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ONE

Be warned. This book has no literary merit whatsoever. It is a lurid piece of nonsense, convoluted, implausible, peopled by unconvincing characters, written in drearily pedestrian prose, frequently ridiculous and wilfully bizarre. Needless to say, I doubt you’ll believe a word of it.

Yet I cannot be held wholly accountable for its failings. I have good reason for presenting you with so sensational and unlikely an account.

It is all true. Every word of what follows actually happened and I am merely the journalist, the humble Boswell, who has set it down. You’ll have realised by now that I am new to this business of story-telling, that I lack the skill of an expert, that I am without any ability to enthral the reader, to beguile with narrative tricks or charm with sleight of hand.

But I can promise you three things: to relate events in their neatest and most appropriate order; to omit nothing I consider significant; and to be as frank and free with you as I am able.

I must ask you in return to show some little understanding for a man come late in life to tale-telling, an artless dilettante who, on dipping his toes into the shallows of story, hopes only that he will not needlessly embarrass himself.

One final thing, one final warning: in the spirit of fair play, I ought to admit that I shall have reason to tell you more than one direct lie.

What, then, should you believe? How will you distinguish truth from fiction?

Naturally, I leave that to your discretion.




TWO

We begin with Cyril Honeyman.

Honeyman was a gross, corpulent little man, permanently sweaty, whose jowls flapped and quivered as he walked. His death is a matter of pages away.

Please don’t get attached to him. I’ve no intention of detailing his character at any length - he’s insignificant, a walk-on, a corpse-in-waiting.

But you should, perhaps, know this: Cyril Honeyman was an actor, and a bad one. And by ‘bad’ I mean more than simply incompetent. He was wholly and irredeemably awful, an affront to his profession, a ham who had bought his way into theatre and squandered on plum parts the vast allowance he was granted by his overly indulgent parents. At the time of his death he was preparing to play Paris in a production of Romeo and Juliet at some luckless fleapit desperate for cash, and on the night itself he was out carousing with the rest of the cast, the majority of whom were almost as wretchedly talentless as he. He left them around midnight, saying that he was returning home to work on his lines, though he had, in truth, a different destination and quite another pastime in mind. He walked for the best part of an hour, leaving the theatre district behind him and moving with clammy-palmed purpose towards one of the seamiest parts of the city. Just being there excited him. He enjoyed the sense of transgression it gave him, its whiff of illegality.

He moved through the streets for what felt like an age, breathing in the noisome air of the place, revelling in the dirt and degradation of its inhabitants. The train station had been closed for hours, any respectable residents had long since retired to bed and the streets found themselves given over to venality and vice. Honeyman shook with illicit pleasure as he ventured further into this latter-day  Gomorrah, through the darkened alleyways and thoroughfares lit only by the sickly, guttering light of the gas lamps. A mist had descended, lending the streets an eerie, phantasmagoric sheen, and the people Honeyman passed seemed vague and insubstantial, only partially real, like characters in a story book. They called out to him, begging for food or alms, promising clandestine pleasures or offering themselves for money but Honeyman strutted past them all. He had been here too often, had become jaded and bored and accustomed to the sight of mankind sunk to its lowest and most degraded state. Tonight he sought new and baser pleasures. He wanted to fall further into corruption.

Silhouetted beneath a gas lamp stood the figure of a woman. She was well dressed for her surroundings, a new bonnet perched decorously upon her head and her figure, lissom and lithe, was lent emphasis by a dress which showed a good deal more flesh than polite company would ever have allowed. Her skin looked as though it had once been a porcelain white but now was pitted and scarred and crusting over with a layer of grime. The city was cruel to women like her.

Honeyman drew closer and doffed his hat in greeting. Even beneath the greasy ochre of the lamp her youth and beauty shone through. A fallen woman, certainly - but only recently. A woman of the unfortunate type but one still new and fresh to the game.

‘Looking for something?’ she asked.

Honeyman stared back, his eyes licking her shamelessly. Surely she couldn’t be more than eighteen. Almost a child.

He gave a furtive grin. ‘Might be.’

‘Want to know how much?’

He mumbled: ‘Go on.’

‘Enough to get me a bed tonight. That’s all I ask.’

‘My dear. You’re far too precious a thing to be dawdling out here. You’re a pearl amongst swine.’

If she noticed his crude compliment she gave no sign. ‘Want to come with me?’

‘You have somewhere in mind?’

‘Somewhere safe. Private, like. So we can get more intimately acquainted.’ Doing her best to play the coquette, the woman gave a crooked smile. She was tired, probably drunk and the pretence was  obvious, but Honeyman, his ardour now inflamed, saw only a lascivious girl, a wanton, a sylph waiting to be conquered. She moved away and he followed without thinking. Before long his thighs grew sticky with perspiration, rubbing uncomfortably together as he walked. He grimaced, half in pleasure, half in pain.

‘How much further?’

‘Not far.’

They walked in silence for a time before the woman paused and pointed upwards. ‘There.’

Honeyman stopped short as a vast structure reared out of the darkness above him - a thing horribly out of place in the modern age, perverse in its anachronism. Wreathed by the night, illuminated only by the anaemic light of the moon, it resembled some primeval monument, a slab of Stonehenge wrenched from Salisbury Plain and thrust unaltered into the depths of the city.

‘What is it?’ he whispered.

She spat upon the pavement and Honeyman tried hard not to show his distaste at her vulgarity.

‘Don’t worry about that. You coming up?’

‘Up there? Why?’

‘Best place to do it.’ Her client looked unconvinced. ‘You’ll like it,’ she wheedled. ‘It’s more of a thrill this way. More exciting. More dangerous.’

Honeyman gave in. ‘Let’s go up, then,’ he said, and noticed as they drew closer to the tower that it appeared to be constructed entirely from a smooth, sheer metal which glinted ominously in the moonlight. The woman produced a key and let them inside, and Honeyman warily followed, taking especial care to bolt the door behind him.

