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My life has been graced by an arc of remarkable women, all of them strong, beautiful, intelligent and creative: my mother Peggy, my wife Mary, and my daughters Mara and Gina. Traits from my wife and mother, especially, always seem to creep into my heroines. This book is dedicated to the four of them.







One
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Sherlock Holmes drummed with the long fingers of his right hand upon the dark sill of the bow window overlooking Baker Street. He wore the ubiquitous male garment of the times, a black frock coat, its woolen lengths falling almost to his knees, his thin silhouette framed in gray, dreary light. His shoulders had a weary slump.


“When one is bored, time crawls by as slowly as a slug or snail.”


I said nothing but reflected (even as my cousin probably did) that a year had passed since the tragic case involving Donald and Violet Wheelwright had commenced, the latter being a person I knew was much on his mind.


“The empty bank vault in Geneva furnished only a trivial diversion, and since then...”


“The weather does not help matters.” I extended my legs so my boots were nearer the coal fire. “Autumn can be pleasant enough, but no sooner does the first rain of November come, than the stench of coal is everywhere. During the summer one completely forgets the wretched soot and noxious yellow fog. Of course, during the summer one is treated to the fine, dried and powdered manure from several thousand horses, but even that is preferable.”


Holmes turned with a sharp laugh. “I see you are in equally fine spirits. I have been contemplating some travel, perhaps a voyage to a faraway and exotic locale—the Khyber Pass, a remote Japanese village, or an island in the South Seas.”


I sighed. “I envy you.”


“Why not accompany me?”


“You know how wretched I grow if I am apart from Michelle for more than a few days, and even if you were willing to put up with us both, she would never leave London now. Her practice thrives more than ever, and she has become both well known and fashionable. It would be impossible to bear were she not so genuinely excellent a doctor and so loving a wife.”


Holmes went to the mantel, raised the humidor lid and withdrew a cigar. A faint smile pulled at his thin lips, but his gray eyes stared briefly into space. “I envy you your chains, Henry.” He held ready a cigar cutter even as a rap sounded at the door. “Yes?”


Mrs. Hudson appeared in the opening, her face pink, her hair white, and her eyes blue. “A gentleman to see you, Mr. Holmes.”


“Ah, excellent! Send him in at once. Let us pray, Henry, that at last an interesting case has come knocking at my door—that ennui will be briefly banished.” He put the cigar back with its brethren untouched.


I stood up as the tall stranger entered. His dress marked him as a gentleman, an extravagant one of considerable means, but with peculiar taste. His frock coat was superbly tailored, the woolen fabric with a soft luster glistening faintly from the rain, but the dark green shade was quite unusual. His silk top hat was of the same color, and his tie was a green and navy stripe with a glistening pearl midway between the knot and his black silk waistcoat. His wool trousers were of a very fine black and green stripe, his shoes and gloves a peculiar yellow-orange leather. Upon his silken lapel was a green carnation.


“Mr. Holmes? Frederick Digby, younger son of James Digby, the Marquess of Hampsford. Quite a pleasure meeting so esteemed a person as yourself.”


Digby’s face was pale, thin, with washed-out blue eyes and an insubstantial, reddish-brown mustache, the ends so neatly trimmed it was exactly even with the upper edge of his lip. He removed his top hat and a glove. His hands had obviously never seen a day’s work, and but for the reddish hair above the knuckles, the long delicate fingers and white skin would have made a maiden envious.


Holmes shook his hand, then turned to me. “Lord Frederick, this is my cousin, Doctor—”


“Ah!” exclaimed Digby, his languid eyes opening wide. “So this is the famous Doctor Watson—your Boswell, Mr. Holmes!” His hand was faintly clammy, but he shook mine eagerly. “I have read every word of yours, Doctor Watson.”


I could see from the wicked gleam in Sherlock’s eyes that he would be of no help; he found it terribly amusing when I was mistaken for Watson.


“I hate to disappoint you, Lord Frederick, but I am Doctor Henry Vernier, Mr. Holmes’s cousin.”


Digby resembled a glass of champagne gone flat. “Not Doctor Watson?”


“Alas, no.”


“Henry and I are on the best of terms, Lord Frederick, and I value him every bit as much as Doctor Watson. Perhaps a trifle more,” he added dryly. “Sit down before the fire and warm yourself.”


“Don’t mind if I do. Beastly weather out there.” He sat in the wicker chair, which was the place of honor. “You’ll pardon me, gentlemen, if I’m a bit flustered. I hardly know where to begin.”


Holmes leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees, a playful smile on his lips. “Your discomposure is understandable. Perhaps it has something to do with the rather tall young lady who embraced you so passionately.”


Digby’s hat tumbled out of his lap. “Oh, I say—that’s very good, Mr. Holmes! Very good indeed, just the thing. Old Watson wasn’t making it up after all. Tell me how you guessed. I’m all ears.”


Holmes frowned. “Guessed?”


“I am sorry—deduced—I meant deduced.”


“Your green carnation is in a sad condition, no doubt as a result of having been nearly crushed by the force of the lady’s embrace. Her... chest must be at the same level as yours, for she would not knowingly press her face into the blossom.”


Digby glanced down at the carnation and fingered a petal. “Yes, it is in a rather sorry state, isn’t it? But how do you know it was a young lady and not my dear old mother, for instance?”


