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“Murder, like talent, seems occasionally to run in families.”

George Henry Lewes

The Physiology of Common Life, 1859















PREFACE


John H. Watson, M.D.



In April of 1894, the Metropolitan Police were at a loss, the surviving members of the Adair family were in shock, and the citizens of London were left reeling with disbelief and fear when young Ronald Adair was murdered.

But then my friend Sherlock Holmes returned to London and brought the murderer to justice.

It was a moment of triumph and relief for all who had been so deeply affected by this tragedy. I memorialized that case as “The Adventure of the Empty House.”

Yet this happy moment gave no warning of the dark and harrowing ordeal that awaited the Adairs six years later.

On the night of 23 October 1900, the Adair family was struck once again by the cruel hand of fate. Clark Adair Jr., who had only recently retired from his governorship in Australia, was found dead on the gravel drive outside his Yorkshire residence, along with his beloved wife and their loyal servant. All three had been brutally murdered. The Yorkshire police were at a loss, unable to find any clues or witnesses to a crime that had been cloaked by the darkness of an autumn night.

Then, just as before, Sherlock Holmes emerged from the shadows.





CHAPTER 1


Lucy




Saturday, 27 October 1900



“I’m very sorry for your loss, Lady Helen,” I said quietly.

The Countess of Maynooth lifted her shoulders in an elegant shrug. “I expect they deserved it.”

I blinked. Being involved in cases of criminal investigation meant that I frequently heard the rule against speaking ill of the dead being violated. But not usually when the murder victims in question were the speaker’s own daughter-in-law and son.

“I beg your pardon?”

Lady Helen was a tall woman, with ramrod-straight posture and wrinkled features that showed every one of her seventy-six years. The black leather of her gloves matched her black woollen shawl, black woollen dress, and her black woollen headscarf, which only partially concealed her immaculately coiffed iron-grey hair.

To complete her mourning garb, she wore practical black Wellington boots. The boots were encrusted with light brown mud from two open graves.

“I said that in all probability, my son and his wife deserved the fate bestowed upon them.”

We were standing together in the aisle of the ancient stone chapel of Fanshaw, the centuries-old family estate of the Adair family. The floor was of cobbled stone, and the rows of varnished wooden pews were dull with age. A stained-glass window depicting St. George slaying the dragon cast fractured squares of coloured light over the altar cloth and flickering candles.

Lady Helen turned to regard me from under steely-grey brows. Her grey eyes were wide and welling with tears. Nonetheless, her voice had only a slight tremor to indicate her emotion and the fragile nature of her self-control. “At my age, I have little patience with beating about the bush or wasting time on sentimental lies. I believe in the truth.”

“That truth being …”

Lady Helen took a deep breath and then replied, “That my son was a scoundrel.”

Fanshaw’s main house was built of grey Yorkshire stone and resembled a sprawling medieval castle, although instead of a moat and drawbridge, it was a long, tree-lined carriage drive and huge iron gates that kept the estate and its surrounding sheep farms isolated from the outside world.

Outside the chapel, perhaps a hundred yards away and barely audible from where we stood, a clamouring crowd of bystanders and reporters awaited just beyond those iron gates, held at bay by a dozen uniformed York Police constables.

Triple murders tended to capture the public’s attention, especially when two of the three victims were wealthy, prominent members of high society, as Lord Adair and his wife had been.

“Ever since Clark was a child, I have braced myself for him to come to a bad end.” Lady Helen briskly and vigorously brushed crumbs of graveyard dirt from her gloves.

I had seen her step forward to pitch, in a slow, deliberate manner, the ceremonial handful of earth onto the polished mahogany coffin that held her son’s body.

The graves were now rectangular mounds of earth, side by side, in the family burial plot, visible through the chapel’s opened doorway.

At the uphill short side of each mound were newly carved granite gravestones. I had read the inscriptions during the brief interment ceremony. The lettering style matched that of the worn and mossy headstones that memorialised many generations of Earls of Maynooth and their countesses.

The carved letters on these two latest additions read:



Clark Barrington Adair, Jr. Fifth Earl of Maynooth

Departed this Life 23 October 1900

Dona eis requiem





A similar stone bore the inscription:



Lady Grace Finlay Adair, Countess of Maynooth

Departed this Life 23 October 1900





Another gravestone, not as moss-encrusted as those several dozen that remained, stood several feet away from Lady Grace’s. It read:



Ronald Barrington Adair

Departed this life 30 March, 1894, all too soon

Forever loved, forever missed

Dona eis Requiem





We had heard those same Latin words sung here less than an hour earlier, during the service.

The music, from Mozart’s Requiem, had been expressly called for in the will of the late Earl, and the will of the late Countess had named her much-younger sister, Belinda Finlay, to sing whatever passage her husband had selected.

The memorial service had been conducted by the local parish priest and accompanied by an organist and other musicians from York Cathedral. The priest, musicians, and other guests had departed, having made their condoling remarks to Lady Helen and the three remaining family members.

Those three and I had followed Lady Helen as she walked down the aisle to the front-row pews.

Now, Lady Helen sat, and the rest of us followed her example. I couldn’t at all guess at what the others thought of Lady Helen’s blunt words.

On her side of the aisle, Lady Helen’s granddaughter Lady Hilda sat in one pew: a frail, waif-like blonde woman perhaps three or four years younger than me.

I had heard of Hilda Adair, of course, given her family’s connection to my father, Sherlock Holmes.

One day, Watson might publish his account of the Adventure of the Empty House, but for now, the tragic death of Hilda’s brother, Ronald Adair, had largely faded from the public’s mind.

Lady Helen, though, had sought out the help of the man who had brought her grandson’s murderer to justice.

Holmes didn’t accept cases out of sentiment, and the fact that he had captured and neutralised Colonel Sebastian Moran to conclude the Adair case wouldn’t have swayed him.

But Holmes had asked me to make the journey to Yorkshire to see what assistance was required, and I had been curious to meet the family of the man whose death had brought about Holmes’s return to London after his famously staged death at the Reichenbach Falls.

If it hadn’t been for Ronald’s murder, I might never have met my father at all.

Now Ronald’s younger sister, Lady Hilda, sat with her head bowed and her eyes downcast. Her posture might have been due to grief. After all, she had just lost both her parents. But she had not, I noticed, offered any protest to her grandmother’s assessment of her father’s character.

On my side of the aisle was Belinda Finlay, whose singing we had just heard. Brown-haired and brown-eyed, she had a brisk and impatient energy about her. Her grandmother had introduced her—with a faint tinge of disapproval in her voice—as an actress on the London stage.

Beside Belinda sat her father, Marcus Finlay, father of the murdered Lady Grace Adair.

Marcus was leather-skinned, short and stocky, with a shrewd workman’s gaze in a craggy, weathered face. He wore expensively cut formal attire that had probably been made two decades earlier and now sagged around his shrunken, aged frame. There was mud on his shoes, picked up when he had followed Lady Helen to the graves and deposited his own ceremonial handful of dirt onto his daughter’s coffin.

Marcus Finlay was worth millions, ten times more than the Adairs, according to the notes Holmes had made in the file I read on the journey here. But, like the other three family mourners, he had been silent during the ceremony, and he remained silent now.

“Was your son involved with some illicit activity or business dealings that could have led to his death?” I asked Lady Helen. “Did he have any enemies?”

Lady Helen’s arched brows edged upwards. “Goodness, I certainly expect so.”

“I … see.” This might well be the oddest preliminary consultation on a case I had ever conducted, and that was including cases that had involved a three-ring circus or the apparent invasion of creatures from the planet Mars. But clearly Lady Helen wanted to discuss the case, or she would not have led us all back into the chapel after the guests had departed. “Do you have anything or anyone specific in mind?”

“My son did not, of course, confide in me about the nature of his shadier business dealings. But he had recently retired from a government job in Australia. He and his wife had some money put by—too much money to have been made by legal means—and were going to travel. They had barely been back here two weeks,” Lady Helen said. “So regarding your question about enemies, to my knowledge, he had not yet had time to make any.”

“So you don’t know anyone here in this country who might have had motive for killing him?”

The alternative, of course, was that someone had followed him back from Australia and committed the murders.

Before Lady Helen could answer, Marcus Finlay gave a derisive snort.

“It’s perfectly obvious what happened.”

“Is it?” I asked.

Finlay raised his head and spoke across me to Lady Helen, his voice harsh. “The police would have come to the same conclusion and called off their investigation long since, if you hadn’t put pressure on them to do otherwise. But I expect they will come to the same conclusion at the inquest tomorrow.”

Lady Helen’s lips thinned, but she didn’t speak.

Marcus Finlay went on, his expression twisting with what might have been either anger or grief. “All this is a waste of time. There is no murderer—none other than my scoundrel of a son-in-law. Clark first shot my daughter, then shot himself.”

That was the first time I’d heard the theory presented, but it would explain the family’s silence. And Marcus was right; the local police might well have agreed to hush the matter up for Lady Helen’s sake, so that the family name wouldn’t be tarnished by the scandal of a murder-suicide.

“And the servant?” I asked Marcus. “I understood from the newspaper stories that the Earl’s carriage driver had also been shot and killed.”

Marcus made a wordless sound of impatience. “Maybe Gareth saw Clark threatening to shoot my daughter and attempted to stop him. In any case, I repeat, this is all a waste of time.”

Lady Helen had been listening with an expression that grew progressively more rigid. Now she said, in a voice that was frosty with distaste, “That will be quite enough, Mr. Finlay. I have tolerated your presence here for the sake of your daughter, who was also my daughter-in-law. But that does not mean that I have to listen to another word you say.” She stood up. “And now I have sheep to which I must attend,” she said. “Thank you all for coming.”





CHAPTER 2


Watson



It had been a long, cold day in October, and I felt the weariness that comes from an afternoon in my office with several ill-tempered patients. As I mounted the stairs to our rooms at 221B Baker Street, I was looking forward to reading the newspapers while I relaxed in my chair before our fireplace with a glass of sherry.

Then I saw that our hallway door was partially open. I heard Lestrade’s voice. “How did you know?”

The little inspector stood only a few feet inside our sitting room, hat in hand. The atmosphere in the room seemed charged with apprehension. The warm glow of the crackling fireplace bathed the scene in a flickering light, casting eerie shadows on the walls, and on the tall, slender figure of Sherlock Holmes, clad in his dressing-gown and leaning casually against the mantel.

“Did the Yorkshire police call you in to consult?” Lestrade continued. His voice carried a mixture of surprise and concern, and also an undertone of suspicion.

Holmes was slowly and carefully tapping a measure of tobacco into his pipe. The rhythmic beat seemed to add gravity to the encounter. “I have—at least at the moment—no client in the affair, only my own interest,” he replied, his voice calm and measured. “And your name was mentioned in the newspapers, in connection with the tragedy.”

I recalled the newspaper accounts of the triple murders in Yorkshire as I entered the room, closed the door, and nodded to Lestrade and then Holmes. “Tragic indeed,” I said. “And all the more poignant considering the situation of the victims. Lord Adair and his wife, recently retired, come home to enjoy their remaining years, and then—cut short.”

Lestrade nodded, his gaze fixed on the floor as if searching for answers amidst the worn carpet. “The York police asked us to help with background information.” His voice held an odd note of bewilderment as he continued, “But that’s as far as my investigation has gone.”

“I understand the inquest is tomorrow,” Holmes said.

“At the Assize Courts in York,” he murmured. “It’s out of our jurisdiction, and the family doesn’t want publicity.” His shoulders sagged in resignation. “I won’t attend.”

“Yet you are here,” Holmes said.

There was a momentary pause, and Lestrade hesitated, still clutching his hat, his pinched features compressed. His beady brown eyes darted back and forth.

Holmes gestured for him to take a seat. “Come, my friend,” he urged. “You are wishing to tell me something, but you are unsure. Pray, stay awhile.” He beckoned Lestrade to the chair on the other side of our fireplace, where the flames danced with an almost hypnotic grace. “Watson, can you please assist?”

I relieved Lestrade of his hat and coat, which he dropped into my hands as if it was a burden no longer bearable. I couldn’t help but notice the beads of perspiration forming on his forehead as he sat across from Holmes. The man needed a drink, I thought. I poured a generous measure of brandy from our decanter and handed Lestrade the glass. His hand trembled slightly as he took it. He drank it down with a single swallow, as if seeking solace in its fiery warmth.

He held out the empty glass, as if about to ask for more. Then he drew it back, placing it on the side table beside his armchair.

I sat on our sofa.

Holmes and I waited.

Then Lestrade spoke. “Truth to tell, Dr. Watson, I am afraid I’m getting too old for this line of work.”

“Nonsense, old fellow,” I began, hoping to encourage him.

Then I saw Holmes’s quick sideways shake of his head, and stopped.

“Fear may be a good thing, at the proper time,” said Holmes. “A cautionary emotion. You are afraid, are you not? Your moist forehead and your unsteady hand with the glass proclaim as much. Do you fear for your personal safety? Or for your professional standing?”

“For both,” Lestrade said. He pushed the empty glass a few inches further away. “May as well tell you everything,” he said.

Holmes spread his palms in an invitation of welcome.

Lestrade sat forward. “I went home this morning just after midnight. As you may or may not know, I live in Southbank, near the bridge and only a short walk across the river from the Yard.”

“Quite convenient,” I said.

“I was rudely awakened there by an intruder just before dawn.”

Holmes asked, “Was it the Adair case that occupied you so late?”

“No—no, nothing to do with the Yorkshire affair. I’ve been assigned to look into a series of deaths in Whitechapel. All with addictions to drugs, the lot of them. Twenty-three victims, all poisoned in the last three days. But here is the rub, Mr. Holmes.” Resting his hands on his knees, Lestrade leaned forward. “Normally, one would expect a bad batch of a specific drug to be the cause. Find the common source of the drug, determine whether the poison came in intentionally or accidentally, and there would be your case.”

He lifted the empty brandy glass, then set it down.

“The rub?” Holmes prompted.

“Five different poisons were found. Arsenic, strychnine, cyanide, belladonna, and digitalis.”

“Then it was no accident,” I said.

“What drugs were the victims taking?” asked Holmes.

“Opium and cocaine. Some taking one, some taking the other, some taking both.”

“Do the victims connect with one another in any way? Relations, workplaces, residences?”

Lestrade shook his head. “Not that we have as yet been able to determine.”

I had an idea. “Perhaps one might start with the manufacturers or distributors of the drugs. I would think we might rule them out as suspects—after all, why should they poison their customers en masse? But they might have enemies who wish them harm. Competitors, perhaps.”

“We are working to identify the manufacturers. So far without success. People in Whitechapel do not cooperate.”

Holmes nodded. “Let us return to your ordeal last night. How were you awakened?”

“By the sound of my window pane being broken.”

“You are on the ground floor?”

“The first floor. But there is a balcony and fire stairs. The window should be barred, but it is not.”

“Pray continue.”

“I heard the glass break. The window latch clicked, and the sash slid up. Someone was entering my sitting-room. I sat up in bed and took my pistol from my bedside table. I didn’t waste time with slippers or a robe. I stood up and groped my way to the door, I opened it, and there he was.”

“The intruder was a man?”

“He had a lit wax candle in his hand. He held it right up to his face, so I couldn’t miss it. Wore a black wool knit sailor’s cap. Cool as could be.”

“Did he have a weapon?”

“No. So I couldn’t very well shoot him. In fact, the first thing he said was, ‘There’ll be no need to kill me, Inspector. Not tonight.’

“‘Who are you?’ I asked.

“He gave a smile, and it was an evil one. His teeth were black in spots. I could see it was deliberate, make-up beeswax, or charcoal, or a combination of both. ‘I am your dark angel, Inspector,’ he said. ‘I’ve come to warn you.’

“Who sent you?’ I asked.

“‘The spirits have sent me,’ he said.

“Which spirits?’ I asked.

“‘Why, the spirits of those who have passed on. Many have gone through the pearly gates in Whitechapel these past weeks.’ Then he gave a laugh. A chuckling, satisfied laugh.”

“Did he indeed.” Holmes pursed his lips in thought. “And did you get a look at his hands?”

“Yes, holding the candle the way he did, they were lit up by light reflected from his face. The face was dirty, and so were the hands.”

“Actual dirt?”

It struck me as an odd question, but Lestrade shook his head. He might not be Holmes’s equal in his skill at deductive reasoning—few were—but he still had a policeman’s eye for detail.

“No. Beeswax or makeup cream and charcoal, I thought. I could smell a bit of the makeup cream from where I stood. He was not five feet away from me, Mr. Holmes.”

“Can you recall more of the hands? Their condition? Rough, cracked, nails bitten or broken, fingers gnarled or injured?”

“I take your meaning, Mr. Holmes. And I must say, I thought the same at the time. They were artificially made up as well. Made to look like the hands of a ruffian.”

“How was he dressed?”

“From the rag pickers.”

“The colour of his hair?”

“The wool cap covered it.”

“His eyes?”

“Couldn’t tell. Only had the candlelight. Wish I’d thought to turn on the electric lamp.”

“His height?”

“About my height, I think. No taller.”

“His voice? Deep, tenor, hoarse, resonant?”

“A disturbing hoarseness. Deliberately disguising his natural voice, I thought. Very nearly a whisper.”

“And what was his warning?”

Lestrade gave a wry smile and his eyes glittered. “Ah, now here is where it gets interesting, Mr. Holmes. He said, ‘As you see, we know where you live. You must stay away from the triple murder in Yorkshire.’”

Holmes gave one of his fleeting smiles. “Did he, by Jove?”