By the trickle of light from the street he could make out a spiral staircase winding upwards into pitchy blackness. The woman had already started to climb and he could hear her moving above him. Nervous, but spurred on by the promise of pleasure, Honeyman began his ascent, the handrail cold to the touch as he groped his way uncertainly up the staircase in the gloom. His companion refused to slow down and the actor found himself wheezing and short of breath as the climb went on for what felt like hours. To calm himself as he was drawn further and further into darkness he began to recite some of his lines.

‘Immoderately she weeps for Tybalt’s death,

And therefore have I little talked of love,

For Venus smiles not in a house of tears.

Now, sir, her father counts it dangerous

That she do give her sorrow too much sway,

And in his wisdom hastes our marriage

To stop the inundation of her tears.’

As the words echoed round the tower, Honeyman, suddenly uneasy, fell silent. He sensed movement at the periphery of his vision, felt an irrational certainty that there were presences here other than the woman and himself. Suppressing a shudder, he moved on.

He reached the top of the stairs and walked into an enormous room full to bursting with the very last thing he had expected: profound, improbable luxury. A four-poster bed stretched out across the floor, a table beside it buckled beneath an immense feast, a bottle of champagne lay unopened and the air smelt sweet as though tempered by incense or perfume. The room’s sole window was made up of delicate, clear panes of glass held together by strips of lead, geometrically arranged - a window better suited to a church or chapel, to some forgotten cathedral, than to this ominous tower, this giant finger of fate raised in imprecation against the city. Honeyman walked across to admire the view. The streets lay spread out before him, the railway station crouched amongst them, the jutting spire of a nearby church glimmering in the moonlight.

The woman stood behind him. ‘Not what you expected?’

‘How many men have you brought here?’

She sighed - a low, guttural sound. ‘You’re the first,’ she said and slowly began to unbutton her dress, revealing a tantalising layer of petticoat. Honeyman bit his lower lip hard in excitement.

‘Take off your clothes,’ she demanded.

He wiped his forehead. ‘You’re impatient.’

‘Aren’t you?’ She dealt with the last of the dress and set to work on her undergarments.

Honeyman prevaricated. ‘Shall we have a drink? Seems a shame to waste such good champagne.’

‘Later.’ She smiled. ‘I’ve a feeling you won’t last long.’

Honeyman shrugged, then eagerly complied. He unlaced his shoes, kicked them aside, took off his tie, unbuttoned his shirt and trousers.  Folds of fat and unexpected bits of skin kept getting in the way and it took him far longer than it ought, but eventually he stood before her naked, febrile and tumescent. To his disappointment she was still in her petticoat.

‘I want everything off,’ he snapped. Then, with another involuntary nibble of his lower lip: ‘May I help?’

The woman shook her head as from the street below there came a deep, sonorous, metallic sound as though something vast had struck the side of the tower.

Honeyman felt a jolt of fear. ‘What was that?’

She tried to soothe him. ‘Nothing. Nothing. All is as it should be.’

He heard the sound again, louder this time, and Honeyman was afraid: ‘Someone knows we’re here.’

As if on cue, a figure unfurled itself from the shadows in one corner of the room. ‘Cyril?’

He spun round to confront the intruder - a grim, heavyset woman lost somewhere in the outer regions of middle age. He gasped at the sight of her. Tears pricked the corners of his eyes. ‘Mother?’ He stared in horror. ‘Mother? Is that you?’

A part of him refused to take in the sheer wrongness of her presence and he flailed desperately about for some reasonable explanation. The happy thought occurred to him that this might be the result of some especially fevered poppy dream - certainly it had about it all the garbled, wonderland logic of the opium den. Maybe he had overindulged in some Eastern dive or other and this was all a horribly vivid dream. An uncomfortable thing to endure, to be sure, and most likely a stern lesson in the perils of narcotic excess, but there was nothing dangerous here, nothing life-threatening. All this unpleasantness would pass away soon enough. Why, no doubt he’d come to at any moment to find himself slumped upon a divan, some concerned Oriental type shaking him awake to offer him another pipe or two. He closed his eyes, willing away this terrible mirage.

When he opened them again his mother was still there, her thick arms folded like hunks of meat, wearing her angriest and most exasperated expression.

‘Mother?’ he managed feebly. ‘Mother, what are you doing here?’

‘You always were a disappointment.’ She sounded almost conversational, as though there was nothing at all extraordinary or  remarkable in the scene. ‘Your father and I have become accustomed to your failures. But this . . .’ She gestured vaguely around her. ‘This is too much.’

‘Mother . . .’ Reality kicked hard against him and faced with so unexpected and unprovoked an assault Honeyman could do little more than whimper. He made an unsuccessful attempt to cover his nakedness with his hands. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘Better you stay silent.’ She turned to the fallen woman. ‘Thank you, dear. You may get dressed now.’ The woman curtseyed and busied herself rearranging her skirts.

Honeyman looked on, wide-eyed and terrified. From outside there came another tumultuous crash. ‘You knew?’

His mother smiled.

He heard the sound again, turned and peered from the window. To his utter disbelief and horror, a figure was climbing the tower, clattering noisily up the side of the structure, scuttling towards the top, crawling ever nearer as effortlessly as a lizard moves along a wall.

Cyril wept. ‘Mother?’

The figure came closer and a moment later a face appeared at the window, its nose squashed tight against the glass, its breath frosting the panes. It had the form, the size, the shape of a man, but there seemed no trace of humanity about it, as though it belonged to some species all its own. Its sallow skin was covered in a multitude of vile grey scales which hung in grotesque flaps from its cheeks, lips, chin and eyelids, like molten cheese spread lumpily over toast. It was a face of melted candle wax.

Honeyman was paralysed by fear. The creature grinned evilly at him and began, quite deliberately, to pick away at the fragile strips of lead which clasped the panes together.

Honeyman screamed, ‘Mother! It’s trying to get in.’