“Mothers, although ardent, are cautious. They would not willingly spoil a delicate flower.”


Digby nodded. “Yes, Mr. Holmes, that is very good indeed.” He hesitated, then his nostrils flared slightly, his eyes widening, as he toyed with the end of his mustache. “How do you know, though, that it wasn’t a tall young man?” A smile twitched his lips.


Holmes’s gray eyes glanced briefly at mine, even as his dark brows rose. My own jaw dropped slightly. “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked truculently.


Digby laughed in earnest. “Oh, I am sorry—you must forgive me, old thing. I will have my little joke. Wanted to see if I could ruffle Sherlock Holmes’s feathers—couldn’t resist it. A beastly habit, I know—ought to be ashamed and all that. You were absolutely right, Mr. Holmes. A young lady did embrace me passionately. I feared briefly she might crush me. And she’s the problem—the reason I came to see you.”


Holmes continued smiling, but I could see dismay in his eyes. He had hoped for a spectacular case, something bizarre and sensational, but so far he had only this young dandy and his affair with some young lady who was probably equally offensive.


“You see, Mr. Holmes, I have been engaged to Miss Rose Grimswell, a charming girl and an old chum. Rose and I have known each other for years. I knew her when she was still in short frocks. Anyway, dear old Rose and I decided to hitch our wagons or however they put it about six weeks ago. Some consider her a bit on the odd side, what with her unusual looks and all that poetry and music, but I want a wife with some gray matter under the skull. Anyway, the wedding was on for next June, and everything was rosy—no pun intended—until recently, and now she’s gone and called the whole thing off!”


Holmes’s disappointment must have been obvious even to Digby, but he tried to mask it. “Surely... the lady must have given you some reason.”


Digby was silent, his lips pursing. “She... She let something slip, blurted it out. Said her father won’t allow it.”


Holmes gave a weary laugh. “Lord Frederick, I am not a matchmaker or broker between families. Surely you must know that fathers often disapprove of their daughters’ matrimonial choices.”


“Ah, but that’s the peculiar part. He’s been dead for over four months.”


“What?” I exclaimed.


A wary hope suddenly dawned in Holmes’s gray eyes. “Has he indeed? And when did the young lady blurt this out?”


“Today, Mr. Holmes, after she told me it was all over. Wouldn’t say why really, and I kept pressing her for an explanation.”


Holmes put the tips of his long fingers together—another hopeful gesture. “Think carefully, Lord Frederick, and tell me exactly what she said—how her father’s name came up.”


“Well, she kept saying, ‘I can’t, I can’t,’ and I kept saying, ‘But why?’ At last she said, ‘Because of my father.’ ‘Your father?’ I said. ‘Whatever do you mean?’ ‘I mean he forbids it,’ she said. ‘But he’s dead!’ I said. ‘Whatever are you talking about?’ She looked frustrated and frightened. ‘I can’t say anything more.’ And she wouldn’t.”


Holmes nodded. “Promising. Are you familiar with the circumstances of her father’s death?”


“Of course. You may be, too, Mr. Holmes. Her father was a writer, Victor, Viscount Grimswell of Dartmoor. The poor devil fell off one of those rocky piles on the moor, tors they call them. It was in all the papers.”


For the first time in several weeks I saw color return to my cousin’s cheeks, and his eyes had a familiar glow. “Yes, I do recall the incident. I have read one of Grimswell’s novels, The Dark Grange.”


I frowned. “I also recall The Dark Grange. I started it, but I do not much care for ghost stories.”


“It is more than a ghost story,” Holmes said. “Grimswell was not a Hardy, a Poe or a Dickens, but his works are not without literary merit. They are comparable to the writings of Wilkie Collins or Sheridan Le Fanu. His death caused a stir because of its sinister and sensational nature. There was... Was there not some speculation that his fall might have been suicide rather than an accident?”


Digby gave a reluctant nod. “Yes, although the family doctor apparently thinks it was an accident. Lord Grimswell had a bad heart, angina pains and all that. The doctor says he must have made it to the top, and then his heart gave way.”


“And does Miss Grimswell concur with this opinion?”


Digby frowned, his left hand clutching at his garish glove. “She does not exactly... She has not said. I think she fears it may have been deliberate.”


“Has she told you this?”


“No. It’s just a feeling I have.”


Holmes leaned back in his chair. “Your case begins to interest me, Lord Frederick. Tell me more about yourself and Miss Grimswell. You are, of course, an Oxford man. Balliol College, I believe.”


Digby nodded and raised his right hand. “I’m on to you this time! The old school ring is a bit conspicuous.”


“One might say the same of your dress. Are you acquainted with Mr. Oscar Wilde? His influence upon his fellow Oxford students is well known.”


Digby nodded. “I have had the pleasure of his acquaintance. Oscar and a Cambridge chum of mine are friends—Robbie Ross. Oscar takes a genuine interest in the artistic and aesthetic development of the young.”


Holmes’s smile was faintly contemptuous. “So I have heard.”