“Yes, he did, and then he blew out the candle and scarpered. The room went dark. He was out the window and clanging down the fire stairs before I could get my bearings. Couldn’t have shot him anyway, of course, and couldn’t follow in my pyjamas and bare feet.”

“Of course, you couldn’t.” Holmes lit a pipe and puffed smoke. “Now, by ‘the triple murders in Yorkshire,’ was your dark angel referring to the murder of Lord Adair and his wife and manservant?”

“I think we may take that as a given,” Lestrade said.

“And your name was in the paper. It would be a simple matter for someone who knew your appearance to wait for you outside the Yard and follow you home.”

Lestrade gave a rueful smile. “Up till now, I’d always been pleased to see my name in the papers.”

“What did you learn of Lord Adair?”

“You will keep it confidential?”

Holmes sat mute, as though insulted by the request, after so many years of assisting the police and keeping his own name out of the papers.

“Dr. Watson? You will not inform your writing public?”

“They shall not learn of the case for at least a century. Probably more. If I write of it at all.”

“Well, under those conditions. We found the reason for Lord Adair’s retirement. He was forced out. As governor of the colony, he was doing some things he ought not to have done.”

“Specifically?”

“We only have a partial report. But we know he was taking bribes to approve licensing and inspections for gold mines in his area.”

“How much?” Holmes asked.

Lestrade shrugged. “Thousands of pounds, over the years. We’re also hoping to hear more from the regional office. The version we got was from his local province, and may have been somewhat sanitised.”

Holmes steepled his fingertips for a long moment. Then he leaned forward. “Regarding the Whitechapel poisonings. How are you proceeding?”

“We have two lines of inquiry. We are interviewing local hospitals and chemists to determine if any of the five poisons utilised in the murders are missing. We are also watching the Whitechapel inns rumoured to be sources of unlicensed cocaine. Regrettably, there hasn’t been any cooperation from the good citizens of Whitechapel.”

Holmes said, “I may be able to assist with that. But I would appreciate it if you would also keep me informed as to any developments in the Adair case.”

“I thought you said that you had no client?” Lestrade asked.

“I said that I had no client at the current moment. I expect that the family will change its mind and enlist my services before the next twenty-four hours have passed.”





CHAPTER 3


Lucy



Sherlock Holmes asked, “You were at the inquest, Miss Finley?”

Watson had shared with me Holmes’s prediction that the Adair family would reverse their decision and come to consult him after all. As usual, he had been proven entirely correct.

Belinda Finlay had arrived first thing this morning at 221B Baker Street, begging Holmes for a few minutes of his time.

We were now in my father’s familiar sitting room. Holmes sat in his usual chair on one side of the fireplace. I took a position on the settee, and, since Watson was busy at his medical practice, Belinda was seated in his usual armchair. The quick, impatient energy I’d noticed about her before seemed sharper now. Her movements were abrupt and jerky, her posture tense. Fear often had that effect. Belinda, however hard she was trying to master the emotion, was very much afraid.

“I was at the inquest, yes,” she answered Holmes. “All of the family were. That is why I have come.” She licked her lips. “Because of what occurred. Or rather, because of what I think is likely to occur within the coming days.” She made another quick, impatient gesture. “But I’m sorry. I ought to begin by telling you about the inquest …”

Holmes held up a hand. “I believe that I can spare you that trouble.” He gestured to a stack of documents on the floor alongside his chair, in an unsteady pile that reached up to his elbow. “Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard did me the favour of having the transcripts from the various witness testimonies at the inquest sent to me.”

Belinda exhaled. “That does simplify things, then. You have read the transcripts?”

“I have. Murder by person or persons unknown was the official ruling.”

“The official ruling, yes.” Belinda’s mouth twisted. “But if you have indeed seen the questions that the coroner asked, then you know the direction that the police inquiries are taking.” She clasped her hands together. “Mr. Holmes, I am certain that they’re going to arrest her—”

Holmes once again held up a hand. “We will come to that presently. But first there are certain aspects of the inquest that I would like to visualise more clearly. A written transcript can only go so far. If you will indulge me, I will read from the transcript. I want you, Miss Finley, to cast your mind back to when one witness in particular was giving testimony. I want you to tell me, as well as you can recall, how she presented herself. Can you do that?”

Belinda looked uncertain, but nodded. “I suppose I can try.”

Holmes cleared his throat and read:



Testimony of the Dower House maid, Dorothy Evers

Witness: We was anxious, like, Cook and me, when the master and missus didn’t come home. So, Cook telephoned the station.

Coroner: What time was that?

Witness: About six o’clock. They were to have come on the 5:05, you see, and Mr. Gareth had taken the carriage to meet them, and the drive home only takes fifteen minutes. Cook had kept their supper hot. She said she’d just keep it warm for a few minutes more. That was when we heard the shots.

Coroner: That would be about seven minutes past six?

Witness: I suppose. Anyway, the shots. Bang, bang, and then bang again.

Three shots altogether?

Yes.

How much time elapsed between each shot?

Maybe two or three seconds, no more. The third shot, maybe ten seconds.

Then what did you do?

I wanted to stay inside. But Cook said we had to go out and see. I wanted to take the master’s gun. He keeps it in the drawer in his desk, so I went to the desk. But it wasn’t in the drawer.

He kept it loaded?

Yes, he says an empty gun is no use to anybody at all.

What did you do then?

We went onto the portico. It was dark, so we turned on the overhead light. And we heard the coach driving away down the pathway, out towards the gate.

Did you try to follow the coach?

No.

Did you see who was driving the coach?

It was dark out there, and we was behind. It was going away from the house.

How many horses?

Oh, just the one. Going fast.

You didn’t hear a whip or a cry from the driver?

No, just the hooves and the wheels and the rattling.

Then what did you do?

We went down the steps to the drive. On the gravel we saw them. They were in the shadows, but oh, dear God, we saw them.

By ‘them,’ you mean?

The Earl and Lady Grace, and Mr. Gareth.

And did you see a gun?

It were in the master’s hand.

A pistol?

Yes.

He was grasping the pistol?

No, it was just lying next to his hand. Like he had held it out and let it fall.

You mean his arm was outstretched?

Flung out, like. And the gun was beside his hand. Like he’d dropped it.





Holmes set down the transcript. “Now Miss Finlay. Can you recollect the maid’s demeanour and tone when she gave her testimony about the location of the gun?”

Belinda’s brow furrowed. “How do you mean?”

“The pitch of her voice. Was it higher or lower than before?”

“I don’t think …” Belinda’s frown deepened as she made a clear effort to remember. “No, I believe that it was just the same.”

“Did you have the impression that she had rehearsed her speech?”

“No. I wouldn’t say so. Although, of course, I didn’t know her at all. The inquest was the first time I’d ever seen her. Despite Clark’s marriage to my sister, we weren’t …” Belinda’s voice trailed off and she hesitated, as though debating how much to say. But in the end she finished, simply, “Hilda and I have always been close. But my father and I … we don’t associate over-much with the Adairs.”

That tallied with what I had seen of Lady Helen’s attitude to Marcus Finlay at the funeral, but Holmes didn’t question the statement or ask her to elaborate. Instead, he went on, “The maid says the arm was flung outward and the gun was by his hand.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Holmes read from the transcript again.



Coroner: Did you get close to the gun?

Witness: I saw it from as close as I am to you.

In the light from the porch?

Yes. It had blood on it.

The Earl’s blood?

His brains were on the gravel.

And Lady Grace?

Hers too. She was face down, shot in the temple. Her hat was all stained.

What about Gareth the coachman?

Mr. Gareth. He were lying on his face too. Beside Lady Grace.

And the Earl was on his back.

Yes.

Do you know of any reason why the Earl would want to kill his wife and his coachman and then kill himself?

No sir.

No reason at all?

None at all, sir. None at all.





Holmes looked up from the transcript. “The maid’s tone at this statement?”

“She was very …” Belinda seemed to search for the right word. “Very determined. Defiant, as if she was just daring the coroner to even suggest that the Earl had done the shooting.”

“She seemed fond of Lady Grace and her husband?”

Belinda blinked. So far, I hadn’t seen any overt signs of grief, despite the fact that one of the murder victims had been her own sister. But now she said, in a shaky tone, “I would have said so. Grace has—had—a very winning way about her. She was sweet. Charming, even to the servants.”

Holmes didn’t often bother with expressions of sympathy, but his voice was a shade quieter and gentler as he said, “If it is any consolation to you, Miss Finlay, I believe the maid’s testimony has exonerated your brother-in-law of the crime.”

“Exonerated?” Belinda looked bewildered. “Simply because she didn’t know of any motive for the shooting?”

I had been quiet, simply listening to the inquest testimony and watching for Belinda’s response. But now I said, “If he were here, Dr. Watson would tell us that when a man shoots himself in the right temple, his brain dies instantaneously. No signals move through his nerves to his muscles. They would go slack. He would crumple to the ground, not lie on his back with his arm outstretched. Death would have been immediate. There would be no movement after the shot, other than the fall.”

Holmes nodded. “Precisely. I believe we can say definitively that someone shot the three of them, and tried to make it appear that the Earl himself had done the killing. But the killer made the mistake of stretching out the arm.”

He paused. “Now, we move on to the testimony regarding Lady Hilda. By the way, where is she now?”

“She is staying with me, at my home in Kensington Palace Gardens. She moved in just after the inquest.”

“Why?”

For the first time, a hint of reserve crept into Belinda’s tone. “She had been staying with friends, at the flat she leases in Mayfair. She said she no longer wished to do that.”

“What friends?”

“Three young men. Two brothers from near the family home in Yorkshire. She had known them since childhood.”

“And the third young man?”

“A friend of Maurice and Lewis’s from university. He owned the house.” Belinda looked up at Holmes and added quickly, “There was nothing … nothing improper in the arrangement, I assure you, Mr. Holmes. Hilda had a chaperone. Our grandmother insisted on that, when Hilda decided to move to London. An old nursery governess of mine—Mrs. McGinty—lived with her.”

“I see. And do you know why your niece left Mayfair?”

Again Belinda seemed to avoid Holmes’s gaze. “There were reporters, she said, and she couldn’t abide the place anymore.”

Holmes nodded and picked up the transcript again. “Here is the Coroner, continuing the interrogation of the maid Dorothy.”



Coroner: Now I understand Lady Hilda was at the Dower House before the tragedy occurred. When did she arrive?

Witness: On the Monday after the Earl and Lady Grace had gone to London.

Where in London?

They were staying at the Griffon Hotel. They generally stayed there. They had gone for a weekend at the theatre, they said.

What did Lady Hilda do when she arrived?

She said she wanted to see them. But then I told her they were at the Griffon and she went back.

The same day?

No, she spent the night.

In the Dower House?

She has her own room. She left the next morning.

Was she told that the Earl and Lady Grace planned to return on the 5:05 train?

Yes.

But she did not wait for them.

No, she said she would just go back to London.

Where in London?

She would stay in the Griffon Hotel, she said.

Even though her parents were coming home? And even though she had her own London residence?

I can’t explain that. She didn’t give a reason.

Coroner: You know Lady Hilda inherits from her parents.

Witness: Yes.

Do you know any reason why she could not have taken the pistol with her to London, checked in to the Griffon Hotel, and come back on the 5:05 train with her parents?

No.

Might she have boarded the carriage with them?

Yes.

Might she have waited until they were at the Dower House, and then shot all three, driving the carriage back to the station, in time to return to London on the 7:05 train?

She would never do anything like that.

Could she have, though? Does she have any experience with horses?

Yes.

Where?

At Fanshaw. They ride to hunt, sometimes. Foxes.

That’s all her riding experience that you know of?

She rode horses in Australia.

And with a gun?

I don’t know. I’ve never been to Australia. [laughter from audience]

Order, please. Now, did you hear of her having such experience?

She showed me an award she’d won there.

I show you this document. Is this the award she referred to?

Yes.

What kind of award?

For marksmanship.

Can you read the name on the award?

It’s made out to ‘Henry Adair.’

Can you explain that?

Dressed herself as a boy, she did. Girls weren’t allowed to enter the contest.





Holmes put the transcript down.

Belinda was sitting with her hands locked tightly together. “You will be able to understand my worry, Mr. Holmes. The coroner as good as accused Hilda of having shot her mother and father.”

“Indeed, he could scarcely have made the implications any clearer.” Holmes’s agreement was calm. “May I ask about the demeanour of the maid, Dorothy? Was she outraged or indignant about the line of the questioning?”

“She was … reticent,” Belinda said at last. “She answered the questions, but not happily.”

“As though she could believe that Hilda might have committed the crime, but didn’t want the accusation to come from her?”

Belinda looked unhappy. “Possibly,” she admitted. “But Mr. Holmes, I know my niece. Being so close in age, we grew up together. She could not have done this terrible thing.”

Holmes’s narrow features gave away as little as usual of his private thoughts, so that I couldn’t tell whether he believed Belinda’s assurance of her niece’s innocence or not. He asked, “Have the police questioned Lady Hilda?”

“Inspector Harmer has. Several times. He thinks she faked her alibi.”

“Alibi?” I glanced at Holmes.

“The police inspector telephoned the Griffon Hotel to inform Lady Hilda that her parents were dead. She was there to take the call. That was the night of the murders. She claimed she had been at the Griffon since that afternoon. The hotel clerk and staff verified the claim. But the inspector believes they might have been paid to give false testimony.”

“You can see why Hilda doesn’t like the police,” Belinda said.

Holmes set the transcript down and steepled his fingers. “I suggest three lines of inquiry for now. You will go with Lucy to interview Lady Hilda at your home in Kensington Palace Gardens. Will she answer questions?”

“I don’t know.” Belinda looked down at her joined hands, her expression still more unhappy. “She may. Although I warn you that with the police, she is quite intractable. She says only that she is innocent and refuses to answer anything or give any explanation as to her movements on the day of the murders.”

I was still watching Holmes. His expression remained impassive. But once again, he seemed to ignore the opportunity to ask Belinda to elaborate. Perhaps he had already made up his mind about Hilda’s innocence or guilt and thus regarded Belinda’s opinions as irrelevant. Or else he considered Belinda to be biased enough in Hilda’s favour that he didn’t trust her to give him an honest answer.

“I am occupied with another investigation which may require my full attention from time to time,” Holmes said. “But I will reach out to Dr. Watson. If he is available, the two of us will look into Lady Hilda’s former home, in Mayfair. After that, we shall meet here this evening, and decide who travels to Yorkshire and for what purposes.”





CHAPTER 4


Flynn



“First, watch the deliveries,” Mr. Holmes had said.

Flynn was watching now, crouched behind a row of trash bins at the edge of the alley behind the Black Horse Inn, the fourth location he had watched over the past month, and so far without success. The December wind stung his cheeks and made his eyes tear up. Still, he could see well enough. The morning was busy as usual in Whitechapel, with the usual assortment of ragpickers and other street vendors, with here and there a reveller from the previous night, now hung over and staggering home on the cold, wet pavement. Flynn was glad not to be one of their number. He had a job to do.

Two brewery wagons had arrived this morning and unloaded several large wooden barrels, each big enough for Flynn to hide inside. Beer deliveries. Not what Flynn was waiting for.

He straightened up a bit. A third wagon had just pulled up to the door behind the dirty brick wall at the back of the Inn. The cart stopped at the sign that said Deliveries Only.

Two tough-looking thugs lounged at the entrance, one wearing a chequered cloth cap and the other a green woollen muffler around his neck.

Their eyes, too, were on the cart.

Flynn crouched lower, because he didn’t want to be seen.

The delivery man was a big, burly fellow with a scar—looked like a souvenir from a knife fight—marking one cheek. He climbed down from his driver’s seat and nodded to the two toughs.

The toughs followed the delivery man to the back of the wagon.

Scar Face unlatched the wooden gate at the back so that it swung down, revealing a mound of cargo covered by a dirty canvas tarp. The tough in the checked cap lifted the tarp and nodded to Green Scarf, who scrambled back to the delivery entrance and retrieved a battered wooden dolly cart.

Green Scarf hauled the dolly, wheels squeaking, to the back of the wagon and scrambled up. He threw off the tarp and picked up a large wooden box, about the size of a suitcase.

Checked Cap waited. Then he took the wooden box from Green Scarf and set the box on the cart.

He repeated the process twice more, making a stack of three boxes.

Flynn noticed that none of the boxes was marked. The brewery wagon, however, bore the eagle insignia of Truman’s, one of the bigger breweries in London.

Green Scarf scrambled down and the scar-faced delivery driver lifted the gate and bolted it shut. Checked Cap wheeled the three wooden boxes to the delivery entrance, opened the door, and went inside, followed by the other man.

Scar Face waited, hands in his pockets and shivering a bit in the wind. Flynn shoved his hands into his coat pockets and turned his collar up. But he kept watch, as Mr. Holmes had instructed.

The delivery door opened and a third man came out, this one in shirtsleeves, dirty and wrinkled, and a black waistcoat.

He had a thick white envelope in his hand.

The new arrival strode quickly to the driver and handed over the envelope. The driver glanced inside, but only for a moment, and then hauled himself up to the driver’s box.

The man in shirtsleeves headed to the delivery door.

The driver hauled on the reins to turn the wagon around. Then he lashed at his horse and it clattered off. Moments later it was gone from sight.

The whole process had taken less than three minutes.

Flynn adjusted the angle he was facing and shifted his position to look up. According to instructions from Mr. Holmes, he was supposed to watch the top window of the dirty brick building after any delivery.

The window had been open. Now, he saw, someone inside shut the window and drew down a yellowing window shade.

