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Now entertain conjecture of a time
When creeping murmur and the poring dark
Fills the wide vessel of the Universe.
From camp to camp, through the foul womb of night…
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE




PROLOGUE
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When I consider life, ’tis all a cheat.
JOHN DRYDEN


The tall, thickset man in the gray frock coat walked slowly between the double row of headstones. He looked neither to the left nor the right, but stared at something ahead of him that the older man who walked beside him could not see. They stopped at a newly turned grave, not yet covered with sod, and the tall man crouched and placed his hands flat on the bare earth.


“This is it,” he said, turning his vacant eyes on his companion. “This is where she lies.”


“I’ll take care of it, right enough,” the old man said, squinting at the ground to note the number on the painted board that marked the place where the headstone would be. “Like she was my own daughter. My word.”


“Flowers?”


“Every day. My word.”


“She likes flowers.” The tall man rose and turned to his companion. “I’ll meet you at the gate,” he said.


The old man stared at him for a second, and then said “A’ course,” and walked away.


The frock-coated man turned back to the bare earth. “I am here,” he said.


The day was somber and the fog was dense. What light there was gladly fled before the encroaching dusk.


“I have discovered another one for you,” he whispered. “Another death for your death. Another throat for the blade. It doesn’t help. God knows it doesn’t help. God knows—” The man’s face contorted. “God!—God!” He fell to his knees, his hands twin tight-fisted balls before his eyes. “Someday I’ll stand before the God who made what befell you part of His immortal plan; and then—and then—”


He stood up and slowly willed his fists to open. Semicircles of blood had formed where his nails had dug into his palms. “But until then, the men,” he whispered, “the godlike men. One by one they shall fall like reeds before the avenging wind. And I am the wind.”


He held out his hand and there was a bouquet of flowers between his fingers, which he placed gently down on the moist earth. Beside the bouquet he laid a small gold amulet with an intricate design. “Here is another,” he said. “From the last one. The last murderer. The last to die before the wind. This is the sign by which we know them, you and I. The mark of Cain. The hell-mark of the damned.”


Standing again, he brushed off his trousers. “I love you, Annie,” he murmured to the bare earth. “I do not do this for you; I know you would not ask it, the killing. I do not do it for me; I have always been a gentle man, and it does not ease me. I do not like the blood, the moment of fear. But it is all I can do. I cannot stop myself. I have become the wind, and they shall all die.”


He turned and slowly walked away.




ONE


NIGHT AND FOG
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There was a Door to which I found no Key
There was a Veil past which I could not see.
EDWARD FITZGERALD


Throughout much of March in the year 1887 the city of London was covered by a thick, almost tangible fog that swept in from the North Sea. It chilled the flesh, dampened the spirit, and oppressed the soul. It all but obscured the sun by day, and by night it occluded the stars, the moon, the streetlamps, and the minds of men. Things were done in that fog, in the night, that were better left undone.


In the early morning hours of Tuesday, the eighth of March, the fog blanketed the city; a moist discomforter that swallowed light and muffled sound. Police Constable William Alberts walked his rounds with a steady, measured stride, insulated from the enveloping fog by his thick blue greatcoat and the Majesty of the Law. The staccato echo of his footsteps sounded sharp and loud in the empty street as he turned off Kensington Gore into Regent’s Gate and paced stolidly past the line of stately mansions.


P.C. Alberts paused and cocked his head. Somewhere in the fog ahead of him there was—what?—a sort of gliding, scurrying sound that he could not identify. The sound, perhaps, of someone trying to move silently through the night but betrayed by a loose paving stone.


He waited for the noise to be repeated, turning to face where he thought it had come from and straining his eyes to pierce the black, fog-shrouded night.


There! Farther over now—was that it again? A muted sound; could someone be trying to sneak past him in the dark? A scurrying sound; could it be rats? There were rats even in Regent’s Gate. Even the mansions of the nobility had the occasional rats’ nest in the cellar. P.C. Alberts shuddered. He was not fond of rats.


But there—another sound! Footsteps this time, good honest British footsteps pattering around the Kensington Gore corner and approaching the spot where Constable Alberts stood.


A portly man appeared out of the fog, his MacFarlane buttoned securely up to his chin and a dark-gray bowler pulled down to his eyes. A hand-knitted gray scarf obscured much of the remainder of his face, leaving visible only wide-set brown eyes and a hint of what was probably a large nose. For a second the man looked startled to see P.C. Alberts standing there, then he nodded as he recognized the uniform. “Evening, Constable.”


“Evening, sir.” Alberts touched the tip of his forefinger to the brim of his helmet. “A bit late, isn’t it, sir?”


“It is that,” the man agreed, pausing to peer up at Alberts’s face. “I don’t recollect you, Constable. New on this beat, are you?”


“I am, sir,” Alberts admitted. “P.C. Alberts, sir. Do you live around here, sir?”


“I do, Constable; in point of fact, I do.” The man pointed a pudgy finger into the fog. “Yonder lies my master’s demesne. I am Lemming, the butler at Walbine House.”


“Ah!” Alberts said, feeling that he should reply to this revelation. They walked silently together for a few steps.


“I have family in Islington,” Lemming volunteered. “Been visiting for the day. Beastly hour to be getting back.”


“It is that, sir,” Alberts agreed.


“Missed my bus,” Lemming explained. “Had to take a number twenty-seven down Marylebone Road and then walk from just this side of Paddington Station. I tell you, Constable, Hyde Park is not sufficiently lighted at night. Especially in this everlasting fog. I am, I will freely admit, a man of nervous disposition. I nearly jumped out of my skin two or three times while crossing the park; startled by something no more dangerous, I would imagine, than a squirrel.”


