. At least I tried it on that downstairs piece before we got to the vault, and we were still able to escape. Look at the sunny side. With no tour groups coming tomorrow or kids checking on the vault, we can be as rough as needed to get the job finished tonight.”

      Not bad. Not quite what they were looking for, but an excellent start. The shifting of the light forced Watson to retreat slightly, moving into the hallway. As he changed position, he checked his phone’s signal, making sure the call hadn’t dropped. Hustling to an unseen spot from which to watch the basement door, Watson lurked there, waiting until he saw the two familiar forms emerge and turn to the right.

      Quietly, in a voice well practiced through many covert missions, Watson relayed the information to their command center. “They turned right, so they’re heading through the parlor. What’s the next move?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A high-tech coordination facility it was not. Sherman’s phone sat next to a pair of dials, and a borrowed tablet from Shahida was wedged between a pair of levers. On the larger screen were feeds from the few Wi-Fi cameras they’d hurriedly set up, mostly covering hallway junction points. The others were going to be Sherman’s largest source of information, but there would be some routes they couldn’t safely observe. Clef had a grand total of three spare remote cameras that ran on battery in his trailer, so that was what they’d been able to work with.

      One high-skilled bodyguard, four tour guides, and a small-business owner, paired with three wi-fi cameras and a booby-trapped house. Not what most would call a recipe for success, but Sherman was blessed with an adventurous palate. He looked over the series of scribbled notes and controls once more, many suspicions about how the mechanisms worked but without any actual surety. The information was thoroughly gathered; it was now a matter of putting things into action. At Watson’s report that the targets had arrived, Sherman focused on the controls with everything he could manage as the telltale words tumbled from his lips.

      “The case is afoot.”

      His brain tingled, synapses and neurons that had been damaged beyond understanding activating in the unique way only they could. Sherman let the information wash over him, through him, as his muscles slightly spasmed, and his irises contracted and expanded multiple times in quick succession. As his body stabilized, his mind burned, obscured factors and half-understood variables suddenly snapping into absolute clarity.

      It was all there, lined up neatly and cleanly, for anyone who was observant enough to catch every piece. Sherman knew the position of their intruders from the speed of their gait cross-referenced with the timing of Watson’s report. There was a temptation to grab the walkie-talkie poking up from one of Sherman’s many pockets and commence broadcasting, but he resisted the urge. That card was best played once those listening were more open-minded. As he looked over the controls with fresh, understanding eyes, Sherman was unable to keep the capricious cheer from his face.

      “Really, they should have known it was a mistake from the beginning to mess with a place such as this.” Sherman’s hand closed around one of the many unmarked levers. Based on his observations and calculations, it would cause one of three possible effects, all of which would be quite the surprise for Perry and Micah. “This is the memorial of a mad genius, and our kind must look out for one another.”
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      Trailing behind the unwelcome pair was simple enough for Watson. He might not have the talents of Ava, but he’d had to do stealth work more than a few times over his prior career. Between their bickering and loud steps, it was hardly taking the full extent of those skills, though he did notice Micah kept his head on a swivel. The smaller of the men seemed twitchy, like he didn’t quite trust anything. Could be good instincts or a worried nature. Either way, there was no chance he was prepared for what they had planned. Then again, that was in no small part because of how little actually was planned. At best, they had a framework, which might have been concerning if not for Sherman’s familiar phrase ringing in Watson’s ears. To the others, such words might have seemed like little more than an improperly quoted phrase, but Watson knew it was so much more. Those words meant Sherman was on top of his game for the next five minutes. Exactly how that would play out was a mystery to Watson as much as the intruders.

      Both men were nearly in the entrance parlor when a small desk near the hallway wall suddenly erupted, spewing debris at them in a shower of splinters and sawdust. They coughed loudly, swearing under their breath as they hurried out of the cloud. As Watson followed, he could see the aftermath: all of the desk’s drawers had fired out at once, sending their contents on a shotgun trajectory. Judging by the force, if there had been heavier objects stored inside, there could have been real damage done. As it was, the intruders appeared mostly scratched up, with a few large wooden bits poking out of arms and legs.

      “The hell was that?” Perry thundered, all sense of stealth clearly abandoned. He slapped at the stuck-in pieces, knocking some off while driving others in deeper. “Did you trip something?”

      “What would I trip? We come through here all the time.” Micah was making an effort to keep his voice contained, despite the anger plain within it. “Your stupid fire probably messed something up down here, turning on old traps.”

      The grunt from Perry was more agreeable than its owner’s expression would have betrayed. “Guess it’s possible; we did a real number on this part. All the more reason to get moving.”

      They hurried forward, coughing away the last of the sawdust, making a straight line for the left-side staircase. Watson crept along, keeping a safe distance as he made his report. “Sherman, looks like they’re following our route, about to hit the steps.”

      Halfway up, the stairs suddenly shifted, dropping down into a smooth surface that sent both men crashing to the ground, tumbling into each other as they fell. The two-man tangle at the bottom demanded some effort to unweave, and elicited a few painful exclamations in the process.