Digby raised a single reddish-brown eyebrow, hesitated, then continued. “I finished two years ago. Since then I have been seeking some profitable and fulfilling occupation. The pater urges the military, the cavalry in particular, the mater the church, but neither would suit my artistic temperament. Being a younger son is rather frustrating. My brother Tom only has eighteen months on me, but he gets the title, the land, and most of the income, while I... And the moneylenders are only too happy to give him whatever line of credit he requires. You may think a marquess must be rolling in money, but I’m afraid that’s not the case, what with taxes and poor investments. Father says I can count on precious little. He actually seems to enjoy saying this—as if... But I’m wanderin’ somewhat astray.”


Holmes gave a slight nod. “And Miss Grimswell?”


Digby nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes—well, Rose and I have known each other practically forever. Father is an outdoorsy sort, fond of hunting, horses, angling, hiking, and all that, and the family spent a good deal of time at our Dartmoor home. He and Victor Grimswell were friends, and I remember Rose as a rather sad, dark, sullen little girl. I’m afraid I used to pull her hair. Anyway, I ran into her last July at Hyde Park. She was staying with Susan Rupert, Lord Rupert’s daughter. The two had gone to the same girls’ boarding school near Oxford.”


Holmes tapped his fingertips together. “So this was after her father’s death—after the fall from Demon Tor?”


“Yes, Mr. Holmes, and she was—and is—rather glum about it. Misses him frightfully, her father, that is. She’s staying indefinitely with Susan; nothing for her at Grimswell Hall.”


“What of her mother?”


“Rose never really knew her mother. She died when Rose was little.”


“Does Miss Grimswell have any brothers or sisters?”


“No, Mr. Holmes. She is an only child.”


“Any male cousins?”


Digby gave a laughing snort. “Ah, I see where you’re headed! No, she has only a couple of maiden cousins or aunts. I’m afraid there’s no male heir to pass the title on to. Victor Grimswell was the last Viscount Grimswell.”


“Ah, how regrettable for the young lady. The title will therefore go extinct, and the land and the hall will revert back to the crown. I doubt Lord Grimswell would have had much money of his own.”


Digby had a certain lunatic grin. “Wrong on both counts, Mr. Holmes! There was the usual entail requiring that the property go to the eldest son or another qualified male heir, but when Rose was about two, her father and grandfather agreed to cut off the entail. Her mother had died. Victor was desolate and never wanted to marry again. There were no other potential male heirs, and although the title might go extinct, he wanted to ensure that his daughter, his only child, could inherit Grimswell Hall. He managed to persuade his father, the viscount. Their solicitor drew up all the necessary papers.”


Holmes nodded. “That is certainly unusual, but possible. Entailment law is quite complex, but the two living heirs in direct lineage would have that power. With the entail broken, both men could do as they chose. The grandfather could still leave everything to Victor, the next viscount, but Victor, in turn, might leave everything to his daughter. And what of the other count to which you referred?”


“Oh, yes, well, both Victor and his father were deuced clever when it came to money. For example, Victor lent a friend a sum to start an export business, and he was repaid a hundredfold. My father would call that dirtyin’ one’s hands in trade, but I wish he were half so sharp! Oh, and Lord Grimswell’s writings were also quite profitable.”


Holmes lowered his hands and set them on his knees. “I see. Lord Grimswell must have left his daughter a considerable fortune.”


Digby nodded cheerfully. “Over four hundred thousand pounds.”


“Good Lord!” I exclaimed. “That’s an extraordinary sum.”


“It is indeed,” Digby said. “To have both land and money...”


Holmes hesitated, an ironic smile pulling at his lips. “Most of which must go to her husband should she marry.”


Digby frowned, a red flush appearing at each cheek. “I hope... I trust you gentlemen do not think Rose’s fortune has anything to do with my feelings for her. I’d marry her even if she hadn’t a farthing.”


Holmes gave his head a shake. “It is not for me to question your motives, Lord Frederick. I am sure they are worthy of a gentleman of your stature. Nevertheless, such an enormous sum may have some bearing on the case.”


“I don’t see how.”


“Exactly how long had you been engaged, Lord Frederick?”


“Since the middle of September.”


“And was the lady difficult to persuade?”


“Damned difficult! She kept saying she wasn’t sure she wanted to marry or that she was ready even if she wanted to, but I kept at it. Told her...” For the first time he hesitated. “Well, I told her I loved her, and by God it was the truth! I said I loved her and that she needed someone to look out for her now that she’s alone in the world. I know I’m not perfect, and I can be a silly ass at times, but all the same, I swear I’d care for her.”


Holmes and I exchanged a glance. Digby had begun to grate upon me, but this declaration of love did seem genuine.


“And you seem to have convinced Miss Grimswell of your sincerity. That was some six weeks ago. When did she first mention any doubts?”


Digby sighed. “When her fool of an aunt Constance sent her this abominable balderdash about the family curse. Said if she were going to marry, she and her future husband should know about this dark episode in the family past. If she’d had any sense at all, she’d never have shown anything like that to a sensitive girl like Rose. Of course, it’s all complete and utter rubbish, but Rose is high-strung and—”


“How long ago did her aunt send this information?”


“Two weeks ago, and I can tell you it shook Rose. I told her it was all foolishness and meant absolutely nothing to me. By the time she left she was laughing at it too, and I thought we were past it, but then this morning I received a letter saying we must never see each other again, that she must never marry, and of course, I went to her at once. I confronted her shortly before I came to you, Mr. Holmes, and she behaved very strangely. Something had badly frightened her, and I’m most worried about her. I...”