She smiled benignly. The fallen woman, now fully dressed, appeared at her side and together they blocked Honeyman’s only possible route of escape. The figure picked away some more at the window. It may just have been Honeyman’s imagination, but he could have sworn that the creature was whistling cheerily as it worked.

‘Mother! Mother! Help me!’

The thing at the window continued to work away, only minutes  from getting inside as the lead came off with a horrible, piercing, scraping sound.

‘At least tell me why.’

Through the cracks in the window, Honeyman could feel the cool night air scratching at his neck, tickling the back of his spine.

His mother sighed. ‘You allowed yourself to be corrupted.’

Behind him, a bony finger poked its way into the room and tore away a section of the window. The thing dropped it outside and they heard it crash and splinter on the street below.

‘You really are a disappointment. Do you know, we had such high hopes for you.’

‘Mother, please. Whatever I’ve done - however I’ve disappointed you - I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’


With impossible strength and apparently impervious to pain, the thing pushed aside the last of the glass and thrust its way into the room. It squatted athletically beside the actor and leered malevolently up at him, like some maleficent vision from Bosch stepped, still wet with paint, glossy and glistening, from the canvas.

Mrs Honeyman smiled again. ‘May the Lord have mercy on you.’ She nodded at the creature, which leapt obediently to its feet and moved towards its victim, forcing him back against the shattered window. Honeyman screamed in anguish and mortal terror. He tried to mouth some final plea but before he was able to speak the monster was upon him, pushing him further and further back until, with a final, deceptively gentle shove, Honeyman disappeared through the window altogether and sailed out into the cold, merciless air.

He screamed all the way down. Seconds later, the creature followed suit, leaping out of the room, scuttling down the tower, darting away into the night.

Upstairs, Mrs Honeyman and the fallen woman linked hands.

‘God be with you,’ said one.

‘God be with you,’ echoed the other.

Hand in hand, they left the tower and vanished into the city.

 
Cyril Honeyman was still alive when they found him, his dying moments witnessed by a cluster of curious residents and a single police constable. It passed into local legend that his last words were also those of his final character:

‘O, I am slain! If thou be merciful,

Open the tomb, lay me with Juliet.’

A ham, then, to the last.




THREE

I do not like handsome men.

Mostly this is jealousy, I know - this instinctive hatred of mine, this old, irrational animosity. When I compare my swollen flesh and pockmarked features with the supple frames of the young and the beautiful, I find myself achingly wanting. Even today, I am quite unable to look upon a comely youth without wishing to beat his exquisitely proportioned face into a bruised and bloody pulp.

So you can scarcely imagine my joy when I realised that Mr Edward Moon was losing his looks.

All that silken hair, those perfect cheekbones, that preternaturally well-defined jaw - Moon had once been elegance personified, style and dash incarnate. But now, past forty and barrelling towards his sixth decade with what felt to him like indecent haste, his appeal seemed at long last to have faded. His hair had started to thin and the keen observer could discern the first few flecks of grey. His face, already sagging and crinkled, had begun to display an inclination towards corpulence, had lost its handsome lineaments as the testimony of his sins and vices wrote itself across his features in lines and furrows and wrinkles.

The night Cyril Honeyman tumbled to his messy death, Edward Moon was dining with acquaintances (not friends, you’ll notice, never that) at a party in an especially fashionable part of Kensington, surrounded by some of the most prominent of the city’s chattering classes. Time was when he would have sat amongst them as their most honoured guest, the evening’s star attraction, but nowadays his hosts seemed content merely to tolerate him, inviting him (he strongly suspected) chiefly out of habit. A few more years and he would be dropped from these gatherings altogether, his name erased from the guest lists, become a non-person, an also-ran.

Moon swiftly found himself tiring of their company and at the end of the meal when the women retired to giggle and gossip and the men lit cigars and reached for the port, he excused himself from the table and strolled out into the garden, leaving his companion to fend for himself indoors.

Moon had once enjoyed a reputation for dressing exquisitely, his wardrobe always just that vital inch ahead of fashion. But now, as his dapperness ebbed away, he had begun to look lost in the new style, had come increasingly to resemble a leftover from the last century, a relic from an earlier, mustier age. His Savile Row jacket had seen far better days and his shoes, handmade and paid for with several months’ earnings, were grown scuffed and weary. He wore a black armband, still in mourning for the Queen though she had passed away some months before. He was a creature of the old century as surely as she.

The year stood just on that cusp of the seasons when winter begins to clench its fist about the days and the trees, robbed of their leaves and colour, stand stark sentinel like empty hat-stands. The air was clammy and chill; fog had stretched itself out from the lower parts of the city and, illuminated by light streaming from the house, the garden shimmered and shone with a strange lustre. Moon strolled away from the building, the long, damp grass soaking his shoes, the bottoms of his trousers, the tops of his socks. He lit a cigarette and inhaled with relief as the smoke percolated soothingly through his lungs.

‘Mr Moon?’

There was a man standing behind him, one of the dinner guests, an American whose name Moon had already allowed himself to forget. The tip of the stranger’s cigar glowed angrily in the half-darkness. ‘Enjoying the evening?’

Moon ignored the question and took another drag on his cigarette. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked at length. ‘Mr . . . ?’

The American gave a lopsided smile. ‘Stoddart.’

Moon smiled smoothly, meaninglessly back. ‘Of course.’

‘I have a proposition for you. I publish Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine . Perhaps you’ve heard of us.’

Moon shook his head.

‘We’re a periodical - not entirely an unfashionable one, if I may  say so. In the past I’ve commissioned some of our most prominent authors. Arthur Doyle contributed—’

‘A hack, Mr Stoddart. A journeyman.’

The American tried again. ‘Oscar Wilde—’

Moon gave an expansive yawn, refusing to be impressed. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘I’d like you to join them.’

‘I’m not a writer. I have no stories to tell.’

