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AFGHANISTAN, THE EVENING OF 27 JUNE 1880


The full moon hovered like a spectral observer over the British camp. The faint cries of the dying and wounded were carried by the warm night breeze out into the arid wastes beyond. John Walker staggered out of the hospital tent, his face begrimed with dried blood and sweat. For a moment he threw his head back and stared at the wide expanse of starless sky as if seeking an answer, an explanation. He had just lost another of his comrades. There were now at least six wounded men whom he had failed to save. He was losing count. And, by God, what was the point of counting in such small numbers anyway? Hundreds of British soldiers had died that day, slaughtered by the Afghan warriors. They had been outnumbered, outflanked and routed by the forces of Ayub Khan in that fatal battle at Maiwand. These cunning tribesmen had truly rubbed the Union Jack into the desert dust. Nearly a third of the company had fallen. It was only the reluctance of the Afghans to carry out further carnage that had prevented the British troops from being completely annihilated. Ayub Khan had his victory. He had made his point. Let the survivors report the news of his invincibility.


For the British, a ragged retreat was the only option. They withdrew into the desert, to lick their wounds and then to limp back to Candahar. They had had to leave their dead littering the bloody scrubland, soon to be prey to the vultures and vermin.


Walker was too tired, too sick to his stomach to feel anger, pain or frustration. All he knew was that when he trained to be a doctor, it had been for the purpose of saving lives. It was not to watch young men’s pale, bloody faces grimace with pain and their eyes close gradually as life ebbed away from them, while he stood by, helpless, gazing at a gaping wound spilling out intestines.


He needed a drink. Ducking back into the tent, he grabbed his medical bag. There were still three wounded men lying on makeshift beds in there, but no amount of medical treatment could save them from the grim reaper. He felt guilty to be in their presence. He had instructed his orderly to administer large doses of laudanum to help numb the pain until the inevitable overtook them.


As Walker wandered to the edge of the tattered encampment, he encountered no other officer. Of course, there were very few left. Colonel MacDonald, who had been in charge, had been decapitated by an Afghan blade very early in the battle. Captain Alistair Thornton was now in charge of the ragged remnants of the company of the Berkshire regiment, and he was no doubt in his tent nursing his wound. He had been struck in the shoulder by a jezail bullet which had shattered the bone.


Just beyond the perimeter of the camp, Walker slumped down at the base of a skeletal tree, resting his back against the rough bark. Opening his medical bag, he extracted a bottle of brandy. Uncorking it, he sniffed the neck of the bottle, allowing the alcoholic fumes to drift up his nose. And then he hesitated.


Something deep within his conscience made him pause. Little did this tired army surgeon realise that he was facing a decisive moment of Fate. He was about to commit an act that would alter the course of his life for ever. With a frown, he shook the vague dark unformed thoughts from his mind and returned his attention to the bottle.


The tantalising fumes did their work. They promised comfort and oblivion. He lifted the neck of the bottle to his mouth and took a large gulp. Fire spilled down his throat and raced through his senses. Within moments he felt his body ease and relax, the inner tension melting with the warmth of the brandy. He took another gulp, and the effect increased. He had found an escape from the heat, the blood, the cries of pain and the scenes of slaughter. A blessed escape. He took another drink. Within twenty minutes the bottle was empty and John Walker was floating away on a pleasant, drunken dream. He was also floating away from the life he knew. He had cut himself adrift and was now heading for stormy, unchartered waters.


As consciousness slowly returned to him several hours later, he felt a sudden, sharp stabbing pain in his leg. It came again. And again. He forced his eyes open and bright sunlight seared in. Splinters of yellow light pierced his brain. He clamped his eyes shut, embracing the darkness once more. Again he felt the pain in his leg. This time, it was accompanied by a strident voice: “Walker! Wake up, damn you!”


He recognised the voice. It belonged to Captain Thornton. With some effort he opened his eyes again, but this time he did it more slowly, allowing the brightness to seep in gently so as not to blind him. He saw three figures standing before him, each silhouetted against the vivid blue sky of an Afghan dawn. One of them was kicking his leg viciously in an effort to rouse him.


“You despicable swine, Walker!” cried the middle figure, whose left arm was held in a blood-splattered sling. It was Thornton, his commanding officer.


Walker tried to get to his feet, but his body, still under the thrall of the alcohol, refused to co-operate.