      When they were at last free, Perry tore to his feet, while Micah peered around more cautiously. The former was visibly upset, his collection of minor wounds growing steadily larger. “What the hell is going … on … in …” Perry trailed off as his words were drowned out by the unholy clatter filling the room. Clanks rang from the walls; pictures tore forth to reveal hidden chambers of heavy junk, which went plummeting to the ground below. From the fireplace, a massive hunk of brick slammed down, fracturing the wooden flooring, to say nothing of what would have happened to a human in that position. Silverware suddenly became embedded in the bannister only a few feet from Perry’s head after being launched from an unseen mechanism across the room, eliciting a sharp yip of terror from the man.

      “This is a trick!” Micah shouted. “Some sort of trap. I bet those Tollamu punks left it behind.”

      “The hell are you talking about?” Perry grabbed his partner and lifted the smaller man up from the floor. “This isn’t some kids’ prank. We’re being targeted! Nobody knows how to work the house like this, not even Noah could have done it.”

      Another tremendous crash brought both men up short. Neither was prepared for a giant metal ball on a chain to come dropping out of the ceiling, crushing everything only five feet away from where they were positioned. Two chairs and a coffee table were nothing more than debris, underlining just how risky it was to be standing around debating what was happening, rather than reacting to it.

      Micah caught the message, grabbing onto Perry’s forearms as he swung from their attached hands. “We need to get out of here, now.”

      With so many traps active between them and the front of the house, their hands were forced. The only apparently clear path was the one leading deeper into the manor’s first floor, a route they hurried along once Perry had set Micah safely back onto the ground. As they ran, more traps sprang behind them: metal spikes bursting from what had looked like a decorative wallpaper pattern, gusts of earthy smoke with noxious odors spurting out of an old vent, and everywhere, it seemed like the walls were clanging.

      In their panic, it was forgivable that a few locked doors that were normally open went unnoticed. Even more so that the pair would run toward what looked like a calm, quiet space amidst the chaos. Only after getting inside did either man actually notice how close together the walls were, or the lack of any other exit besides the one they’d come through.

      They were both watching as the door slammed suddenly shut; the last bit Watson could observe firsthand as he shadowed the pair. What came next, he didn’t need a firsthand view of anyway. Watson knew quite well what was waiting for them inside that room with books on either side; he still had quite a few bruises healing up from his own turn in there.

      Over the Bluetooth earpiece, he listened closely as the unusually stable voice of Sherman delivered orders. “I do believe they’re nearly softened up. A bit of time brushing up on the classics should finish the job. Once they emerge, we enter phase two of our plan. Release the mist at once, then prepare yourselves, my restless spirits, and stay ready. We have slightly under three minutes remaining to save this company.”
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      Cursing, yelps, and muffled thuds came from within the book room where Perry and Micah were being pummeled—softening them up further. The crux of this plan revolved around knocking the pair entirely off-base mentally, enough to believe in the impossible. Pain was a good tool in that exercise; injured people had more trouble thinking clearly. It wouldn’t be enough, however. To really throw them for a full loop, they had to be confused, afraid, and desperate. Not an easy mental state to achieve in only five minutes.

      Fog blasted out of the machines. Usually set to create a slightly creepy ambiance, they’d been dialed up to the maximum, spraying clouds throughout the hallways. In such a short time, full coverage was impossible, but with minimal lighting and swift movements, it would provide some sense of obfuscation. Watson took his place, waiting for their time of learning by violent osmosis to come to an end. The others would be essential as helpers; however, this was a task only someone with his training could handle.

      Beneath the dark sheet stolen from one of Elias’s many beds and hurriedly sewn into something wearable, Watson permitted himself a toothy grin. This was absolutely ridiculous, a mad notion of a plan that should have been dismissed on its inception, but damn it all, Watson was having fun. Besides, after the last few days of struggling to feel like he was making progress in the case, the job, and his connection with Sherman, at long last, here was something Watson knew he was good at.

      “Incoming.”

      That was Sherman’s entire warning before Perry and Micah came bursting out the door, stumbling. The larger man looked as if he’d been trying to knock it from its hinges. Micah had a trail of blood coming from his forehead, and Perry looked on the verge of being punch-drunk. Evidently, neither possessed Watson’s dexterity or Sherman’s … Sherman-ness, and had taken quite a few more blows as a result. Perfect, it was just what they’d been hoping to see.

      As Watson observed them move, he whispered softly, trusting the Bluetooth to convey his words. “Shahida, give me some noise.”

      The thump sounded instantly, jerking Perry and Micah’s heads to the left, directly away from Watson. No sooner had they turned than Watson was moving, a dark streak along the ground as he darted through the fog, racing past Micah and delivering a well-placed strike to the back of his knees, sending the smaller man tumbling back. By the time he could look around, Watson was already hidden once more.

      “What was that?” Micah’s voice was getting higher, more fractured. The cautious nature was giving way to panic; people with control issues didn’t always fare so well when things spun into chaos. “Why is there fog, for that matter? Who the hell turned the machines on?”

      “You trip?” Perry grabbed his cohort and lifted him, eyes a little hazy as he blinked to focus. If Watson was a betting man, a few of those books had probably rung the bigger man’s bell.

      “Something hit me. I thought I saw a flash of movement over there.” Micah motioned correctly to the direction Watson fled in, which was his cue to call for more backup.