Holmes tapped lightly at the chair arm with his long fingers. “Pardon me, Lord Frederick, but I wish to proceed more methodically. Do you know exactly what her aunt wrote to her?”


Digby nodded, then withdrew a rolled-up parchment from his coat. “I have brought the very document she sent Rose.”


Holmes smiled. “Excellent, Lord Frederick—excellent! And how does it come to be in your possession?”


“I took it from Rose when she showed it to me two weeks ago—with her permission, of course. I wanted to burn it, but she would not hear of it. I promised I would care for it, but I did not want to leave it with her. I knew she would re-read it and brood upon it in an unhealthy way. That is why I took it.”


Holmes stood and eagerly extended a hand. “May I have a look? Thank you.” He sniffed twice at the paper, then unrolled it upon a small table. “Late seventeenth century. Care to have a look, Henry?”


I stood, then put one hand on the table and leaned forward to read. The black-inked script had an archaic look, but I soon grew accustomed to it.


THE GRIMSWELL CURSE





	My children, you have no doubt heard rumors of the Grimswell Curse. Some of our kin have wished to deny this affliction and its origin, a black episode in our family history, but I have no doubt as to its truth. I have, therefore, resolved to set the story down, once and for all, that it may instruct our descendants as to the power of Evil once it gains entrance to a man’s soul.


	Before the reign of Elizabeth, over two hundred years ago, the Viscount Reginald Grimswell built the first Grimswell Hall. He was a very learned man, interested in all the arts and sciences, but despite his cleverness and wealth, he had a melancholy disposition. He was always prey to dark and desperate thoughts. Perhaps that is why he abandoned himself to drink and lechery. His wife, Lady Catherine, was wondrously beautiful and possessed a kind and pious disposition, but Lord Reginald preferred the company of harlots and drunken gamesters. The hall became notorious for its wanton debauchery, much to the dismay of its mistress.


	His lady bore Reginald four sons, then died of a wasting illness before her fortieth year. Rather than reflecting upon her demise as a warning from the Almighty, Lord Reginald plunged himself into vice with unrestrained fury. In disgust, his father-in-law claimed his grandsons to raise them apart from such iniquity.


	Before long, no maiden or matron of virtue would venture near Grimswell Hall. The daughters of local farmers began to disappear. Rumor had it they were victims of foul abominations at the hall. Those who would not submit, perished, vanishing without a trace, while others gave themselves over to the wicked corruption. One yeoman discovered his daughter all bejeweled and bedecked in finery at the hall, but she laughed and pretended not to know him. A week later, the man was found dead on the moor, his throat cut.


	Common folks and the gentry shared a disgust toward the hall and its lawless occupants, but naught might have happened had not the Viscount finally outreached himself. He was visited by an emissary of the crown, the Earl of Chadwick, who, knowing nothing of Grimswell’s reputation, brought with him his daughter Rose. At the sight of the fair girl, Lord Reginald’s evil soul was inflamed anew with lust. He determined to take the girl by force that very night, and he did so, despite her desperate pleas. Foolishly he thought she would keep silent of her disgrace or that none would dare touch him should she accuse him.


	The pathetic girl wrote a brief note to her father revealing her betrayal, then thrust a dagger into her heart. Imagine Chadwick’s grief and rage the next morning when he discovered his daughter’s corpse and this dreadful testament! It took several men to restrain him from strangling the Viscount, who then mocked him and had him ejected from the hall.


	This fell upon a Sunday morning in October, and the Earl went straight away to the church at the Hamlet of Grimpen. Interrupting the service, he strode to the pulpit, told of his daughter’s sad fate, and begged the congregation to help him bring down the wrath of God upon the miscreant. The people of Grimpen listened in horror, and when he raised his fist to Heaven, a low murmur of approbation echoed through the church. The other lords there present asked only for time to gather their forces and arm themselves. Thus, by late afternoon, every able-bodied man advanced toward Grimswell Hall, some carrying scythes or pitchforks, others bearing swords or lances.


	Word of what had passed at the church had reached the hall earlier, and all the Viscount’s servants and cohorts had fled, leaving him to face the angry crowd alone. Even then, Lord Reginald might have been saved, had he but prayed for forgiveness. Instead, he turned to the dark powers and begged the Devil for assistance. He found the answer he sought in an ancient tome in his library.


	The sun had sunk, and a ghastly orange moon rose over the desolate moor and the dark tower of Grimswell Hall as the avengers reached the portal. Before them was a figure in a black cloak and hood seated upon an enormous black charger. Although they were many, a hush fell over the crowd, and they halted.


	The Viscount threw back his cowl, and a peal of Hellish laughter slipped from his lips. He cursed the men and mocked them, but none seemed able to move until Lord Reginald began to ridicule poor dead Rose. At that, Chadwick drew his sword and charged forward with a great cry.


	The Viscount headed across the moor on his black stallion, and those who had mounts gave chase. His unnatural steed could have outraced any mortal horse, but Lord Reginald kept only slightly ahead of his pursuers. He halted before the jagged pile of rocks known as Demon Tor, and even as the riders watched, he scrambled up its face like some huge black spider. Hardly had he attained the summit, than the riders drew up about the base. Soon those on foot also reached the tor and surrounded it.