“Get him up,” said Thornton.


The two soldiers grabbed Walker and hauled him to his feet. With his good hand, Thornton thrust the empty brandy bottle before his face. For a moment, he thought the captain was going to hit him with it.


“Drunk on duty, Walker. No, by God, worse than that. Drunk while your fellow soldiers were in desperate need of your attention. You left them... left them to die while you... you went to get drunk. I should have you shot for this — but shooting is too good for you. I want you to live... to live with your guilt.” Thornton spoke in tortured bursts, so great was his fury.


“There was nothing I could do for them,” Walker tried to explain, but his words escaped in a thick and slurred manner. “Nothing I could—”


Thornton threw the bottle down into the sand. “You disgust me, Walker. You realise that this is a court martial offence, and believe me I shall make it my personal duty to see that you are disgraced and kicked out of the army.”


Words failed Walker, but it began to sink in to his foggy mind that he had made a very big mistake — a life-changing mistake.


London, 4 October 1880


“Are you sure he can be trusted?” Arthur Sims sniffed and nodded towards the silhouetted figure at the end of the alleyway, standing under a flickering gas lamp.


Badger Johnson, so called because of the vivid white streak that ran through the centre of his dark thatch of hair, nodded and grinned.


“Yeah. He’s a bit simple, but he’ll be fine for what we want him for. And if he’s any trouble...” He paused to retrieve a cut-throat razor from his inside pocket. The blade snapped open, and it swished through the air. “I’ll just have to give him a bloody throat, won’t I?”


Arthur Sims was not amused. “Where d’you find him?”


“Where d’you think? In The Black Swan. Don’t you worry. I’ve seen him in there before — and I seen him do a bit of dipping. Very nifty he was, an’ all. And he’s done time. In Wandsworth. He’s happy to be our crow for just five sovereigns.”


“What did you tell him?”


“Hardly anything. What d’you take me for? Just said we were cracking a little crib in Hanson Lane and we needed a lookout. He’s done the work before.”


Sims sniffed again. “I’m not sure. You know as well as I do he ought to be vetted by the Man himself before we use him. If something goes wrong, we’ll all have bloody throats... or worse.”


Badger gurgled with merriment. “You scared, are you?”


“Cautious, that’s all. This is a big job for us.”


“And the pickin’s will be very tasty, an’ all, don’t you worry. If it’s cautious you’re being, then you know it’s in our best interest that we have a little crow keeping his beady eyes wide open. Never mind how much the Man has planned this little jaunt, we’re the ones putting our heads in the noose.”


Sims shuddered at the thought. “All right, you made your point. What’s his name?”


“Jordan. Harry Jordan.” Badger slipped his razor back into its special pocket and flipped out his watch. “Time to make our move.”


Badger giggled as the key slipped neatly into the lock. “It’s hardly criminal work if one can just walk in.”


Arthur Sims gave his partner a shove. “Come on, get in,” he whispered, and then he turned to the shadowy figure standing nearby. “OK, Jordan, you know the business.”


Harry Jordan gave a mock salute.


Once inside the building, Badger lit the bull’s-eye lantern and consulted the map. “The safe is in the office on the second floor at the far end, up a spiral staircase.” He muttered the information, which he knew by heart anyway, as if to reassure himself now that theory had turned into practice.


The two men made their way through the silent premises, the thin yellow beam of the lamp carving a way through the darkness ahead of them. As the spidery metal of the staircase flashed into view, they spied an obstacle on the floor directly below it. The inert body of a bald-headed man.


Arthur Sims knelt by him. “Night watchman. Out like a light. Very special tea he’s drunk tonight” Delicately, he lifted the man’s eyelids to reveal the whites of his eyes. “He’ll not bother us now, Badger. I reckon he’ll wake up with a thundering headache around breakfast-time.”


Badger giggled. It was all going according to plan.


Once up the staircase, the two men approached the room containing the safe. Again Badger produced the keyring from his pocket and slipped a key into the lock. The door swung open with ease. The bull’s-eye soon located the imposing Smith-Anderson safe, a huge impenetrable iron contraption that stood defiantly in the far corner of the room. It was as tall as a man and weighed somewhere around three tons. The men knew from experience that the only way to get into this peter was by using the key — or rather the keys. There were five in all required. Certainly it would take a small army to move the giant safe, and God knows how much dynamite would be needed to blow it open, an act that would create enough noise to reach Scotland Yard itself.


