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“How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?”
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THE ADVENTURE OF THE POISONED PRESERVE POT


“Of course,” said the great detective, “it was the emeritus professor’s tiepin that was the final clue, the last piece of the puzzle that had, thus far, proved to be so very elusive.”


Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his leather chair, practically vanishing between the high wingbacks of the seat, his elbows locking as his hands pulled tight on the uppermost knee of his crossed legs. With a slight smile, he glanced to his left. There, standing next to him, Joan Watson lifted her hand and opened it, before walking forward to show the rest of the assembled group. Lying across her palm was a silver tiepin set with a brilliant purple gem.


“Amethyst,” said Watson. She raised an eyebrow and cocked her head at the old man with mutton-chop sideburns who stood, slack-jawed, against the mantelpiece on the opposite side of the room. “Your birthstone, isn’t that right, Professor?”


The gasp that followed did a complete orbit of the room, passing from one person to the next as the revelation sank in. Watson half-turned to glance at Holmes, still ensconced in the ridiculous chair, and she saw his eyes move with the sound, traveling around the group they had assembled in the luxurious expanse of the penthouse suite of the Starling Hotel—the lounge of which, Watson thought, was actually far larger than most of the apartments in the buildings that surrounded the exclusive and discreet hotel on Manhattan’s Upper East Side.


As Watson watched her colleague survey the group, she knew that behind those eyes and the cool, unflustered expression, the synapses of his remarkable brain were firing, one final round of observation to confirm what he already knew to be correct.


Because they had solved the case. They had found the killer and they had discovered how she had done it. Already Watson knew this was a case Holmes would keep in the forefront of his mind for years to come, a case to be savored and recalled when the moment struck. Complex, twisted, intriguing; a case that highlighted the lengths a person would go to, the depths of evil into which they would plunge, if they had reason to.


Watson turned back to the emeritus professor, a wiry man in his mid-seventies with an expansive bald head and face framed by those wild sideburns. For a moment the professor stared at her palm, open-mouthed, before reaching a tentative hand forward. He snatched the tiepin and examined it, holding his hand away from him, as if the tiepin were electric. Then, with a sheepish look to the woman standing next to him—Mrs. Eleanor Pyr, a twenty-something socialite dressed like a 1940s Hollywood star, complete with nearly intact fox draped around her shoulders—the professor slipped the pin back onto his tie, which he then straightened. He cleared his throat and stood with his hands neatly clasped, as if nothing had happened at all.


Watson, the professor, and Mrs. Pyr were the only three people standing. Holmes sat in the wingback chair; across from him, separated by a marble-topped coffee table about as big as a king-sized bed—on which was set a classic afternoon tea, complete with delicate bone china cups and teetering cake stand, upon which a selection of patisseries and dainty English scones were so delicately balanced—sat Hal Clarke, a retired something-something from the US Air Force who was as old as the professor, if not older, but who looked to Watson to be twenty—no, thirty—years his junior.


Next to Hal was Bradley Grant, a young man with a thick neck, square shoulders, and a haircut to match, a man who didn’t say much but who had been of invaluable help during the case. He sat with his legs spread wide, the heel of one boot tapping to a rhythm only he could hear.


At the end of the table, separate from the rest, was Olivia Peel. She was young—maybe Watson’s age, maybe a little younger, but dressed in the simple, elegant black-and-white uniform of hotel management, her makeup and hair immaculate, she looked a lot older. Like Holmes she had her legs crossed but unlike Holmes, she was leaning forward, balanced on the very edge of her chair, her entire posture uncomfortable, tense.


Which is entirely understandable, thought Watson. Because she knew what was coming, she knew what Watson and Holmes had uncovered, what they had observed, what they had deduced.


It was to Olivia that Holmes slowly turned, sliding his whole body into a new angle on the leather seat so he could see the hotel manager past the chair’s wing.


Nobody else moved. Half the people in the room had their eyes fixed on Holmes; the others all stared at Olivia.


Then the emeritus professor cleared his throat, and the spell was suddenly broken. Mrs. Pyr sighed and adjusted the fur around her neck. She looked at Holmes, then at Watson, then sighed a second time. Now everyone was looking at her.


“Well?” she asked. “Can’t we just get on with it? All this melodrama just makes me hungry.”


She ducked forward and picked up a small cake plate from the table. Then, lifting the silver tongs from the base of the cake stand, she went for one of the English scones that sat in a proud pyramid on the very top tier, before laying her plate on the table with a heavy clatter. She reached for the open jar of strawberry preserve from a nearby tray, a silver spoon deeply embedded in the bright, sticky jam.