The publisher tossed aside his cigar and ground out what was left of it with the toe of his boot. ‘But you do, sir, you do. I’m not asking for a work of fiction. I’m in pursuit of something infinitely more engaging.’>

‘Oh?’

‘I want your autobiography. A life of such vigour and colour as your own should make for compelling reading - would even, I fancy, have some considerable historical value.’

‘Historical?’ Moon grimaced. ‘Historical?’ He turned back towards the house. ‘My career is not done with yet. I’ve no interest in writing my own eulogy.’

Stoddart chose his next words very carefully. ‘Let’s not be coy. We both know your best work is behind you. Since Clapham your stock has fallen considerably.’

Moon was defiant. ‘There is still one last great case.’

The man persisted. ‘You owe your public the truth. Our readers want to know how you solved the Limmeridge Park Murders. How you tracked down the Fiend. The Adventure of Smugglers’ Bay. The so-called Miracle of Mile End. Your rumoured involvement in the Crookback Incursion of eighty-eight.’

Moon eyed his inquisitor suspiciously. ‘I wasn’t aware that incident was public knowledge.’

‘Name your price,’ the publisher replied and suggested a sum which even today would amount to a small fortune.

Moon reached the house and turned back to face the American. ‘My past is not for sale, Mr Stoddart. There. You have my answer.’ He slipped inside and pulled the door shut behind him.

He strode through to the billiard room. His companion sat alone and silent, a glass in one hand, a smouldering cigar in the other, a wide smile spread blissfully across his face.

Moon spoke curtly to their host. ‘Get me a cab. The Somnambulist and I are leaving.’

 
To describe the Somnambulist simply as an unusually tall man would hardly do justice to his memory. He was abnormally, freakishly large - indeed, if the rumours which circulated after his death are to be believed, he stood well in excess of eight feet tall. He had a thatch of dark-brown hair, cultivated a substantial pair of side whiskers and had about him a likeably innocent air which belied a prodigious strength. More curious still, he carried with him at all times a miniature slate blackboard and a stub of chalk.

The journey home was entirely silent. Exhausted by the effort of maintaining his composure in the face of the evening’s relentlessly cheerful rounds of socialising, Moon said nothing, but as the cab neared the end of its journey the Somnambulist reached into his satchel and drew out his blackboard and chalk. In straggly, childish characters he wrote:


 
WHAT DID HE ASK



 
Moon told him.

With a massive oversized thumb, the Somnambulist rubbed out his message and wrote again:


 
WHAT DID YOU SAY



 
On hearing the reply, the giant put away his chalk and board and did not write again till morning.

 
Edward Moon was a conjuror by profession. He owned a small theatre in Albion Square, just at the border of the East End, where every night except Sunday he performed his magic show with the silent, indefatigable assistance of the Somnambulist. Naturally, they were both far more than mere stage magicians, but I shall come to that in time.

Their show was a quiet phenomenon, opening to modest houses in the early 1880s until, at the very acme of his popularity, Moon could count it a disappointing night if the stalls weren’t filled to  capacity and half his potential audience turned away for lack of space. At the time, the city had never seen anything quite like the Theatre of Marvels. In a single production, it synthesised magic, melodrama, exoticism and real, heart-stopping spectacle. But the audiences came to see one thing above all others, the mystery at the heart of the performance: the great and silent enigma of the Somnambulist.

The theatre itself was a little over fifty years old, a modest building with the look of a minor college chapel about it. A gaudy hand-painted sign took up half the front wall and proclaimed in foot-high letters:


 
THE THEATRE OF MARVELS 
STARRING MR EDWARD MOON AND THE SOMNAMBULIST 
BE ASTONISHED! BE THRILLED! BE ENLIGHTENED!



 
By the time of our narrative, the theatre had ceased to be truly fashionable and audiences had begun to dwindle in numbers and enthusiasm.

The night after Moon’s encounter with Stoddart was typical - a small crowd, a half-hearted line outside the entrance, nothing like the glory days when by five o’clock, a full three hours before the performance was due to commence, a queue would start at the box office and snake its way out of the theatre and into the street, stretching as far as the doors of a nearby public house, the Strangled Boy.

Inside, the theatre had a grimy, run-down quality, exacerbated by its omnipresent scents of sawdust, liquor and stale gas. Unbeknown to our protagonists, I was there myself that night, seated in the front row, the fourth or fifth such occasion on which I had attended.

As the audience idled to their seats, a ragtag orchestra played in the pit at the front of the stage, heroically struggling through a medley of popular standards almost physically upsetting in their coarseness and banality. There was a time when audiences had been drawn from all strata of society - from local working-class families to professional men, paupers to priests, doctors to drapers, even on one memorable occasion a minor scion of the royal family - until quite abruptly and without apparent cause the higher orders had ceased to come, leaving only local people, the idle, the curious, those who merely wished to  get out of the rain, as well as a peculiar crowd of what can only be described as ‘regulars’. These were a gang of mild obsessives and social misfits who visited the theatre repeatedly, had seen the show a dozen times or more and could (no doubt) recite the act by heart. Always outwardly courteous, privately Moon harboured nothing but contempt for his disciples, despite the fact - or more likely because of it - that his livelihood appeared increasingly to depend upon them.

Mercifully, the orchestra limped to the end of its minuscule repertoire, the lights dimmed and, backed by a persistent drum roll, Edward Moon took the stage. He bowed, to immediate applause. Noticing a phalanx of his fans occupying the entirety of the fifth and sixth rows, he acknowledged their presence with a cursory nod. Then, professional smile in place, he began the well-worn routine, confident that his audience, though small, was sympathetic.

He was careful to eschew what was expected, the staple tricks of the magician. At the Theatre of Marvels there were no rabbits, no hats, no shuffling of cards, no coloured handkerchiefs, no rings, cups or balls - Moon’s act was altogether more recherché than that.