      Keeping his voice low, Watson gave the order. “Carlton, I need a ghost. Sherman, I’ll try to drive them back toward the parlor, but they could use a little pep in their step.”

      More noises came from another direction down an adjoining hall, but this time, it wasn’t merely sound. Just as Perry and Micah swiveled to look, they caught sight of a dark specter obscured by the fog. The sight pulled them both up short, their minds mentally arguing with their sense of logic and reason. There were sensible explanations for everything happening to them—well, at least explanations if not sensible ones—but the trouble was finding them while injured, scared, and uncertain.

      “Did you just see—?” Perry’s words ran short, as Watson attacked from the rear, making the most of their distraction. Big people weren’t so easily knocked over; however, someone of Perry’s size without stable footing, that was another matter. The right shove point with an ankle set back, and all that mass turned into a liability as gravity yanked him downward, finishing up the job while Watson darted to safety.

      His fall pulled Micah’s attention back, permitting Carlton time to keep running, getting somewhere safe. While Perry struggled back to his feet, new noises filled the air. From the nearest hall leading away from the parlor, trapdoors in the ceiling were opening, spilling some sort of green powder. What it was, Watson had no idea, nor did probably anyone outside old Elias himself. Evidently, neither of the intruders wanted to find out, the pair instinctively backing away.

      “Lauren, we need a noise and a visual to get them moving.”

      Watson had barely gotten the words out before a bang came from down the hall, a sound not far off from a human hand smacking against an old wooden wall. The sound jerked Perry and Micah’s heads in time to see a dark specter briefly swirl through the fog before vanishing beyond another doorway.

      “There!” Perry pointed to the door, eyes wide and head nearly spinning. He refused to be caught off guard again. Grabbing Micah, he charged down the hall, no doubt envisioning getting his hands on whoever was causing all this. It had been a rapid clip of action, one event after another, but they were chewing through Sherman’s time all the same. Still, the voice that gave their next order was calm and controlled. They weren’t out of the window yet.

      “Good job, everyone, I’ve got their timing now. We’re going to do the next bit in coordination; time is short. Clef, the moment after I stop talking, bang a pipe. Shahida, when you hear that, run across the hall to your next room over. Carlton, shift up back near the parlor; join up with Lauren on the recording team. As for you, Watson, keep them moving. We’re on a strict schedule.”

      Just as Sherman stopped, the sound of a ringing pipe filled the air seconds before Perry’s hand was about to grab hold of the knob on the door to the room where Lauren had vanished. She was already gone, but the pair following would take things off course. Luckily, the sound drew their attention, giving them a full view of their evil specter, Shahida in a matching sheet, appearing to have teleported across space.

      That was only the start. The moment Shahida was clear, traps began to spring. Floorboards snapped into twisted, curling claws of wood as they were upended; wallpaper hung in shreds as unseen implements ripped themselves free; oozing liquids and heavy, chained objects began to rain from the ceiling. It was like a wave of destruction, one washing directly toward Perry and Micah.

      Between the injuries, scares, and general sense of unease, there was no need for argument or debate at the vision of death bearing down on them. The pair turned and ran. Watson stayed close behind, and he could hear Clef giving reports over the group call.

      “They’re heading for the eastern corridor; you have to turn them left.”

      Speeding up, Watson readied himself to step in as an antagonistic guide, until a series of rough mechanical hands suddenly reached out from the hallway, snapping and groping. They nearly snared Micah as he backpedaled into Perry’s torso, forcing both to run in the correct direction.

      Another turn, more doors and traps, as Watson stayed close. Traps continued to detonate around them, always slightly behind, as they raced back toward the front of the manor. Finally, the two men ran into the entrance parlor, slowing down and allowing themselves a moment of rest as the traps appeared to cease.

      “Defilers!”

      Sherman’s voice rang out from all over, barely even recognizable. He’d put on a deeper tone, like that of someone more commanding; plus, it was always odd to hear him sound serious. Watson knew the voice was connected to the walkie-talkie in Sherman’s pocket, blaring out of a few wireless speakers they’d hurriedly put in place. Perry and Micah, on the other hand, lacked such context.

      “The hell is that?” Perry’s powerful bluster was cracking, betraying the shard of fear lying beneath. The number of rational explanations for what they were experiencing had been shrinking fast; this was the last push to get them over the edge.

      “You have assailed my home, besmirched it with your dastardly flames, and now seek to claim my mind’s prized jewel for yourselves. I offer you now one chance: repent! Repent, confess, and seek ye forgiveness while there is still time.”

      Inch by inch, Petty and Micah crept forward, wasting precious seconds. Watson hung in the wings, breath held, waiting as they searched for the mysterious voice. Micah stepped out slightly ahead, getting into position before Perry. “Whoever you are, we know this is fake!” His words sounded a lot surer than his tone, though Micah did manage to raise and shake a first. “Ghosts aren’t real!”

      Perry stepped to his partner’s side, managing to set his face in fearless determination. “That’s right. We aren’t buying it, so if you’re a real spirit, I’d step my game up fast.”

      An apt taunt, one that had the unfortunate timing of being delivered just as Perry joined Micah in the target position.