Badger passed the bull’s-eye to his confederate, who held the beam steady, centred on the great iron sarcophagus and the five locks. With another gurgle of pleasure, Badger dug deep into his trouser pocket and pulled out a brass ring containing five keys, all cut in a different manner. Scratched into the head of each key was a number — one that corresponded with the arrangement of locks on the safe.


Kneeling down in the centre of the beam, he slipped in the first key. It turned smoothly, with a decided click. So did the second. And the third. But the fourth refused to budge. Badger cast a worried glance at his confederate, but neither man spoke. Badger withdrew the key and tried again, with the same result. A thin sheen of sweat materialised on his brow. What the hell was wrong here? This certainly wasn’t in the plan. The first three keys had been fine. He couldn’t believe the Man had made a mistake. It was unheard of.


“Try the fifth key,” whispered Arthur, who was equally perplexed and worried.


In the desperate need to take action of some kind, Badger obeyed. Remarkably, the fifth key slipped in easily and turned smoothly, with the same definite click as the first three. A flicker of hope rallied Badger’s dampened spirits and he turned the handle of the safe. Nothing happened. It would not budge. He swore and sat back on his haunches. “What the hell now?”


“Try the fourth key again,” came his partner’s voice from the darkness.


Badger did as he was told and held his breath. The key fitted the aperture without problem. Now his hands were shaking and he paused, fearful of failure again.


“Come on, Badger.”


He turned the key. At first there was some resistance, and then... it moved. It revolved. It clicked.


“The bastards,” exclaimed Arthur Sims in a harsh whisper. “They’ve altered the arrangement of the locks so they can’t be opened in order. His nibs ain’t sussed that out.”


Badger was now on his feet and tugging at the large safe door. “Blimey, it’s a weight,” he muttered, as the ponderous portal began to move. “It’s bigger than my old woman,” he observed, his spirits lightening again. The door creaked open with magisterial slowness. It took Badger almost a minute of effort before the safe door was wide open.


At last, Arthur Sims was able to direct the beam of the lantern to illuminate the interior of the safe. When he had done so, his jaw dropped and he let out a strangled gasp.


“What is it?” puffed Badger, sweat now streaming down his face.


“Take a look for yourself,” came the reply.


As Badger pulled himself forward and peered round the corner of the massive safe door, a second lantern beam joined theirs. “The cupboard is bare, I am afraid.”


The voice, clear, brittle and authoritative, came from behind them, and both felons turned in unison to gaze at the speaker.


The bull’s-eye spotlit a tall young man standing in the doorway, a sardonic smile touching his thin lips. It was Harry Jordan. Or was it? He was certainly dressed in the shabby checked suit that Jordan wore — but where was the bulbous nose and large moustache?


“I am afraid the game is no longer afoot, gentlemen. I think the phrase is, ‘You’ve been caught red-handed.’ Now, please do not make any rash attempts to escape. The police are outside the building, awaiting my signal.”


Arthur Sims and Badger Johnson stared in dumbfounded amazement as the young man took a silver whistle from his jacket pocket and blew on it three times. The shrill sound reverberated in their ears.


Inspector Giles Lestrade of Scotland Yard cradled a tin mug of hot, sweet tea in his hands and smiled contentedly. “I reckon that was a pretty good night’s work.”


It was an hour later, after the arrest of Badger Johnson and Arthur Sims, and the inspector was ensconced in his cramped office back at the Yard.


The young man sitting opposite him, wearing a disreputable checked suit which had seen better days, did not respond. His silence took the smile from Lestrade’s face and replaced it with a furrowed brow.


“You don’t agree, Mr Holmes?”


The young man pursed his lips for a moment before replying. “In a manner of speaking, it has been a successful venture. You have two of the niftiest felons under lock and key, and saved the firm of Meredith and Co. the loss of a considerable amount of cash.”


“Exactly.” The smile returned.


“But there are still questions left unanswered.”


“Such as?”


“How did our two friends come into the possession of the key to the building, to the office where the safe was housed — and the five all-important keys to the safe itself?”


“Does that really matter?”