To roars of approval from the regulars, he produced from thin air what appeared to be a large Galapagos tortoise and watched it totter its wrinkled way amongst the crowd before it inexplicably disappeared in full view. He brought forth an entire set of encyclopaediæ from his apparently bottomless pockets, even after a member of the audience had certified them empty. At his command a live ape materialised in a puff of magenta-coloured smoke and capered and gibbered delightfully for a time.

In preparation for the first major trick of the evening, the monkey picked a gentleman from the audience who, on Moon’s instructions and accompanied by encouraging whoops and cheers from the stalls, got reluctantly to his feet and made his way up onstage. Upon the man’s arrival, Moon snapped his fingers and the ape scampered obediently away.

‘Can you tell us your name, sir?’ Moon asked, with a wink to the audience who laughed knowingly along, fully cognisant of the fact that one of their number was about to be discomfited, patronised, mocked or - better still - humiliated and openly ridiculed.

‘Gaskin,’ the man replied in an insouciant, disagreeable tone. ‘Charlie Gaskin.’ He was stocky, barrel-chested and had cultivated  (unwisely in my opinion) a flaccid, patchy approximation of a walrus moustache.

Moon held Gaskin in his gaze. ‘You are a valet,’ he said. ‘You are married with two children. Your father was a tailor who died of consumption last year. For supper tonight you ate a stale kipper and you spend many of your leisure hours building and maintaining a collection of antique clocks.’

Gaskin was visibly astonished. ‘All true,’ he said.

The audience burst into applause. The man’s wife, sat three rows from the front, stumbled to her feet, clapping wildly.

Gaskin laughed, red-faced. ‘How the devil did you know that?’

Moon arched an eyebrow. ‘Magic,’ he said.

 
I can imagine you now, all dewy-eyed and eager for an explanation of how it was that Moon had come to know all this, for a detailed post-mortem of his deductive processes. Sad to say, I have to disappoint you. What follows can be no more than a tentative reconstruction of his methods.

As I see it, there are three chief possibilities.

The first is that this uncanny display of insight was a deception, that Gaskin was a plant, that he and Moon had arranged their patter in advance. In short - that it was all a trick. What took place immediately after, however, surely rules this out as a serious supposition.

The second is that our hero was an unusually brilliant observer of minutiae, a man of rare deductive skill, a master of intuitive ratiocination cut from the same cloth already stitched and darned by Sir Arthur and Mr Poe. If the second conjecture is correct, then this - an extrapolation from the few known facts - is my attempt to recreate his methodology.

That the man was a valet was obvious from his air of sullen servility; that he was married from his wedding ring; that he had children from the two toffee-apples bulging stickily from his pockets, purchased (one presumes) as gifts for the little ones. That his father was a tailor was clear from the quality of his jacket (unnaturally fine when set against the threadbare quality of the rest of his clothes); and that the unfortunate parent had died from consumption was elucidated by the faint graveyard scent of mildew and disease which still lingered insidiously about it. A distinct whiff of fish on Gaskin’s breath, and  behind it an undercurrent of decay, made the man’s supper simple to deduce and the distribution on his fingertips of a rare oil used only in the restoration of antique clocks rendered his chief pastime as plain as if he had tattooed the same upon his forehead.

But doubtless you will say that such things happen only in cheap novels and upon the stage. Perhaps I have allowed myself to become unduly influenced by the yellow-backed vulgarities of sensational fiction.

The third possibility seems on the face of it still less persuasive. Namely, that Edward Moon possessed powers beyond the understanding of conventional science, that he saw into Gaskin’s soul and somehow understood him, that - bizarre and outré though I know it must seem written down - he really was a mind-reader.

 
The applause died away.

‘Mr Gaskin? I must ask you something.’

‘Anything.’

‘When did you intend to tell your wife?’

A shadow passed across the man’s face. ‘I don’t understand.’

Moon addressed his next remark to the unenviable Mrs Gaskin who still stood in the third row of the stalls, puce-faced and flushed with pride. ‘My sympathies, ma’am,’ he said. ‘It gives me no pleasure to inform you that your husband is a liar, a cheat and an adulterer.’

A few delighted sniggers from the audience.

‘For the last eleven months he has been engaged in intimate relations with a scullery maid. And for the past fortnight they have begun to worry that she has fallen pregnant.’

A hush descended on the theatre and the smile fled from Mrs Gaskin’s lips. She looked imploringly at her husband and stuttered something unintelligible.

Gaskin snarled. ‘Damn your eyes!’ he cried and made as if to spring at Moon. But before he could strike a figure glided onstage and moved wordlessly between the two antagonists, like some animate portcullis lowered in the magician’s defence.

Gaskin looked up to realise that he was standing opposite the Somnambulist, his face approximately level with the giant’s sternum. The big man shielded Moon, as silent and impassive as an uprooted Easter Island statue. In the face of so irresistible a force, so immovable  an object, the man sloped swiftly and shamefacedly away, gabbling his apologies and leaving stage and theatre at a craven trot. His wife followed soon after.

Moon allowed himself a private, faintly malicious smile at their departure before flinging wide his arms. ‘Applause,’ he cried, ‘for the city’s most remarkable man! Asleep! Awake! The celebrated sleep-walker of Albion Square! Ladies and gentlemen, I give you . . . the Somnambulist!’

The audience bellowed their approval and the giant managed a stiff, embarrassed bow.

At the back of the stalls, somebody called out, ‘The swords!’ His fellows took up the cry. ‘The swords! The swords!’ Soon most of the audience were chanting the same.

Moon clapped the Somnambulist affectionately on the back. ‘Come along,’ he said. ‘We mustn’t disappoint our public.’ Sotto voce he added: ‘Thank you.’

Moon disappeared, returning with half a dozen wicked-looking swords (borrowed on long loan from Her Majesty’s Coldstream Guards). The orchestra struck up a familiar melody and, at this signal, the Somnambulist removed his jacket to reveal his spotless, starched white shirt.