      “They asked for it, Sherman,” Watson whispered. “Let’s be good hosts and give the people what they want.”

      Perry and Micah stood, defiantly facing the ceiling, united as one. Their bluster was undercut a moment later, though, when a tremendous blast of water hit them, slamming them both into a far wall and pinning them against it with constant pressure. They coughed and sputtered, trying to fight free, only to realize that a pair of stone blockades slid out from the wall, effectively trapping them inside.

      What had been taken as a strange piece of decor all these years—the fountain—was in fact one of Elias’s more fascinating inventions. He’d taken the concept of pipes and pressure, then used them to create a water cannon, an offensive deterrent for anyone who managed to brave their way past his home’s defenses. Perry and Micah were learning firsthand that for all the ways Elias Cagglebag had been crazy, he knew how to make a trap that endured.

      “Repent!” Sherman’s voice rang out once more, but they had to be running up against the time limit. If he passed out, Clef had been told how to kill the water supply, though Perry and Micah wouldn’t enjoy the time such a process took.

      “Repent and know salvation!”

      “Fine!” Micah huddled into a corner, using his back as a shield so he could talk. “It was all Perry—he set your house on fire, he wanted to break in and find the treasure, it’s his fault!”

      “Like hell!” Perry thundered, momentarily blocking the stream with a powerful bicep. “You little shit, you’re the one who spliced into their camera feed, dug up Noah’s passage maps, tracked their route through the house, and tried to crack the vault door. We’re in this crap together!”

      “I’m not the one who couldn’t watch his footing when we were sneaking in and got some kid injured—that was all you,” Micah shot back.

      “Oh, big whoop! You think a ghost cares that I got a kid’s ankle sprained?”

      Without warning, the water cut off, leaving a soaking Perry and Micah huddled in a damp heap. From a dark corner of the room, Edgar Tollamu stepped into view, cell-phone camera trained directly on the pair. “If Elias Cagglebag were around today, I highly doubt he’d be invested in Marcelo’s safety. But as for me, I take the health of my employees very seriously. That’s why on top of using this to clear things with the insurance company, we’ll be pressing charges for every crime the police can tie you to. Sounds like arson will be high on the list.”

      Out of the shadows, Carlton and Lauren also emerged, phones in hand. It was over; the jig was clearly up. Even if the videos weren’t proof, they were more than adequate evidence to get an investigation started. Both of the adversaries knew it, but one of them was the physical type.

      Perry’s charge was straight for Edgar, eyes set on the phone. While the attack caught most of those present off guard, Watson was ready. The instant Perry moved, he, too, was in motion, catching the larger man from behind. As unsteady as Perry already was, it only took a kick to an ankle mid-stride and a careful hand on the back of his head to control the fall. There was an audible crash as Perry came thudding to the ground, but Watson’s care kept the damage from his neck and skull.

      Stirring, Perry tried to rise, only to find the toe of a well-polished shoe pressing forcefully into the bridge of his nose. Looking up, he met the eyes of a waiting Watson, blazing down through the haphazard holes of the homemade ghost costume. “That was me stopping you gently. You’ve already lost. Don’t get yourself hurt as well.”

      From outside, the sound of sirens cut through the tension of the standoff. Police would be arriving shortly; the call had gone out from Edgar as soon as they had confirmation that people were breaking in. Between the exhaustion, soaking clothes, sudden attack, and sirens, the last of Perry’s fight flowed out of him.

      “I want to talk to a lawyer.”

      “Tell it to the cops,” Watson replied. In his ear, a new sound caught Watson’s notice, the gentle snores of someone passed out near their phone. The deduction of who was a simple one, and not just because everyone else was gathered in the parlor. It was time to go pick up the world’s greatest detective, ideally before he spasmed in his sleep and activated a trap that killed them all.

      Although the case might be solved, an assistant’s work was never truly over.
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      By the time the police were properly swarming the house, taking statements from witnesses and placing the trespassers in handcuffs, Watson was already back on the road, a snoozing Sherman leaning against the convertible’s passenger window. Encounters with authorities led to questions, the sort Watson didn’t want to answer and, all things considered, the police didn’t truly want answers to. They might reach out for additional statements and questions, but that was Gwendolyn’s problem to deal with. If Watson was taking care of Sherman, she could handle the rest of the world. It seemed a fair trade-off.

      Halfway home, Watson’s phone lit up, buzzing on its stand attached to an air vent. The original incarnation of their vehicle hadn’t come with anything as advanced as Bluetooth; thankfully, there were quite a few modifications made when it was customized for fieldwork. One day, he wondered if he’d get a chance to test all of the secret functions. Probably best if the answer was no, for Sherman’s safety if nothing else, but a person was allowed to wonder.

      To his surprise, the number wasn’t Gwendolyn wanting to know what the hell just happened, or even someone from Tollamu with concerns or questions. Instead, it was an unknown number, save for the first three digits of 808. He put in his earpiece and tapped accept, one quick glance to make sure Sherman was still slumbering.

      “What’s up, Ava?”

      “What’s up is you have company. Someone waiting outside your office, despite the late hour. They’ve got a raincoat and hat on, making it hard to get a visual.”