They reached the entrance to Walbine House: a stout oaken door shielded by a wrought-iron gate. “At any rate I have arrived home before his lordship,” Lemming said, producing a keychain from beneath his MacFarlane and applying a stubby, circular key to the incongruously new lock in the ancient gate.


“His lordship?” P.C. Alberts asked.


Lemming swung open the gate. “The Right Honorable the Lord Walbine,” he said. He lifted the keychain up to his face and flipped through the keys, trying to locate the front-door key in the dim light of the small gas lamp that hung to the left of the massive oak door. “I served his father until he died two years ago, and now I serve his lordship.”


“Ah!” Alberts said, wondering how the stout butler knew that his new lordship was still absent from Walbine House.


“Goodnight then, Constable,” Lemming said, opening the great door as little as possible and pushing himself through the crack.


“Goodnight,” Alberts said to the rapidly closing door. He waited until he heard the lock turned from the inside, and then resumed his measured stride along Regent’s Gate. It was deathly quiet now; no more scurrying, no fancied noises, only the slight rustle of the wind through the distant trees and the echo of his own footsteps bouncing off the brick facades of the Georgian mansions that faced each other across the wide street.


At Cromwell Road, Constable Alberts paused under the streetlamp for a moment and peered thoughtfully around. He had the unwelcome sensation that he was being watched. By whom he could not tell, but the feeling persisted, an eerie, tingling sensation at the back of his neck. He turned and started back down the dark, fog-shrouded pavement.


From some distance away on Cromwell Road came the clattering noises of an approaching carriage, which grew steadily louder until, some twenty seconds later, a four-wheeler careened around the corner into Regent’s Gate. The cab sped along the street, the horse encouraged by an occasional flick of the jarvey’s whip. Entirely too fast, Alberts noted critically.


Halfway down Regent’s Gate, opposite Walbine House, the jarvey pulled his horse to a stop. From where Alberts stood he could make out the form of a top-hatted man in evening dress emerging from the four-wheeler and tossing a coin up to the jarvey. The Right Honorable the Lord Walbine had obviously just returned home for the night. Lemming, Alberts thought, had been right.


The four-wheeler pulled away and rattled on down the street as his lordship let himself into Walbine House. All was quiet again. P.C. Alberts resumed his beat, the tread of his footsteps once more the only sound to be heard along the tree-lined street. He kept to a steady methodical pace as he headed toward Kensington Gore.


It took P.C. Alberts almost ten minutes to make the circuit along Kensington Gore, back up Queen’s Gate, and then across Cromwell Road to the Regent’s Gate corner. As he turned onto Regent’s Gate again, from somewhere ahead of him there came a sudden cacophony of slamming doors and running feet. The faint gleam of a lantern wavered back and forth across the street. It caught Alberts in its dim beam. “Constable!” came an urgent whisper that carried clearly across the length of the street. “Constable Alberts! Come quickly!”


Alberts quickened his stride without quite breaking into a run. “Here I am,” he called. “What’s the trouble, now?”


The butler, Lemming, was standing in the middle of the street in his shirtsleeves, his eyes wide, breathing like a man who has just been chased by ghosts. An older woman with a coat misbuttoned over a hastily donned housedress peered from behind him.


“Please,” Lemming said, “would you come inside with us?”


“If I am needed,” Alberts said, taking a firmer grasp of his nightstick. “What seems to be the trouble?”


“It’s ’is lordship,” the old woman said. “’E just come in, and now ’e won’t answer ’is door.”


“His lordship arrived home a short while ago,” Lemming explained, “and immediately retired to his room. Mrs. Beddoes was to bring him his nightly glass of toddy, as usual.”


“’E rang for it,” Mrs. Beddoes assured Alberts, “as ’e always does.”


“But the bedroom door was locked when she arrived on the landing,” Lemming said.


“And ’e don’t answer ’is knock,” Mrs. Beddoes finished, nodding her head back and forth like a pigeon.


“I’m afraid there’s been an accident,” Lemming said.


“Are you certain his lordship is in his bedroom?” Alberts asked, staring up at the one lighted window on the second story of the great house.


“The door is secured from the inside,” Lemming said. “I’d appreciate having you take a look, Constable. Come this way, please.”


P.C. Alberts followed Lemming up an ornate marble staircase and down a corridor on the second floor to his lordship’s bedroom door. Which was locked. Alberts knocked on the polished dark wood of the door panel and called out. There was no response.


“Has his lordship ever done this before?” Alberts asked.


“His lordship has been known to secure the door on occasion,” Lemming answered. “But he has previously always responded to a knock, even if it was only to yell, ‘Go away!’”


P.C. Alberts thought for a second. “We’d best break it in,” he decided. “Lord Walbine may require assistance.”


Lemming sighed, the relief at having someone else make the decision evident in his face. “Very good, Constable. If you say so.”


The two men applied their shoulders to the door in a series of blows. On the fourth, the wood around the lock splintered. On the sixth it gave, and the door swung inward.


Alberts entered the room first. It was a large bedroom, dominated by a canopy bed. The Right Honorable the Lord Walbine, twelfth baron of that name, was lying quietly in the center of that bed in a fresh pool of his own blood. Sometime within the past ten minutes his throat had been neatly sliced from clavicle to clavicle.




TWO


THE MORNING
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Art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms.
SHERLOCK HOLMES


Benjamin Barnett opened his Morning Herald, folded it in half, and propped it against the toast rack. “There’s been another one,” he said, peering down at the closely printed column as he cracked his first soft-boiled egg.


“Eh?” Professor James Moriarty looked up from his breakfast. “Another what?”


“Murder,” Barnett said. “Another ‘mysterious killing among the gentry,’” he read with evident satisfaction.


“Don’t look so pleased,” Moriarty said. “It might lead one to suspect that you had done it yourself.”


“‘The third outrage in as many weeks,’ according to the Herald,” Barnett said, tapping the headline with his egg spoon. “The police are baffled.”