“I would suggest a honey cake instead, if I were you, Mrs. Pyr.”


Eleanor Pyr froze. Holmes hadn’t moved, his eyes still locked on the hotel manager’s. But the tone of his voice left no doubt as to his warning. Mrs. Pyr dropped the preserve jar back onto the tray with a shriek and retreated quickly to the mantelpiece, flexing her fingers as though the cold preserve pot had somehow burned her. Beside her, the professor began puffing his cheeks like a steam engine, his eyes wide in horror. Seated on the other side of the table, Hal Clarke exchanged an uncomfortable look with Bradley Grant.


There was a single knock from the double doors of the penthouse lounge. Watson turned as the doors opened, and two men entered. They were each the size of football linebackers and were squeezed into identical tan suits. The one in front caught Watson’s eye; she gave him a slight nod, which he returned. Behind them, in the penthouse entrance hall, Watson could see two uniformed police officers.


Watson walked over to Olivia and looked down on the hotel manager—the fake hotel manager, in the stolen uniform, with the stolen passkey, the stolen money and a grudge she had kept for more than a decade.


Olivia Peel, the murderer.


Justice was served.


“Once we had discovered the professor’s gambling debts,” Watson said, “it was simple to trace your own involvement back to the Bratislava crime syndicate.”


“But even they might be surprised to find out who you are really working for,” said Holmes. “Lacing the strawberry preserve with strychnine was an effective, if old-fashioned, method of eliminating your CIA handler, Dormer.”


The group gave a second collective gasp.


“It must have been a shock when you found Dormer undercover as a hotel porter,” said Watson. “Especially after you found him and the professor arguing in the elevator that night.”


Olivia Peel said nothing. She just looked up at Watson with cold, narrow eyes. Watson returned the look, then nodded toward the door. “I think your house detectives would like a word with you.”


Holmes nodded sharply. “And after that, the good detectives of the New York Police Department, as well. Oh, and if you are very, very unlucky, the enforcers of the Bratislava syndicate, should you be unfortunate enough to escape the protective custody of the NYPD.”


As Olivia was escorted out by the two house detectives, the others all watched in stunned silence as Holmes untangled his legs and slid forward in his seat, reaching for the teapot. He poured himself a cup of steaming tea, and then, balancing his teacup and saucer on one knee, the tip of his tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth, carefully chose one of the fruit tarts from the bottom tier of the cake stand.


“Help yourself, everyone,” he said. “I think we have all earned this.” He leaned back, and then he quickly jerked forward again. “But, ah… avoid the scones and jam,” he said, almost as an afterthought.


Then he turned on a broad smile.


“Chin-chin!” he said, sipping his tea.
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DEATH’S FINE HAND


“Nice of them to give us a souvenir,” said Watson, as she and Holmes exited the elevator and headed out across the acre of dark oak paneling that formed the Starling Hotel’s impressive—and, in Watson’s mind, oppressive—lobby.


Next to her, Holmes smiled and lifted the silver preserve spoon in his hand. It was elegant, and quite possibly a genuine antique, given the particular echelon of society the hotel catered for, although Watson hadn’t had much of a chance to take a look. What she did know was that the fine metalwork of the spoon was curled and fluted, the flat head set with a disc of striated blue-green stone—perhaps agate—and that there was a hallmark on the underside.


Holmes stopped and lifted the spoon between finger and thumb, finding the perfect balance point.


“A fine specimen of kitchen cutlery, yes, although the plastic variety from corner bodegas fulfills much the same function.”


Watson sighed. Okay, so now Holmes was in one of those moods. “Would it hurt so much to, I don’t know, just sometimes be appreciative? It’s not often that you actually get to keep the murder weapon from a case.”


Holmes pursed his lips and nodded, and then he glanced at his companion, a furtive smile floating around the corners of his lips. “Quite true, Watson, quite true.” He tilted his head as he turned back to the spoon, lifting it high in the air. “But what is this, really? A spoon. An implement. True enough, it was used to dispense the poisoned strawberry preserve, but after the crime is committed, what is it? Is this truly the means by which a vicious, evil act was committed, or is it just an innocent bystander, one merely caught in the machine of evil, unaware of the new use to which it has been put?”


Watson blinked a couple of times and watched Holmes as he looked at the spoon with what was quite possibly reverence.


“I think you’ve had too much sugar today,” she said, finally. “How many of those preserve pots did you have to taste test to prove your theory?”