      Strange, certainly, though it wasn’t as if Portland was short on nocturnal activity. It was possible that someone encountered a problem they needed help with so late, but it obviously wasn’t the most innocent of approaches.

      “Even weirder,” Ava continued, “I noticed the guy holding a huge plastic box, like one of those pet containers they use on airplanes.”

      Watson winced involuntarily. Despite his partner being unconscious, Watson’s mind had instinctively conjured a mental version of his reaction, yelps of enthusiasm paired with demands to investigate, in case this was their missing feline delivered unto them. Between the posters and searching, they’d spread the word that they were after a cat and a reward was on the table. While no part of him believed that to be what was actually happening, Watson knew what Sherman would want to do, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to disagree.

      “There is a slim chance that might be legitimate. Leave them be until we get there, but have some speedy responses ready. It’s been a long night; I’m not looking to drag this out.”

      “We’ll be in position, which is to say, everything will look clear. I’ll update you if there’s any change before you arrive.”

      No longer quite so relaxed, Watson kept a careful speed as he took the most direct route home possible. Circling the block, he parked farther away than normal in an alley, then gently hauled Sherman around through the back door. With a quick detour upstairs, he set the still-sleeping Sherman down in their apartment before heading down to the office. This late, he’d likely transition right from post-window nap to actual sleep.

      As Ava promised, there was a figure in front of the large window advertising detective services, all features obscured by an outfit ostensibly chosen to combat the night’s lingering drizzle. Clutched in his hand was a large gray pet carrier, the lure to draw Watson in. Whoever this was, he hoped for everyone’s sake they’d come with pure intentions. After the long week and a night of sudden adrenaline, Watson was ready to swiftly handle any additional dangers, then get to bed. Explaining all of this to Gwendolyn in the morning would be adventure enough.

      Flicking the lights to the office on, Watson readied himself, then went to the front door and popped it open. “You looking for the world’s greatest detective?”

      “That I am.” The voice was male and unfamiliar. Well, at least this wasn’t someone he’d already met coming for payback. That, or they were a talented vocalist. He lifted the carrier, showing a flash of brown-red fur. “This is the cat on your ‘Missing’ posters, I believe?”

      It certainly looked like Peanut Butter Crackers, though with so little visible, it could easily be a fake. Only one way to find out … or one peaceful way, at any rate. Watson stepped aside, letting the man into the hall and then the detective office. “Can I get you anything to drink? Bit late for coffee, but we’ve got water and … I guess bourbon?” Watson skimmed the shelves, realizing he hadn’t made a trip to the store in several days. “Sorry, been a busy week.”

      “Trust me, I am keenly aware.”

      It was the tone, more than anything. The smugness of it, someone who believed they were revealing a secret upper hand. It was so exhausting. Watson wasn’t even surprised when he shifted to see that the man had shed his hat to reveal a familiar face, albeit one that took several moments to place, thanks to the newest set of spectacles.

      Staring back at him was the third member of the team he’d scrapped with twice, once at the bar, once outside this very office. Originally in a plain outfit, then a zany one, today Specs was dressed in a simple suit. In fact, his ensemble wasn’t too far from the style Watson favored, though his lacked the variant of a lavender shirt. It was strange that the voice hadn’t sounded familiar, except as he considered it, Watson realized he’d never heard the man speak. In fact, the minute things got serious, this one had perpetually found a way to drop out of the action.

      Between that and the outfit, there were clear conclusions to draw. Watson tried to fight them off; making too many assumptions put one on unstable footing. Instead, he focused on seeing the situation as it was unfolding. Following a whim, he went ahead and poured the bourbon, making a glass for each of them. When he turned back, Watson offered neither, instead waiting patiently.

      “The one on the left.” His guest nodded, making the selection himself in case either drink had been poisoned. It didn’t necessarily guarantee the glasses were safe. In a different situation, he might well have refused the offer, but this was supposed to be social in appearances.

      Watson took a small nip of his drink, enough to show the liquid was safe, and only then did the man he thought of as Specs indulge as well. One more bit of proof for Watson’s suspicion. Small details that meant nothing on their own, yet told quite a story when piled together. Either this man was a professional in the same field as Watson, or he wanted to present as one. Regardless, the fact that he could play the part even this well made him dangerous.

      “Is that actually the cat?” Watson nodded to the container, which rested comfortably on the floor. “Or did some poor kid leave their pet on the porch and you saw a handy excuse for a visit?”

      “Oh no, this is the genuine article, near as I can tell. Wouldn’t be much of a peace offering otherwise. Doing that delivery scam, we cover a lot of ground. Saw this fellow camped out near an enormous bird feeder, waiting for his next meal to arrive. Quite a killer instinct.” Specs walked slowly around the office, taking in the threadbare decor.

      Watson’s eyes never fully left him, waiting for some strike or attack, even though that didn’t feel like the play being made. “The owner mentioned he was a wild one. Guess she didn’t know the full story.” He paused, waiting to see if there would be a reply. When none came, Watson was forced to take the obvious conversational bait that had been dangled. “So this is a peace offering, then. That means you came to make nice? Interesting turn, after our exchange the other night.”