That’s it, Flynn said to himself. Now the fun begins.

He moved away from the concealment of the trash bins, crossing Whitechapel Street to where he could get a look at the front entrance to the Inn.





CHAPTER 5


Lucy



“So you don’t want justice for your parents?” I asked Hilda.

We were in Kensington Gardens: Belinda, Hilda, myself, and Mrs. McGinty, the elderly retired nursery governess who now served as Hilda’s chaperone and companion were all seated together in the drawing room of the impeccably whitewashed townhouse where Belinda lived with her father.

Belinda, Hilda, and I sat around a small tea-table, while Mrs. McGinty occupied a chair by the fireplace. A pile of knitting lay on her lap, but her fingers were motionless, her head dropped onto her chest and her eyes closed. So far, the older woman’s sole contribution to the conversation had been an occasional gentle snore.

The sitting-room walls were covered in light blue wallpaper, stamped with a gold fleur-de-lis motif. The furniture was all antique, made in the Regency style of a hundred years before. It was an elegant room, light and airy, and one in which Hilda currently looked as out of place as a dead blossom in a bouquet of roses.

She had defied the usual social conventions in that she was no longer wearing black for mourning, but her rumpled tweed skirt and coat looked as though she had slept in them. Her long blond hair was uncombed and in need of a wash, though I hadn’t thought that a prudent point to mention. Conversing with Hilda was already like the proverbial task of squeezing water from a stone.

She had listened to my questions for perhaps five minutes and said not a single word in response, keeping her lips pressed tightly together and her gaze downcast.

It was Belinda who answered me now, her words hurried, anxious. “Oh no, of course she wants justice, don’t you, Hilda? It’s just that all of this has come as the most dreadful shock. She’s still upset.” She gave me a look that was half apologetic, half pleading, as though begging me to accept her explanation. “Tell her, Hilda.” She nudged Hilda’s arm.

Finally, Hilda spoke, her tone sullen. “I’ve already told the police everything.”

That, according to the reports I had read, was precisely what she hadn’t done. Police Inspector Harmer, who had questioned her, had fared no better than I had so far done.

Hilda’s grandmother must have even more influence with the York constabulary than I’d realised to have effected the miracle of Hilda’s not yet having been arrested.

“Perhaps. But I’m not the police,” I said.

“I know. You’re with Sherlock Holmes, the genius detective who found the man who killed my brother.”

I nodded, but said nothing. Sometimes silence was more effective than words at drawing a reluctant witness out.

“I was thirteen when Mother and I found Ronald in his room,” she said. Her voice was flat.

“It must have been a dreadful shock.”

Hilda’s lips quivered, but then her expression hardened. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“You don’t have to. But it would be to your advantage to answer my questions, unless you wish to be arrested for murder.”

Sometimes shock tactics were also effective.

Hilda’s gaze once more flashed briefly to mine, then away again. “Why should I be arrested? I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Of course you haven’t!” Belinda burst out. “No one who knows you could possibly think it. But Hilda—”

“If you’ve done nothing wrong, then you can’t have anything to lose—or anything to fear—by speaking to me,” I said.

Hilda didn’t answer, only sat with her arms tightly folded around her, staring at the ground as before. Was she frightened? Guilty? Angry? She was struggling to contain some powerful emotion—the way that she was hugging herself pointed to that—but what the emotion was, I couldn’t yet say.

Again Belinda nudged her. “Please, Hilda. She’s come here to help us. Please speak to her.”

Finally, after a long moment, Hilda’s head lifted. “What do you want to know?”

I debated starting with an easy question, something that I could be certain she would answer. But I had no idea how long Hilda’s moment of compliance would last.

“To begin, what were you doing at your parents’ hotel the night they were killed?”

The evasion flickered across her features again. “I wanted to see my parents’ room.”

“Why?”

“Just … just to see it.”

Whether or not Hilda was a murderer remained to be seen. What she was decidedly not was a good liar. Anyone who couldn’t come up with a better cover story than that ought to give up all efforts at deception.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You were planning to steal something from your parents’ room? Something valuable?”

Hilda’s head jerked up. She looked startled, her eyes flared wide. “How did you know?”

“There are a limited number of reasons for wanting to visit an unoccupied hotel room. I simply chose the most likely. What did you hope to find?”

Hilda’s expression had already iced over, and I fully expected another refusal to answer.

But then Belinda said, “I think you ought to tell her, Hilda. I know you don’t want to speak ill of your parents. But they can’t be harmed by any of this now. Besides, they wouldn’t want you to be arrested for a crime you hadn’t committed, would they? If you don’t want to tell her, I can.”

Another second or two of silence passed, but finally Hilda said, in a low voice, “There was a man. He came to the Dower House after my parents had come back. After my father resigned as governor. I was upstairs. I heard him talking to my parents.”

“Do you know who he was?”

“One of my father’s servants at the Governor’s House in Australia. A greasy, over-confident fellow. He came back with them.”

“What did he say?”

“He said he knew what had happened, and he wanted money.”

“A blackmailer?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what knowledge he was holding over your father’s head?”

Hilda seemed to hesitate, but then said, “No. I don’t, at least not specifically. I assumed it was about bribes that my father used to accept for approving licensing and inspections for gold mines in his area of Australia.”

“You knew about those?”

“Yes.”

I couldn’t tell from her tone of voice whether Hilda blamed her father, admired his ingenuity, or was simply angry that he hadn’t seen fit to share more of his ill-gotten wealth with her.

“Do you know this blackmailer’s name?”

“Jackson.”

“Do you know where he can be found?”

“No.”

“What did your father tell him?”

“He told him to come back to the Dower House in a few days. My parents went to London after that. I thought they were going to get the money for Jackson.”

“And that was why you went there, after you knew that your parents would be returning to York?”

A hesitation. Then she said, “Yes. They kept a suite of rooms reserved at the hotel for whenever they were in London. They had a hiding place behind a loose skirting board. I’d seen them take money out of it before.” Hilda picked at a loose thread on her skirt, rolling it back and forth between her fingers. “I thought they’d gone back to get money to pay Jackson, and that there might still be some left. But there wasn’t. It was empty.”

“The police report said only a small amount of money was found with their bodies.”

“I know. I thought maybe they left it in their suitcases in the coach, but the police said they’d searched the coach. They found the money in the suitcases in the roadway, outside the gates, where the horse had wandered. That’s what gave Inspector Harmer the idea that my father didn’t kill my mother and Gareth and then kill himself.”

I had read about that in the inquest report, but I wanted to keep Hilda talking. “Why did the Inspector think that?”

For the first time, Hilda’s answer came readily. “Gareth was driving the coach. He would have opened the gate, driven inside, and then shut it before coming the rest of the way up to the Dower House. That was his job. He wouldn’t have driven my parents up to the house, unloaded their suitcases, and then walked all the way back to shut the gate. So if he’d shut the gate when they came in, the horse and the coach wouldn’t have been found outside the grounds of the estate.”

“That’s why the inquest ruled it a murder and not a murder-suicide.”

Hilda’s eyes once more fell to the floor and she hugged herself a little more tightly. “The Inspector thinks I met my parents on the train, rode with them in the coach to the house, killed them, took their money, and drove the horse and coach to get to the station in time for the 7:05 train so I could pretend to have been in London the whole time. Only I didn’t pretend. I really was in London, right up until the time the Inspector called me. Mrs. McGinty can vouch for me.” Hilda raised her voice. “Can’t you, Mrs. McGinty?”

Mrs. McGinty had continued to doze throughout our conversation, but started at the sound of her name. “Eh?” She cupped a hand around one ear. “What was that ye said, dearie?” She had a broad Scottish brogue, and her eyes were rheumy, peering ineffectually at a place somewhere off over Hilda’s right shoulder.

Hilda raised her voice still further. “I said that you can tell the police that I was in London when my parents died.”

Mrs. McGinty blinked. “What’s that? London, you say?”

“Oh, never mind.” Hilda made an impatient gesture. “It will take an age to make her understand what we want, it always does when she’s been asleep for a time. But I was with her in Mayfair on the night that my parents were killed. She told the police inspector so.”

“I see.” That might be another reason that the police hadn’t yet moved on arresting Hilda, although a less reliable witness than Mrs. McGinty could scarcely be imagined.

Not for the first time, I reflected on the oddity of upper-class England’s social conventions. For Hilda, a young, unmarried woman, to occupy a flat in London alone would have been unthinkable, tarnishing her reputation beyond repair. But add a half-blind, deaf, and slightly senile elderly woman who probably wouldn’t notice a den of iniquity if it was directly under her nose, and the arrangement became entirely respectable.

“Why did you and Mrs. McGinty leave Mayfair?” I asked Hilda.

“I—I couldn’t pay the rent,” Hilda said. “That was why I went to my parents’ hotel room searching for money. I’d got behind on the rent and couldn’t pay what I owed.”

That didn’t accord with what Belinda had told Holmes of Hilda’s reasons for leaving, although it was a better try at prevarication than her previous efforts.

“How did you come to take the flat in Mayfair in the first place?” I asked.

Hilda plucked at the loose thread on her skirt again. “I knew two of the boys who share the house. Maurice and Lewis Tollner. Their family owns a property in Yorkshire, not far from my grandmother’s estate. They introduced me to—to the young man who owns the house.”

“How long have you lived there?”

“Since May, I think. Less than a year, anyway.”

“And before that?”

“I was at school here in England after my brother Ronald was murdered.”

Hilda didn’t hesitate in her answers, but her posture had grown progressively more tense as the conversation progressed, as though she were bracing herself, dreading what my next question might be.

“You didn’t wish to remain with your parents in Australia?”

“No.” Hilda sounded indifferent. Whatever she was afraid of my asking, it didn’t seem to be related to her father and mother. “And my mother thought I would have better prospects—better marriage prospects—here in England. Titles and money and making a good match mattered a great deal to her.”

Hilda’s tone was still flat. Was she grieving her parents underneath all that rigid control? I honestly couldn’t tell.

“Did your mother have hopes that one of the three young men might propose to you?” I asked.

Three young men, all of them living in the same house as Hilda. It would defy the laws of nature if some sort of romantic attachment—one-sided or otherwise—hadn’t developed with at least one of them.

Hilda’s tense expression quivered briefly, then she shrugged. “I doubt it. They may live in the lap of luxury. They’re always hosting parties and masquerade balls and soirees for ‘the best people’ around town.” Her voice gave the words an ironic twist. “But Maurice and Lewis and … and Mr. Strange … they’re all second sons. Spares rather than heirs, you know. Not in line to inherit any impressive-sounding titles, which makes them unfit for further consideration in my mother’s judgement. Made,” she corrected herself.

“And you?” I asked. “What do you want?”

The flicker of emotion was nearer to the surface this time. Hilda’s lips trembled. But then she drew herself up. “Really, how can that possibly have anything to do with your investigation into my parents’ murders? I think you’d better leave now.”

“Hilda!” Belinda sounded shocked, and she cast an apologetic glance at me. “She doesn’t really mean that, it’s just all the shock, you see …”

“It’s quite all right. I understand.” I smiled as I rose to my feet. “I will go now, I’ve troubled the two of you long enough. Thank you for speaking to me, Lady Hilda, you’ve been very helpful indeed.”

Hilda had been sitting and staring fixedly at the parquet floor, but at that her eyes flashed to mine, a shadow of what might almost have been panic crossing their gaze. I could almost see her mind scrambling, trying to think of where in our conversation she’d said anything at all helpful to the case.

“I’ll just … just see you out,” Belinda said, with a nervous glance back at Hilda.

She could hardly have made it plainer that she wanted to speak with me without Hilda’s presence. But Hilda didn’t respond, just continued to sit as though frozen, her shoulders hunched and her head bowed.





CHAPTER 6


Lucy



“I’m sorry,” Belinda said again, when we were outside in the hall. She eased the door to the sitting room shut behind us and dropped her voice to a near whisper. “I’m sure Hilda doesn’t mean to be rude …”

“I understand. She’s been through a terrible trauma—two of them, if you include the death of her brother when she was a child.”

“Yes.” Belinda twisted a lock of her dark hair around one finger and seemed to hesitate a moment. “I wanted to say—I don’t wish to break any confidences, and really, I don’t know anything for certain. But you were asking about the three young men who share the flats above Hilda’s.”

“Yes?”

“It’s nothing, or not much. But I believe that at one time, there was some sort of romance—or at least an understanding—between Stamford Strange and Hilda.”

“Is Stamford the young man who owns the building?” The young man who Hilda very carefully hadn’t named during the course of our conversation.

“That’s right. He’s quite handsome of course—tall and fair-haired. And he has charming manners. He makes a perfect host for all the society parties that they’re always putting on.”

“And Hilda is in love with him?”

“She was at one time, at least, I suspect that she was. Not that she ever confided in me. Hilda is a very private person. It was more the way her voice changed when she said his name. Or the way she would look at him when they were together.”

“And did Mr. Strange return her feelings?”

“I’m not sure. I only met him a handful of times, so I can’t really be certain,” Belinda said. “But I’m afraid that may be why Hilda left Mayfair. The real reason, that is.”

“You don’t think it was true that she couldn’t pay the rent?”

I’d already made up my own mind on the subject, but I wanted to hear what Belinda would say.

“No, of course not! Hilda had an allowance from both her grandmother and her father. Quite enough for her to be able to afford a small flat. And I don’t think her leaving was on account of the reporters, either, as she claimed to me.” Belinda darted a quick look over her shoulder as though checking to see whether we were being overheard, then said in a lowered tone, “I think Hilda and Stamford must have quarrelled. She doesn’t confide in anyone easily, as I say. But after she came to stay here, I happened to walk into her room and found her burning what looked like a packet of letters in the grate. Most of them were charred beyond recognition, but I’m certain that I saw Stamford’s name on one of them.”

“I see. Thank you for telling me, Miss Finlay.”

Belinda gave a jerky nod. “I don’t see that it can have anything to do with my sister and her husband’s murders. Hilda was probably right about that. But I thought you ought to know, just so that you can understand a little more why Hilda is being so impossible. It’s not just the shock. I think she’s unhappy about whatever happened between her and Stamford.”

“What about the other two young men? Maurice and Lewis?” I asked. “Did either of them have feelings for Hilda?”

“I’m not sure. They may have done.” Belinda bit her lip. “Lewis is loud and rather flashy and goes with a fast crowd—I mean, even faster than the high society set who come to Stamford’s parties. He’s always betting on horses and travelling about, staying at grand estates for country house parties.”

“And Maurice? Is he the same?”

“Oh no, Maurice is quite different. Scholarly and rather dull.” Belinda caught herself. “That sounded uncharitable. Put it that he’s very serious. He’s here in London doing research on what he hopes will be the definitive scholarly work on the first battle of St. Albans during the War of the Roses.” Belinda smiled, her worried expression momentarily lightening. “Why there should be a pressing need for a definitive book on the first battle of St. Albans—or the second one, come to that—is a mystery known only to Maurice. But he’s rather sweet, if slightly stodgy.”

We had reached the front hall, where a maid was waiting to hand me my coat and hat.

“You’ll let me know if you find anything out?” Belinda asked anxiously. “And if you have any more questions, you have only to come here again and ask. I’ll try to make Hilda see reason about speaking to you.”

“Better not,” I told her. “I think perhaps Hilda would do better to be left in peace for a little while.” Assuming that the police didn’t follow up on the coroner’s hints and arrest her for murder. “But yes, of course I’ll be in touch.”

Belinda still looked worried, but nodded and bid me goodbye.

I walked slowly down the polished marble steps leading up to the townhouse. Hilda might not ostensibly have helped with the investigation, but our conversation had given me a good deal to think about.

A young man with dark hair and a closely trimmed dark beard bounded up the steps just as I set foot back on the pavement. He brushed past me with barely a glance, raising a fist to rap loudly with the brass door knocker on Belinda’s front door.

The maid opened the door, and I heard him stammer in a ragged tone, “P-please. Tell Lady Hilda that Mr. Maurice Tollner is here to see her.”

So this was Maurice Tollner, occupant of the upper-story flat where Hilda lived, the one whom Belinda had characterised as dull and stodgy.

I drew off to the side of the front steps and bent down, pretending to adjust the lace of my boot. Although Maurice still didn’t spare a glance in my direction or seem to be aware of my presence.

His woollen overcoat was rumpled, his brown bowler hat was grey with a thin layer of dust, and one of his boot laces had come untied. He wore gold-rimmed spectacles that had slid down to the end of his nose.

Barely a moment passed before the maid was back. “Lady Hilda doesn’t wish to see you—” she began.

“She must!” Maurice’s voice rose in pitch, the tinge of desperation growing more plain. “Please, tell her that she was quite right, and I have broken entirely with Stamford and my brother. I am seeking a new place to live.”

The maid hesitated.

“Tell her!” Maurice urged.

Once more, the maid retreated into the house, and once more Maurice waited on the steps, fidgeting and shifting his weight with impatience. At last, the door opened again, and the maid stepped back, permitting Maurice to enter.

The door shut, leaving me standing on the pavement with my brows raised.

Whatever the cause of the break between Hilda and Stamford, it appeared to have driven Maurice Tollner away from the house in Mayfair, as well.

Belinda might be correct that the quarrel was nothing to do with the murders. But on the other hand, I couldn’t overlook the possibility that Hilda would come into her parents’ property on their deaths. Stamford Strange was, according to Hilda, a second son with few prospects of his own. He might have hoped to marry Hilda—whether from love or avarice—and thought that prospect would be more appealing if Hilda were already in possession of her inheritance.