Holmes’s eyes narrowed and he jutted his chin out in what Watson knew was annoyance. “It was not a theory, Watson, it was a hypothesis. You of all people should know the difference between the two.”


“Okay, fine—”


“And it was twenty-six. At first I found it oddly moreish, but I admit that even I have a limit to my sweet tooth. But, as I believe you are aware, I am the foremost expert on all types of poison, and not only that, I have over the course of many years of careful and controlled dosing developed a tolerance to many toxic agents, several of which can only be detected by taste, by which point it is far too late for the intended recipient. I had to taste every preserve jar coming out of the kitchen—there was simply no other way to conduct the screening.”


There was an insect-like buzzing from Holmes’s pocket. He pushed the spoon unceremoniously on Watson while reaching with his other hand into his jacket to extract his phone. He cast a cursory glance at the screen, then nodded to himself, before thumbing the answer button.


“Captain Gregson.”


As Watson waited, she slipped the silver preserve spoon into her shoulder bag. Looking back at Holmes, she saw him frown, then glance sideways at her. He looked around the hotel lobby, phone still pressed to his ear, then he gestured with a nod toward an alcove near to where they were standing, occupied only by an ornate antique table topped with an extravagant arrangement of fresh-cut flowers. Together they moved into the small space for a little more privacy. Holmes lowered the phone and hit the speaker function.


“Watson is listening, Captain.”


“Hey,” said Watson. “What’s going on?”


“Oh, just the usual,” said Gregson, his voice small and thin as it came from the phone’s speaker. “I need you both up here ASAP. We have an active crime scene, and I think you’ll want to take a look.”


Holmes bristled, bouncing a little on his heels as he held the phone in one hand, his eyes scanning the lobby.


“And where is here, Captain? Please try to be a little more precise.”


There was a pause. Watson shook her head.


“Ignore him, he’s had a lot of sugar today,” she said. “I’m assuming you’re talking about a homicide?”


“There’s been a murder, yes. We’re in room 262 of the Athena Hotel in Washington Heights. And it’s a real nice place, rooms by the hour and everything. I’ll text you the address.”


“Does this really require our assistance, Captain?” asked Holmes. “Crime is unfortunately not unusual in hotels that rent rooms by the hour, no matter what mythical Greek goddess they’re named after.”


“Oh, I think you will want to see this. The hotel may be a dive, but the victim has been identified as one Gregory Smythe, the Chief Financial Officer of a hedge fund firm called Mantis Capital Investment.”


Watson frowned and looked at Holmes. “A hedge fund? What was he doing at a place like the Athena?”


Holmes snorted. “Money can buy you a lot of things, Watson. Sometimes such proclivities are only available in certain kinds of establishment and require a certain level of discretion.”


“Yeah, well, if that’s the case then these ‘proclivities’ have got our Mr. Smythe killed,” said Gregson.


“As I said, Captain,” said Holmes, “this is a big city. Crimes happen, whether it be homicide in Washington Heights or financial corruption in the boardroom of a hedge fund management firm.”


“Look, Holmes, I know you don’t like big business—”


“Captain Gregson, we will make a detective of you yet.”


“But listen, this is not just another murder. Whatever reason Smythe was up here, he was stabbed to death.”


Holmes’s jaw opened a little, then closed. Watson raised an eyebrow. Whatever her partner’s views of hedge funds—and merchant bankers, investment lawyers… in fact, anyone involved in the financial industry—he couldn’t resist a mystery. And when Captain Gregson said the victim was stabbed to death…


“I’m assuming the murder weapon was not a knife,” said Holmes, his voice suddenly quieter as he voiced the very thought Watson had.


“No,” said Gregson. “It was a fountain pen. The victim was stabbed through the eye, and the weapon is still here.” There was a pause. “Like I said, I think you will want to see this.”


Holmes nodded. “Captain Gregson, we shall be there presently.”


Holmes ended the call without a goodbye, then hefted the phone in his hand a couple of times before returning it to his inside pocket. Then he turned to Watson. And…


There.


She could see it. The light in his eyes, the way he was holding his mouth, the set of his jaw, the tendons on the side of his neck now just a little more defined.


Sugar overload or not, Holmes was on the case.


His phone buzzed again. He pulled it out, then tilted the screen so Watson could see. Gregson had texted the address of the Athena Hotel, Washington Heights.


“Come on,” said Holmes. “We can take the A train most of the way, then we are on foot. The walk will do us good.”