“If we are to believe the newspapers,” Moriarty remarked, “the police are always baffled. Except when ‘Inspector Gregson expects an early arrest.’ Sometimes the police are ‘baffled’ and ‘expect an early arrest’ in the same paragraph. I can only wish that you journalists had a wider selection of descriptive phrases to choose from. It would certainly add an element of suspense to newspaper reading that is now grievously lacking.”


“There’s enough suspense in this story to keep even you happy,” Barnett said. “A police constable broke down the victim’s bedroom door, which was locked from the inside, to find him lying on his bed in a pool of his own blood, with his throat so deeply cut that the head was almost severed and the blood still flowing from the gaping wound in his neck. How’s that for suspense?”


Moriarty sighed and shook his head. Taking off his pince-nez glasses to polish them with his linen napkin, he focused his water-gray eyes myopically on Barnett across the table. “Actually it’s quite distressing,” he said.


“How’s that, Professor?”


Moriarty held up the thick paperbound volume that rested beside his plate. “This came in the first post this morning,” he said. “It is the quarterly journal of the British Astro-Physical Society. There is more of mystery and suspense in these twelve-score pages than in ten years’ worth of the Morning Herald.”


“That may be, Professor,” Barnett said, “but your average newspaper reader is not interested in what’s happening on Mars, but in what’s happening in Chelsea. He’d rather have a mysterious murder than a mysterious nebulosity any time.”


“You are probably right,” Moriarty said, laying the journal aside and replacing his pince-nez glasses on the bridge of his nose. “There is, nonetheless, some small comfort, some slight gleam of hope for the future of the human race that can be derived from current scientific theory. I read my journals and they comfort me.”


“What sort of comfort, Professor?” Barnett asked, feeling that he had lost the thread of the conversation.


“I find solace in the theories expounded by Professor Herschel, among others, concerning nebulae,” Moriarty said, pouring himself a cup of coffee from the large silver samovar which squatted at one end of the table. “They would suggest that the universe is larger by several orders of magnitude than previously imagined.”


“This comforts you?”


“Yes. It indicates that mankind, confined as it is to this small planet in a random corner of the universe, is of no real importance or relevance whatsoever.”


Barnett put his spoon carefully down on the side of his plate. He knew that Moriarty indulged in these misanthropic diatribes at least partly to annoy him, but at the same time he had never seen any sign that the professor was not totally serious about what he said. “I don’t suppose you’d care to do a piece for my news service on that general theme, Professor?” Barnett asked.


“Bah!” Moriarty replied.


“I could probably get a couple of hundred American newspapers to carry the piece.”


“The prospect of having my words read eagerly over the jam pot in Chicago is, I must confess, one that holds no particular charm for me,” Moriarty said. “Having my phrases mouthed in San Francisco, or my ideas hotly debated in Des Moines, has equally little appeal. No, I’m afraid, my dear Mr. Barnett, that your offer will not entice me into a journalistic career.”


“I’m sorry about that, Professor,” Barnett said. “The world lost a great essayist when you chose to devote yourself to a life of, ah, science.”


Professor Moriarty looked at Barnett suspiciously. “When I plucked you from a Turkish prison almost two years ago,” he said, “you were as devoid of sarcasm as you were embedded with grime. I no longer detect any grime.”


“Touché, Professor.” Barnett smiled and poured himself a cup of coffee.


* * *


Benjamin Barnett had first met Professor James Moriarty in Constantinople almost two years before, at a moment when the professor was being chased down the Street of the Two Towers by a band of assassins in dirty brown burnooses. Barnett and a friend came to the professor’s aid, for which he thanked them profusely, although he regarded the assault as a minor annoyance from which he could have extricated himself quite easily without assistance. Which, Barnett came to admit when he got to know the professor better, was most probably true.


Moriarty had reciprocated by rescuing Barnett from the dank confines of the prison of Mustafa II, where he was being held for the minor offense of murdering his friend and the major indiscretion of spying against the government of that most enlightened despot Sultan Abd-ul Hamid, Shah of Shahs, the second of that name. Both crimes of which he was equally innocent, and for either of which he was equally likely to be garroted at any moment at the whim of the Sublime Porte.


But Moriarty had exacted a price for his rescue. “What I want from you,” he had told Barnett, “is two years of your life.”


“Why?” Barnett had asked.


“You are good at your profession, and I have use for you.”


“And after the two years?”


“After that, your destiny is once again your own.”


“I accept!”


It had seemed like a good bargain at the time. And even when Moriarty had smuggled Barnett across the length of Europe and they stood face to face in the professor’s basement laboratory in the house on Russell Square, it continued to seem so. Moriarty claimed to be a consultant and problem-solver, but he was strangely vague about the details. After extracting an oath of silence in regard to his affairs, he had put Barnett to work. Barnett had been a foreign correspondent for the New York World, living in Paris, when he had gone to Turkey to report on the sea trials of a new submarine and ended up in an Osmanli prison. It was his skills as a reporter that Moriarty wished to use. With Moriarty’s assistance, Barnett opened the American News Service, a cable service to United States newspapers for British and European news. This gave Barnett a cover organization to investigate anything that Moriarty wanted investigated. To the surprise of both men, the service quickly began to make money, and soon took on a life of its own as a legitimate news organization.


Gradually it dawned on Barnett that Moriarty’s ideas of law and morality were at variance with those of the rest of Victorian society. Moriarty, to put it bluntly, was a criminal. Sherlock Holmes, the brilliant consulting detective, considered Moriarty one of the most reprehensible villains in London as yet unhanged. This was, perhaps, an exaggeration. Holmes had been trying to catch Moriarty at some nefarious scheme or other for nearly a decade, and had yet to succeed. He had foiled one or two of the professor’s plans, and apprehended a henchman or two; but he had never managed to link the crime in question to the quondam professor of mathematics now living in Russell Square. This had undoubtedly led to a certain pique, and a tendency to see Moriarty under every bush and a sinister plot behind every crime.