Murders had been committed for less. And if Hilda suspected what Stamford had done, that could certainly account for both her flight from Mayfair and her refusal to answer questions. If she’d loved Stamford, she might, despite the horror of what he’d done, be still unwilling to be the one to turn him over to the law.

Of course, this was all simply conjecture. I’d need proof before this investigation could go any further.

But in those last moments of our interview, I’d finally identified the emotion that Hilda was struggling to contain: not grief or anger. Fear.

Unless I was very much mistaken, Hilda Adair was frightened to death, not that her parents’ murders wouldn’t be solved, but that they would be.





CHAPTER 7


Flynn



The corroded brass letters above the front door read: “Black Horse Inn.” A dirty white wooden sign swung in the wind, with the silhouette of a black horse rearing up to paw at the air with its front forelegs. Now and then someone would enter or leave through the front doorway. When they did that, Flynn could see through into the dark smoky interior for a few moments.

The time was just after two in the afternoon. The next task in Flynn’s assignment had begun, now that he knew the Inn was ready to sell whatever illicit contraband was contained in those wooden boxes.

He could see Humphries, the uniformed patrolman he was working with today, sauntering past the Inn’s front door and pretending he was just walking by on a routine patrol of the street. Humphries had put on weight since Flynn had first seen him nearly a year ago, having then been a newlywed and, Flynn supposed, just getting into regular habits and home-cooked meals. Flynn himself wondered if ever he would reach such a state. He had never let himself even entertain the idea before, being a street lad who hadn’t much of a life expectancy ahead of him. For most of his short life he had only aspired to find the next meal and wake up alive the next morning.

Then had come Mr. Holmes.

A case or two, a shilling or two, then another, and then more, with one case earning a commendation from Inspector Lestrade and another culminating in Flynn’s getting a tutor for reading and maths.

At first, he had picked up enough to please the tutor and move on to the next lesson. But then a curious thing happened. He realised that he didn’t care about pleasing the tutor. He wasn’t even trying to please Mr. Holmes, either. He wanted to please himself, which was, when you considered it, a daft standard for a ragged boy most respectable people would turn away from.

Daft, but there it was, he thought. Now he could read newspapers from front to back, including the want adverts, which told their own stories. Could see what the signs meant on the omnibuses. The street signs. One day, Mr. Holmes said, he would learn how to search out records in Somerset House, where that enormous hall had everyone’s name and birth certificate on file.

Except Flynn’s, he supposed. If Mr. Holmes had looked that up, he hadn’t said.

A carriage was slowing down. Flynn came alert.

He could see one man driving, a toff, from the clothes he wore, which was odd for a carriage driver up on the driver’s seat in all weathers. And the passenger window was down. From inside the coach another man was leaning out, craning his neck.

The passenger had a black top hat pulled down low over his eyes, and a white silk scarf covering his mouth and chin. Flynn couldn’t see much of his face, but dressed like that, he was clearly a toff.

The carriage stopped. The driver was looking up at the Black Horse.

He said something to the passenger.

The passenger opened the door, stepped on the running board, and leaped nimbly down to the pavement. Without so much as a nod to the driver, he strode towards the front entrance of the Inn, shoving open the door and stepping sideways as he crossed the threshold.

He vanished into the smoky interior.

Flynn eased himself along the wall for a moment so that he was out of the line of sight of the driver but could still see the front door.

The toff came out a few moments later.

He carried a stack of three boxes. They looked to Flynn to be cigar boxes, but he was too far away to make out any writing on the labels.

The toff gave a nod to his driver, set the boxes on the seat of the coach, and climbed aboard. As he pulled the door shut, his driver pulled on the reins of the horse.

Now was the part Flynn had been chosen for.

Not particularly because of his skill or intelligence or courage, he knew, though he would have liked to think so.

Because of his weight.

He took a dirty red ribbon from his pocket. He dropped it on the ground to the left of the entry door, where Humphries would see it on the next time around.

Then he sauntered past, till he was behind the coach.

The driver whipped up the horse.

Flynn ran to the back of the carriage. With a leap he reached up for the brass rods that formed a rack for luggage. He hauled himself up. Home and dry, he thought. Through the back window he could see the crown of the toff’s top hat, the boxes on the passenger seat, and alongside the boxes, a wrapped parcel with a Mayfair address.

Then the carriage came to a stop.

He flattened himself against the back of the carriage. Just a kid taking a joy ride.

He felt a hand grip his ankle. He turned and saw the bigger of the two toughs from the delivery entrance.

“I got him,” the man said, and yanked Flynn’s legs out from under him.

Flynn lost his grip on the brass rail and sprawled in the gutter.

The boot of the big tough was on his neck.

The other tough rapped twice on the carriage door.

The carriage took off again.





CHAPTER 8


Watson



“I am Lady Hilda Adair,” said the young woman who stood in the doorway of my examining office.

She appeared flushed and tense, though not ill. Her clothing was expensive and well-tailored, though it appeared wrinkled and in need of cleaning. Her manner was combative, which I thought odd for such a relatively frail creature. It was as if she wanted to pick a quarrel and get it over with.

“Pleased to meet you, Lady Hilda,” I said. “Why have you come to my office?”

“May I sit down?”

I was behind my desk and rose to greet her. “Excuse my lack of hospitality,” I said. “I have been occupied with several difficult cases.”

“Of course. And the hour is late. You must be eager to get home to your wife.”

I said nothing.

“You are married, are you not?”

“Why should that matter?”

“Maybe it doesn’t. It’s just that I read your book about an Indian treasure chest, and the lovely blonde lady you said you were about to marry. You did marry her?”

Her eyes were fixed on me with an odd intensity, and I had the impression that she was talking almost at random, scarcely paying attention to what she was saying. Clearly her inner thoughts, whatever they were, were far away.

“I did. Mary died of a brief but deadly illness some seven years ago, the October before your brother Ronald was murdered.”

Lady Hilda flinched, looking contrite as her attention focused at least momentarily on the present moment and our conversation. “I’m sorry. Then you know what it is to lose someone you love.”

“As do you, Lady Hilda.”

She bowed her head and sat in silence for a long moment, seeming to come to some decision. Then she looked up. “Does Mr. Holmes still use cocaine?”

I stared at her, taken aback by the unexpected question. “You will pardon my bluntness, Lady Hilda, but what business is that of yours?”

Lady Hilda didn’t answer, only clasped her hands more tightly together.

“You published his use of the drug in the story of the Indian treasure chest. You said he turned to it for comfort.”

“For amusement,” I said.

“Does he still?”

It would have been easy to take offense at her prying, but I found my annoyance largely dispelled by the tension in her voice, the rigid set of her shoulders. For some private, undisclosed reason, the answer to her question was of vital importance to Lady Hilda.

“Will you tell me how your question relates to what you wish Mr. Holmes to do for you?”

“No.” She spoke the word flatly.

My brows crept up. “Then it would appear that we are at an impasse, Lady Hilda.”

I waited, but she said nothing, only sat unmoving.

“Was there some other way in which I might assist you?” I finally asked.

Lady Hilda once again appeared to hesitate, then finally said, “I have recently been living with my Aunt Belinda, a young woman not much older than I, although she is my mother’s sister. Before that, I lived in Mayfair in a flat owned by—by a friend. I left shortly after my parents died. My belongings were packed for me and sent to my Aunt Belinda’s home in Kensington Park. Upon examining what had been sent and then unpacked, I found that one of my books was missing. I wish to recover it. I wish Mr. Holmes to assist. That is the sort of thing he can do, is it not?”

“Could you not simply go to your friend who owns the building?”

“No.” Once more, her answer was a single word, flatly uttered.

I wondered what Holmes would make of this strange conversation, but he would not easily forgive me if I did not make every effort to gather what information Lady Hilda was willing to share.

“What is the book?”

“A notebook. My diary. Locked.”

“Please describe it.”

“Maroon leather. A brass lock. I have the key. The lock would be child’s play to pick, and the strap could readily be cut.”

“You wish Mr. Holmes to approach the owner of the house and ask to recover the notebook?”

“I wish to recover the notebook. I don’t care how.”

“The address?”

She named a Mayfair address on Upper Grosvenor Street.

“The name of the owner?”

“Stamford Strange.” Lady Hilda spoke steadily, but I saw her hands tighten on a fold of her skirt.

“I shall tell Mr. Holmes the next time I see him, probably this evening,” I told her.

I would have tried to ask another question or two—perhaps about her reasons for leaving Mayfair. But she stood up and spoke before I could decide how to frame the inquiry.

“Please do. I can be reached at my Aunt Belinda’s. I’m sure Mr. Holmes knows the address.”





CHAPTER 9


Flynn



“Get your ruddy foot off me!” Flynn said.

The big man with the scar on his face hauled Flynn to his feet and then hoisted him up in the air, so that Flynn’s feet dangled.

“I saw you sneakin’ out back behind the barrels. Now you’re ‘ere. Wot are you doin,’ my lad?”

Flynn was prepared. He just hoped Humphries wouldn’t come along and try to rescue him. He couldn’t afford that.

“I was told to watch the Inn.”

“By who?”

Flynn named the name of the top local street gang boss. “Jack Spot. His man told me to count the boxes, then see who bought and where they went. Blackmail, I suppose, but I don’t ask no questions.”

The man put him down.

“Jack Spot, you say? Wot’s ’e look like?”

Flynn shook his head. Tried to put a scoffing tone into his voice while still staying somewhat respectful. “Big man like ’im, ’e’s not showing his face to the likes of me, now, is ’e?”

“Whose face do ye know, then?”

“His man Taffy Blake.”

Flynn described this fictitious crook, hoping that the name wouldn’t be recognised by the big tough.

It worked. Scar Face set him down. Grudgingly.

“So now I don’t know where the bloke’s goin’ with the goods,” Flynn said, “so I don’t have nowt to tell Taffy, so I don’t get paid.”

“So?”

“So, I need to hang around a bit and watch for the next bloke.”

The answer Flynn got was a hard shove in the chest that sent him sprawling. “If I see your face again, I’ll mosh it up so your own mother won’t recognise you.”

“She wouldn’t want that,” Flynn said, picking himself up.

His mother wouldn’t want anything, in fact, Flynn thought, because his mother was dead.

But for now, he was away safe.

And he could tell Mr. Holmes the address he had seen on the wrapped parcel. Number Seventeen Upper Grosvenor Street, in Mayfair.

Or better still, he thought, he could go there now. It was on his way to Baker Street, and he had cab fare.

That was his last conscious thought before something hard and heavy smashed against the back of his head. Coloured stars exploded across the field of his vision, and then Flynn fell forward into darkness.





CHAPTER 10


Lucy



The Mayfair address where Lady Hilda had lived was a two-mile walk away, across Kensington Gardens and Hyde Park. That would give me time to come up with a story for Hilda’s landlord and the other residents, assuming that they would speak to me.

The December wind had done its work to discourage idlers on the park benches. Two women were walking along a gravel pathway with a baby pram, a gardener was tying protective netting over a trellised climbing rose plant, and a boy in a cloth cap was tossing a ball up in the air and catching it.

My eyes lingered briefly on the scene, and then I walked quickly to a path that even at this time of year was thickly walled on either side by evergreen shrubs. At the path’s first curve, I drew behind the shelter of an oak tree, the trunk sturdy enough to screen me from view.

I didn’t have to wait for long.

Running footsteps sounded along the gravel path.

I stepped out of hiding. “You’re looking for me, I presume?”

The child who’d been playing with the ball exhaled a gusty sigh and took off the cloth cap, sending a pair of blond braids tumbling down. Becky looked up at me.

“How did you know?”

“For one, I’ve seen you wear those clothes before.” I nodded to her grey woollen coat and tan breeches. “For another, it was an almost certainty that you’d turn up sooner or later. Today was supposed to be the day you finished your essay on Henry V, wasn’t it?”

“Shakespeare is boring.” Having studied my face and decided that she probably wasn’t going to get a scolding, Becky gave me a small but unrepentant smile. “Besides, I did finish the essay. Well, almost. I wrote two whole pages. Then I thought I’d come out and see whether Flynn needed any help in watching the tavern Mr. Holmes told him about. But he wasn’t there.”

“He wasn’t?” There were a dozen reasons why Flynn would no longer have been at his post, including the most likely that he’d followed the party or parties in whom Holmes was most interested. But I still felt a prickle of uneasiness.

“No. I didn’t want to get too close, but I walked all around the block and didn’t see him anywhere.” Becky was trying to hide it, but she was uneasy, too, I could tell, her normally clear blue eyes shadowed. “So I decided to come and look for you instead. I was following you all the way from Miss Finlay’s house, and you didn’t see me.” A small trace of satisfaction warmed her tone. “So where are we going now?”

“I am going to Number Seventeen Upper Grosvenor Street to speak to Lady Hilda Adair’s landlord. You ought to go back home and finish your Shakespeare essay.”

“But you might need me!” Becky protested. “I could try to get a look around the place while you’re speaking to the landlord. I might even be able to get inside Lady Hilda’s flat.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You just happened to bring your lock picks, did you?”

Becky’s smile was even less repentant this time. “I thought they might be useful.” Then she sobered, the shadow of worry once again crossing her gaze. “You don’t think anything can have happened to Flynn, do you?”

“I think that Flynn is practically as familiar with London’s streets as Holmes, and we both know he’s well able to look after himself.”

My answer wasn’t really fooling either of us, though. Given the vicious nature of the crimes Holmes was investigating, it was unfortunately all too possible that Flynn had met with trouble of some kind.

I put an arm around Becky’s shoulders. “Come along. We’ll go to Upper Grosvenor Street.” I didn’t know why I’d even bothered trying to fight against it; Becky’s accompanying me had been a forgone conclusion from the moment she appeared. “If Flynn is in trouble, then most likely the best thing we can do for him is keep working on the Adair case.”

Becky looked up at me. “Why?”

“Because of the dark angel who visited Inspector Lestrade. I assume that you and Flynn found a way to listen in on that conversation?”

“We might—possibly—have been listening through the speaking tube in the kitchen,” Becky admitted.

“Well, then. You must have overheard what the man who visited Lestrade said about the deaths in Whitechapel.”

“Yes. Just before he warned him to stay away from the Adair murders.” Becky looked up at me quickly. “So you think there’s a link between the two?”

“Lestrade’s midnight visitor seems to have deliberately implied as much.”

“Why would he do that?” Becky was worrying her lower lip. “If he doesn’t want Lestrade looking into Lord and Lady Adair’s murders, you would think he’d want to give him as little information about them as possible. Not hint that they’re mixed up with the drug business in Whitechapel, when Lestrade hadn’t even any suspicion they were connected.”

“Exactly.” I nodded approval. “It doesn’t make sense. Which makes it a question we need to answer.”





CHAPTER 11


Lucy



Becky and I paused at the entrance to Grosvenor Street, studying the neat rows of townhouses on both sides.

“What exactly are we trying to learn here?” Becky asked.

“Why Hilda left her flat here and fled to her Aunt Belinda’s, for a start.”

“You think that has something to do with her parents’ murders?”

“Possibly not. But since the two events happened at very nearly the same time—and since Hilda clearly doesn’t want to tell me her real reason for leaving—I think it’s as good a place to begin investigating as any other I can think of. Now.” I glanced at Becky. “Do you want to circle around back of the house, or wait across the street while I ring the front doorbell?”

Becky considered. “Around back would be better, I think. There’s less chance that whoever opens the door will notice me. And a better chance that I’ll be able to get inside without being seen.”

I opened my mouth. But breaking into an empty flat was arguably one of the less dangerous exploits that Becky had undertaken over the years.

“Don’t get caught,” I told her.

Becky tilted her head. “Well, I was considering getting caught, but now that you say that …”

“Go!” I rumpled her hair and gave her a push. Then I started across the street towards the front door of number Seventeen.

The two rows of townhouses stood regally, all with stone facades painted off-white in the classic Mayfair fashion. Number Seventeen had a wrought-iron balcony around its second floor. Two stone columns framed the doorway. On either side were towering glass-paned windows, trimmed in black.

White curtains blocked any view inside.

The bell-pull was like Mrs. Hudson’s, though the handle on this one was a polished brass lion’s head.

I rang it and heard musical chimes inside, then only silence.

It was always possible that Stamford Strange and the other young men weren’t at home.

Then I heard footsteps from inside. I pictured an aging butler, hard-pressed to keep up with the antics and demands of three young gentlemen.

The door opened. A young man in tweeds stood before me. He was fair haired and strikingly handsome, with square-cut features, blue eyes, and even white teeth that flashed in a brief, friendly smile at the sight of me.

“Hello there. I apologise for the wait. I’m afraid I dozed off while reading the newspaper and almost missed hearing the bell.”

“Are you Mr. Strange?”

“Indeed I am. What can I do for you?”

“I understand you have a vacancy in your basement flat.”

His arched brows shot up. “How did you know? We haven’t advertised.”

“I heard from the former occupant. Lady Hilda Adair.”

“Hilda?” Stamford Strange stared, then seemed to recollect himself. “Did you indeed? Where is she now?”

“I believe she is still living with her aunt in Kensington Gardens.”

“Permanently?” Stamford gave a half-laugh that was more than a shade forced. “I beg your pardon for the impertinence of the question. It’s just that I thought perhaps she was coming back at some point.”

I eyed him, wondering whether he would shut the door on further conversation if I asked why Hilda had left. Probably. It would be an odd question for a prospective tenant to ask.

I shrugged. “She didn’t tell me what her plans were, just said I was welcome to the place.”

“We paid to have her things shipped across the park.”