	The Earl cried out for the Viscount to descend and face his punishment. For all his crimes, he must surely die, but as Christians, they would let him confess and be shriven first.


	After the Earl had spoken, the crowd stood silently, watching the white face of the man standing atop the tor. The moan of the wind, suddenly icy cold, was the only sound, then came again Hellish laughter. The Viscount cursed them with blasphemous and foul oaths, promising that terror would henceforth be their companion each night. He bared his teeth in a final, hideous grin, then hurled himself forward. Some say he briefly flew like some dark bird or bat, but soon enough he fell and dashed his brains out on the rocks below.


	The Earl advanced and turned over his fallen foe. The full moon had risen higher by then, and its blue-white light revealed the shattered skull and leering face of the Viscount, his teeth locked in a fierce grin. All present felt the horror, and then in the distance rose the desolate cry of a wolf. They fled, leaving the shattered corpse lying there bathed in the moonlight.


	Would that were the end of my tale, a sinner punished for his evil deeds!


	The next day, some men returned to Demon Tor. They found the blood-stains on the granite, but the body was gone. That night, a herdsman returning late noticed a single light burning in a window at the abandoned hall. Many also again heard the terrible cry of a wolf.


	The Earl of Chadwick heard it and went pale. He retired late, but no sooner had he closed his door, than a terrible scream came from his chamber. The oaken door held briefly, but when it was burst asunder, the men had a brief glance of a black figure with a dead white face, its mouth smeared with blood. The creature fled to the window and escaped, even though the window was high above the rocky ground. The men saw the Earl’s murderer crawl head first down the stone wall, then run across the moor. None dared follow.


	Thus began the reign of terror. No man or woman dared go out after dark. Windows and doors were barred at dusk, but still the people were slaughtered—men, women and children— throats torn open and the blood drunk from their veins.


	Many saw the light burning in the high tower of Grimswell Hall, and others spoke of a man in black wandering alone on the moor or accompanied only by an enormous wolf. Others claimed to have seen the man transform into a wolf.


	A poor herdsman was caught in a snowstorm, and when he came home, half frozen, he found his wife dead and their babe gone. At this, a great fury came over him. The next day, he rose up at the church and begged the people to help him, lest they all perish one by one.


	Accompanied by the priest, they went again to the hall. In the courtyard they found the herdsman’s child, a mere babe, frozen and drained of blood. Outrage seized the good people. They searched the dwelling, but a great oaken door reinforced with iron blocked the way to the tower. They tried long and hard to break in the door, but to no avail. Soon the sun began to sink, and their fury changed to dread.


	The stricken herdsman gnashed his teeth and beat at the door until his fists bled. At last he seized a torch and set the door on fire. Soon the entire hall was ablaze.


	The people surrounded the edifice and waited. They had armed themselves as best they could. As the sky darkened, the orange flames rose higher and higher, the great conflagration lighting the moor for miles around.


	Finally, even as the flames reached the tower, a face appeared at the window. A cry of dismay went up. There could be no doubt: it was the Viscount Reginald Grimswell. He bared his long teeth, and then his fearful laughter rose over the crackling of the flames. He seemed about to hurl himself from the window, when the herdsman loosed an arrow from his bow. The priest had blessed the arrow.


	It struck the Viscount square in the throat. With a terrible howl, he clutched at the shaft and fell back into the waiting flames. His cries were dreadful. They were the cries of the damned, this conflagration only a prelude to eternal perdition.


	The people watched until the flames had consumed the hall. The priest and the herdsman walked about the smoldering ruins until the first warm yellow glimmer of sunlight flooded the moors. The herdsman fell to his knees and wept while the priest prayed to the Almighty, thanking Him for their deliverance.


	The moors have been at peace since that terrible time, and we can only hope, my children, that we of the tainted Grimswell blood have learned our lesson. We can only hope that none of our descendants will lose their reason, bargain with Satan, and become wild beasts preying upon their fellow men. Curb, therefore, those melancholy thoughts and dark passion which may be in our nature. Remember that God in His mercy has given us the strength to rise above our baser selves.


	The broken walls and granite stones are all that remain of the old hall, and the lonely site is known as an accursed place. Because the sons were raised apart from their father’s evil influence, they grew to be honorable and worthy men. The eldest built a new Grimswell Hall which we still inhabit today.


	Our inheritance is a dark and bloody one, but if it causes us to know ourselves better, to shun Satan and avoid his snares, then some good may yet come of what has befallen, and in times to come, Grimswells may be known for their good works rather than their evil natures.





Holmes finished reading before I did, but he waited until I had turned away before rolling up the parchment. “A singular tale,” he said. He handed it to Lord Frederick. “This document is at least authentic. Miss Grimswell’s ancestor shows a literary flare, which must be a family trait. So you made light of this tale? Marrying into a family descended from werewolves or vampires does not intimidate you?”


Lord Frederick’s laugh was high-pitched. “Not in the least! We Digbys also have some scoundrels in our past, but no one has ever written down their exploits.”