Professor Moriarty was not a simple criminal any more than he was a simple man. He had his own morality, as strict as or stricter than that of his contemporaries. But it differed in tone as well as in content from that smug complacency with which Victoria’s subjects regarded “those lesser breeds without the law” unfortunate enough to be born in Borneo, or Abyssinia, or Whitechapel.


Moriarty had kept Barnett isolated from most of his criminal activities, finding Barnett more useful as an unbiased gatherer of information. As a result, Barnett had only hints of the organization that Moriarty commanded, or the activities that he directed. Barnett did know that whatever money Moriarty made from his activities, beyond that necessary to keep up his household, went into supporting his scientific experiments. Moriarty thought of himself as a scientist, and his other activities, legal and illegal, were merely the means of financing his inquiries into the scientific unknown.


* * *


Barnett stared at the tall, hawklike man across the breakfast table from him. Moriarty was an enigma: an avowed criminal, he had the highest intellectual and moral standards Barnett had ever known; an evident misanthrope, he quietly supported several charities in the most miserably poor sections of London; a confirmed realist, he showed an irrepressible inclination toward the romantic. It might not be that he sought out adventure; but however he might hide from it, it unerringly sought him out.


“You’ve always been interested in puzzles,” Barnett said, breaking off his chain of thought as Moriarty noticed his fixed gaze. “Doesn’t the image of a man murdered inside a locked room appeal to you?”


Moriarty thought over the question for a moment. “Not especially,” he said. “I’d need more information than is given in the Morning Herald before I find it puzzling. The way they leave it, there are too many possible answers only because there are too many unasked questions.”


“For example?”


“What of the windows, for example?”


“Locked. It says so.”


“Of course. But what sort of locks? There are gentlemen, I believe, who can open a locked window from the outside.”


“And then leave through the window, locking it after them?”


“In some cases, yes, depending upon the type of lock. Or, for example, the murderer could have concealed himself in a cupboard, or under the bed, and not left until after the body was discovered.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” Barnett said.


“I can list five other ways in which the supposed ‘locked room’ could have been circumvented,” Moriarty said.


“I take it back,” Barnett said, laying the newspaper face down on the table next to the chafing dish. “There is no puzzle. I was mistaken.”


“There are, however, several items of interest in the account,” Moriarty said.


“What items do you find interesting?”


“Ah!” Moriarty said. “More examples are requested. There is, for example, the question of motive. There are five motives for murder: greed, lust, fear, honor, and insanity. Which was this?”


“Scotland Yard is of the opinion that Lord Walbine was killed by a burglar.”


“Greed then,” Moriarty said. “But surely we have a most unusual burglar here: one who goes straight to the master bedroom when there are cupboards full of silver in the pantry; one who lays his lordship full length out on his bed and slashes his throat instead of giving him a friendly little tap on the head with a blunt object. And then one who disappears in a locked room.”


“You just intimated that you knew several men who could have done it,” Barnett said.


“Ah, yes. But again we come to the question of motive. Why would a burglar have gone to the additional trouble of closing the room after him? Why not just go out of the window and down the drainpipe?”


“I don’t know,” Barnett replied.


“And if it was indeed an interrupted act of burglary, what of the murder of Isadore Stanhope, the barrister, last week? Or the Honorable George Venn before that? All with their throats slit; all in their own bedrooms. One with his wife asleep in the adjoining bedroom, the other with a faithful hound lying undisturbed at the foot of the stairs. And nothing of value missing in any of the crimes. A singular burglar indeed!”


Barnett put down his spoon and stared across the table at his companion. Moriarty had not so much as glanced at the morning newspapers. Further, Barnett was willing to swear he hadn’t seen a newspaper in the past three weeks. Moriarty scorned newspapers, and seldom opened them. One of Barnett’s jobs was to keep a clipping file of current crime stories and other items that might interest the professor, but the last three weeks’ clippings lay in a box, unsorted and unfiled, on Barnett’s desk. Yet somehow Moriarty knew the details of the three linked murders, as he seemed always to know all that was happening in London and most of what was happening throughout the world.


“You have another theory, then?” Barnett suggested.


“One should never theorize with insufficient facts,” Moriarty said. “It is a practice most destructive of the mental faculties. As I said, there are some obvious questions that should be asked. The answers should give one a clear picture of the murderer and his motive.”


“Such as?”


Moriarty shook his head. “I don’t understand your fascination with this,” he said. “A mundane series of murders with nothing to recommend them to the connoisseur. Reminiscent of Roehm in Düsseldorf a few years back, or the notorious Philadelphia Fox murders in ’78. The only mystery in such cases is how the police can be so inefficient.”


“As I remember,” Barnett said, “they never caught the Philadelphia Fox.”


“My point exactly,” said Moriarty.


“If the investigation were in your charge,” Barnett asked, “what would you do?”


“I resist the answer which springs to my lips,” Moriarty said, with a hint of a smile, “as the language involved is rather coarse. However—” The professor removed his pince-nez lenses once again and began polishing them with his napkin. As he did he stared absently across the table at the Vernet which hung above the sideboard, a three-by-five-foot oil entitled Landscape with Cavalry.


Barnett watched with interest as the professor polished his lenses and stared unseeingly across the room. He was watching Moriarty think, as impressive an event to Barnett as watching Norman-Néruda play the violin or watching W. S. Gilbert scribble. Something incredible was happening right there in front of you, and if you were very lucky there was always the chance that some of whatever it was would rub off on you.