“Had she paid rent in advance?”

He hesitated. Then, “Yes.”

“But it is vacant now. Will you rent it to me? I’m a quiet tenant and can produce excellent references.”

Luckily for my story, my wedding ring was hidden under my glove.

Stamford had been frowning into the middle distance, but now transferred the frown to me, eyeing me more closely than before.

“How do you know Lady Hilda?”

“Her aunt introduced us. Belinda Finlay.”

“And how do you know Belinda?”

“From the Savoy Theatre. Belinda and I were together in several productions.”

“Oh. So you’re an actress, as well?”

“Quite.”

So far, there had been no sounds of alarm from inside the house. I hoped that meant that Becky was successfully carrying out her mission without being seen.

“So you see, I want a quiet neighbourhood,” I told Stamford. “A place where I can have relative peace during the mornings. I have late nights frequently, after a performance.”

Stamford looked dubious. “Well, it’s quiet enough here—during the day, that is. But I’m afraid things get rather lively in the evenings. My friends are always hosting supper parties and card parties and that sort of thing.”

“That will be quite all right. I’m at the theatre in the evenings. These friends of yours—are they the other tenants?” I looked up at the house above him.

“Two. Maurice and Lewis. We were at university together.”

“That all sounds ideal.” I hesitated then, as though feeling awkward about the next question. “I don’t wish to pry, Mr. Strange. But Lady Hilda didn’t share with me her reason for leaving her flat here, and I don’t know her well enough to ask. But is there anything I ought to know about these other tenants? Anything that might have driven Lady Hilda away?”

Stamford Strange stared at me, then gave a short, harsh laugh. “No. If you’re worried that they made improper advances towards her, there was nothing like that. Lewis is too busy with his racehorses and card games to bother trying to woo anyone who isn’t an heiress. And I doubt Maurice ever looks up from his books long enough to think about that sort of thing.”

I smiled as though relieved. “Then that will be quite all right.”

“Would you like to see the rooms?”

I hesitated—genuinely, this time—trying to think of a way of dodging that suggestion. If Stamford and I walked into the rooms while Becky was inside conducting her search, this investigation would be over practically before it had even begun.

A large black coach rattled down the street, turning in at the side street that led around to the row of mews and stables behind the townhouses.

“On second thought, the rooms are really in no fit state to be seen,” Stamford said. “I’m afraid that Hilda left them in a bit of a toss, and I don’t doubt we made it worse when we packed up her things. Might you possibly come back? Perhaps in a week’s time? You’d still have time to make moving arrangements. If you like the place, of course. And I shall be happy to save a leasing agent’s fee.”

“The 14th, then,” I said. “I’ll call on you about this time?”

“Splendid.”

Stamford stepped back inside and shut the door, and I turned, making my way down the street, back in the direction of the park.

I had reached the corner when Becky joined me, out of breath from running.

“I’m glad to see you took my advice about not getting caught—” I started, then stopped. “What’s wrong? Did you find something in Hilda’s flat?”

Becky’s face was white with strain, her eyes wide. She took a gulping breath and shook her head.

“I never got inside. I’d just found a window that I thought was probably Lady Hilda’s, when a carriage pulled up to the back of the house and I had to hide, so I ducked down behind some rubbish bins.” She took another unsteady breath. “I couldn’t see what was happening, but it sounded as though the driver and whoever was inside the carriage were unloading something and carrying it into the house. I didn’t want to risk going inside, not after that. So I waited until I couldn’t hear their voices anymore, and then I snuck out, intending to get out of the mews. But as I was passing by the carriage, I saw this, lying on the ground, as though it had fallen out when the carriage door was opened.” Becky stopped and held up a scarred pocket knife with a battered wooden handle. She swallowed. “I’m certain it’s Flynn’s.”





CHAPTER 12


Watson



“Now gentlemen,” Finlay said, “to business.”

Holmes and I were seated at one of the card salon tables at the Bagatelle Club, across from coal magnate Marcus Finlay. The millionaire Yorkshireman had invited us to lunch in the Club restaurant and, following, into the salon, where we might smoke. The luncheon had been sumptuous, though Holmes had eaten little, as was his habit when on a case. I, on the other hand, had marvelled at the cuisine, which rose to a level I considered fit for the Prince of Wales, who, in fact, was also a Bagatelle Club member.

A short, stocky man of perhaps seventy-five years, Finlay had a rapid manner of speech and a somewhat breathy voice, almost as though he were singing the words in a long-phrased melody. From his weathered sallow skin, and from the occasional wheeze as he drew breath to begin another long phrase, I wondered if he might have an ailment in his lungs. That would have been expected in a coal miner, I thought, but not in a man who owned the mines.

During our luncheon, Finlay had described his business travails. The government wanted lower prices, and his labourers wanted higher wages. He was squeezed dry, he said. Holmes had listened politely, responding from time to time, out of his innate civility, but I could see that he was biding his time, waiting for the topic to arise that had brought us both here to meet with Finlay.

We concluded our meal and moved to the card salon. I was distracted by the grandeur of the decor. Above us, daylight streamed from the clerestory windows surrounding a great domed ceiling, hung with several glittering crystal chandeliers, each one twice the size of a man. Across from our table the light shone on an enormous wall-sized painting of a cavalry charge. Helmeted riders raised their bright swords above their wild-eyed horses. Flashing hooves seemed about to trample us. On the adjacent wall, several larger-than-life full-body portraits of military heroes, dressed in bold red or blue gold-trimmed uniforms and polished boots, stared down at us as though demanding to know precisely why any of us should think himself worthy to claim a space, even briefly, in such exalted company.

As I said, I was distracted. It was all I could do not to gape, my jaw slack, my mind a blank to what my companions were saying. I wondered if the salon had been designed specifically to overwhelm outsiders and put them off their game. I was thankful that I was not one of those who were about to lose everything in the high-stakes gambling for which the club was renowned.

I wrenched my attention back to Holmes. He had settled himself in his chair and applied a match to his cigar, after first declining Finlay’s offer to light it.

“Can you tell us first of your relationship with the Adairs, Mr. Finlay?” Holmes asked.

“I imagine they’ve told you what a villain I am,” he replied.

“I should like to hear your version of events,” Holmes said.

“Not a happy story for the Adairs, I must say.” Finlay’s dark eyes flashed momentarily. “We knew each other from this very club. We were both prosperous Yorkshiremen, sheep farmers with good sized holdings in land and coal mines, and he was an earl.

“Adair and I played here sometimes as partners, sometimes as opponents. Whist and bridge, mainly. Modest hands, for in those early days we were both more sensible. My daughter knew his son. She was attracted by the title. A nobleman’s wife! That idea set her all aflutter. I saw the falseness of such attraction and tried to discourage her, but you know how children are. Soon the marriage happened. It was as I had foreseen. My daughter—”

“Who was Lady Grace,” Holmes said.

“Yes, she wasn’t satisfied. She wanted more in the way of everything. The mines Adair owned were doing well, and his sheep were fat and healthy. As were mine. But then Grace’s demands for more London society life took over. Entertainments became more frequent. Clark Jr. couldn’t say no to my daughter, poor soul. And my friend Clark senior couldn’t resist Junior’s demands. It wasn’t social climbing, not exactly, because they were already nobility, with not much higher to climb. But when you’re at the top and you think you don’t deserve it, I suppose you fear that a fall is in the offing. Then worse things really do happen.

“To make the sad story shorter, Clark Senior took to spending more time here at the Club than he ought, and raising the stakes of his wagers. Sometimes he would win. I watched, mainly from a distance, but as I said I did play with him as a partner on some occasions. The Club Secretary took note of this. Thought I was Clark’s friend. Took me aside one evening and asked if I knew the state of Clark’s Club account. I didn’t, of course.

“Well, the upshot was there were debts outstanding to about twenty members, months on end running, and that if they weren’t settled, then Clark would be barred. No chance at all to win the money back, and no chance at all of going to another club. Word would get round, you see.

“I told the Secretary I would speak to Clark. But then I started to think about my daughter, and what the ruin of her father-in-law would mean to her. I went soft.”

“How?” I asked.

“I told Clark I would play him in a card game of his choice, winner take all, one hand. I found out Clark’s total arrears from the Secretary. I set the stakes at that amount. It wasn’t an amount I at all wanted to lose, but it wouldn’t break me either. You remember I wasn’t doing anything in the social climbing realm. My expenses were strictly domestic and sound business. I told Clark that this would be the only time I would play against him.

“Then I dealt the cards. I’m not ashamed to say I cheated. I knew the hand he would be dealt, and I knew the cards that were coming to me. It’s not hard to do in a place like this.”

He looked around the great room, at the perhaps half-dozen tables where men were intent on their games, even at this early afternoon hour. In their formal attire, all appeared assured and excited.

“I lost,” he said.

I said, “You intended to save your friend—”

“He wasn’t my friend any longer. He was my daughter’s father-in-law. I intended to save my daughter by way of saving him.”

“What happened?” Holmes asked.

“I wrote out a check to the club secretary. He had a quiet word with Clark. I could see the two of them. He expected, Clark did, to have some cash coming to him—didn’t even know the amount he owed, you see. Hadn’t kept track. When he learned he was just evened out, no money coming, but remaining in good standing, his face turned beet red. From the neck up, all red. Thought he would have a stroke. Then he resigned from the Club.” Finlay snapped his fingers. “Like that.”

“And then joined another?” Holmes asked, his eyes hooded.

“Yes. And came to the same outcome, you see. He wouldn’t or couldn’t lower his spending, couldn’t bear not keeping up the show, and his businesses were suffering. His mines were operating, but the investment, the capital needed to keep going at a profit long-term, that investment just wasn’t being made. All going to chefs and decorators and costumers and ballroom rentals in London. Wasn’t long before he was in the same pickle he’d been in. A different club, of course, but the Baldwin Secretary was no more tolerant than the secretary here. Gave him three months.”

“So he came to you again,” said Holmes.

“He wanted to come to the Bagatelle as my guest. Same game. One hand, all or nothing. He named a sum. Four times what we’d played for the first time.”

“What did you do?” Holmes asked.

“I said I didn’t think he had that kind of money on hand. Frankly, I said, I needed security. He agreed. Cheerfully, too. He had a way to solve that. I would put up my cheque, and he would put up the deeds to every last coal mine that he owned. Four of them. I told him I would have to think about it. I had the mines appraised. They were worth less than the total cash sum. But again, I thought of my daughter Grace. I was softer still, at that point. My wife had died, and I had another daughter, my little Belinda, to watch out for now. Taking care of her instead of coming in here was doing me a great deal of good, though none of this lot”—he looked around the room—“would agree. They’re on a treadmill and they can’t get off.”

“So you played Adair.”

“I had the club secretary watch the whole thing. Before the cards were dealt Adair put his four mining deeds on the table, and I put my cheque on the table. We explained the terms to the club secretary and he watched me deal the cards.”

“And you won,” Holmes said.

Finlay nodded, his lips tight and the muscles clenched on his clean-shaven square jaw. “The club secretary saw the cards. He picked up the deeds and handed them to me, along with my cheque. ‘Winner take all,’ he said. So Adair lost.”

“And then you took over the mines?” I asked.

“He’d had his son running the mining business, more or less a figurehead, because he wouldn’t spend enough to keep them going properly. He wanted me to keep Junior on the job. But I knew Junior hadn’t been doing much—putting in more time at the Bagatelle, actually, than at work. So I told Adair that Junior had to leave. He was rude about it. Resentful. But he was the one who had asked me to make the bet—my money against his mines. I’d won them fair and square and if I owned them then I could have them managed as I saw fit. So I became the bad ’un in the family saga.”

He shrugged, and took a sip of coffee before continuing.

“Adair used his last connections to get Junior a position in one of the Australian colonies.”

“Governor,” Holmes said.

“I paid for their voyage and to fit out the so-called Governor’s Mansion where they would live. A sound investment, I thought. Got Grace away from London, where her thirst for snobbery and champagne wouldn’t be so great. Then I settled down to make my little Belinda happy. What went on over there with Junior and my daughter and my granddaughter Hilda—well I didn’t want to know, but I heard things.

“Then Adair died. Junior wanted to return to England, but Lady Helen didn’t want him. She had control of the estate, and she knew right enough that if he came back to London the whole glittering treadmill would start turning again. Then young Ronald Adair finished university and took up the ways of his forebears. Spent his evenings here and at two other clubs. Sensible sort but he fell in with a wrong ’un, and it got him killed.”

“Horrible business,” I said.

“The killer had some marksmanship training, I believe. It came out at the trial.”

Holmes only nodded.

“I understand you had something to do with that.”

Holmes shrugged. “The killer wanted to shoot me just as he did young Ronald.”

“Some other grievance, I expect.”

“Quite.”

Finlay lit up a fresh cigar. “Well then, there, gentlemen, is what happened between me and the Adairs.”

“And Lady Hilda?” Holmes prompted.

“After young Ronald died, she wasn’t doing well.”

“She saw the body,” Holmes said.

“Just a child at the time. Must have been a shock to her system.”

“And after that?”

“I heard things. Not from Grace, who hardly ever wrote, but Belinda took it upon herself to keep in touch over the years. Belinda tried to put the best face she could on Hilda’s news. Told me Hilda was really enjoying the outdoors in Australia. She was riding and shooting with the men and doing herself proud. But during one visit, Belinda admitted she could tell Hilda’s bravado was all on the outside. Inside, Hilda wasn’t herself.”

“As might be expected,” I said, “with her losing her home at an early age and being packed off to the Australian frontier.”

“Anyway, she wanted to attend school in England. Eventually, she got it. I paid for it. Grace asked me and I paid up. Thought of my Belinda, how she’d feel. Sent Hilda to the same school as Belinda. The two got to be friends. Then university. For both of ’em. Not sure what good all that does, but they wanted it and I had the money and I hoped they might learn something useful, at least for their own minds. I don’t have many books myself, but I do have one that’s always been a comfort.”

Holmes raised his eyebrows, in polite interest.

“By Marcus Aurelius. Emperor of Rome once. About the time Romans were ruling us, in fact.” He puffed his cigar. “Or I may have my dates wrong. Anyway, I hoped they two would get exposed to some book or other that would mean as much to them as that little volume meant to me.”

“Did they?” I asked.

“I don’t know. But they continued to hit it off, I thought. They’d visit me together from time to time. Belinda told me she’d made a will in favour of Hilda, so I suppose that shows she found a friend, and was thinking of what she could do on this earth to benefit someone else, and I guess that’s some progress. Better than frittering one’s life away with champagne and jewellery and parties.”

Our waiter glided up with a fresh pot of coffee. Marcus sat silent while the man refilled our cups. Then he resumed. “I decided they couldn’t be sheltered. They’d find trouble no matter what I did, but I knew they’d embrace it all the more tightly if it was forbidden fruit, so to speak. So I didn’t forbid them going to fancy parties. I refused to pay for the parties themselves, but I did let them use my hotel suite. Then the two of ’em each found their own flats nearby. Lord knows what they got up to, but at least they’re financially solvent.”

“Flats in Mayfair and Kensington Gardens Park?” I asked.

Marcus Finlay nodded.

Holmes asked, “And your hotel suite?”

“Yes. Handy little place near Paddington Station.”

“The Griffon?” Holmes asked.

“Grace used it too, when she came back for visits, once or twice a year. She and the Earl stayed there when they came back from Australia last month. In disgrace, the way I heard it, but that part was hushed up. Better for all concerned. Anyway, the two of ’em came back to Fanshaw and died.”

He drew on his cigar again, puffed smoke, and looked at Holmes. “Which is why you’re patient enough to listen to all this, isn’t it?”

“And which is why you invited us to lunch, I daresay,” Holmes replied.

“I have to do something. The police are useless. And the hotel business worries me.”

“Why?”

“Because Hilda was in London at the Griffon at the time of the murder. But according to the police, she might not have been there the whole time.”

“You don’t mind us checking on Hilda’s alibi?” I asked.

“I hope you’ll prove her innocent,” he said. “But if she’s not—” He paused. “If she’s not, then I’m worried about my Belinda. With that will, you understand, benefiting Hilda.”

“A motive,” I said.

“Watson and I were planning a visit,” Holmes said.

Marcus fished in his pocket, removed a key and handed it to Holmes. “You’re welcome to see what you can find. I’ll call the front desk and tell them you’ll be leaving the key with them when you’re done. I’ll be staying there tonight.”





CHAPTER 13


Flynn



Flynn’s head hurt, but at least he didn’t have to waste time trying to figure out what had happened. He’d been cracked on the head often enough on jobs for Mr. Holmes that he recognised the signs. He did have to take a second to remember where he’d been and what he’d been doing, but then it came back to him:

The tavern.

The carriage.

The toff who’d carried the parcels out.

The tough who’d pulled him off the back of the carriage and then let him go.

Flynn should have known it wouldn’t be that easy to get away.

The throbbing in his skull had retreated enough for him to take stock of where he was now. Tied up in some kind of old canvas sack, he seemed to be. He could feel thick, coarse fabric around him on all sides, and when he breathed, a smell like musty earth tickled his nose.

His hands and feet were bound together by rope, he was lying on something hard—a wooden floor, maybe?—and he didn’t seem to be outside. It was too quiet, for one thing. He could hear a distant noise of carriage wheels, but the sound was muffled. He had to be indoors.

Maybe the toughs had dragged him inside the tavern?

No, that wasn’t right. He’d smell the gin and ale, for one thing, and for another, the tavern would be noisier than this place, wherever this place was.