Holmes’s fingers stroked his narrow chin. “I wonder which was meant. The narrative is ambiguous. One could argue either for vampirism or lycanthropy.”


I frowned. “I can see how it might disturb a young woman of a sensitive nature. It is a chilling story. And even if the supernatural element is preposterous, there may be something in the notion of an inherited disposition toward melancholy.” I opened my mouth, then quickly closed it.


Lord Frederick stared hard at me. “What were you about to say, Doctor Vernier? You need not spare my feelings—say it, man!”


“Insanity does seem to run in families. However, one need not presume so far. I am sure it is merely... An impressionable young lady with no brothers or sisters, no mother—she must have had many a sad and lonely hour. One could hardly blame her for being melancholy, and then to read such a thing... Then, too, she is the last of her lineage—its fate, its continuance, rests with her alone.”


Digby nodded eagerly. “Very perceptive, Doctor Vernier—and to think you have never met Rose. It did shake her. She is somewhat prey to those black thoughts mentioned in the story. Sometimes in the midst of a splendid evening—a fine meal and champagne—I can see the dark clouds gather about her brow. I try to tease her out of it.”


Holmes’s upper lip rose briefly as he stared into the fire. “There are those who consider melancholy less an affliction than a rational response to the world in which we live.” A certain bleakness showed about his mouth, and I knew he was thinking again of Violet Wheelwright’s tormented mind. He turned to Digby. “While I would not go that far, I would say that the young lady may have had more than her share of sadness in her brief life. Some unhappy children never outgrow a sense of desolation.”


Digby shrugged, then smiled. “Surely marriage—a husband and children, a family of her own—would alleviate that sense of desolation. I’m certain I could make her happy! Life is great fun, after all, and that’s the way it’s meant to be, isn’t it?”


Holmes and I exchanged a significant glance. I could tell that he too did not see this self-absorbed young man in a green frock coat as the answer to a sad young lady’s prayers.


Holmes gave a faint shrug of his own. “Perhaps, Lord Frederick. I am not an alienist. We must reserve discussions of a philosophical nature for another time. You said Miss Grimswell seemed to have recovered from the shock of this document?”


“She had.”


“And had you any warning before the letter you received today that anything was amiss?”


“None. I thought she had forgotten the wretched thing. I thought she was learning to be happy. But today... she was almost hysterical, scared half to death, but she wouldn’t say why. She did mumble something about the terrible curse... said I was better off without her. I tried to reason with her, but she hardly seemed to hear me. I... I finally got angry and said I would leave. That was when...” His voice trailed away.


Holmes’s gray eyes watched him closely. “What happened?”


Digby’s right forefinger toyed with the green carnation. “That was when my carnation was injured.” He laughed softly and pulled free a loose petal. “Before I could leave, she embraced me, and... she kissed me. She sobbed goodbye and pushed me out the door. I was in a kind of daze.” A faint blush appeared on his cheek. “She is quite strong for a woman. I had kissed her once or twice before, but it was never... I always wondered if she really cared for me, but after that...” He raised his head and stared at Holmes. “I cannot bear to lose her—not to some ghost or vampire or foolish curse. She needs me—I know she does. Someone or something has scared her half to death, and I am terribly worried about her. I wonder... Her health has never been good. I almost wonder if she is ill. Certainly she will make herself ill if—”


“Does she have a regular physician?” I asked.


Digby thought for a moment, then gave an idiotic grin. “Damned if I know!”


So much for the brief sense I had that he might have some redeeming qualities. “My wife is a physician,” I said. “In fact, she is Lady Rupert’s doctor. Perhaps she could examine Miss Grimswell and determine if there are any physical problems. Michelle is a good judge of character and a person in whom women of all ages want to confide. She may be able to discover what is worrying her. It may be something completely unexpected.”


Digby gave me a puzzled look, then turned to Holmes.


Holmes nodded. “You see why my cousin is invaluable to me, Lord Frederick. Feminine psychology is not my strong point. The fair sex remains the great mystery. I shall wish to question Miss Grimswell, but I would like Henry’s wife, Doctor Doudet Vernier, to see her first. She may well uncover something which escapes our masculine natures.”


Digby slapped at his knees with his gloves. “I suppose that makes sense. Worth a try and all that. Well, I shall see if I can convince her to come. It won’t be easy. However, I shall insist. If she will not let me in, I’ll wait on her doorstep till—”


I shook my head. “No, no—you must not make it a matter of your will against hers. Do you know Lady Rupert yourself? You must, if you have been courting Miss Grimswell while she has been staying with them.”


Digby slapped at his knees again with his yellow gloves. “Course I do! And she’s always been willing to put in a good word with Rose for me. Sometimes I think it’s only because she wants to save Susan for some elder son of a duke or earl, but whatever, she has been a partisan on my behalf.”


“You must write to her,” I said, “and tell her you are concerned about Miss Grimswell’s health. You can say someone recommended she see Doctor Doudet Vernier. Ask her to try to arrange for Miss Grimswell to come to our house near Paddington tomorrow at three. On Saturday afternoon we usually do not see patients, and I will have Michelle reserve that time.”


Digby turned to Holmes, who gave a brusque nod. “Very good, Henry. You are indeed lucky, Lord Frederick, that he was present. Watson is nearly as helpless when it comes to women as I am, despite his various wives, who are a source of confusion to me. Let us follow this strategy of Henry’s. I will then talk to Doctor Doudet Vernier and later to Miss Grimswell.”