Holmes patted his stomach, then strode out of the alcove and across the lobby of the Starling.


Watson adjusted her bag on her shoulder and followed.
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THE MEN IN BLACK


The evening was drawing in by the time Watson and Holmes reached the Athena Hotel. Holmes had been right, his encyclopedic knowledge of New York City leading them on the A-train subway all the way to 168th and Broadway. From there, it had just been a short walk to the hotel.


Gregson had been right too. The place was… well, it was a dive. In her time with Holmes, Watson had seen her fair share of the seedy side of Manhattan, but the streets here were a real mess, a mix of industrial, low-rent office space, and apartment buildings that were practically tenement blocks. The entire island was being gentrified, but that insidious process had yet to reach this particular part of the city.


The building they were heading toward was the same as all the ones around it—pale brick blackened by decades of grime and pollution, the structure only five floors in height but narrow, making it look taller—and gloomier—than it really was. The sign over the entryway—which said THE ATHENA and HOURLY RATES AVAILABLE at an angle that didn’t seem quite right—was only half-lit, the remaining neon letters faint and flickering. There was a drugstore next door and that at least was brightly lit, but Watson wasn’t really sure that was much comfort.


The detectives stopped on the corner across from the Athena. Holmes frowned, his nose crinkling as he looked around them. Watson knew exactly what it was he was concerned about.


The street was narrow and there were only a few cars parked—some of which looked like they hadn’t been moved in quite a while. Right outside the Athena were two police cruisers and another unmarked car that Watson knew would have brought the captain and Detective Bell to the scene.


But farther along, parked nose-to-tail with not an inch between them, were two very large, very black SUVs, the windows of which were just as dark as their bodywork. To Watson they looked like the kind of vehicle the government used for shady federal agencies—something, unfortunately, she had had firsthand experience with.


The doorway of the Athena was recessed into the building and had a dark-green awning stretched over it. The awning had a tear down the middle and ATHENA HOTEL stenciled in dirty white block letters.


Standing underneath that awning was a young, tall man with blonde hair, wearing a black trench coat that hung open, under which was a black suit with a crisp white shirt. Completing the ensemble was a tie, which was also black, as were the sunglasses wrapped around his eyes—an entirely unnecessary accessory given the darkening evening.


Watson also spotted something else, something patently obvious from the way he stood, hands clasped over his belt buckle, shaded gaze remaining resolutely forward.


Whoever he was, whatever agency he represented, he was armed. That in itself was not necessarily a problem, but as Watson peered at the man, seeing the curled wire of an earpiece snaking down the back of his neck and disappearing under his collar, she wondered what the hell was going on.


Because one thing was for sure—he wasn’t the police.


Holmes turned to look at Watson, his expression set, his mouth a firm, straight line. Watson inclined her head, indicating she had no doubt been thinking exactly what he had been.


They headed across the road, Watson wondering what they were about to walk into.


* * *


There were two men in black suits and glasses, earpieces in place, stationed in the hallway just outside of the hotel-room door, with a third out by the elevator. They didn’t move an inch when Watson and Holmes emerged into the hallway. Holmes remained silent, but Watson could sense him bristling at the presence of the mysterious agents. The very fact that they were ignoring her and Holmes suggested to Watson that they weren’t, in fact, part of any official group—federal agents were usually very quick to make their authority known, asking for identification while wheeling you out of their way. These men, whoever they were, looked more like Secret Service than FBI for a start, and the glasses and earpieces were certainly an overblown cliché.


Watson thought back to what Gregson had said about the victim, and who he worked for. Were the men in black actually security agents from Mantis Capital Investment?


Room 262 of the Athena was much as Watson had expected it to be: a small, narrow space with a bed that barely qualified as a double, the carpet hard underfoot, the walls mostly thin blue-painted fiberboard panels over cinder block, which was exposed around the room’s single window. The view outside was hardly that, the blank gray wall opposite—perhaps part of the same building, perhaps not—almost within touching distance.


There was a chair and a table that would have counted as retro chic if Watson wasn’t so certain they’d been in the room since they were new in the mid-1960s. The TV was big but old and it sat on a sideboard of the same vintage as the other furniture. There was a cupboard with no doors next to the bed on the opposite side of the tiny room. Inside the cupboard was a grimy plastic tray. What the cupboard once held—a tea kettle perhaps—Watson couldn’t tell.


But the details of the room and its meager contents were very much secondary; it was the victim that drew her full attention.