“Indeed it does. It is vital that these questions are answered in order to clear up this matter fully. There was obviously an accomplice involved who obtained the keys and was responsible for drugging the night-watchman. Badger Johnson intimated as much when he engaged my services as lookout, but when I pressed him for further information, he clammed up like a zealous oyster.”


Lestrade took a drink of the tea. “Now, you don’t bother your head about such inconsequentialities. If there was another bloke involved, he certainly made himself scarce this evening and so it would be nigh on impossible to pin anything on him. No, we are very happy to have caught two of the sharpest petermen in London, thanks to your help, Mr Holmes. From now on, however, it is a job for the professionals.”


The young man gave a gracious nod of the head as though in some vague acquiescence to the wisdom of the Scotland Yarder. In reality he thought that, while Lestrade was not quite a fool, he was blinkered to the ramifications of the attempted robbery, and too easily pleased at landing a couple of medium-size fish in his net, while the really big catch swam free. Crime was never quite as cut and dried as Lestrade and his fellow professionals seemed to think. That was why this young man knew that he could never work within the constraints of the organised force as a detective. While at present he was reasonably content to be a help to the police, his ambitions lay elsewhere.


For his own part, Lestrade was unsure what to make of this lean youth with piercing grey eyes and gaunt, hawk-like features that revealed little of what he was thinking. There was something cold and impenetrable about his personality that made the inspector feel uncomfortable. In the last six months, Holmes had brought several cases to the attention of the Yard which he or his fellow officer, Inspector Gregson, had followed up, and a number of arrests had resulted. What Sherlock Holmes achieved from his activities, apart from the satisfaction every good citizen would feel at either preventing or solving a crime, Lestrade could not fathom. Holmes never spoke of personal matters, and the inspector was never tempted to ask.


At the same time as this conversation was taking place in Scotland Yard, in another part of the city the Professor was being informed of the failure of that night’s operation at Meredith and Co. by his number two, Colonel Sebastian Moran.


The Professor rose from his chaise-longue, cast aside the mathematical tome he had been studying and walked to the window. Pulling back the curtains, he gazed out on the river below him, its murky surface reflecting the silver of the moon.


“In itself, the matter is of little consequence,” he said, in a dark, even voice. “Merely a flea-bite on the body of our organisation. But there have been rather too many of these flea-bites of late. They are now beginning to irritate me.” He turned sharply, his eyes flashing with anger. “Where lies the incompetence?”


Moran was initially taken aback by so sudden a change in the Professor’s demeanour. “I am not entirely sure,” he stuttered.


The Professor’s cruelly handsome face darkened with rage. “Well, you should be, Moran. You should be sure. It is your job to know. That is what you are paid for.”


“Well... it seems that someone is tipping the police off in advance.”


The Professor gave a derisory laugh. “Brilliant deduction, Moran. Your public-school education has stood you in good stead. Unfortunately, it does not take a genius to arrive at that rather obvious conclusion. I had a visit from Scoular earlier this evening, thank goodness there is one smart man on whom I can rely.”


At the mention of Scoular’s name, Moran blanched. Scoular was cunning, very sharp and very ambitious. This upstart was gradually worming his way into the Professor’s confidence, assuming the role of court favourite; consequently, Moran felt his own position in jeopardy. He knew there was no demotion in the organisation. If you lost favour, you lost your life also.


“What did he want?”


“He wanted nothing other than to give me information regarding our irritant flea. Apparently, he has been using the persona of Harry Jordan. He’s been working out of some of the East End alehouses, The Black Swan in particular, where he latches on to our more gullible agents, like Johnson and Sims, and then narks to the police.”


“What’s his angle?”


Moriarty shrugged. “I don’t know — or at least Scoular doesn’t know. We need to find out, don’t we? Put Hawkins on to the matter. He’s a bright spark and will know what to do. Apprise him of the situation and see what he can come up with. I’ve no doubt Mr Jordan will return to his lucrative nest at The Black Swan within the next few days. I want information only. This Jordan character must not be harmed. I just want to know all about him before I take any action. Do you think you can organise that without any slip-ups?”


Moran clenched his fists with anger and frustration. He shouldn’t be spoken to in such a manner — like an inefficient corporal with muddy boots. He would dearly have liked to wipe that sarcastic smirk off the Professor’s face, but he knew that such a rash action would be the ultimate folly.


“I’ll get on to it immediately,” he said briskly, and left the room.