“The question of motive,” Moriarty said, readjusting his pince-nez on his nose, “would seem to be the most promising. Of the five I cited, we can eliminate but one: insanity. I would concentrate on the backgrounds of the three men to establish what they had in common, to try to find a common denominator for our killer.”


“I don’t know, Professor,” Barnett said. “The way those three were killed seems pretty crazy to me. Slitting their throats in their own beds, then sneaking out past locked doors and sleeping dogs.”


“Slitting their throats may be an action of insanity,” Moriarty said, “but it seems to me that the subsequent innocuous departure was eminently sane.”


Mr. Maws, Moriarty’s butler, appeared at the dining-room door. “Beg pardon, Professor,” he said in his gravelly voice, “but there is a gentleman to see you. An Indian gentleman. I took the liberty of placing him in the drawing room.”


Moriarty pulled out his pocket watch and snapped it open. “And nine minutes early, I fancy,” Moriarty said. “No card?”


“None, sir. He did mention the lack, sir. Apologized for not having one. Gave his name as Singh.”


“I see,” Moriarty said. “Tell the gentleman I shall be with him in a few moments.”


“Nine minutes early?” Barnett asked, as Mr. Maws withdrew to reassure their visitor.


“It is nine minutes before ten,” Moriarty said. “This also came in the first post.” He extracted an envelope from his jacket pocket and flipped it across the table to Barnett. “What do you make of it?”


The envelope was a stiff, thick, slightly gray paper that Barnett was unfamiliar with, as was the paper inside. The address on the envelope, James Moriarty, Ph.D., 64 Russell Square, City, was done with a broad-nibbed pen in a round, flowing hand. The handwriting on the letter itself was more crabbed and angular, written with an extremely fine-pointed nib.


“Two different hands,” Barnett noted. “Let’s see what the note says”:


James Moriarty, Sc.D.—


Will be calling upon you at ten of the a.m. tomorrow morning. Am hopeful to find you at home at that instant. Am hopeful to interest you in impossible but potentially lucrative endeavor. Have been informed by several that you are man most likely to talk to in this regard. With greatest hopes and much potential thanks, I am name of Singh.


“Very interesting stylistically, if not very informative.” Barnett held the note up to the light. “I don’t recognize this paper. No watermark. No crest. But it is a thick, expensive paper of the sort used for printing invitations, possibly. It’s an odd size; almost square.”


“What does all of this tell you?”


“Well,” Barnett considered. “Nothing really beyond what it says. A gentleman named Singh will call at ten and he has some sort of proposition to put to you.”


“A reasonable conclusion,” Moriarty said, “confirmed by the fact that the gentleman has indeed shown up a trifle before the hour. Nothing more?”


“No, not really.”


“Any suggestion regarding the distinctly different hands on the message and the envelope?”


“No. It is curious, I admit. But no ready explanation for it springs to my mind. What does it tell you?”


“That, and the unusual shape of the paper, do offer a field for speculation,” Moriarty said, pushing himself to his feet, “but there is no point in indulging in that pernicious habit when the object of our speculation awaits us in the drawing room.”


“You wish me to be present at the interview?”


“If you like.”


“Thank you, but I think not. I really should get to the office.”


“I thought the admirable Miss Perrine was handling the affairs of the American News Service.”


“She is, and very well,” Barnett said. “She controls a staff of nine reporters, four secretary-typists, three telegraphists, and assorted porters, page boys, errand boys, and the like with a hand of iron. A very exceptional young lady.”


“She enjoys this position of authority?” Moriarty asked.


“Her only regret, or so she has informed me, is that her administrative duties leave her little time for writing.”


“Well, you’d better leave, then,” Moriarty said, “before the young lady discovers that you are dispensable. I will take care of the potentially lucrative Mr. Singh.”


“I am going to put a couple of my reporters to work on those murders,” Barnett said. “I am convinced that there’s a story there.”


“There well may be, Barnett,” Moriarty said, smiling down at him, “but are you quite sure it should be told?”
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Deceit, according to him, was an impossibility in the case of one trained to observation and analysis. His conclusions were as infallible as so many propositions of Euclid.
DR. JOHN H. WATSON


Sherlock Holmes waved his visitor to a seat. “Come, this is most gratifying,” he said. “Welcome, my lord. I have sent the page boy down for some tea. In the meantime, what can I do for you?”


The Earl of Arundale looked with distaste around the cluttered sitting room of the world’s foremost consulting detective. The basket of unfiled clippings on the desk, the jumble of chemical apparatus atop the deal-topped table to the right of the fireplace, the stack of envelopes affixed to the mantelpiece by a thin-bladed oriental knife; could genius indeed exist amid such disorder? He pulled the tails of his morning coat around him and gingerly sat on the edge of the aged leather sofa. “Gratifying?” he asked. “Surely a man of your repute has had noble clients before.”


“I was referring to the problem that brought you, my lord,” Holmes said. “It is gratifying to have a case that exercises the intellect. Those which have come my way for the last few months have indicated a sad decline of imagination among the criminal classes. As for my clientele, we entertain all sorts here. The last person to sit where you are sitting was a duke, and the person before that, if I remember correctly, was a woman who had murdered her first three husbands and was plotting the death of her fourth.”


“Interesting,” Lord Arundale murmured.


“Much more interesting than the duke,” Holmes agreed. “The reigning monarch of a European kingdom has sat in the chair to your left, and a dwarf who does watercolors has sat in the seat beside you. The king was a boor; the dwarf is quite possibly a genius. How may I serve you, my lord?”


“Well, you would seem to know already,” Lord Arundale said, nettled at Holmes’s attitude. “You are gratified by the problem that brought me here before I’ve had a chance to tell you what it is. I was told that you had a sort of clairvoyance that enabled you to detect the actions of criminals in the absence of clues visible to the regular police. I was not, however, informed that you could predict the problem that a client would bring to you before he had the opportunity to elucidate it to you. Frankly, sir, the exercise strikes me as pure hocus!”