Gregory Smythe, former CFO of Mantis, lay face-up, stretched horizontally on the floor at the foot of the bed. His mouth was open, his face seemingly frozen in an expression that looked more like one of surprise than pain. His left eye was open and staring at the ceiling.


His right eye—in fact, most of the right side of his face—was a bloody mess. The eye itself was gone, and protruding from the ruined socket was exactly what Captain Gregson had described—the fat black shaft of a fountain pen.


The small room was amply filled by a uniformed officer, Gregson, and Detective Bell, conferring as they stood in the doorway to the tiny bathroom. The uniformed officer was excused, Gregson and Bell giving their consultants a nod of greeting. Holmes virtually ignored the two policemen, instead moving swiftly around to the other side of the body, where he dropped into a crouch, arms awkwardly folded as he peered closely at the victim’s face, his own creased in concentration as he examined the man’s injuries with grim fascination.


“Thanks for coming up,” said Gregson. He glanced over his shoulder toward the door, where the two mystery men in black were stationed, then turned back, giving a slight shake of the head. “We’ve got a real handful here.”


Watson leaned in to the captain and lowered her voice. “What’s going on here? Who are those guys?”


Detective Bell blew out his cheeks and, sticking his elbows out, adjusted his belt. “Just a little jurisdiction friction.”


Watson frowned, her mind racing with a dozen different options. Maybe her initial assessment had been incorrect. “Are those guys FBI? They’re parked outside and there are more down in the lobby—they didn’t stop us coming up, but they never said anything to us either.”


“Oh, don’t worry, they’re under strict instructions now,” said Gregson.


“Yeah,” Bell added, “after we threatened them with obstruction.”


“Mantis Capital Investment.”


The three of them turned to Holmes, who was still crouched by the body. The consultant bounced a little on his haunches, then looked up. “Private security from the victim’s firm, I assume.” He gestured to the body. “This man was a valued, high-profile employee, after all. I imagine they are here to ensure that news of this crime does not yet become public knowledge.”


“Actually,” said Bell, tapping his notebook on the knuckles of one hand, “they were here before us.”


Watson frowned. “But how did they find out their CFO had been murdered? Surely the police didn’t contact them?”


“No, we most certainly did not,” said Gregson. “In fact, it was a Mantis agent who discovered the body in the first place.”


“Only they weren’t the ones who called it in,” said Bell. “It was a member of the hotel staff.”


Watson shook her head in confusion. “What?”


Gregson turned and nodded toward the security guarding the doorway. “According to the hotel staff they just arrived without warning. A few headed up here while the rest took up positions in the lobby. It wasn’t until thirty minutes later that the police were called. Nobody even knew there was a body up here until we arrived and secured the scene.”


“Wow, that’s pretty strange,” said Watson. She folded her arms and looked back toward the doorway. The two security agents didn’t appear to have moved a single muscle since she and Holmes had arrived, and if they were listening in to the conversation, they certainly weren’t giving any indication. Watson turned back to Gregson. “Strange, if not criminal. If they knowingly failed to report a crime—”


“Oh, don’t look so shocked, Watson,” said Holmes. He stood and joined the others. “The hubris of the financial industry knows no bounds. If a firm like Mantis Capital believes it can operate above and beyond the law when it comes to their day-to-day business practices, then it would be of no surprise to discover that they would decide not to report the death of one of their own if they could help it. Nothing more destabilizing to their investments than murder.”


Gregson folded his arms tightly and turned a raised eyebrow in Holmes’s direction.


“Have you heard of this Mantis Capital? Something you’re not telling us?”


Holmes pursed his lips but didn’t answer. Instead, Watson shook her head and waved her hand in her partner’s direction. “Don’t listen to him. He’s eaten his body weight in sugar today. He doesn’t know anything about Mantis.” Then she frowned and looked at Holmes. “Uh… do you?”


“No, I do not.” He rolled his hands expressively. “I was merely voicing an opinion about such institutions. I do believe the laws of this country allow me to do so.”


Beside Gregson, Bell shook his head, licked his lips, and buried his nose in his notebook. Holmes meanwhile turned back to look down at the body.


“As a point of fact, I haven’t heard of Mantis Capital Investment at all,” he said, pronouncing the name with exaggerated clarity, as if the words were in an unfamiliar foreign language. “And this is despite my thorough survey of hedge funds and other investment companies throughout the borough of Manhattan. Indeed, the first I had heard of the firm was when you called me, Captain.”