The Professor chuckled to himself and turned back to the window. His own reflection stared back at him from the night-darkened pane. He was a tall man, with luxuriant black hair and angular features that would have been very attractive were it not for the cruel mouth and the cold, merciless grey eyes.


“Mr Jordan,” he said, softly addressing his own reflection, “I am very intrigued by you. I hope it will not be too long before I welcome you into my parlour.”


Dawn was just breaking as Sherlock Holmes made his weary way past the British Museum and into Montague Street, where he lodged. He was no longer dressed in the cheap suit that he had used in his persona as Harry Jordan, but while his own clothes were less ostentatious, they were no less shabby. Helping the police as he did was certainly broadening his experience of detective work, but it did not put bread and cheese on the table or pay the rent on his two cramped rooms. He longed for his own private investigation — one of real quality. Since coming to London from university to make his way in the world as a consulting detective, he had managed to attract some clients, but they had been few and far between, and the nature of the cases — an absent husband, the theft of a brooch, a disputed will, and such like — had all been mundane. But, tired as he was, and somewhat dismayed at the short-sightedness of his professional colleagues at Scotland Yard, he did not waver in his belief that one day he would reach his goal and have a solvent and successful detective practice. And it needed to be happening soon. He could not keep borrowing money from his brother, Mycroft, in order to fund his activities.


He entered 14 Montague Street and made his way up the three flights of stairs to his humble quarters. Once inside, with some urgency he threw off his jacket and rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. Crossing to the mantelpiece, he retrieved a small bottle and a hypodermic syringe from a morocco leather case. Breathing heavily with anticipation, he adjusted the delicate needle before thrusting the sharp point home into his sinewy forearm, which was already dotted and scarred with innumerable puncture marks. His long, white, nervous fingers depressed the piston, and he gave a cry of ecstasy as he flopped down in a battered armchair, a broad, vacant smile lighting upon his tired features.







Two
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FROM THE JOURNAL OF JOHN WALKER



Captain Thornton was as good as his word in wanting to make me suffer. Once the remnants of the bloody company limped through the gates of the garrison at Candahar, I was thrown in gaol and, it seemed, forgotten about. I languished there for three months and, despite my daily protests to my native gaolers, no officer came to see me. I was kept in isolation in a cell that measured eight feet by eight feet. Some two feet above my head there was a grilled window which allowed only the faintest glimmers of daylight to filter through. My days were spent in a permanent twilight. I was being punished even before I came to trial.


I cannot tell how many times I relived the experience of that fateful night. It came to me unbidden in vivid scenes, as though I were an observer in my own downfall. There I was, leaving the hospital tent, the smell of blood and death clinging to me like an invisible miasma. The scene then shifted to the leafless tree under which I crouched and took my first taste of the brandy. My dry throat ached to taste that warm liquid again and experience the beauteous oblivion it brought. But I knew now that it brought ignominy and disgrace also. Was I really a coward? Was I really a deserter? Had I really neglected the men under my charge? The questions rattled and repeated in my brain like some awful machine. There is no inquisition more painful than that of your own making. Certainly I had been weak and lost some kind of faith that night. I had seen men, young men with smooth carefree faces, men who had not quite tasted life, mown down. The less fortunate, injured beyond help, were brought to me. And I had tried to mend the horrifically unmendable. Never had the futility of medicine in the face of cruel physical damage been made as clear and as painful to me as on that damnable night.


And then one day in late September, Thornton visited me in my cell. He looked fit and well and, apart from exhibiting a certain stiffness in his left arm, there was no indication that he had been injured at all. However, although he treated me with cold civility, the intervening months had done nothing to lessen his anger towards me. He informed me of the date of my court martial and advised me that my best course of action — “the gentleman’s way” was to offer up no defence. “That way the matter can be dealt with swiftly, and you can be on your way home — and we in the British Army can be rid of you for good.”


I had no stomach left for a fight, and I was fully aware that whatever plea I put forward, and however convincing my defence, I was already branded guilty. I agreed to all his suggestions. Anything to say goodbye to the grey walls and isolation of the last three months. In my naïvety, I believed that once I had escaped from India, I would be able to pick up the pieces of my shattered life. Little did I realise at the time that the taint and the stench I carried with me because of my offence would follow me all the way to England.