“No, no,” Holmes said quickly. “I do apologize if I seem a trifle sharp. Put it down to the effects of the medication I am taking, my lord. My medical man, Dr. Watson, has prescribed a little something for my bouts of lethargy, and it sometimes has the effect of making me seem a bit testy.”


“Then you don’t claim to exercise clairvoyance, or other psychic abilities?”


“Not at all, my lord. Whatever abilities I have are founded firmly in a knowledge of the appropriate sciences, an extensive study of the history of crime, and a sharply honed faculty for deductive reasoning.”


“Then,” Lord Arundale pressed on, “you don’t actually know what brought me here, and were merely making a general assumption that I would offer an interesting, ah, case?”


“On the contrary, my lord. I know exactly why you’re here. You’ve come to consult with me regarding last night’s murder in Regent’s Gate. Ah, here’s Billy with the tea. How do you like yours, my lord?”


Lord Arundale allowed his tea to be poured and milked and sugared while he thought this over. “You are right,” he said finally. “And if it’s hocus, it’s clever hocus indeed. For the life of me, I can’t see how you know. You must admit that it smacks rather of clairvoyance, or the cleverer sort of conjuring trick.”


“Not at all, my lord,” Holmes said. “It is, after all, my profession to deduce hard facts from what would seem to others to be scanty evidence.”


Lord Arundale sipped his tea thoughtfully. “What other deductions have you already made?” he asked.


Holmes leaned back in his armchair, his thin, sensitive fingers laced together under his chin. “Only the rather obvious facts that you’ve come from one or more officials of high government rank, probably cabinet ministers, to request that I take over the investigation; that you’ve been to Scotland Yard already and received the approval of the Commissioner of Police, although the detective inspector in charge of the case feels that I’ll only get in the way.”


“Astounding!” Lord Arundale said. “You must have agents in the police.”


“I assure your lordship—”


Lord Arundale put his teacup on the tray and shook his head. “No need,” he said. “Is there anything else?”


“Only that there is some fact or clue of major importance which has been withheld from the public that you have come to acquaint me with.”


“By God, sir!” Lord Arundale said. “You must explain to me how you deduced all of that from the mere presence in your sitting room of a middle-aged peer in a morning coat.”


“Every trade must have its secrets, my lord,” Holmes said, rubbing his hands together. “I learned from my friend Dr. Watson, who shared these rooms with me before his marriage, not to reveal too easily how I attain these effects. The explanation moves them from the miraculous to the mundane. I would draw your attention, however, to the few additional facts that I noted.”


“And they are?”


“First, I happened to notice the carriage in which you arrived; not your own, but one of those at the service of Scotland Yard. Next I observed the distinctive red-brown clay adhering to the instep of your right shoe. Surely acquired earlier today, since it seems unlikely that your valet would not see to it that your shoes are polished every night. There are several places around London where you might have picked it up, but the most likely is the east end of St. James’s Park, across from the government offices.”


“I begin to see,” Lord Arundale said. “But I still think it’s deucedly clever. Fancy knowing every bit of mud in London.”


“In perpetrating a crime, the astute criminal strives to eliminate or disguise the facts surrounding his act,” Holmes said. “Where he is most likely to go astray is in the small details, like the dirt on his shoes or the dust on his clothing. Therefore, my lord, you can see that the professional investigator must make a study of such details.”


“Fantastic,” Lord Arundale said. He picked up the small leather case that he had brought in with him and extracted an envelope from it. “How much do you know of the murder of Lord Walbine?”


“No more than what was in the morning papers, my lord.”


“Here then is a précis of all the relevant facts,” Lord Arundale said, handing the envelope to Holmes, “as prepared by the inspector in charge of the police investigation. Also included are accounts of the murders of the Honorable George Venn and of Isadore Stanhope.”


“I shall read it immediately, your lordship,” said Holmes. “I should also like to examine the rooms in which the three crimes were committed.”


“Arrangements have been made,” Lord Arundale said. “Inspector Lestrade said you’d want to, as he put it, ‘crawl around the rooms on hands and knees with a reading glass.’”


“Ah, so it’s Lestrade, is it?” cried Holmes. “That is somewhat helpful.”


“You know Inspector Lestrade, then. I was favorably impressed with him. He seems to have a good command of his job. Claimed to be running down several promising leads, although he was rather vague as to what they were. Said that he thought arresting the butlers would produce results.”


“What sort of results?” Holmes inquired.


“He didn’t say. He did say that he thought that bringing you in on the case was quite unnecessary, although he admitted that you’ve been of some help to the regular force in the past. ‘Special circumstances,’ he put it. If it weren’t that the P.M. feels that a quite out of the ordinary finesse is required in this instance, the Home Secretary and I would feel quite sanguine in leaving the case in his hands.”


“Normally he is quite adequate,” Holmes agreed. “But then the usual case is just that—usual. A crime of brute force committed without forethought, requiring neither specialized knowledge nor ratiocination to solve.”


“Faint praise indeed,” Lord Arundale said. “Don’t you think Lestrade is capable?”


“As a bulldog, yes. The man is tenacious, unrelenting, brave, honest, and loyal. But as a bloodhound, I’m afraid the more subtle odors of crime escape his nose.”


Lord Arundale held out his teacup to be refilled. “That is basically what the Prime Minister said,” he told Holmes. “The Home Secretary is convinced that the Metropolitan Police can, and should, handle the problem, but the P.M. felt that it might be too sensitive for the bulldog approach. And you came highly recommended by, if you will excuse my being vague, a member of the Royal Household.”


Holmes nodded. “Please thank her majesty for me,” he said. “I gather that it is this ‘special circumstance,’ of which I am as yet unaware, that makes these crimes sensitive and commends me to the attention of Lord Salisbury, the Prime Minister.”