Just then, a man and a woman in NYPD windcheaters, each carrying a large box-like case, entered the room, skirting past the security agents. Bell closed his notebook and moved over to the two forensic technicians, one of whom placed their case on the bed and clicked the catch open.


Watson moved around the already crowded space to give the techs more room. “Okay, so nobody working at the hotel knew there had been a murder in one of their rooms, but the men from Mantis did, and they weren’t planning on calling the police anyway.”


“Which begs the question,” said Holmes, “of how Mantis knew that their CFO had met his untimely end, and where.”


Gregson lifted his own notebook and checked the most recent page. “Now that we do know. When we arrived, the head of Mantis security, one David Gallop, was here. Bell and I asked him a few questions about their operation.”


Bell nodded and moved back to join them, leaving the techs to their work. “Seems they tracked the victim’s cellphone. Mantis are super tight on security and secrecy, to the point where they routinely monitor the GPS location of their employees by their phones.”


“When Smythe didn’t show up for an important meeting at the office this morning, and didn’t answer either his cell or the phone at his residence, Mantis security tracked him here,” said Gregson.


“Presumably the address was something of a surprise,” said Holmes, casting a look around the dingy hotel room.


“On that point, Mr. Gallop was less forthcoming,” said Gregson, with a small sigh. “But at least they did a good job of securing the crime scene. They knew not to disturb it.”


“As far as we know at present,” said Holmes. “I would like to speak to this Mr. Gallop.”


“He left,” said Bell. “But don’t worry, we’ll be talking to everyone here and at the company.”


Holmes nodded, then turned back to the body. Watson moved to his side and watched for a moment while one of the forensic techs began taking close-up photos of the wound, and of the weapon still lodged in it.


Holmes bent at the waist, ducking left and right, crinkling his nose as he watched the CSUs at work. Pulling his phone out, he reached into another pocket and slipped out the magnifying attachment for the phone’s camera. Fitting it, he sidestepped over the body, directly in the way of the CSU’s camera. Holmes held both hands up in what to Watson looked like some kind of apology; the tech looked at Gregson, clearly confused and not a little annoyed. The captain nodded, but waved him aside anyway. The tech stepped back with a frown.


Holmes dropped to his knees on the hard carpet as he leaned over the body, bringing his nose within an inch of the fountain pen embedded in the victim’s eye. Then he shifted position, and rested his cheek on the victim’s chest, apparently to get a clear, perpendicular view of the pen’s barrel. Watson and Gregson both shuffled on their feet as they watched, Bell returning his attention to his notebook as the CSU tech with the camera muttered something to his colleague, who stood back, watching with folded arms and a raised eyebrow.


Careful to keep his head still, Holmes brought his phone up and, magnifying lens practically touching the pen, he snapped a series of photographs.


Then, in a single fluid movement, he pulled himself to his feet and he took a step back, his heels touching, legs together. He gestured with an expansive wave to the corpse.


“You may continue,” he said to the body. Behind him, the CSU techs looked at each other, then stepped forward to continue their interrupted work.


Bell peered over Holmes’s shoulder as the consultant began swiping through the photographs he had just taken.


“Anything?” asked Bell.


Holmes snorted a laugh, then, pausing on one photograph, he turned his phone around and pinch-zoomed in on the picture.


“Quite the murder weapon,” he said.


“Not every day someone is killed with a fountain pen, sure,” said Bell.


Holmes nodded and turned the phone around to the others. Watson looked closely at the image, a close-up of the pen’s fat barrel. The etched make and model of the pen was clearly visible.


“Not every day someone is killed with a fountain pen worth as much as a mid-sized family car, no.”


With that Holmes tilted the phone again and tapped the screen, zooming still further. Watson squinted, trying to read the writing without her glasses.


“Jacques… LeFevre?”


Holmes nodded. “Swiss manufacturers of some of the finest writing instruments in the world. The typical retail price of a LeFevre is somewhere north of $20,000, but, based on the shape of the barrel, the patina of the surface, I suspect this one is a vintage model and may be worth considerably more than that. But it requires further examination to place it precisely.”


“Could it be Smythe’s own pen?” asked Watson.


Bell sniffed. “People really spend that much money on a pen?”


Watson nodded. “Pens like this are more common than you’d think. Back when I was a resident I worked with several consultants who prided themselves on their pen collections.”


“And as CFO of a place like Mantis,” said Gregson, “the victim’s salary would probably have easily financed a pen like that.”


“Nothing like an investment piece you can put to practical use,” said Holmes. He thumbed through a few more photographs, then pocketed the phone, lens in situ. “Has the body been searched yet?”