The theatre was silent as everyone waited for what they knew was coming. A member of the audience was brought up to test the genuine nature of the weapons and to certify that the Somnambulist himself was not wearing any padding, device or piece of mechanical trickery. This accomplished, Moon drew out one of the swords. Under the pitiless gaze of the lights and in full view of the crowd, he plunged the blade deep into the Somnambulist’s chest. The tip entered the giant’s body with a slippery, sucking sound before emerging seconds later, with stomach-churning inevitability, out through the centre of his back. The Somnambulist did not so much as blink in response. Some of the audience cheered, some gasped, others stared on in goggle-eyed amazement. Several ladies (and more than one gentleman) were seen to swoon at the sight of it.

Another drum roll and Moon renewed his attack, this time pushing the blade deep into the thick of the Somnambulist’s neck and out through the back of his head. Without respite, he did the same again,  now skewering the man’s thigh, now his chest, and lastly, and most painfully of all, his groin.

Like a bored commuter waiting for his train, the Somnambulist yawned in response. He remained still for the whole of his ordeal, immune to what must surely have been the most exquisite agony. Any other man would have fallen long ago but the giant stood resolute throughout.

Perhaps the most startling scene of the performance arrived at its conclusion. As Moon removed the swords from his assistant’s body and held them up for inspection, I saw that not only was there not a trace of blood discernible on any of the blades but also that the Somnambulist’s shirt, though pierced and torn, remained an unsullied white.

Both men bowed, to genuine applause. The most celebrated part of their act, it had not disappointed.

No doubt the audience assumed that what they had seen was an optical illusion. Some may have speculated idly about trick swords, elaborate sleight of hand, gimmicked shirts, smoke and mirrors, but whatever their theories they never doubted that what they had seen had been anything other than an unusually impressive piece of prestidigitation. It was a parlour game, surely. A conjuring trick.

The truth, as you shall see, was infinitely stranger.

 
The remainder of the performance took place without incident and the audience seemed to go home satisfied.

But still Edward Moon was unhappy. He had tired years ago of giving the same routine every night and went on with it now only in an attempt to stave off ennui. He was chronically, terminally, dangerously bored.

After the show, it had long been his habit to leave by the stage door and stand in the street, to smoke and watch his audience disperse. Well-wishers sometimes lingered on and he was happy enough to spend a moment or two with each of them, making small talk and acknowledging their compliments. A small knot of admirers waited that night and he dealt with them all with his customary courtesy. One woman stayed longer than the rest. Moon stretched and yawned. He wasn’t tired, but in those days and months when boredom took  him in its grip he would often sleep his days away, slumbering twelve or thirteen hours at a time. ‘Yes?’ he asked.

The woman seemed incongruous in Albion Square. Patrician, elegantly middle-aged, she had an aloofness about her, a haughty froideur . In her salad days, he thought, she must have been a considerable beauty.

‘I am Lady Glendinning,’ she began. ‘But you may call me Elizabeth.’

Moon, doing his best not to look impressed, affected a nonchalant expression. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance.’

‘I enjoyed the performance.’

He shrugged. ‘Thank you for coming.’

‘Mr Moon?’ She paused. ‘I’ve heard rumours about you.’

The conjuror raised an eyebrow. ‘What have you heard?’

‘That you’re more than a magician. That you investigate.’

‘Investigate?’

‘I have a problem. I need your help.’

‘Go on.’

Lady Glendinning made a strange snuffling sound. ‘My husband is dead.’

Moon managed a reasonable simulacrum of sympathy. ‘My condolences. ’

‘He was murdered.’

That last, heady word had a tremendous effect on the conjuror. Moon felt giddy at the sound of it and it was only with an enormous effort of will that he was able to stifle a grin.

‘I’m determined to see justice done,’ she continued, ‘but the police are quite hopeless. I’m sure they’ll bungle the whole business. So I thought of you. I confess that, as a girl, I was quite an admirer of your adventures.’

Moon’s vanity got the better of him. ‘As a girl?’ he asked incredulously. ‘How long ago was that?’

‘Some few years. But one finds one rather grows out of detective stories, doesn’t one?’

‘One does?’ said Moon, who had never felt any such thing.

Lady Glendinning gave him a chilly smile. ‘Will you help me?’

Moon took the woman’s hand and kissed it. ‘Madam,’ he said, ‘it would be an honour.’

* Edward Moon and the Somnambulist lived, rather improbably, in a cellar beneath the theatre. They had converted the basement into a comfortable living space with the result that two bedrooms, a well-equipped kitchen, a drawing room, a considerable if hopelessly cluttered library and all conceivable conveniences lay below the Theatre of Marvels. Needless to say, their audience remained entirely ignorant of this subterranean domesticity, this sunken home-from-home.

Moon said goodbye to Lady Glendinning with a promise to visit her the following day. The prospect of relief from boredom cheered him no end and as he strode towards the strategically placed rhododendrons which masked the wooden steps leading down to his lodgings, something like a smile hovered discreetly about his lips.

As usual, Mr Speight sat, or rather slouched, upon the steps.

Speight was a derelict, a pauper whose presence Moon had long tolerated, allowing him over time to become something of a fixture. Unkempt and raggedly bearded, the man was hunched inside a filthy suit, a stack of empty bottles nestling miserably by his feet. Propped up beside him was the wooden placard which he spent his days carrying through the streets of the city. Its message had begun to fade but it still read in thick, gothic letters:


 
Surely I am coming soon  
Revelation 22.20




 
Moon had never asked Speight why he found it necessary to carry this notice wherever he went nor why he had chosen that particular piece of scripture as his motto. Frankly, he rather doubted he would have understood the answer. Speight slurred a bleary, ‘Good evening.’ The conjuror responded as politely as he was able, stepped over the vagrant and let himself indoors.

Inside, beside a pot of tea simmering aromatically on the stove, Mrs Grossmith was waiting for him. A maternal, diminutive woman, she took Moon’s coat and poured him a cup of Earl Grey.