“True,” Lord Arundale said. “The Marquess of Salisbury is indeed concerned over these murders. He is concerned, to be more precise, with whether or not he has cause to be concerned.”


“I see.” Holmes looked thoughtful for a moment. “Am I to understand that the crimes may have some political significance, but it is not known at present whether they actually do or not?”


“Yes,” Lord Arundale said. “That, concisely, is it. The crimes may, indeed, be the work of a madman, or someone with a long-festering hatred for the four murdered men because of some secret grievance. But they may also be part of an intricate plot by any of three great European powers against her majesty’s government. And we must learn which of these possibilities is the truth. And we must know as soon as we can; every day’s delay could be disastrous.”


“Four men?” Holmes asked. “I know of but three.”


“Lord John Darby was found dead about three weeks ago,” Lord Arundale said. He stared down at his teacup for a moment, and then drained it and returned it to the tray. “Lord John was the younger brother of the Earl of Moncreith.”


“I remember noting it at the time,” Holmes said. “But it was reported as a natural death. Heart attack, I believe the newspaper report said.”


“Lord John was found on the dining-room table in his flat in Tattersham Court. His throat had been cut. A silver serving platter had been placed on the floor by the table to catch the blood.”


“Come now, that is a fascinating detail!” Holmes said, stretching a lean arm out for the cigarette box on the mantel. “May I offer you a cigarette, my lord? They are of a Virginia tobacco, made for me by K. K. Tamourlane & Sons. The weed is noxious, but I find it sharpens the mental processes.”


“No, thank you,” Lord Arundale said. “But if you wouldn’t object to the smell of a cigar—”


“Not at all.” Holmes lit a taper from the gas mantle and applied it to the tip of his cigarette while Lord Arundale took a long dun-colored cigar from a tooled-leather case and went through the ritual of preparing it for the match. “Pray continue with your recitation of the strange death of Lord John Darby,” Holmes said, lighting Lord Arundale’s cigar before tossing the taper into the fireplace.


Lord Arundale took a deep puff. “I usually reserve these for after meals,” he said. “Where was I? Oh, yes. Lord John was lying on the table—a great big thing, could easily seat twelve. French, I believe. Turn-of-the-century piece. His arms were spread out to the sides, but his fists were clenched. Interesting how one remembers all the small details.”


“You saw the body, my lord?”


Lord Arundale stood and walked over to the bay window. Pulling the drape aside, he stared down at the traffic below. “I found the damn thing!” he told Holmes.


“How long would you say Lord John had been dead when you found him?”


Lord Arundale turned to look at Holmes. “I couldn’t really say,” he said. “Finding corpses is not really in my line, you see. For what it’s worth, my impression was that the incident was fairly recent. The blood seemed to be quite fresh.”


“Was anyone else there at the time?”


“Quimby, Lord John’s valet. He let me in. This was about seven-thirty in the morning. He’d been there all night. His room is off the front hall.”


“Had he seen or heard anything during the night?”


“Nothing. He let Lord John in late the night before. He’s not sure of the time, but estimates it at shortly before two. Then he went to bed. He had not yet gone in to awaken Lord John when I arrived the next morning, having received no instructions on the matter.”


“No other servants?”


“None present. There are a maid and a cook, but they live two flights up in the servants’ quarters. The building of flats is designed with a common servants’ quarters on the top floor.”


“I see,” Holmes said. “What sort of nighttime security is there in the building?”


“There is a hall porter on each floor all night, and a uniformed commissionaire at the front door. There are two other entrances to the building, but both are locked and bolted from the inside at eight o’clock.”


Holmes reflected silently for a minute. “I am amazed,” he said, “that Lestrade has not already arrested the valet.”


“Quimby?” Lord Arundale asked. “You think he could be guilty?”


“Not for an instant,” Holmes said. “I am, however, amazed that Lestrade shares my opinion.”


“The Metropolitan Police have not, as yet, been informed of the crime,” Lord Arundale said.


Holmes leaped to his feet. “What?” he cried. “You have concealed a murder from the authorities? Come now, sir. Even a peer of the realm cannot be allowed such liberty with the Queen’s justice.”


Lord Arundale held up a hand. “Pray calm yourself,” he said. “The Prime Minister has been notified; the Home Secretary, who, as you know, is in charge of the Metropolitan Police, has been notified; the Lord High Chancellor has been notified; and her majesty has been told. I think you will have to admit that the formalities have been observed—perhaps on a higher level than is usual, that is all.”


“I see,” Holmes said, resuming his seat. “And why was this unusual procedure followed?”


Lord Arundale returned to the sofa. “I shall explain.”


“You have my attention, my lord.”


“I will have to give you the complete background. I arrived at Lord John’s flat that morning to take him to a special emergency meeting of the Continental Policies Committee. This is a group of some twelve men who advise the Prime Minister on matters affecting Britain’s relations with the great powers of Europe. Only issues of great and immediate concern are taken up by the committee, which is composed of the leading minds in the government. The very existence of this committee is a closely held secret.”


“I was not aware of it,” Holmes commented.


“Your brother, Mycroft, is a member,” Lord Arundale told Holmes.


“He is very close-mouthed about his work,” Holmes replied.


“Just so,” Lord Arundale said. “At any rate, Quimby asked me to wait while he awakened his master.”


“In the dining room?”


“No, in the drawing room. But as I happened to mention that I had not yet broken my fast that morning, Quimby suggested that he have the cook prepare one of her French omelets for me while I waited. I was agreeable, and so I proceeded into the dining room, where I found Lord John.”


“It all seems quite clear,” Holmes said. “But why did you not notify the authorities? Surely the fact that the man was a member of the Continental Policies Committee is not, of itself, sufficient reason not to call the police when you find his blood-soaked corpse.”