Gregson nodded. “Pockets, yes. The room too. We have his wallet, driver’s license, the usual.”


“No cap?”


“Cap?”


“Yes, cap,” said Holmes. “The fountain pen will have a cap. LeFevre introduced serial numbers to their writing instruments in 1986, engraving them on the cap’s clip. I can’t be sure what precise vintage this pen is without further examination, but if it was made any time after the mid-eighties, the serial number will help in identifying the instrument and its rightful owner. The purchase of a high-value item such as this pen should be relatively easy to trace.”


“Nobody has found the cap yet,” said Bell, extracting his phone from his jacket. “But we have a team at Smythe’s apartment.” He nodded at Gregson. “I’ll give them a call, see if there are any more pens there like this one.”


“Excellent, Detective,” said Holmes. “There are other ways to identify fountain pens—the wear on the nib, for example, can be as unique as a fingerprint. If we can match the angle of wear on the murder weapon with a pen from Smythe’s apartment then we will know if the pen was his or not.”


Gregson raised an eyebrow. “Okay, we can take a look back at the morgue with the medical examiner.”


At this comment, Watson saw one of the Mantis security agents at the door, still facing away from them, touch his earpiece and incline his head. Were they listening in? They had to be. Watson wondered who they were reporting back to. It made her distinctly uncomfortable—this was a crime scene, one the NYPD were controlling. Any interference would complicate things, potentially jeopardizing the investigation.


Holmes must have noticed the security agent too, as he glanced toward the door and licked his bottom lip, before turning back to the captain.


“I think we can find out much quicker than that,” said Holmes, his voice low. He moved to the bed and pulled a pair of blue latex gloves from the open CSU case, then moved back to the body, muttering a brief “excuse me” before reaching down for the fountain pen.


The tech protested, but it was too late. Holmes tugged once, then twice, then the pen slid free. Watson winced, knowing the slick sucking noise she heard was entirely in her imagination.


Holmes returned to the others, blood-covered pen held as delicately between forefinger and thumb as the silver preserve spoon had been earlier that afternoon. Gregson nodded at the weapon, his nose crinkled in disgust.


“Couldn’t that have waited until we got the body back to the morgue?”


“A delay that would have been quite unnecessary,” said Holmes. He held the pen up to his eye, examining the end that had been embedded in the victim. Watson could see the gold nib of the pen was fairly clean. The point looked decidedly sharp.


An ideal weapon.


Still holding the pen level, Holmes scrabbled in his jacket with his other hand and extracted his phone again, magnifying lens still in place. Flicking the phone’s bright LED light on, he moved his eye close to the screen as he rotated the pen under the lens.


“What are you looking for now?” asked Bell.


“Fingerprints,” said Holmes. “There were none on the pen’s barrel. It’s possible there were some farther down the shaft, but unfortunately the various humors of Mr. Smythe’s right eyeball have done a fairly good job of cleaning the evidence. Here. Swipe through the filters, you’ll see.”


With that he handed the phone to Watson. Bell and Gregson leaned in as she scanned through the photos Holmes had taken. In the bottom toolbar of the picture app was a series of edit functions. Selecting the filter option, Watson cycled through a number of different automated enhancements. In each case, the color of the pen’s barrel and nib changed slightly, but Holmes was right. The telltale swirls, whorls and loops of a fingerprint were distinct by their absence.


“The killer was wearing gloves perhaps,” said Watson, handing the phone back to Holmes. Then she looked around the hotel room. “They cleaned up after themselves too. If there was some kind of struggle, I can’t see it.”


Bell nodded. “Either there was a struggle and the killer cleaned the scene when he was done—”


“Or,” said Holmes, interrupting, “there was no struggle because the victim knew the killer. It’s possible Mr. Smythe was taken by surprise. Who booked the room?”


“We’ve got people checking the records downstairs. They can fill us in when we join them,” said Gregson. “But what we do know is that the room hasn’t been slept in. We’ve been over it top to bottom and there’s nothing in here. Whoever had the room never stayed in it.”


“Of course,” said Holmes. “This was merely a rendezvous. And what better place to pick, an unsavory hotel in an unsavory neighborhood where people have a tendency to turn a blind eye. And the very last place anyone would suspect the CFO of a major financial investment firm, not to mention a highly secretive one, to be visiting.” He looked down at the body, then gestured to Watson. “Time of death?”