Digby smiled and pulled on his gloves. “I’m hoping you can get to the bottom of this business, Mr. Holmes. I’d better run if I’m to try to set things up with Lady Rupert for tomorrow.” We all rose to our feet. “Yes, I’m certainly glad I came. And Rose and I shall be at your house tomorrow, Doctor Vernier.” He started for the door.


I gave Holmes a puzzled look. He raised his right hand. “One moment, Lord Frederick. Miss Grimswell is to go alone.”


“But she’s going to be my wife—I want to be with her. She won’t know I’m coming too until it’s too late for her to flee.”


Holmes shook his head. “She will not be likely to share any confidences with Doctor Doudet Vernier should you be nearby.”


Digby smiled, but seemed only partly convinced. “Well, perhaps you are right after all. Anyway, I’d best be getting to that letter to Lady Rupert.” He turned to go.


I reached into my coat pocket. “Wait, Lord Frederick—take this.” I rose and handed him my card. “This has our address on it. That is where Miss Grimswell must present herself at three tomorrow.”


“Of course.” He nodded his head, then put on his green top hat. “Thanks ever so much. Oh, I say, there is one other matter we haven’t discussed—your fee, Mr. Holmes. As you may have gathered, I’m currently a bit short on funds, but once I am married...”


Holmes shook his head and made a gesture of dismissal with his hand. “No matter. We can discuss that later. For now, the case itself will suffice.”


Digby’s relief was obvious. “Very good. Farewell, then.” He nodded and closed the door behind him.


I shook my head. “What an insufferable imbecile.”


Holmes gave a sharp laugh, then walked over to the bow window. “Lord Frederick is a man with a purpose. He walks very quickly. Dark green is actually not an unpleasant color.”


“Perhaps on someone else it might be agreeable.” I sat back down and leaned forward toward the fire.


Holmes turned and sat back against the window ledge. “Life is indeed hard for the younger son of a peer.” His voice was faintly ironic.


“What rubbish!” I exclaimed. “He was born into a life of privilege. Nothing is denied him. He lives better than ninety-nine percent of the population, and he has had the best education money can buy. The result is that he wears a green top hat and frock coat and talks like an absolute scatterbrain.”


“You are very hard on him, Henry. So near to the title of marquess, yet so far. I seem to recall something about Hampsford falling on hard times. Lord Frederick may have to fend for himself. And he is at most twenty-five. Perhaps when you are nearer forty than thirty you will grow more charitable. I recall a young man living in London who grew a goatee, a Van Dyke, and was very proud of it.”


I shuddered. “He, too, was an imbecile.”


“But he became a respectable physician.”


“After he had renounced the goatee.”


Holmes walked back to the mantel and raised the humidor lid. “He does seem fond of the girl, in spite of everything. Did you notice how unaffected his speech became when he told us how she had embraced him?” He lopped off the end of the cigar, then lit it, his gray eyes showing a muted pain which vanished almost at once.


“I grant you he does seem to care for her. Perhaps he is redeemable.”


“But would he care quite so much for her were she not worth four hundred thousand pounds?”


“It is a great deal of money.”


Holmes exhaled a cloud of pungent smoke. “Men—and women—have been murdered for far less. And she is the last of the Grimswells. That is a very interesting fact. But the money...” His lips formed a brief, sardonic smile. “Money has claimed the lives of far more people than have the fangs of werewolves or vampires. I have high hopes for this case, Henry—high hopes.”






Two


[image: Image]


The next day, right at three o’clock, the buzzer from downstairs sounded. I was dozing, but I sat up. My wife Michelle stood and touched her reddish-brown bound-up hair, making sure all was in place. “That must be her.” She started for the door.


“I should like to have a look at her,” I said, although just then I preferred looking at Michelle, an agreeable sight from behind. She was tall with broad shoulders, a slender waist and womanly hips. Since she did not believe in corsets and layers of petticoats, one could discern her true shape under the blue silk of her dress. I thought with regret of how we often spent lazy Saturday afternoons and wished I had chosen a different time for Miss Grimswell. I took my jacket from a nearby chair, put it on and went downstairs.


Michelle was reading a piece of paper, her brow furrowed. “A telegram from Lady Rupert. Miss Grimswell refuses to come.”


“Well, that’s that.” Perhaps there was hope for the afternoon after all.


“That is most assuredly not that,” Michelle said sternly. “I’m going to Lady Rupert’s. This girl may well need our help.”


“But if Lady Rupert could not persuade her...” I helped Michelle into her coat.


“Then I will.” Michelle selected a hat with a large brim and took an umbrella from the stand next to the door.


“You are not going to walk all that way? It has been raining much of the day.”


“I shall hail a cab, although I could use the air. It is not terribly far.” She put her hand on the brass knob, glanced at me, looked closer, then touched my cheek and kissed me on the lips. “Your eyes always give you away, Henry. I may be occupied this afternoon, but an entire evening remains. That is the customary time, after all, for respectable married people. I shall be back as soon as I can. Harriet should be home soon, but perhaps we should go out for supper.”