Footsteps approached. Flynn’s heart pounded and he debated for a second, then forced his muscles to stay limp. The longer his captors thought he was still unconscious the better.

Strong arms heaved him up, lifting him into the air. A second set of footsteps joined the first.

“Where are we taking ’im?” the man carrying Flynn grunted.

Flynn recognised the voice as belonging to the tough who’d found him hitching a ride on the back of the cab, the one he’d christened Scar Face.

“Her ladyship says that we’re to put him downstairs.” The second voice was more refined than the first, educated-sounding. Flynn hadn’t heard the toff in the carriage speak, but he’d wager that this was the same man.

‘Her ladyship,’ though? That puzzled him.

Scar Face grunted again, shifting Flynn’s weight as he adjusted his grip on the canvas wrappings. Flynn had to fight against the urge to tense as he felt himself tilt, dangerously close to falling.

Then the tough must have thrown him over one shoulder like a sack of laundry, because the next moment Flynn was hanging upside down.

“Basement. Right.” Breathing heavily, Scar Face started tromping down what seemed to be a staircase.

Having all the blood rush into his head wasn’t doing the knot on Flynn’s skull any favours. For a second or two, all he could pay attention to was the throbbing. But then he heard Scar Face grumble, “I’m not gettin’ paid enough for this.”

“Never mind.” The toff wasn’t nearly so out of breath, and from the sound of his voice he was following right behind them. “Once the old lady’s dead, we’ll all be living like kings.”

They’d finally reached the bottom of the staircase. Flynn heard a squeak of hinges as a door was elbowed open, and then he was dropped—none too gently—on the floor.

“Did ’er Ladyship say what we’re supposed to do with ’im?” Scar Face asked.

“Keep him here for now, at least until we can find out who sent him and how much he knows.” The toff sounded indifferent. “Then I expect she’ll want us to get rid of him.”

“Us? Me, don’t you mean,” Scar Face grumbled. “You can’t tell me you’re goin’ to dirty your lily-white hands with a job like that.”

“Be careful, Bainbridge.” The toff didn’t raise his voice, but all of a sudden a hint of menace slipped into his tone that raised the hairs on the back of Flynn’s neck. “These lily-white hands as you call them are the ones helping to earn your wages. Wages that I expect any number of other men in Whitechapel would be glad to earn if you decide to break our arrangement.”

It was a threat. Flynn knew it, and it sounded like Scar Face—Bainbridge—did, too, because he hurried to say, “No offense, gov, no offense. I’m ’appy to do me job. Just give the word and I’ll snap the kid’s neck and toss ’is body in the river, no questions asked.”

He must have turned away, because Flynn heard retreating footsteps. Then, as the door swung shut, the door hinges creaked again, this time accompanied by the sound of a key being turned in a lock.

Bainbridge and the toff’s footsteps started up the stairs, growing more distant. Then all Flynn heard was muffling silence. He was alone.





CHAPTER 14


Watson



“Was Finlay telling the truth?” I asked as Holmes dismounted from our cab.

Throughout our short ride from the Bagatelle Club, he had remained silent. We passed the melancholy autumnal landscape of Hyde Park, with its nearly barren trees, faded green lawns, and shrubs now turned tan and brown. I pondered the question of Finlay’s honesty. He had seemed sincere, but something nagged at me. I wondered. Was the cause of my worry merely the sorrowful aspect of Finlay’s narrative, that of a man who, despite wealth, success, and good intentions, still found himself alone and without the close family relationships he longed for? Was he somehow blaming himself for the tragic loss of his elder daughter and her husband?

For some reason, my mind gravitated to what he had said about Belinda, his younger daughter, and Hilda, his granddaughter. He had maintained that it was impossible to keep them away from trouble. Was that his reflection on some suspicion he already harboured, that the two young ladies were indeed in some kind of difficulty? Might the root of this suspicion be located at our current destination, the Griffon Hotel, where Finlay kept a rented suite that he freely allowed both his daughters and granddaughter to occupy without supervision?

Now, I waited for Holmes to reply and looked at him expectantly.

He merely shrugged. Then he saw the expression on my face and replied, “Finlay’s thoughts are irrelevant. We are here to find evidence.”

Then he strode off in the direction of the hotel.

I stood transfixed, my senses suddenly engulfed by the damp, acrid aroma of London’s autumn fog that had crept in from the Thames and now clung to my skin. Through the mist, Holmes’s departing figure become a shadowy silhouette, visible only as the outline of his black cloak and top hat. The Griffon’s imposing stone exterior loomed above him, its intricate details shrouded by the fog. A sense of foreboding crept over me, along with a suppressed excitement, as I gazed up at the hotel’s facade. It was as though the Griffon was a fortress, a stronghold for a villainous ruler waiting to fend off a potential intruder. Every inch of its architecture appeared to be designed for defense, with imposing stone turrets and forbidding archways that seemed to taunt me with their impenetrability.

Yet Holmes had come to do battle, not with a villainous ruler but with a hidden murderer, uncovering clues that would expose the evil miscreant and bring justice to the Adair family. I would stand at his side and lend him whatever aid I could.

I hastened to catch up to him. When I arrived, somewhat out of breath, he was leaning across the registration counter, engaged in conversation with the clerk. I thought that Finlay must have kept his promise and telephoned the hotel, for the clerk, a stylishly moustached fellow of perhaps thirty, seemed attentive and eager to please.

No sooner had I come to a stop behind Holmes than the clerk held up a finger, thinking I was another customer, and then nodded to Holmes. “I will fetch them,” he said and turned around, vanishing behind the doorway that separated the tall mailboxes from the wooden polished cubbyholes where room keys and messages were kept.

“What will he bring?” I asked.

“Billing statements,” Holmes replied. “Mr. Finlay is billed monthly for the suite. A flat rate per month, plus an additional per diem for each day the room is occupied. I am hopeful—”

He stopped, as the clerk returned with three bound sheafs of correspondence, each bound with a red ribbon and stacked neatly.

“Excellent. Would you kindly let me review these in the suite?”

“Of course, sir. I’ll have the bellman escort you if you wish. Mr. Finlay said you already have a key.”

“No escort is necessary.” Holmes brandished the key Finlay had given him, picked up the three stacks of correspondence, and we set out for the lift. The suite was on the fifth floor. The lift’s hum and our footsteps echoed on the hard tiles of the lobby floor, for the place seemed more or less deserted. I wondered if their vacancy rate was high. At this time of year, I would have expected more guests, for we were about to enter the holiday season when visitor traffic to the city was at its peak.

I thought the hotel lobby had been designed for privacy, in contrast with the showy, stage-like lobbies of some hotels where the fashionable come to see and be seen. Here, one would be expecting a quiet evening following an entertainment in the city. One could enter and proceed directly to the lift, and the lift man would be the only person who would know who had come in or gone out.

The lift man did not raise his gaze to look at us. He merely took us to the fifth floor, opening, first, the collapsing metal gate, and then the solid outer lift door. We stepped out into a thickly carpeted corridor flanked on either side by green wallpapered walls of antique design and tall mahogany doors that appeared able to withstand the charge of half a dozen men. We reached the suite and Holmes applied the key to the brass lock. It opened.

Once inside, Holmes walked through the luxuriously furnished sitting room into the nearest bedroom. He doffed his hat and cape, draping them over the foot of the white duvet that covered the double bed.

I followed his example, draping my coat over the velour sofa that stood before the sitting-room fireplace.

“What are you looking for, Holmes?” I asked.

“I shall know it when I see it,” he replied.

He placed the three beribboned bundles of correspondence on the writing desk. “While I search in here, would you please look over these papers? Separate out those that show any per diem occupancy by Lady Grace or Lady Hilda.”

“Not Lady Belinda?” I asked.

“We are not interested in the Finlays. Only the Adairs,” he said.

There were twelve monthly statements in each packet, one for each month, thirty-six in all. I sorted through the papers and set them into three rows of twelve. Soon I had separated three statements for the current year and three more for each of the prior years.

He was calling out from one of the bedrooms. “Are you making progress?”

“Lady Grace stayed here in January and June of 1898 and 1899, and also this year,” I replied. “After her June visit, she stayed here in the first week of October, and then the 12th and 13th of October, checking out on the 14th.”

“To return to her Dower House.” Holmes said.

“For the last time.”

“And Lady Hilda?” Holmes asked.

“On 14th October, Lady Hilda came in at noon and then checked out the following morning. She had also stayed in the suite on a dozen occasions earlier this year, up until April.”

“That would be the month she made her arrangement with the owner of the Mayfair townhouse,” Holmes said.

“Interesting how that corroborates her story,” I remarked.

“Indeed.” Holmes’s voice sounded oddly muffled. I looked into the bedroom. Holmes was on the floor of the bedroom, his feet protruding from under the bed.

“What are you doing there?” I asked.

“There are several loose boards in the parquet. They may conceal something beneath. Also I am checking for the loose skirting board that Lady Hilda mentioned to Lucy. This may take me some time.”

“What should I be doing?”

“There is a second bedroom. Please investigate the drawers of the desk and the wardrobe to see if anything unusual strikes you,” Holmes said. “Oh, and you may as well stack up those papers again.”

“What am I looking for?” I asked.

“Anything unusual, out of place, something that doesn’t belong,” he replied.

I stacked the papers, investigated the furniture, and for good measure I checked the skirting boards and looked beneath the bed. I heard him getting to his feet in the other room.

“In the wardrobe, Holmes,” I reported, “there is a change of men’s clothing. In the dresser, there are pyjamas and a change of undergarments and socks. In the closet is a pair of men’s walking shoes. And the floor parquet is intact. As are the skirting boards, so far as I can determine.”

“In here are corresponding items of women’s clothing,” Holmes said. “So, the bedroom you are in is the one occupied by Marcus Finlay when he is in town, and the room I am in was occupied by Lady Grace.”

“I wonder why she did not take her clothing?”

“She expected to return, having no idea of the fate that awaited her.”

“But what was she doing here, Holmes?” I asked.

“That is what we hope to discern,” he replied, coming in to join me. “Now, is there a pad with writing stationery in the desk?”

“There was. I ran my fingertips over it, hoping for indentations, but there were none.”

“And the fireplace here has been swept clean. In preparation for Finlay’s arrival, tonight, no doubt. There are no coals in the basket of Lady Grace’s room, but there are coals in this one.”

He lifted the wicker basket where the coals were kept and unceremoniously dumped its contents onto the hearth.

To my astonishment, he then examined the interior of the basket. With a murmur of excitement, he pried out a small object and held it between his fingertips, examining it.

“What do you make of this, Watson?” he asked.

I came closer and looked at it. “It appears to be a pebble, Holmes.”

“Indeed. A pebble.” He strode to the nearest window. After rubbing the object briskly on his sleeve, he applied it to the bottom of one of the panes of glass and drew it slowly and carefully across the corner. With a little murmur of satisfaction, he stepped back.

“Here, Watson. The clue we were seeking.”

“What is it, Holmes?”

“It is the reason why Lady Grace stayed in this suite every January and July of the past three years, and indeed a number of years before.”





CHAPTER 15


Watson




Sunday, November 4



“I still don’t know why we’re haring around like this,” said Lady Adair.

She sat inside the Adair’s carriage, calling out through the open window, muffled with a coach rug against the cold. Holmes was up on the driver’s box, guiding the horse. I sat beside him.

We had arrived at Fanshaw from London before noon, and had urged Lady Helen to remain in the Hall. But she would have none of it. She had said, with a twinkle in her eye, that she didn’t want to miss the chance to see Sherlock Holmes in action.

“I believe something will suggest itself,” Holmes replied.

Our mission, he had said, was to recreate the circumstances of the triple murder, by driving to the railway station and returning just as the Earl and his wife would have done when their train arrived at 5:05 PM. However, Holmes had consulted his almanack, and determined the precise time when we should leave the railway station in order to maintain the same lighting conditions as had pertained on 23rd October, the day of the murders.

The time the light would be the same at the station today, Holmes had said, was 4:55 PM, thirty minutes after our sunset.

Holmes had his watch with him. My own watch gave the time as 4:20, and the sun would set, as the almanack had predicted, at 4:25. We had thirty-five minutes until we needed to reach the station and set out on our return journey.

The horse took us slowly away from the Fanshaw carriage barn and onto the circular gravel drive that marked the entrance to the Dower House.

Lady Helen’s voice came from inside the carriage. “The bodies were here.”

Holmes stopped the carriage. “You observed them, Lady Helen?”

“I did. Directly here, in the southwest quadrant of the drive.”

Which tallied with the police report, I recalled.

Holmes drove the horse once more around the circle. Then we moved onto the long straight track that led to the outside gate of the estate. We made slow, steady progress. We reached the gate. I climbed down from my seat beside Holmes and swung the gate open. Ahead of us lay another long straight road, this one darker due to the tall yew-trees on either side. The road, I knew, extended to the main village road and the railway station.

“This is your land, Lady Helen?” Holmes asked.

“Our private roadway. The land is public land, so we do not have to pay taxes, thank God. But we have easement privileges. No one else uses it unless to come to the hall.”

We resumed our ride.

The sun’s rays shone golden through the trees, dappling the yew-limbs on our left with their light, and also shining onto the rough dirt road, casting long shadows onto the rocks and furrows. I saw the orange-red ball transform itself into a half-circle. Finally it was obscured beneath the horizon. The dusk would come soon, I knew.

We had gone only a few yards more when our horse seemed to stumble. It crouched down, then leaped up and forwards, straining against its harness.

“Hold now,” said Holmes, hauling back on the reins. “Steady, old fellow.”

But the horse would not steady. It bucked and plunged. I leaped from my seat and landed hard in the dirt, then getting my feet beneath me and stumbling forward, trying to keep alongside the frenzied beast. My hand grappled for the reins. I staggered as the horse dragged me, now hauling it back, now skittering forward in a ridiculous twisting dance until I was close enough to grasp the bridle rein.

“Here, now old boy,” I said, keeping my voice calm and soothing. The animal plunged and reared, but my weight upon its head was sufficient to make it eventually stop and stand. As I continued to soothe it with pats and soft words in its ear, the horse seemed to understand that I was master and that there was no danger.

“Old Brownie!” Lady Helen cried. “What’s got into him?”

“What, indeed?” I replied.

Holmes said, “I do not believe we need to travel to the station. Watson, can you please keep him steady.”

Holmes then crouched beside the roadway. He pulled out his magnifying glass from his topcoat. He strode back to where the horse had first begun to act up. Then, on his hands and knees, he crawled along one side of the road for perhaps a dozen yards. He stopped.

“What are you doing?” Lady Helen asked.

“Possibly nothing useful, given the amount of time that has elapsed since the murders. But the daylight is rapidly fading, and we cannot ignore this opportunity.”

He came back to address Lady Helen through the coach window. “Did Brownie react in any way yesterday morning, when you drove to the station?”

Lady Helen considered. “May have skipped a bit at one point, but I didn’t notice. We were moving quickly, to catch the train.”

Holmes nodded. “And here we were travelling slowly. Watson, could you please continue to hold the horse. It is a long shot, perhaps one of the longest I have taken, but we must act while the waning light permits.”

He moved to the other side of the road and dropped down again on all fours. As he crawled forwards, he swept his gloved hand back and forth in the low, weedy undergrowth.

The shadows lengthened and grew. His hand continued its sweeping work. In the familiar posture close to the ground, his form resembled that of a gigantic bloodhound. I looked at my watch.

“It is now 5:17,” I said. “Surely it is darker now than when they would have reached here, coming from the station on October 23.”

Holmes said nothing. The darkness closed in. Soon I could barely see him.

Then he stopped.

He removed his glove. He reached down and picked up something, holding it between his thumb and forefinger.

“We shall mark this spot,” he said. “The police can come back in the morning.”

“What is it?” asked Lady Helen. “Come on now, don’t keep us in the dark.”

“I shall explain later,” he said. “For now, we are indeed literally in the dark, and we should return to the light and relative safety of Fanshaw immediately.”





CHAPTER 16


Watson



Back at Fanshaw, we left Brownie at the barn and repaired to the kitchen of the great hall, where the maid was in the midst of preparations for tea. She was surprised to see us back so soon.

“Bring it as soon as you can,” said Lady Helen. “We shall be in the parlour.”

When we were settled, Holmes spoke.

“I believe we may be able to clear the name of your granddaughter,” he said.

“Well, I knew she wouldn’t commit murder,” Lady Helen replied.

“It is a question of proof,” Holmes said. “Solid proof is needed to contradict the suspicion of a police inspector.”

“And what you found out there is your proof? You can prove she didn’t do the triple murder, that the police inspector is wrong?”

Holmes reached into his waistcoat pocket and took out a small metallic object. “This cartridge is from a pistol of the same calibre as the one taken from your son’s desk drawer before the murder, which suggests that the roadway was the location of the murders. As does the distress of the horse.”

Tea came in then. Lady Helen waited until the maid had withdrawn. Then she said, “Can you tell us what happened?”

“The murder took place along the road to the station, at the spot where old Brownie apparently recalled the incident and tried to run away. The miscreant or miscreants hid in the shadows of the yew trees as the carriage returned on its way to the Dower House. One of them leaped out, grasped the horse’s bridle, and halted it. He or his confederate, if there was one, brandished a pistol, ordered Gareth the coachman to step down from his driver’s box, and forced the two passengers, the Earl and his wife, to get out of the carriage. All three stood at the roadside. Possibly the brigands gave the impression that this was a highway robbery. Possibly they interrogated the Earl, hoping to gain information about any treasure or valuables that were on his person or in the carriage.