Watson took a pair of gloves from the CSU case and pulled them on before kneeling down by the body. She gingerly felt the limbs, flexing the arms until she met resistance, then she pulled one of the deceased’s sleeves up and examined the skin on the underside of the forearm.


“Well,” she said, lowering the arm and then standing, “sometime last night, at a very rough guess. Certainly he’s been dead for less than twenty-four hours, based on lividity and rigor mortis. We’ll know more when we get him back to the morgue.”


“That would tally with the GPS data Mantis have from his phone,” said Bell. “According to their security chief, the victim got here sometime late last night.”


“Curious that the killer didn’t take Smythe’s phone,” said Watson, “which suggests he or she didn’t know about how Mantis tracks their employees.”


Holmes nodded. “I think we should go down and talk to the hotel staff, including the person who called the police. It’s possible that even a rundown establishment such as this has at least some video surveillance. If we are very lucky we might even be able to get a look at the killer.”


Holmes strode from the room, Gregson and Bell at his heels. Watson followed, but paused just inside the room. Out in the hall, her friends were almost at the elevator, where one of the Mantis security agents stood, impassive, silent, unmoving. Watson stepped through the doorway and glanced back at the two agents similarly positioned outside the hotel room where Gregory Smythe had met his death. Both of the agents were young men, haircuts razor-short, eyes completely hidden behind their opaque glasses.


Mantis Capital Investments. Watson turned the name over in her mind.


Whoever they were, she didn’t like their methods one little bit.
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THE SUSPECTS


“What was that you were saying about getting lucky?”


Holmes glanced sideways at Watson, one arm wrapped around his chest, the other hand stroking his chin, before returning his attention to the very small and very cheap LCD monitor on the desk in front of them. The back office behind the front desk of the Athena Hotel was small and, occupied by Holmes and Watson, Gregson and Bell, and Cynthia the receptionist, a young woman barely out of her teens with teased black hair who was apparently in sole charge of the building, rather cramped.


The image on the screen was green-tinted monochrome and washed out almost to the point where half of the picture was nothing but a bright glow. The angle of the video feed was also less than ideal, showing a three-quarters view of the lobby that didn’t include the street entrance or the elevator on the opposite side. Of course, Watson knew at once why the camera was positioned as it was, focused mostly on one half of the front desk—the half where the cashbox was kept. The security camera was less for the safety of hotel guests and more to keep a watchful eye on untrustworthy staff.


Holmes reached forward and held down the right arrow key on the dirty keyboard in front of the monitor, and the replay of surveillance footage sped up. After a few moments of nothing, there was a blurred movement. Holmes released the key, wound back a few seconds, then stood back and studied the footage.


A man appeared from the bottom left of the screen—street side—dressed in a dark suit, the front of which flapped open as he marched with some speed and purpose across the lobby. There was a receptionist on duty—not Cynthia, Watson noted—who glanced up as the man passed, and then leaned out across the desk as the strange visitor collided with a young couple making their way from the elevator side of the lobby. The visitor, in some hurry, apparently ignored the pair, even though the collision had spun the woman around and the man had turned, arms outstretched, mouth working in silence as he berated the visitor. While it was a shame there was no sound on the footage, Watson wasn’t sure they would have learned anything more from it if it had.


But the video surveillance did have a timestamp, and although only his back was visible to the camera, there was no mistaking the identity of the visitor in the smart suit.


That man was Gregory Smythe, and when he entered the building it was eleven minutes past eleven the previous night.


“He sure was in a hurry,” said Watson.


Holmes nodded. “Have you spoken to the couple he nearly knocked over, Captain?” he asked, not taking his eyes from the screen. The video surveillance now showed an empty lobby, Smythe out of view by the elevators and the receptionist having disappeared into the very back office they were all now standing in.


“Still looking for them. They’re a couple of backpackers from Germany who checked out this morning. We think they’re on the road somewhere, a little hard to contact.”


“What about the guy on reception?” asked Watson. She turned around to face Cynthia. Standing between the two policemen, the morning receptionist crinkled her nose and glanced nervously at Captain Gregson, who smiled and gave her a friendly, encouraging nod.


“Ah, that was Gerry,” she said. “He told me about the dead guy when I came in this morning. Gerry has the night shifts this week, I’m on days.” She shrugged. “Sorry, I don’t know any more than that. He just said the guy was in a hurry. The others arrived—they came in and just stood there for ages and ignored him, he said. More of them went up in the elevator and didn’t come back down. Eventually he went up and had a look himself. That’s when he saw there was a body in 262 and called the police.” Cynthia shuddered.
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