      “That was unfortunate,” Specs agreed. “Those two have more enthusiasm than competence, sadly, but at least the evening wasn’t a total loss. Something about this place felt off when we started casing the area, some aspect I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Then we had our incident, and I realized what was bugging me. I’ve been to sites that were covertly protected before. I know when I’ve stepped into a web. Even one that’s this well hidden.”

      Maybe he’d really sussed that much out; maybe he was playing a hunch. Watson’s face gave nothing away as he took a position near the coffee machine, resting his back against the wall. “You think you found a web, so you decided to bring me a cat?”

      “I know I found a web, so I decided to offer an appeasement.” Unlike Watson, Specs appeared perfectly at ease, swanning around the room before resting his rear on the front of Sherman’s desk. “I’m only in this town for a span because an old friend asked for help. No part of me is looking to start trouble with anyone or thing that has the resources to put this kind of situation together. A mistake was made, so an apology is offered.”

      The tale was a nice one, which made Watson distrust it. He never found anyone telling him exactly what he’d like to hear especially believable. In Watson’s experience, life just didn’t work out that way. Still, he opted to play it straightforward until the turn came. There was always a slim chance this day might be different.

      “Appreciate it. If you don’t cause us any more trouble, I see no reason to send resources in your direction.” For as limited as Watson’s general options were, this part, at least, wasn’t a bluff. If the higher-ups thought Sherman was in danger, they were sure to react forcefully, perhaps too much so. But they’d also consider Sherman’s safety compromised, and either move the pair to a new location or shut down their external operations entirely. Neither of which Watson wanted to happen if it could be avoided.

      Specs took a deep sip of his drink, setting down the remainder on the desk. “There is just one more thing to talk about.”

      “Of course there is.” Watson helped himself to a short sip as well. The glass helped mask any surprise his face might have revealed at the show occurring behind Specs’s back. “Out with it.”

      “The video you took, I’d like it gone. I’ve got my own work going on. Being even tangentially on the police’s radar would make things more difficult and dangerous for everyone involved. It’s safer if we keep me out of play.”

      “And if I say tough cookies?”

      Specs’s peaceful expression warped, a touch of dark glee dancing in his eyes. “Well, I’ll have to leave here peacefully, given all the protections in place. But then, nobody puts this much effort into protecting something that’s not valuable. Should word get out that a former operative was living in retirement around here, I wonder if whoever you’re hiding from would come calling?”

      There were many reasons for Watson to smile in that moment, the greatest of which was a sense of relief. Specs had reached an entirely reasonable conclusion: that the one he recognized as a fellow professional would be the focus of such protection. It was hardly unheard of to get a security package after retiring, especially for those who worked in heavily classified information. Granted, nothing on the level of what Sherman had, but then Specs didn’t actually know the extent of what he was up against. Although he’d made some solid deductions and a few outright guesses, there was no way he could expect a situation like Sherman Holmes.

      “You think I’m afraid of specters from the past?” Watson shook his head, adding a light chuckle. “Sorry, Specs, that’s an empty threat. I’m not afraid of ghosts. In fact, they’re on my side.”

      “Specs?” He lifted an eyebrow in confusion.

      “It’s what you were wearing the first time we met. Nicknames help me keep track of interesting people.”

      “Cute, though I was thinking you could call me Johnson, when it seemed we’d be getting along better. Seeing as you were using Watson, I thought I’d fit the theme.”

      Watson’s mind went to work, hunting through every Sherlock-based work of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, all of which he’d read since meeting Sherman. “Shinwell Johnson, a criminal associate of Holmes who sometimes proves to be helpful. On the nose, but it sends a message.”

      “Pity it seems this will be our only social call.” Johnson’s hand closed on his glass, lifting it to his mouth, only to discover there was nothing left. For a second, the confidence slipped; a genuine moment of panic lit his face as Johnson frantically scanned the area, trying to figure out how Watson had pulled off what seemed like a magic trick.

      As for Watson, he polished off his own glass as well. It was time to end this. “That’s really up to you, Johnson. We can be enemies or we can be acquaintances. But you will not dictate terms. You want to stay off camera? Quit doing criminal activities, or make sure to keep them far away from us. Spread the word I’m here, if you want. I’ll find out it was you, and we can take things in a substantially less social direction. Or leave, and let the goodwill you earned with the cat stand.”

      Hand still gripping the empty glass, Johnson examined it closely, searching for some explanation to his missing beverage. A humorless laugh rumbled dryly in his chest. “You have some tricks; I’ll give you that. First you both go sprinting off from in front of that ghost office right when we’re ready to spring, even though I was sure we were perfectly hidden; now you’re stealing my drink from across the room.”

      “I’m a man of many talents. Let’s hope you’ve seen all that you have to.” Watson was glad he was already holding a poker face; otherwise, surprise might have managed to creep into his expression. That day when Sherman thought he saw the cat and sent them running, there was an ambush waiting? Had he known, or was it just pure luck? With Sherman, there was no telling what factors were in play.

      “So be it—you called my bluff; the video is a loss. Can’t blame me for trying.” Johnson’s gaze lingered on the glass for several long seconds before he stood from the desk and donned his rain hat once more. “I don’t expect our paths to cross again out in the world. My people will be told you’re off-limits, unless there’s cause, so there shouldn’t be any more unfortunate misunderstandings, and my own work rarely brings me to street level. If you do ever need me, go to the bar where we met and ask for Johnson. I’ll reach out once time permits.”