“In any event, all three victims were shot. The deep shadows would have hidden the shell casings, for by then the sun would have been down for more than a half hour, much as it was while we were searching along the edges of the roadway.”

“But you found one of the shells,” Lady Helen said.

“They then loaded the bodies onto the coach—”

“Which you believe little Hilda wouldn’t have been able to do—”

“If she were acting alone, yes.” Holmes pressed his lips together. “Regrettably, there is no proof that she did not have an accomplice. She could have ridden in the coach with her parents, stopped the carriage at an appointed place, and allowed her henchman or henchmen to emerge from the shadows and complete the crime. Perhaps that is what the inspector will argue. I have no doubt that his men will find the other two shells at the spot we marked when they commence a search during the daylight hours.”

“Progress, though, I suppose,” said Lady Helen.

“The perpetrator or perpetrators then brought the coach back to the estate and onto the Dower House drive. Darkness would have prevailed at that time. They unloaded and posed the bodies, again something presumably beyond the capabilities of Lady Hilda. They positioned the gun near the outstretched hand of the Earl. Then they made their escape.”

“A strong theory,” Lady Hilda said. “What will you do now, Mr. Holmes? I assume that you intend to find proof?”

“Indeed.” Holmes’s gaze had the focused, abstracted look that said his thoughts were churning along some intricate path along which the rest of us could not hope to follow. But he roused himself enough to ask, “What are your own plans, Lady Helen?”

“I intend to visit my granddaughter in London. I shall journey back by the first available train in the morning.”

Holmes gave a start, his abstraction gone. “Lady Helen, I cannot recommend that you follow such a course of action.”

Lady Helen lifted arched brows. “Why ever not?”

“I would not wish to alarm you unnecessarily. But believe that you yourself may be in danger.”

Lady Helen’s brows remained raised. “You expect that the same person or persons who killed my son and daughter-in-law may make an attempt on my life?”

“In brief, yes. And I believe that travelling to London will put you in graver danger than if you were to remain here at Fanshaw.”

“I see.” Lady Helen appeared not at all shaken by the news, and only continued to regard Holmes with piercing eyes. “And have you any proof that such is the case?”

Holmes appeared to hesitate, but then said, “None that you would accept as definitive.”

Lady Helen nodded decidedly. “In that case, I shall travel to London as I originally planned. I have lived too long, Mr. Holmes, and survived too much, to cower in fear of the unknown at this late stage of my life.”





CHAPTER 17


Becky



“The knife is certainly Flynn’s,” Mr. Holmes said.

Usually she wouldn’t dream of interrupting Mr. Holmes, but today Becky had to lock her teeth together from saying that they already knew that much. She and Lucy had waited all night, and Flynn still hadn’t come back. She’d even convinced Lucy to hire a cab to drive them past the Black Horse Inn in the early hours of this morning, but they hadn’t seen a sign of anything to point to where Flynn might have gone or been taken.

Now they were back at 221B Baker Street. Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson had just returned from Yorkshire, and Mr. Holmes was standing by the mantle, turning the pocket knife that Becky had found over in his fingers.

“Flynn must have been in the carriage that drove up behind number 17,” Becky said.

She and Lucy were sitting together on the sofa, while Dr. Watson occupied his usual armchair.

“Possibly.” Mr. Holmes set the knife down on the mantle next to a stack of letters that had been pinned in place by what looked like a ceremonial dagger with a jewelled hilt. “We know that Flynn attempted to hitch a ride on the back of the carriage. Constable Humphries saw that much. He was discovered, nabbed, but then let go again, so Humphries reports.”

“But if he’d only been on the outside of the carriage, there’d have been no way for the knife to ride all the way from Whitechapel to Grosvenor Street,” Becky objected. “The men he was watching must have grabbed him again and carried him off.”

“Or he simply dropped his knife during the scuffle that followed his being discovered on the back of the carriage, and one of the men picked it up,” Mr. Holmes said. He held up a hand when Becky opened her mouth to argue again. “I am not saying that version of events is more likely than any other, only that we ought to consider every possibility before deciding on a course of action.”

Maybe he was right; Mr. Holmes usually was. But his words couldn’t argue away the lump of dread in the pit of Becky’s stomach.

If she’d had her way, they would be pounding on the door of number 17 Upper Grosvenor Street right now. Except that Lucy had already pointed out last night that they had no proof that Flynn was inside, and that trying to force their way in—and alerting everyone inside to the fact that they were suspected of criminal activity—could put Flynn in greater danger, if he was being held captive.

“Flynn might have found a way to follow the carriage without being caught,” Mr. Holmes went on. “Or, if our worst imaginings are indeed true and he has been captured, we have no way of knowing whether he was imprisoned at the Black Horse Inn, at the house in Grosvenor Street, or at some unknown location at which the carriage stopped en route between the two.”

He was right about that, also, but Becky didn’t have to like it.

“We have to do something, though,” she said.

“We will,” Lucy said. Becky could tell from her expression that Lucy was worried, too.

But Lucy continued, “Flynn is our first priority, and if we rush in headlong, we might make things worse for him, wherever he is. Finding his knife at Lady Hilda’s former residence suggests that Lestrade’s dark angel was telling the truth, and there really is a connection between the Adair murders and the poisoned drugs being distributed in Whitechapel.”

“Not necessarily the Adair murders,” Mr. Holmes murmured. “But a specific connection between the drug case and Lady Hilda Adair, or at least with her former place of residence. What was your impression of Stamford Strange?”

Lucy considered. “On the surface at least, he seems a typical aristocratic fair-haired lad. Literally and figuratively: handsome, blond-haired, and—despite the fact that he’s a second son and not in line for inheriting whatever family estates and titles his father has to bestow—probably used to having everything else he wants in life handed to him on a silver platter. And yet perhaps that’s not quite accurate, because in speaking to him, he seemed an entirely pleasant young man. Not overly endowed with intelligence, maybe, but perfectly friendly and courteous.”

“Incapable of masterminding an operation for the distribution of drugs?” Mr. Holmes asked.

“No, I wouldn’t say that.” Lucy studied Mr. Holmes’s expression. She was always better at being able to tell what Mr. Holmes was thinking than anyone else. “Are you thinking of Hilda’s sudden departure from Grosvenor Street?”

“Indeed. If she discovered that Mr. Strange was, in fact, a distributor of drugs such as heroin and opium, it might account for her fleeing in revulsion.”

“But not for her parents’ murders,” Lucy said. “What reason could Stamford have had for wanting them dead?”

Dr. Watson had been listening quietly, but now straightened in his chair. “Perhaps they’d learned of the drug sales, too?”

“If that were the case—and the motive for Lord and Lady Adair’s murders was to ensure their silence—then Mr. Strange would have killed Lady Hilda along with her parents,” Mr. Holmes said. “There is no sense in killing two witnesses while leaving a third alive. Did he speak of Lady Hilda at all during your visit to Grosvenor Street?”

“Only briefly. He said that he had been hoping she might return to her flat in the house, but that they—I assume he meant he and the other two residents of the house—had packed up Hilda’s things and sent them on to Belinda in Mayfair. He said there was no quarrel or impropriety between Lady Hilda and the other two young men, but beyond that he didn’t offer any explanation as to why Hilda had left so suddenly. And he didn’t seem inclined to let me in to have a look at the place,” Lucy added.

“Did he not?” Mr Holmes looked thoughtful, then gave a brief, frustrated shake of his head. “No, there is something else, some motive that we are as yet missing—”

His last words were interrupted by the ringing of the telephone.

Mr. Holmes went to answer it, though he had scarcely got past Sherlock Holmes speaking when the female voice on the other end of the line burst into a frenzy of speech. Becky couldn’t make out the words, but whoever the woman was, the tone of her voice sounded desperate.

Mr. Holmes’s face grew steadily more grim as he listened. Then, finally, he hung up.

“That was Belinda Finlay,” he said. “Lady Helen had come here to London to visit her granddaughter. According to Miss Finlay, she became suddenly and gravely ill while they were taking tea together. She begs that we—in particularly you, Watson, since Lady Helen is clearly in desperate need of medical attention—will come at once.”

Dr. Watson was already on his feet. “Of course. I shall get my spare medical bag from upstairs and be with you directly.”

Mr. Holmes turned to stand by the door, snatching up his coat and hat. Then he turned to his chemistry table where he started tumbling little glass vials and stoppers and packets of powder into a carrying case.

“Lucy, if you would be so good as to telephone for a cab?” he asked.

“Of course.” Lucy got up and went to the telephone.

Her back was to Becky for these few moments. No one else was paying any attention to her, either. Mr. Holmes was still packing his chemistry things and Dr. Watson had gone upstairs for his medical kit.

Becky slid off the sofa, tiptoed across the room, and was out the door, just as she heard Lucy say, “Yes. I’d like a cab sent to 221B Baker Street, please.”

Becky ran down the stairs, not waiting to hear any more—or for the adults to remember that she existed and try to stop her.

Mr. Holmes and Lucy had said that they shouldn’t go rushing into the house on Grosvenor Street, and she wouldn’t. But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t go there at all.





CHAPTER 18


Flynn



The inside of the canvas sack was almost pitch dark. The room where Flynn had just been dumped must either be windowless—not surprising for a basement—or have the curtains closed. His hands and feet were still tightly bound, but they’d made the mistake of tying his hands in front of his body and not behind.

Flynn rolled onto his side, then shifted and strained until he could manage to reach into his coat pocket, where he always kept his knife.

It wasn’t there.

Flynn came up with three matches, a pencil stub, and bottle cap, but no knife.

This day just got luckier and luckier.

Staying here wasn’t an option, though. Not with the toff’s words about their plans for him ringing in his ears. First, they would try to force answers out of him about why he’d been watching the tavern—Flynn could just imagine how pleasant a conversation that would be—and then, as Bainbridge had generously volunteered, they would snap his neck and get rid of his body in the Thames.

Flynn wasn’t planning on giving Bainbridge the satisfaction, so he needed to find a way out.

The layers of cloth sacking around him were tightly wrapped enough that he could just barely curl his body forward. He felt like one of the mummies he’d seen on display at the British Museum, the time that Becky had dragged him to see the exhibit on ancient Egypt. But he could, with a bit of straining, manage to reach the bristling hemp ropes that bound his feet together.

Without his knife, trying to get the knots in the rope untied took about a year, and every second of the time he kept expecting to hear Bainbridge and the toff coming back.

Maybe with her ladyship, whoever that was?

Flynn shoved the question aside. He could worry about that when he got out of here.

The knot he was tugging at finally gave, and the rope around his ankles fell away. His hands were still bound, but at least he could kick. Flynn thrashed a bit, planting his boots against the canvas sacking and shoving with all his might.

He heard a rip, and the bag tore open. It took a good bit more thrashing for him to wriggle himself free of the canvas, but finally he managed to work it over his head and off him. Then he lay on the floor, catching his breath and straining his ears for any sounds from outside.

Everything was still silent, so he got cautiously to his feet. Just as he’d thought, he was in a dark room. He could see the shadowy outlines of a bed, a wardrobe and a writing desk.

His first impulse was to bolt for the door, but he stopped himself.

He’d made plenty of noise getting free of the sacking. If Bainbridge and the toff were anywhere nearby inside the house, they would have heard him, and would be here by now to tie him up again.

So for the moment, anyway, he was alone, and could take this chance to find out what he could about where he was and whoever had taken him.

He started to make a slow circuit of the room, although on inspection he found that there wasn’t much here. The bed had been stripped down to just the bare mattress, the writing desk held only a fresh sheet of blotting paper, and the wardrobe was empty.

The most useful item he found was a nail file that had fallen into a crack in the floor. He pried it out, wedged it between his feet, and—in another process that felt like it took far too much time—managed to saw through the rope that had bound his wrists.

At least now he could finish his search with his hands free.

There was a faint, lingering smell of perfume, stronger over by the wardrobe, that made Flynn think that this had been a lady’s room. But whoever she was, she didn’t seem to live here anymore.

He was standing in front of the open wardrobe, frowning, when something stuffed into the back corner at the bottom caught his eye.

He crouched down and picked up what looked to be a lady’s scarf. The light was too dim for Flynn to see clearly, but he could feel that a part of the fabric in the middle was stiff with some kind of stain. Flynn raised the scarf to his face and sniffed.

He’d thought so. There was the unmistakable, coppery smell of dried blood.

Maybe the lady who’d used these rooms hadn’t moved out so much as been hurried into the next world.

He tucked the scarf into his pocket and kept searching. He’d looked in all the obvious places, but there were still the not obvious ones. He looked in all the drawers of the writing desk—nothing there—but then he took the chair from the desk over to the wardrobe so that he could climb up and get a look at the top.

There was something there all right. A small cardboard box shoved all the way to the back, where it couldn’t be seen by anyone standing on the floor.

Flynn stretched out an arm, but could only just touch the edge of the box with the tips of his fingers. He blew out a breath and hoisted himself up onto the wardrobe’s top.

If Bainbridge or the toff came back, he’d be stuck up here, helpless as a treed cat with a pack of hounds howling underneath. But he got the box and hopped back down again.

With any luck, what he’d discovered wasn’t just an old box of mothballs.

He slid his thumb under the cardboard flap and pushed it open, then froze, his mouth pursed in a silent whistle.

Not mothballs.

A half-dozen bullet cartridges lay in the box. They looked to Flynn like the kind you’d use for a pistol.

Flynn stared for a second, then closed the box back up and slid that into his other pocket.

He was about to turn around and try to decide which would be a safer escape route, the window or the door, when it suddenly occurred to him that although the bed was stripped bare, the space under the mattress still made a decent hiding place.

He wedged his hand underneath the mattress at the head of the bed and right away felt his fingers brush against something that felt like leather. He drew it out and found a leather-bound book that looked like a diary.

Flynn was about to open the diary—it had a strap with a lock, but that was hanging open—when he heard heavy footsteps on the stairs outside the room.

That settled the window-or-door question.

Flynn jumped for the window. Since this was a basement room, it was set high in the wall, high enough that Flynn had to stand on tiptoe to reach. He jerked the curtains aside, and then almost yelled aloud at the sight of Becky’s face on the other side of the glass.

She looked just as surprised to see him, her eyes flaring wide.

Stretching as far as he could reach, Flynn managed to flick open the lock on the window and shove up the sash.

“What are you doing here?” he hissed.

“Looking for you, obviously.” Becky was crouched down so that her eyes were on a level with the window. “Now stop asking stupid questions. We need to get you out of there before someone comes along and finds us.”

Flynn turned to drag the chair over to climb on, but at that moment, the door opened and a man with blond hair came into the room.

The toff?

He’d never seen the man giving Bainbridge orders, but in the split second they stood there staring at each other, Flynn thought maybe it could be. The blond man’s tailored grey suit and polished boots said he was the sort who might have a voice like the toff’s.

Becky shouted, “Come on!”

She had her hands through the window, reaching to grab his.

Flynn tossed the diary through the open window then clutched onto Becky’s hands. She hauled upwards, and he planted his boots against the wall and did his best to scramble up, too.

The blond-haired toff had recovered from his shock and came running across the room to make a grab at Flynn.

“You! Stop there!”

Flynn’s head and shoulders were already outside the window, though, and as the blond man tried to seize hold of his legs, Flynn lashed out and kicked him in the face.

The man staggered back, blood spurting from his nose, and Flynn managed to haul himself the rest of the way through.

He landed outside, picked up the diary, and then jumped to his feet. “Thanks.”

Becky was up, too, and grabbed his hand to drag him down the street. “Thank me twenty minutes from now, when we’re not both tied up in there. But for now—run!”





CHAPTER 19


Lucy



“They’ve been gone such a long time,” Belinda said. She wore a tea gown of pale blue silk, and her fingers kept picking nervously at one of the lace ruffles on the sleeve.

The two of us were sitting together in the Mayfair townhouse’s parlour. The lightness and elegance of the decor seemed entirely at odds with the pall of tension that seemed to hang over the house at large.

In my case, it wasn’t only worry for Lady Helen that distracted me. Becky had vanished from Baker Street while everyone’s backs were conveniently turned, and I didn’t even need to guess at where she must have gone.

Unless I was much mistaken, she would have made her way straight back to number 17 Grosvenor Street to look for Flynn, and I was doing my best not to imagine the kind of trouble that she could have got into in the process.

A maidservant had crept in a short while ago and deposited a tea tray on the table before us. Only Mrs. McGinty, though, had touched any of the refreshments. The elderly governess had taken a cup of tea and a biscuit and then nodded off to sleep in her chair by the fire, by far the most untroubled of anyone in the house.

“Don’t mistake me,” Belinda added. “I’m sure Dr. Watson is doing everything for Lady Helen that can possibly be done. I just”—she rubbed her hands together—“I just wish that we knew what was happening, that’s all.”

“When did Lady Helen arrive in London?” I asked.

“Just this morning. It was quite a surprise. Hilda and I had not the slightest notion that she was coming. She sent no word ahead of time, just arrived here in a cab, straight from the train station, and said that she’d come to see Hilda.”

“Was there some urgent reason for her wishing to see Hilda?”

“No—that is, I’m not actually sure. I had to go out. I had an audition at the Lyceum Theatre for the role of Miranda—Shakespeare’s The Tempest, you know—early this afternoon, so I had to leave practically as soon as Lady Helen arrived. So she and Hilda were alone in the house until I got back at tea time, and then … and then …” Belinda’s voice wavered, and she swallowed hard.

“I know it’s difficult, but can you tell me what happened?” I asked.

There hadn’t been time for questions upon our arrival. Watson and Holmes had simply swept into the sick woman’s bed chamber and had been there ever since.