Moon sank gratefully into his chair. ‘Thank you.’

She shuffled deferentially. ‘A successful performance?’

He sipped his tea. ‘I think they liked it.’

‘I see our Mr Speight’s outside again tonight.’

‘As he surely will be till the End. You don’t mind?’

Mrs Grossmith sniffed disparagingly. ‘I suppose he’s harmless enough.’

‘You’re not convinced.’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Frankly, Mr Moon . . . he smells.’

‘Should I invite him in? Offer him a bath? Is that what you’d like?’

Grossmith rolled her eyes in exasperation.

‘Where’s the Somnambulist?’

‘I believe he’s already retired to bed.’

Moon got to his feet and placed his tea, not half-finished, upon the table. ‘Then I think perhaps I should join him. Goodnight, Mrs Grossmith.’

‘Your usual breakfast in the morning?’

‘Make it early. I’m going out.’

‘Something interesting?’

‘A case, Mrs Grossmith. A case!’

Moon walked through to the bedroom he shared with the Somnambulist. They slept in bunk beds, Moon on top, the giant below.

The Somnambulist had changed into a set of striped pyjamas (due to his excessive size, these had to be produced for him bespoke) and was sitting up in bed, chalk and blackboard by his side, engrossed in a slim volume of verse.

He was also entirely bald.

Every morning, using an especially tenacious brand of spirit gum, the Somnambulist applied a wig to his scalp and false whiskers to either side of his face. Each night before bed he removed them. On this point, I wish to make myself absolutely, unequivocally clear: the Somnambulist was more than simply bald - he was utterly hairless, unnaturally smooth, billiard ball-like in his depilation. It was a secret he and Moon had guarded fiercely for years. Even Mrs Grossmith had only found out by accident.

As Moon entered the room, the Somnambulist put aside his book and looked up with drowsy eyes. His bald pate shone comfortingly in the gloom.

The conjuror was barely able to contain his excitement. ‘We have a case!’ he cried.

The Somnambulist smiled lethargically, but before his friend could  explain any further he rolled over, closed his eyes and went to sleep.

His dreams, their precise contents and nature, sadly lie beyond my jurisdiction.




FOUR

The next morning, the body of Cyril Honeyman, almost unrecognisably contorted after its unwinnable struggle with the laws of gravity, was laid to rest at a small private service attended by close family and a smattering of theatrical acquaintances. Moon, meanwhile, was racing off on a wild-goose chase - an unfortunate missed opportunity and a sad misjudgement which, as things turned out, were to cost more than one innocent life.

 
It might be of some trivial interest to learn that chief amongst the Somnambulist’s many idiosyncrasies and peccadilloes was a passion for milk - not a fondness, you understand, or a liking for, nor even a mere partiality, but a passion. He guzzled whole pints of the stuff at a time, pouring it down his throat long after his thirst had been assuaged and, in all the years he had spent with Moon, had never once shown the slightest interest in any other beverage. He drank compulsively, it seemed, bibulously, as though he could not live without it.

It was far from unusual, then, when the detective got out of bed and slouched through to the kitchen that he found the Somnambulist at the breakfast table with three large glasses of milk lined up before him. On his entrance, the giant took a big, slurpy sip from one of the glasses, splashing his drink in a broad white swathe across his upper lip. Moon motioned discreetly towards the spillage and watched, indulgent, as the Somnambulist wiped it away.

‘I’m going out presently,’ he said, tussling with teapot and kettle. ‘Thought I might drop in at the Stacks. See what I can dig up on this Glendinning business.’

The Somnambulist inclined his head in a manner which made his lack of interest abundantly clear.

‘Would you like to visit the scene of the crime?’

A half-hearted nod.

‘We’ve an appointment with Lady Glendinning at noon. Meet me by the library gates at eleven.’ Moon gave his friend a stern look. ‘And by that I mean eleven sharp. This is important. We can’t afford to be late.’

The Somnambulist rolled his eyes. Moon poured himself some tea and disappeared back to their bedroom.

Some time later, he left the house alone and hailed a cab to the West End where he made his way directly to the Reading Room of the British Museum. Despite the earliness of the hour the place was filled almost to capacity as people reserved their seats for the day, their crumbling volumes heaped before them, hoarded as fiercely as dragons would their gold. Moon recognized a few of his fellow regulars and they exchanged polite, noncommittal nods. For many of them the Reading Room was a second home, the eternal hush of the place, its tangible atmosphere of scholarship, a sanctuary from the relentless clamour of the city.

He presented himself to one of the librarians, a sandy-haired, neatly scrubbed young man freshly down from one of the universities.

‘I’m here to see the Archivist.’

The librarian looked at him uncertainly, then glanced warily about. ‘You have an appointment?’

‘Naturally.’

‘Quickly, then. Follow me.’

He led Moon towards the rear of the room where a small black door was situated, cobwebbed, unprepossessing, paint peeling from neglect. Checking that no one was watching, the librarian fished an oddly shaped key from his jacket pocket. Moon noticed that his hand shook slightly with nerves and that he experienced a moment’s difficulty slipping the key into place.

‘Good luck.’

Without reply, Moon stepped inside.

Not bothering to hide his relief, the librarian shut the door smartly behind him and Moon heard the key creak and complain as it turned in the lock.

The room beyond was so poorly lit that it was impossible at first to see how far the space extended. In the gloom it seemed cavernous,  resembling less a man-made structure than something hewn out by the Earth itself, formed by the processes of time. The place was filled with paper - shelves of it, vast stacks and racks, acres of documentation, books, journals, manuscripts, pamphlets, periodicals and ledgers - stacks stretching almost to the ceiling and lending the room a dizzying, vertiginous air.

‘Mr Moon. It’s been too long.’ The voice came from behind a pile of leprous-coloured newspapers, all of them faded, curling at the edges and stacked so high that they would dwarf even the Somnambulist. The speaker stepped into the light. She was a woman in the furthest reaches of old age, enfeebled, bent all but double with decrepitude. She looked up at Moon with a milk-white blankness where her eyes should have been.