London, October 1880


Sherlock Holmes moved to the window and scrutinised the piece of paper by daylight with his magnifying glass. His fingers trembled with excitement. Here, he realised, he held in his hand the key to a real mystery at last. It was a terse, emotional cryptogram. And he was the only person capable of dealing with it. I have the genius, he told himself, which, as yet, has not really been put to the test. Maybe the time has come.


He suppressed the grin that was waiting to break through and, turning to face the bearer of the note, he offered his opinion.


“The message was written by a left-handed man — the curl of the L’s clearly indicates this — and although the paper is of cheap manufacture, the author was using a fountain pen, which is not usually found in the possession of those from the lower orders. The author wears a large ring on the fourth finger of his left hand: it has made tiny scratches on the surface of the paper.” He held the note to his nose and sniffed. “There is a strong indication that whoever wrote this was in the habit of taking snuff — Moroccan in origin, I believe. I am afraid my knowledge of the types of snuff is still quite limited.”


With a theatrical flourish, he placed the note on the table by his chair and sat opposite the visitor, who, to his disappointment, did not seem impressed by his analysis.


“That’s all very well, Mr Holmes,” came the querulous voice, “but what about the message itself? What am I to do?” The speaker, who had introduced himself as Jonas Abercrombie, was a plump, middle-aged man, dressed in a smart city suit which boasted a carnation in the lapel. His face was pale with worry, and he continued to turn the brim of his hat around in his hands in a nervous, agitated fashion. He desperately needed help, not conjuring tricks. How could his dilemma be eased by the knowledge that the writer of that accursed note enjoyed taking snuff and was left-handed?


While Holmes was aware of the man’s obvious distress, he was far more interested in the recherché elements of the case — by the mysteries locked up in the note. He was not conscious of his own naïvety or lack of sympathy in interviewing his client. And even if he had been, he would have regarded them as irrelevant. What was paramount was the thought that, at last, here was a real challenge for his talents.


Holmes picked up the note again and read it aloud: “We have your daughter. To ensure her safe return, we require a favour from you. We shall be in touch shortly. Do not go to the police.”


“I’m sure they mean to kill her. Oh, my God!”


“Why would they want to do that, Mr Abercrombie? What possible benefit could they gain from killing her?”


Abercrombie looked bewildered and shook his head. “I don’t know. But why abduct her in the first place?”


Sherlock Holmes gave a sigh of impatience. Could clients really be this dim?


“Because, Mr Abercrombie, you are the manager of the Portland Street branch of the City Bank. Therefore, it seems to me most likely that they intend to use your daughter as a bargaining-tool for something in return — something that will bring them a large amount of money.”


Abercrombie appeared genuinely shocked at this analysis. “You mean... they plan to rob the bank.”


Yes, clients could be this dim.


“In a manner of speaking. At the present time, there is a lack of sufficient data to indicate what method they intend to use to extract the money that lodges in your vaults, but I am convinced they are relying on your assistance.”


The banker mopped his brow. “What on earth am I to do?”


“Nothing for the time being. You must be patient and wait until they contact you again. As soon as they do, you must inform me immediately.”


“Nothing? How can I do nothing when they have my daughter?”


“Because I say so. If you do not trust me or my judgement, then pray seek your solace elsewhere!” It was a passionate response — but an unfeeling one. From the very beginning Holmes had trained himself to seal off all emotions when dealing with crime. He must be an automaton. At night sometimes he would hold a candle close to his face and stare into the mirror. The cold mask would stare back at him, a mask devoid of humanity or emotion. Even when he brought the candle flame close to his face so that he could feel the fierce yellow tongue begin to singe his flesh. This pleased him. The precision and objectivity that he deemed as essential in solving crime could only be tainted by emotion.


He knew that, in speaking to Abercrombie as he had done, he was taking a risk. He had to keep this client, but it had to be on his terms, or there was no game.


Abercrombie’s mouth gaped and he fell into silence.


“You sought my advice,” said Holmes, aware now that his cold bait was attractive, “and I am giving it. We wait, and let the villains make the next move. Believe me, they are sailing uncharted waters. They will not do anything rash until they believe that their plan has failed. They want the money, rather than your daughter. Let me know as soon as you hear from them again.”


Abercrombie, defeated and bewildered, nodded.


“And should I need to get in touch with you?”