      “In case I need a drinking buddy?”

      “In case you need a favor,” Johnson clarified. “A man with these resources is one I’m comfortable having in my debt.”

      Tempting as it was to reject the idea outright, Johnson was clearly connected to the local criminal world, though in what fashion Watson could only speculate. One day, they might hit a case that demanded such assistance, and a resource like him wasn’t easily ignored. A fact Johnson was no doubt counting on, bait that would be constantly swinging, waiting for the moment they were ready to bite.

      “I suppose we’ll see. Until next time.” Watson watched as Johnson made his way out of the room, then the office, and finally down the street, barely visible through the steady mist.

      Only when he was several minutes gone and Watson had received the all-clear text message from a guard did he raise his voice, calling to the seemingly empty room, “OK, Ava, you’re good to come out now.”

      There were several small thuds from the far-left corner before Ava fell into view, rubbing the small of her back. “Pour me a refill, then come lend a hand. Had to hunker at a bad angle, going to need a few hours of yoga to work this crick out.”
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      Morning sunlight streamed onto Watson’s desk as he sat in the office, the day’s special from The Shanty cooling only a few feet away. In his hand, he held a flash drive, onto which the video of Johnson’s delivery caper had been copied. Everything in Watson’s body was screaming at him to tuck it away, a card to be played later down the line, when Johnson might have something they needed. Trouble was, that was a way of dealing with the problem more suited to his old profession. Detectives, at least ones like Sherman, didn’t operate that way.

      When he left to get coffee, Sherman was steaming up the bathroom with one of his nigh-endless showers, so Watson didn’t expect him to be out anytime soon. So far as he was concerned, Sherman could stay in there all day if he liked; the guy had certainly earned it. A sudden knock on the door caused Watson’s head to jerk up; he was shocked at who was standing there, waiting for permission to enter.

      “Really? Really?” Watson let out a sigh with many elements of a groan interspersed and waved her through.

      “Thought it would be more appropriate, seeing as I’m now officially off duty.” Ava dropped a few sheets of paper down, nearly every inch packed with handwriting. “My security review of the facilities has been completed, which means they’re shuffling me on down the road. I expect my next job will be quite a bit more stable, and less entertaining.”

      Grabbing the pages, Watson perused them quickly, realizing these were merely a summary of the full report turned over to the higher-ups. It was curious, watching her tear apart what had previously been considered a fairly secure setup. He doubted Gwendolyn would be able to get approval for every suggestion—the idea of electric mesh woven throughout the floorboards seemed especially pricey—but a lot of Ava’s recommendations would definitely be put into practice. She might not be allowed out on actual assignments anymore, but respect for her skills had never waned.

      “I also figured I should give you a bit of a warning,” Ava continued, once Watson had adequate time to skim everything. “You and I aren’t the only ones in this kind of position, on the outside but still tangentially connected. Error has a similar situation, and he knows you’re out here with us now.”

      There was nothing restrained about the groan Watson released this time. “Any idea how long I’ve got?”

      “I’d imagine until he can swing enough favors to get transferred over. Red tape will buy you a little time, but he’s still a determined guy. Sooner or later, Error will find a way.”

      “It’s just 404; we’re not supposed to have nicknames outside of—” Watson’s mild scolding was interrupted by a sudden cacophony from the stairs, as Sherman Holmes came barreling down the steps and slammed through the front door.

      He didn’t even pause for a breath, striding in and locking eyes on his assistant. “Watson! What wonders have worked while we rested! Peanut Butter Crackers has arrived in our abode! No doubt he saw our posters of concern and arrived seeking a reunion with his loving owner. Once he is returned, we shall embark upon our next investigation: how did Peanut Butter Crackers purchase, haul, and seal himself in a pet carrier? Truly, a wonderous challenge of the unknown.”

      Eventually, Watson would need to explain everything that happened the night prior after Sherman had passed out. Given that Johnson was a potential threat, Sherman had a right to know, and it didn’t feel like they’d seen the last of him. For this morning, though, there was only one aspect that demanded dealing with immediately. As much as Watson had waffled on what to do with the video—hold it back, send it to the higher-ups, or hand it over to the police—ultimately, he realized why the choice had been so hard.

      It was never his to make. He was only the assistant; this was a detective’s decision.

      “I already called and checked the family’s schedule. We can bring PBC home to a very happy owner this afternoon. In the meantime, I downloaded the package robbery video onto a flash drive.” It was hard to tell how much Sherman paid attention at any given time, but that certainly whipped his head around fast. “If you like, I can give it to the people who oversee us, and these three won’t be a problem anymore. But they may not come gently to their rehabilitation. Or we can put them into the normal justice system if you think that’s—”

      For the second time that morning, Watson was cut off as Sherman’s long arm snatched the drive out of his fingers. “Even the world’s greatest detective is not above due process. Whatever fate awaits them for their crimes, it shall be determined in a court of law.”