You’ve heard of the Archivist, I suppose? She knew every inch of that place. She was its guardian and tutelary spirit, and through her files and records, she felt, physician-like, the fevered heartbeat of criminal London.

‘You may turn up the light,’ she said. ‘One of us, I know, has need of it.’

Obediently, he adjusted the lamp and the room was illumined by a gentle glow.

‘I take it you’re working on a case?’

‘Yes, ma’am. The Glendinning business.’

‘Ah. All most unpleasant, from what one’s heard. I gather it was poison. Such a cruel method. But will we ever see an account of your investigation? I understand Mr Stoddart has made you an offer.’

Moon wondered how she had come by this information. ‘I doubt it, ma’am.’

‘Pity.’ The Archivist tugged a handkerchief from her sleeve and blew her nose, noisily and at length. Moon could hear the mucus rattling through her system like an old boiler filled with air. ‘You’re bored,’ she said.

‘I’ve not had a case to test my abilities for a year or more.’

‘Since Clapham,’ the old woman commented quietly.

Moon ignored the aside. ‘Pulling rabbits from hats is no way for a man of my talent to make a living.’

‘I’ve visited your theatre, Mr Moon. I saw neither rabbits nor hats. But I mustn’t keep you. You’ve a killer to catch. Let me see what I  can dig up.’ She tottered precariously away amongst the stacks.

Moon took a seat by the door, but no sooner had he done so than the Archivist returned, half a dozen musty ledgers in her hands, as though she had known all along what he had come for and had set aside the relevant volumes accordingly.

She put a wrinkled hand on his shoulder. ‘You’ve got two hours. I’ve a visitor at eleven.’

‘I don’t suppose it’s worth my asking for a name?’

‘You ought to know the rules by now,’ she answered, unsmiling.

Chastened, Moon flipped open the first of the books.

‘Tell me if you require anything further.’

‘Of course,’ he murmured, already engrossed. The Archivist patted him gently, maternally, on the shoulder and vanished into the depths of the room.

 
The Stacks were a secret known to fewer than a hundred men in England. Edward Moon was proud to be one of them.

 
When he emerged by the iron gates of the Museum at eleven o’clock sharp, he was gratified to see that the Somnambulist was already waiting, hirsute again.


 
WERE YOU SUCSESFUL?



 
‘Very,’ said Moon, trying not to grimace at the spelling.

They hailed another cab and Moon gave the driver Lady Glendinning’s address.

She lived in Hampstead, in a grand town house, grossly outnumbered by servants, butlers, cooks, drivers, gardeners, scullery maids - all the human paraphernalia, in fact, of the seriously rich. His reading that morning had revealed that this was merely the Glendinnings’ London home. Their main residence was somewhere in the country - some imposing old pile filled with echoes and dust, and impossible to heat.

When they arrived in Hampstead, the conjuror leapt excitedly from the cab, leaving the Somnambulist to pay the jarvey.

Moon had hoped for an opportunity to employ his usual modus operandi: to examine the murder room, interview the suspects one  by one, size up the likeliest culprit and summon them all into the drawing room to unveil the killer. But as soon as they arrived he saw that the house was alive with activity - bustling blue-coated policemen, swarms of scribbling reporters, the idle public gawping on at the sport of it all.

Lady Glendinning must have observed Moon’s arrival. She walked up the drive towards him - press, police and hoi polloi parting before her as though she were some terrible queen whose slightest glance might mean death. She stopped mere inches before him.

‘You’re too late.’

‘If you’ll permit me to say so, ma’am, I think we’re absolutely punctual. Though I’m surprised at all this activity. I hope to goodness the police haven’t trampled over too much of the scene.’

‘No, I mean you’re too late. Hard cheese, Mr Moon. It’s over.’

‘Over?’ Moon asked, but the woman had already turned away and was returning to the house.

The Somnambulist frowned.

In the distance, they heard probably the most inappropriate noise possible at a murder scene: a raucous, slightly dirty laugh. At a nudge from the giant, Moon looked up to see a familiar figure strolling towards them, waving delightedly. ‘Mr Moon!’ The man drew closer, beamed and stuck out his right hand in greeting. ‘Edward.’

The conjuror could muster little enthusiasm. ‘Good morning, Inspector.’

Bulky, ruddy-cheeked, fanatically jovial and sporting an extravagant pair of muttonchop whiskers, Detective Inspector Merryweather was in look and manner powerfully reminiscent of Mr Dickens’ Ghost of Christmas Past. He chuckled. ‘Seems you’ve missed the boat, old man. Early bird and all that—’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Case closed, I’m afraid. Murder’s been solved. We’ve got the killer in custody.’

Moon gave him a sceptical look. ‘Are you sure? This wouldn’t be the first time you’ve arrested the wrong man.’

‘True enough, and don’t say I haven’t admitted it. But not here. It’s a simple business. Open and shut. We’ve got a confession.’

Moon’s disappointment was palpable. ‘Oh.’

The Somnambulist gave him a discreet pat on the back and Moon  brightened a little at the gesture. ‘May I ask . . . Who did it?’

Merryweather laughed again, another tremendous profundo exhalation. ‘Let’s just say-’ he winked ‘-that it was one of the domestic staff.’

A gaggle of uniformed policeman strode past, escorting a tall, soberly dressed gentleman in handcuffs. He had shifty eyes and was muttering bitterly under his breath. When he passed the inspector, he spat theatrically on the ground.

Merryweather gave the man a jocular wave and clapped Moon on the back. ‘I shouldn’t worry about it. Believe me, it wasn’t worthy of you. It was too ordinary. Predictable and . . . what’s the word? Formulaic.’

‘I’m bored, Inspector. I need a diversion.’

‘The lads and me are going to the pub to celebrate. Care to join us?’
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