The question shook the banker as though he were awaking from some terrible dream. “Please contact me at my home address. It might be dangerous to come to the bank.” Hurriedly, he extracted a card from his waistcoat pocket and passed it to the detective, who glanced at it, noting the address near Clapham Common.


“My daughter, Mr Holmes...”


“I am sure she will be safe, as long as you do as you’re told and do not contact the police. Now, sir, for my benefit, in order for me to clarify the matter very clearly in my mind, I would appreciate it if you would describe once again the series of events that brought you to my door. And pray be precise.”


Abercrombie nodded. “I will do my best. I received that accursed note this morning. I found it on the desk in my office at the bank. I don’t know how it got there. I rushed home immediately to see if my daughter, Amelia, was safe. I am widower, and she is my only treasure.” He dabbed at his eyes, which had begun to water.


Holmes nodded. “And on your return you discovered that this treasure was missing.”


“The maid said that Amelia had received a note from me asking her to meet me for lunch, and had gone out straightaway.”


“You do not have that note?”


“No. I suppose she took it with her.”


“Did you often invite her to lunch in this manner?”


“Once or twice a month, yes.”


“So our villains must have been watching you for a while. Where do you take lunch?”


“At Carlo’s, a little restaurant on Marylebone High Street. I went there at once, but of course the staff who know her assured me they hadn’t seen her today.”


“Give me a description of your daughter, please.”


“She is tall, quite thin, has auburn hair, usually fastened in a bun. She is very short-sighted and wears glasses with powerful lenses. Blue eyes. A lovely girl.” Abercrombie turned away and blew heavily into his handkerchief.


“Do you know what clothes she was wearing?”


The banker shrugged. “I think it would be a brown two-piece trimmed with fur, and a little hat with a veil. It is her favourite outfit.”


Holmes sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “Well, I think that’s all for now. It is imperative that you return to work and act as normally as you can. You must be patient and resolute, Mr Abercrombie. I am convinced that you will be contacted in due course. It is most probable that the villains will make you stew a little in order to weaken your resistance to whatever demands they intend to make on you. But I am confident that we shall bring this matter to a happy conclusion.”


“I hope so. I will do anything to see the safe return of my little girl.” Abercrombie rose, his eyes now red with tears, and grasped Sherlock Holmes by the hand. “Thank you. Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without your help and assurance.”


Without another word, he left the room.


Sherlock Holmes smiled and rubbed his hands with glee. “Ah, ah,” he said, in a hoarse whisper. “At last, at last... the game’s afoot.”


As Abercrombie emerged on to the pavement, he also gave himself a self-satisfied smile.


“Irving could not have done better,” he told himself.


The following day, there was an unfortunate incident at the Portland Street branch of the City Bank.


A disreputable-looking fellow in ragged clothes and reeking of alcohol claimed that he wished to open an account with a single sovereign. On being told by the teller that he could not do so with such a small sum of money, he became abusive and then violent. He fell into a drunken rage, throwing papers around, shouting and knocking potted palms to the floor. The manager, who was engaged with an important new client, was summoned, and he, in turn, summoned the police. The recalcitrant drunk was handcuffed and taken away. While all this was happening, no one seemed to take particular notice of an old, sunburned gentleman sitting in the corner by the window, smoking a dark cheroot and reading the Financial Times as though he were at his club.


That same evening, Abercrombie called once again on Sherlock Holmes. He found the young detective curled up in his chair before the meagre fire, smoking a cherrywood pipe. Although Holmes had been anticipating — indeed, hoping for — this visit, his bored expression gave none of his feelings away.


“I’ve heard from them again!” cried the banker, sloughing off his overcoat and joining Holmes by the fire.


“Excellent. Show me the note.”


Holmes almost snatched the envelope from Abercrombie’s fingers. The note was written in the same fluid hand as before, but this time the message was much darker in tone.


“Bring £10,000 in used bank-notes to Wayland’s Wharf, off the India Dock Road, at midnight. Come alone. If we do not receive the money on time, we shall cut off the girl’s foot,” he read.


“What am I to do? I don’t have £10,000.”


“No, but your bank has.”


“But it’s not my money. If I took that, I would be committing a crime!”


Holmes puffed gently on his pipe, his face partially obliterated for a moment by a thin cloud of smoke. “On your last visit, you told me that you would do anything to ensure the safe return of your daughter.”
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