      To Watson’s surprise, Sherman didn’t merely stop at taking the drive; he ran right out of the office. There was a terrifying moment where Watson thought he was going to have to sprint after his friend through the streets, again, until the thunderous racket of Sherman ascending stairs boomed from the hallway. Was he going back to the apartment, perhaps to email the file? That would make sense, which was why Watson doubted it to be the case.

      A series of loud bangs clued Watson in too late, moments before Sherman’s voice floated down. “Nemesis! I come with proof of wrongdoings in our city. Uphold the pretense of your cover and see it is placed into the hands of the proper authorities!”

      Since Mr. Moriarty didn’t yell, Watson couldn’t quite make out the response, though based on tone and inflection, it was about the same as usual when dealing with Sherman. He was going to have to get some sort of fruit bouquet or box of fancy pastries as an apology. However, it did sound like they were continuing to talk, based on Sherman’s voice occasionally spiking into an audible range.

      “This is seriously what you want?” Ava was still staring at the door where Sherman had stormed out, a look of perplexity on her face. “People like me and Error, we’re on the outside by force, but you chose to be here. I mean, you were rumored to be one of the best, and now you’re willingly babysitting the most exhausting charge I’ve ever heard of, let alone seen.”

      It wasn’t an unfair question, especially considering the circumstances, though one Watson didn’t have to give much consideration to. “Maybe—and big maybe here—maybe once I was among the best, but those days were before everything went … they were before. By the time Sherman came along, I’d lost sight of what got me into that career in the first place: I wanted to make a difference. Plenty of people can do my old gig, some of them even better than I could. This position is a lot more specialized.”

      Watson leaned back in the chair, relaxing like Ava had never seen him before. “As for Sherman, yes, keeping up with him can be tiring, but it’s also worthwhile. Understanding him isn’t even all that hard, once you figure out the trick.”

      “Now this, I simply must hear,” Ava said.

      “It’s easy: you have to believe him.” Watson noted the doubting, borderline-confused expression being thrown his way. “Take the gorilla thing. Ridiculous, right? Except that Sherman believes, absolutely and whole-heartedly, that one day I’m going to fight a gorilla. Putting aside for a second whether or not that’s a sane concern, look at how he’s reacted to it. Planning out moves, buying that suit, helping me train; he’s trying to help me win. Strange as the behavior is, it’s rooted in concern for my safety. That’s what I mean by ‘believe him’: once you accept that to Sherman, everything he thinks is some degree of real, you’re able to get a read on the man he is based on how he responds.”

      Ava’s confusion gave way to skepticism, and even that grew lesser as Watson spoke. “I get it. Kind of sweet from that perspective. I still think you might be giving him a bit too much credit.”

      “Anything is possible,” Watson said, as close to agreement as he was willing to venture. The phrase was a truth he was finding more and more apt the longer he worked with Sherman. “But I’ll tell you this: if most people in the world genuinely believed they were the smartest human on the planet, I don’t think they’d set up shop to help every stranger who walked through the door.”

      “It’s your life, and I guess you certainly haven’t chosen a boring one. More fun than the next dozen buildings I’ve got to sneak into so we can make sure nobody else does the same.” Ava looked out the large window facing the street, noting the early-morning bodies roaming about. “Might look you two up if they stick me in the area again.”

      “I hope that you do. Feel free to keep using the door,” Watson added hastily.

      That earned him a quick laugh from Ava, who picked up the empty glass still resting on the side of Sherman’s desk. “Oh please, you know you love the challenge. One last taste, as a farewell gift.”

      Without warning, she lobbed the glass toward Watson, who snared it out of the air. By the time he turned back, Ava was gone. Seconds later, the door let out a slight creak, signifying that he was alone at last. Ava had never been much for goodbyes, though he supposed she had still said one, in her own way.

      Noise from the stairs tipped off Sherman’s return, and he stumbled in through the front door before halting and composing himself. “Our nemesis has agreed to turn over the evidence properly, insisting it is a duty he holds higher than our personal animosity, seeking no doubt to portray himself as an emissary of the law rather than reveal his true schemes.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do just that, but we can always check in tomorrow and ask how it went,” Watson suggested.

      The jingle of the front door caused both of their heads to whip around, fixing on a slender young man with large glasses and a backpack so stuffed it seemed in danger of tipping him backward. He stared at both of them, uncertainty and skepticism at war on his face. Ultimately, he pressed on, stepping fully into the office.

      “Hi there, are you guys Sherman and Watson?” The skittish energy he was giving off made it seem like he might bolt at any moment, yet instead, he took another step forward. Watson respected that step; it was the mark of someone pushing through their fears. “My friend Shahida told me about how you helped her company, and with Daybreak Investigations still closed, I could really use someone. The boss I work for is a serious jerk, but much worse, I have suspicions he’s embezzling from the company and pinning it on the employees. No solid proof, though, so I can’t get anyone to take me seriously.”

      It seemed word was starting to spread, and faster than Watson had dared hope. That was good, and dangerous, as new cases meant new perils, along with opportunities for Sherman to grow. Walking that line would be a very dangerous task indeed. Luckily, Sherman had an assistant with outstanding balance.

      Rising from his desk, Watson stepped forward, taking the young man’s hand.

      “Welcome to the World’s Greatest Detective Agency. Take a seat, tell us your troubles, and let’s see how we can help.”
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