Lord Arundale pondered the question for a second, searching for the precise way to phrase his answer. “Lord John Darby had an older brother,” he said finally, picking the words carefully, as one would pick the right gold shirt studs from a drawer full of almost identical gold shirt studs. “Midway in age between Lord John and the Earl of Moncreith. His name is Crecy. Lord Crecy Darby. It is an old family name.”


“Yes?” Holmes said encouragingly, as Lord Arundale fell silent again.


“I went to school with Crecy,” Lord Arundale said. “Hoxley and then Cambridge. We were determined to go into government service together. Crecy was—is—brilliant. He was going to be the first prime minister appointed before his fortieth birthday. I was to be his foreign secretary. We had the details carefully planned.” Lord Arundale sighed and shook his head. “Perhaps it was hubris,” he said. “But at any rate, Lord Crecy Darby went completely insane over a period of three years. Every specialist in England and on the Continent was called in, and none of them offered any hope.”


“What form did this insanity take?”


“He imagined that intricate plots were being woven about him; that complete strangers on the street had been employed by some invisible agency to follow him about; that everything that happened anywhere in the world was somehow directed against him. He became extremely sly and cunning, and would listen in at doorways and stay concealed behind drapery hoping to overhear someone talking about him.


“His father had him sent away to a sanitarium in Basel that had a new treatment that was thought to offer some small hope.”


“What sort of therapy?” Holmes asked.


“I was never too clear on that,” Lord Arundale said. “Something to do with hot salt baths and encouraging the patient to run about and scream, I believe. At any rate, he escaped from the sanitarium. Nothing was heard from him for two years. Then, on Crecy’s thirty-second birthday, as it happens, the old earl received a communication from an attorney in Munich. Lord Crecy Darby, under the name of Richard Plantagenet, was on trial for the brutal murders of two prostitutes.”


Holmes flipped his cigarette into the fireplace. “I remember the case,” he said. “Although the true identity of the man who called himself Richard Plantagenet never came out. There was no doubt as to his guilt.”


“None at all,” Lord Arundale agreed. “He killed two streetwalkers by slitting their throats with a razor, and then mutilated their bodies in a horrible fashion. Not, I suppose, that there is a pleasant way to mutilate bodies. The trial cost the old Earl of Moncreith a fortune. He was not trying to have Crecy found innocent, you understand, but merely to see that he was spared the death penalty and that the family name remained concealed.”


“And what happened to Lord Crecy?”


“He was found guilty and totally insane. He was placed in the Bavarian State Prison-Hospital for the Criminally Insane at Forchheim for the rest of his life.”


“I see,” Holmes said. “And so when you saw his brother lying dead with his throat cut, you naturally assumed that Lord Crecy must have escaped and returned to England.”


“That is correct.”


“And to save the present earl and his family from the grief and disgrace—”


“I did not notify the police but went straight to the Lord Chamberlain.”


“Who agreed with you?”


“Of course.”


“Bah!” Holmes said. “You are not above the law, my lord—neither as a member of the nobility nor as a member of the government. Acting as you have done can only be destructive of the moral fiber of British justice. Nothing good can come of it.”


“I have heard,” Lord Arundale said, “that you do not always work within the structure of the law. Was I misinformed?”


Holmes gazed sternly at Lord Arundale. “I have on occasion acted outside the law,” he said. “But that and setting oneself above the law are two separate and distinct things. If you act outside the law you are still subject to it through the possibility of apprehension. But if you act above the law—if a burglar, for example, could go and clear his crime with the Lord Chamberlain first—then there is no law for you. And if there is law for some but not for others, then there is no law. For a law that is unequally applied is an unjust law, and will not be obeyed.”


“You have strong opinions, sir,” Lord Arundale said.


“So I have been informed,” said Holmes, “on more than one occasion.”


Lord Arundale carefully laid his cigar on the lip of the large brass ashtray on the table before him. “I did not come here for your approbation, Mr. Holmes,” he said. “Neither did I come here for your censure. I came for your assistance in apprehending a murderer.”


“You telegraphed to Forchheim?”


“I did.”


“Lord Crecy, I presume, had not escaped?”


“Indeed he had not. How did you know that?”


“Never mind that at the moment, my lord. So the deaths of Lord John and the others are again a mystery.”


“Even so.”


“And you suspect a possible political motivation. Were any of the other victims connected with the Continental Policies Committee, or otherwise involved in government activities?”


“Isadore Stanhope, the barrister, was an agent for the Austrian government,” Lord Arundale said. “George Venn had no known connections to any government, but he is said to have taken frequent trips to Paris. The purpose of these trips is, as yet, unknown. It is being looked into.”


“And what of Lord Walbine?”


“A quiet man of independent means. Seldom left London except to return to his ancestral estate near Stoke-on-Trent, and that but twice a year. The only thing of interest we’ve been able to find out about the baron is that he had a rather large collection of, let us say, exotic literature in a concealed set of bookcases in the library.”


“What fascinating things one finds out about one’s fellow man when one is compelled to search through his belongings,” Holmes commented.


“Will you take the case?” Lord Arundale asked.


“I will,” Holmes said. “As a problem, it is not altogether without interest. I was sure when I saw you arrive, my lord, that you would have something stimulating to offer. And so you do.”


“Have you any ideas?”


“My dear Lord Arundale,” Holmes said, chuckling, “I’m afraid that you have been given an exaggerated notion of my abilities. Even I cannot solve a crime before I have assimilated its details.”


“Well, I wish you luck,” Lord Arundale said. “Any assistance you require will be immediately forthcoming from Scotland Yard.”


“That should prove to be a novel experience,” Holmes said. “I will have to tell Inspector Lestrade and his people of the circumstances surrounding the death of Lord John Darby, you realize.”
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