The door was briefly open, gray-white light and cool wet air flooding in. I sighed, then yawned. A mournful yowl broke the silence, and I felt the massive form of our black and white cat glide along my leg. “Well, Victoria, we are left to ourselves.” (Michelle had most irreverently named the cat, who did somehow resemble her celebrated namesake.) “Since I have been sleeping, perhaps I can manage to stay awake while I have a look at Donaldson’s book on the vascular system.”


Nevertheless, I was beginning to nod when the buzzer sounded half an hour later. It could not be Michelle, since she had a key. I went downstairs and opened the door. Lord Frederick stood before me, his frock coat and top hat transformed today to a navy hue, but with a freshly resplendent blue carnation and the same ugly yellow gloves. He smiled warily but proudly.


“Whatever are you doing here?” I asked.


“I have come to see Rose.”


“Well, you have not only ignored Sherlock’s prohibition, you have wasted your time. She is not here.”


Digby stared at me. “Come, come, old man—you can do better than that.”


I felt my face grow hot. “Of all the insolent—” I glanced about, then snatched up the telegram Michelle had set down. “Look at this, and then be off with you.”


Digby’s ebullience drained away as he read. “Damn,” he murmured. “I say, I wasn’t really calling you a liar. I only—”


“Please leave now, Lord Frederick.”


Holmes materialized out of the gray rainy afternoon, a tall figure all in black with a pale face, appearing so abruptly that I gave a start. “Henry’s advice is quite sound, Lord Frederick.”


Digby appeared equally surprised. “Mr. Holmes! I only—”


“Lord Frederick, there must be no further misunderstandings.” Beneath the narrow black brim of his top hat his gray eyes were cold, yet intense. “If you wish me to represent you in this case, you must do what we have agreed upon. I cannot have you improvising at your every whim. Do you understand me?”


“But I only—”


“Do you understand me?” Holmes did not really raise his voice, but something in its tone was suddenly like iron.


Digby’s face reddened. “I do.”


“Then go home. As soon as I have any news, I will contact you.”


Digby opened his mouth, closed it, gave a weak nod, turned and walked away.


I eased out my breath. “Where on earth did you come from? You startled me.”


“I was waiting nearby. I expected Lord Frederick to do something foolish. May I see the telegram?” Holmes raised the sheet of paper. “‘Can do nothing with Rose. She refuses absolutely to see you. She is most obstinate and infuriating. My apologies. Jane Rupert.’ I suspect Miss Grimswell will find it hard to refuse Michelle.”


I set his top hat and stick beside my own. “Harriet has the afternoon off, but perhaps I could stir up some tea. There is a warm fire going.”


“There is a damp chill in the air. A fire will suffice.” We started for the stairs when we heard someone at the front door.


I strode forward. “If that imbecile has returned, I swear...”


The door swung open, and Michelle said, “Come in, my dear. The house is nearly empty, but—” She stopped speaking when she saw me.


Michelle is five feet ten inches tall and of robust build for a woman. She has nothing in common with frail and petite damsels of delicate constitutions, nor is she fat—her figure is very feminine. I had never seen a woman who could actually make her appear small, but Miss Rose Grimswell did the trick. She was probably an inch above six feet, almost my height, with broad shoulders and a formidable bosom—one understood at once what had happened to Lord Frederick’s carnation. She wore a black mourning dress and hat which emphasized the pallor of her face. Her hair was also black, her eyebrows thick, but she had eyes which would appear blue or gray depending on the light. Her nose and jaw were long. Her face might not be conventionally beautiful, but she was quite striking. She stared at me, then at Holmes, a flush appearing at her cheeks.


“That is my husband, Doctor Henry Vernier,” Michelle said. “Pay no attention to him. He is quite harmless.”


Miss Grimswell hesitated, as if contemplating bolting. She reminded me of a large deer caught by surprise. “And that other person?” Her voice sounded slightly husky.


Michelle raised her head and saw Holmes standing by the stairs. “That is Mr. Sherlock Holmes, Henry’s cousin. I am surprised to see him here.” She ended on a disapproving note.


“Michelle,” I began, “he has just chased off—someone you would most definitely not want to meet. We did not know you were returning with Miss Grimswell.”


The girl’s lips parted slightly, her flush deepening. “You are Mr. Sherlock Holmes—truly?”


Holmes’s gray eyes regarded her intently. With a shrug he stepped forward. “Yes. You have heard of me?”


Miss Grimswell gave a nod. “Oh, yes. I have read all of your adventures. Father read them all, too. I... I always thought you would be most interesting to meet, but father said one should avoid meeting famous people or other writers. They always disappoint.”


Holmes gave a sharp laugh. “That was quite perceptive of your father, madam! I hope you are not too disappointed.”


Miss Grimswell shook her head. “Oh, no.” Her blush deepened. “I only mean—you do not look like your pictures, but...”


Michelle put her hand on her arm. “We can talk with the men later. The examination will not take long.”


Miss Grimswell drew in her breath slowly, and again I thought of large deer contemplating flight. “Are you certain it is really necessary?”


“Yes, as I told you, I am certain. You have never had a proper examination, and you may have some questions I can answer.” For some reason Miss Grimswell went even more scarlet. “Please, my dear, trust me—I am not that ancient, after all.”
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