Belinda drew a shaky breath, clearly trying to steady herself. “We were taking tea,” she said. “Lady Helen, Hilda, and me. Oh, and Mrs. McGinty, as well, of course,” she added as a clear afterthought.

Luckily Mrs. McGinty was far too soundly asleep to take offense at being overlooked; her only comment on Belinda’s statement was a soft snore.

“Hilda was pouring,” Belinda went on. “She gave me a cup—”

“Just a moment.” I held up a hand. “Are those the tea things over there?”

A small table covered with a blue and white china tea service had been shoved to one side of the sofa.

“What?” Belinda turned, startled, but then nodded. “Oh. Oh, yes, I suppose they are. After Lady Helen collapsed, we just pushed the table aside so that she could be carried out of here. I’d rung for the servants as soon as it happened, you see. And then in all the commotion, no one even thought about clearing everything away.”

“So nothing’s been touched since then?”

“No.” Belinda’s brows drew together in a slight, puzzled frown. “Why do you ask?”

I got up and went to the tea table. “It’s always possible that Lady Helen might have eaten or drunk something that disagreed with her,” I said.

The odds of that being the case were decidedly low, based on the way Holmes’s suspicions were trending, but I wasn’t going to say as much to Belinda just yet.

“Go on, if you can,” I told her. “You said that Lady Hilda was pouring?”

“Yes, that’s right. She poured a cup for Lady Helen first, then one for me. Then Mrs. McGinty took a cup, as well.”

I studied the tea cups on the tea table, all sitting in their matching saucers. “Did Lady Helen take milk in her tea?”

“She took milk and sugar. I had lemon only, and Mrs. McGinty and Hilda both take theirs plain.”

That tallied with what I could see of the four cups and saucers remaining on the tea tray. One had a wedge of lemon in the saucer, two contained only a little dark tea, and one was about half full of milky liquid.

“Lady Helen had only taken a few swallows from her cup when she suddenly doubled over and collapsed,” Belinda went on.

“And had she had anything to eat first?” I asked.

Whoever Belinda employed in her kitchen had done a masterfully artistic job of arranging the tea things. Also on the tray were a platter of Linzer tarts, sprinkled with icing sugar, a plate of scones with a pitcher of clotted cream, and a plate of perfectly circular cucumber sandwiches arranged in the shape of a fan, although I could see that the bread was now beginning to go stale and curl at the edges.

“No, nothing. There wasn’t time,” Belinda said. “We had only just barely sat down when she was taken ill. So you see, I don’t think it can have been anything in the food that disagreed with her. And as for the tea, Hilda and I and Mrs. McGinty all had some from the same pot, and we’re quite all right.”

I nodded, still studying the tidy arrangement of cups and saucers. “All the same, I believe I’ll take a sample from her cup. Just in case.”

Holmes had left his leather attaché case with various empty bottles just inside the door of the sitting room. I fetched it, selected a stoppered glass vial, and poured a measure of Lady Helen’s milky tea into the vial.

Belinda watched me, her eyes growing wide as realisation apparently dawned. “You don’t think … are you suggesting that Lady Helen’s illness is the result of deliberate poisoning?”

“I think that her son and daughter-in-law were recently murdered, and that in any case involving violent death, it’s as well not to assume that anything is a mere coincidence.”

“Yes, but—but poison?” Belinda shook her head in disbelief. “Who could possibly have wished to harm Lady Helen? And who could have managed to introduce poison into her teacup? It was only the three of us here: Lady Helen, Hilda, and myself. And Mrs. McGinty, of course,” she added, again as a clear afterthought.

“You may be right. But it’s always better to be certain,” I told her. “Do you know whether Lady Helen had anything to eat or drink between her arrival this morning and tea? Was she taking any medicines, anything of that kind?”

“I don’t know.” Belinda still looked shaken by the suggestion of poison. “That is, I’ve never heard that she took medicine of any kind regularly. As for eating or drinking anything, I wasn’t at home, so of course I’m not sure. I suppose Hilda would know.”

“Where is Hilda now?” I asked. I hadn’t seen her since our arrival in Mayfair.

“As soon as the servants carried Lady Helen out, she ran away to her room,” Belinda said. “She wouldn’t come out when I went and knocked on the door, so I suppose she’s there still. Don’t mistake me.” She put out a hand. “Hilda isn’t unfeeling—just the opposite, really. She’s very sensitive, and seeing her grandmother taken so violently ill upset her, especially so soon after losing her parents. She’s always been the sort who tries to run away and hide from any unpleasantness.”

“You know her very well.”

Belinda lifted her shoulders. “We were close when we were children, being so much the same age. Then, of course, after she moved with my sister and her husband to Australia, we scarcely saw one another. It’s been lovely having her back in England this last year—or it was.” A shadow crossed her expression.

The sitting-room door opened, and we both looked up quickly.

Holmes stood in the doorway. Belinda started up instantly, her hands clasped. “Mr. Holmes, is there any news?”

Holmes shook his head. “I’m afraid Lady Helen’s situation is still serious in the extreme. Watson is doing his best for her. In the meantime, I have taken a few samples from the sick room which I propose to analyse back at Baker Street so that we may know exactly with what we are dealing.”

“In that case, I have something to add.” I reached for the vial of tea. “I believe it would be helpful to analyse this as soon as possible.”

“Do you?” Holmes’s gaze lingered on mine, and his eyebrows hitched up by a tiny fraction of an inch. Then he gave a barely perceptible nod.

“The tests will not take long. I plan to be back within the hour.”





CHAPTER 20


Becky



“Why Mayfair?” Flynn asked.

They were seated inside the cab that Becky had just flagged down on the next block over from Grosvenor Street.

The cab was an ancient four-wheeled growler, with springs that creaked at every bump in the road. The cracked leather seats were so worn that bits of the sawdust and horsehair stuffing were leaking out through holes in the corners and accumulating in piles on the floor. But beggars couldn’t be choosers.

Becky didn’t know whether the blond man or anyone else from number 17 had chased after them or seen them get into the cab. She hadn’t wanted to risk looking over her shoulder to find out.

The cab had pulled to a stop, she and Flynn had scrambled inside, and then she’d given the driver the address of Belinda’s townhouse in Mayfair.

Now, before answering Flynn, she knelt on the seat and turned, peering through the cab’s rear window. The black carriage from behind number 17 was nowhere in sight. But a pursuer could always be riding in another carriage or cab. There were plenty of those on the road.

Becky sat back down and looked at Flynn. “That’s right, you don’t know about what’s happened to Lady Helen.”

Flynn was still catching his breath and rubbing the back of his head. “I don’t even know where I was just now or how I got there. But just a second. Lady Helen? Would she go by, her ladyship?”

“I don’t know. She’s a countess, so I suppose so. Why?”

Flynn shook his head, though. “First tell me how you found me. The last thing I knew, I was doing surveillance on the tavern in Whitechapel that Mr. Holmes told me to keep an eye on for the poisoned drug case. The next thing I knew, I was clubbed on the head and brought to …”

“Number 17 Grosvenor Street,” Becky supplied. “That’s where Lady Hilda Adair lived until just recently. Lucy thought that her case and the drug cases were connected somehow. It looks as though she was right. And I found you because Lucy and I were visiting the place to talk to Lady Hilda’s former landlord, and I found your pocket knife around back. Mr. Holmes has it,” she added, before Flynn could ask.

Flynn nodded slowly, taking that in. “All right. And now we’re headed to Mayfair, because something’s happened to Lady Helen? That’d be Lady Hilda’s grandmother?”

“That’s right. She was taken ill, and Belinda—Lady Hilda’s aunt—telephoned urgently for Dr. Watson to come and help her. I suppose Lucy and Mr. Holmes went with them. Unless Lucy tried to come after me.” Becky felt a twinge of guilt at that thought. She’d have to make it up to Lucy later for sneaking out of Baker Street the way she had. “I don’t know what’s the matter with Lady Helen, though. Now tell me why you wanted to know about the title.”

“Something I overheard,” Flynn said. He paused and twisted on the seat, looking at the crowded roadway behind their cab. Then he shook his head. “There were two of them that’d grabbed me. A street tough called Bainbridge and a toff—an educated bloke—whose name I didn’t get. But they were both talking while they carried me inside. And it was clear they were taking orders from someone they called, her ladyship.”

“I suppose that could be Lady Helen,” Becky said. She frowned. “I don’t think it’s very likely that she’d be in charge of a criminal organisation of drug peddlers, though. She’s about a hundred years old, lives in Yorkshire, and raises sheep.”

“What about Lady Hilda, then? She’d be another her ladyship.”

“True. Although that wouldn’t explain why she left Mayfair,” Becky said. “If she’s in charge of something illegal happening at number 17, wouldn’t she want to stay to be on the spot?”

“Unless she’s trying to keep from being suspected.”

“Maybe,” Becky agreed. “Did you overhear anything else?”

“Not much. I did find this, though.” Flynn held up the leather-covered diary that he’d found in Mayfair and recovered outside the window.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing, but it was hidden in the room where they stashed me, so I brought it along. These, too.”

Flynn dug in his pockets, one by one, and produced a lacy white scarf and a small cardboard box, which he passed over to her.

Becky took them. “It’s a lady’s scarf. Or it was.” She studied the hardened, rusty-brown stain that had clumped the fabric together in the middle. “Blood stains, do you think?”

“It’s blood or I’m a Dutchman.”

“You were in the basement apartment, which was Lady Hilda’s,” Becky said slowly. “So is this her scarf?”

“Seems likely.” Flynn gave a nod to the unopened box in Becky’s hand. “That has bullet cartridges in it. I found the scarf stuffed into a corner at the back of the wardrobe and the bullets up on top.”

“Bloodstains and bullets.” Becky looked out the back window again. Was the carriage with a gold crest on the side panel following them, or did it just happen to be going in the same direction? She couldn’t tell. “That doesn’t look very good for Lady Hilda. What about the diary? Can you tell whose it is?”

“It’s Lady Hilda’s, too.”

“You’re sure?”

“Doesn’t exactly take Mr. Holmes to deduce that much.” Flynn opened the cover and read the words scrawled across the flyleaf. “Property of Lady Hilda Adair.”

The gold-crested carriage turned onto a side street, and Becky breathed a sigh of partial relief. “Can I see it?”

Flynn handed it over, and she started to turn through the pages.

“Anything?” Flynn asked after a moment or two.

“No confessions that she killed her mother and father, if that’s what you mean. At least, not so far.”

“You really think Lady Hilda’s the one who killed her parents?”

“I don’t know.” Becky turned another page in the diary. “We’ll have to give the bullets to Mr. Holmes and ask if they’d fit the gun that killed Lord and Lady Adair. And find out whether the scarf really does belong to her. But I was just thinking about something Mr. Holmes and Lucy were saying back in Baker Street: that maybe Hilda left Mayfair because she found out that Stamford Strange—he was Hilda’s landlord—was selling drugs. Well, what if it’s the other way around? What if Stamford Strange threw her out, because he found out that she had killed her parents?”

“Could be.” Flynn pursed his lips. “You think Hilda’s the one selling the drugs, too, and not Stamford after all?”

They were driving along Bayswater Road skirting the edge of Kensington Park. To the left through the barren tree branches, Becky could see the roof of Queen Anne’s alcove and the park’s artificial lake, the Serpentine, grey as steel on this grey winter day. Their cab seemed to be slowing down, with the sound of shouting coming from somewhere up ahead.

No doubt one of those snarls of traffic that were all too common in central London. But at the moment, the delay was making Becky’s skin crawl.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I do think Stamford’s involved somehow, or it looks like it. That was him back there in Hilda’s room. I mean, he’s the one who burst in and tried to stop you from getting out the window, which certainly makes it look as though he’s involved somehow. But so far, there’s nothing Hilda wrote in here that makes it sound as though she suspected him.”

Becky scanned another page of the diary, forcing herself not to think about the fact that their cab had now come to a complete halt. “Just the opposite, really. There’s a lot of soppy stuff about Stamford bringing her flowers and giving her and Mrs. McGinty a box of chocolates on her birthday.”

Flynn frowned. “Mrs. Who?”

“McGinty. Apparently, she was Hilda’s companion and chaperone, while her parents were in Australia.” Becky glanced down again at the diary and made a face. “Flowers and chocolates. Stamford isn’t very creative with his efforts at courtship, but it seems to have worked all right with—”

Something thumped against the door of their cab, and the next moment the door was wrenched open by a big, tough-looking man with a jagged scar on one side of his face.





CHAPTER 21


Watson



“Did you just save my life?”

Lady Helen Adair sat up in bed, her bright dark eyes barely visible beneath her swollen eyelids. Her words came in a hoarse whisper.

“I believe the worst is behind us,” I said. My diagnosis had been arsenical poisoning, likely white arsenic. But I would not know until Holmes returned with the results of his laboratory test. I had treated her accordingly, inducing a purge with ipecacuanha wine, and then following with the universal remedy in such cases, milk and whites of egg, to both soothe the stomach lining and bind up whatever residual particles might remain, hoping to prevent them from entering her bloodstream and doing damage to the vital organs.

“I matched the treatment to the symptoms you described so you should take some of the credit. Without your description, I would have had no direction for the remedy.”

She lay back on her pillow with a groan. “You put out the ball of fire in my stomach,” she said.

“I can give you something to make you sleep a little.”

“Don’t want any.” She sat up again and caught a glimpse of herself in the dressing-table mirror that hung close to the bed. This was Belinda’s room, I knew. There were jars of face cream and makeup stacked on top of the table and nearly obscuring the lower portion of the mirror.

She turned away from her reflection. “I look like a dried-up apple,” she said. “What is this lace nightcap doing on my head?”

“It’s Belinda’s. We tried to keep your hair protected and dry.”

She grimaced. “Your Mr. Holmes tried to warn me.”

I said nothing, and Lady Helen sank back against the pillows. “It serves me right for travelling to London. I never could abide this place. My husband couldn’t wait to get to London, and I couldn’t wait to leave it. He came for the gambling. He lost just about everything he could.”

“You ought to rest,” I said. She had been unconscious and writhing in pain when Holmes and I had arrived, roughly three hours earlier.

She sat up straighter and rubbed her cheeks with both hands. “He did give it up, though, after two of his London clubs threw him out and we had to send Junior to Australia.”

“That’s something in his favour,” I said.

“Junior would have been just as bad. But he didn’t have the chance in Australia. Governor and all that. Had to set an example.”

“You should rest,” I said.

“My husband wanted to make amends. Wanted to warn Junior off gambling.”

“Oh?” I decided it would be best to listen, so she would stay calm.

“He set up a little monument. Put it on the mantel in the Dower House before Junior left. Called it the wages of sin, or some such rot.”

“What was it?”

“Just an old trophy urn from one of his cricket tournaments. Dirty and tarnished, and he filled it up with ashes from the fireplace. Junior just laughed.”

“What happened to it?”

“It’s still there. I didn’t have the heart to move it. Someday maybe I will.”

“I expect so.”

“When Junior and Grace came back, I saw them snickering at it.” She gave a shiver. “Made me sad. And now they’re dead.”

“You really ought to rest.”

She gave me a shrewd look. “Beginning to recover now.”

“Would you like tea?”

“Tea’s what did me in here.”

“Mr. Holmes has taken samples for analysis. We’ll know when he returns whether it was the tea.”

“Was it just the tea that he sampled?”

“He did take other samples—”

“You needn’t be so delicate. It’s been fifteen years since my husband gambled away our fortune, and I raise sheep for my living. You want to see raw nature at work? Spring lamb season will be on us in a few months. You’ll see plenty more fluids than I produced. But they say the oil in the wool does my hands a lot of good. When will Mr. Holmes be back?”

“He should be back soon.” Baker Street was only a short cab ride away from Mayfair and I had seen Holmes run the test on his apparatus in less than five minutes.

“What I want to know is who tried to kill me. And is it safe to stay here?”

“Mr. Holmes may have an idea.”

“Because whoever did it may try to do it again.”

She consulted her reflection once more, and rubbed her cheeks. “I’ll be browner in the spring and summer,” she said. Then she turned her gaze on me for a time. “You look a nice man. I was going to say nice young man, but that wouldn’t do. Been married?”

“Twice.”

“What happened?”

“Illness took both of them.”

She sighed. “And you a doctor. Must have torn you up.”

“Hard to recover,” I said. “Best to keep busy.”

“Funerals are the devil’s own invention. I don’t want one when I go.”

I had given her a small dose of opium to ease the pain, and I thought it might be loosening her tongue.

“Did you eat or drink anything on the train?”

She shook her head.

“Something at the station? A cider, perhaps?”

“Nothing.”

“And you felt fine when you arrived here.”

“Yes.” She gave me a searching look. “Hilda came to see you, didn’t she?”

“Indeed she did. After the inquest.”

“She said as much. Thought you were the right person to call when I was in my misery here. ‘Call Dr. Watson,’ she said. ‘He’s not far away, and he’s a good man.’”

“What did Belinda say?”

“She said you’re a good choice because if this was poisoning, you’d bring in Sherlock Holmes to find who did it and not have to be bothered with the police. The pain was starting to boil by then, so I told them to go ahead. Looks as if I got it right.”

“I hope so.”

“And you’ve stayed with me the whole time till I woke up?”

“I have.”

Another hard look. “I know why, then.”

“Do you?”

“Because you’re the only one in this house who isn’t a suspect.”





CHAPTER 22


Flynn



Maybe the knock he’d taken on the head was still slowing Flynn’s reflexes. He’d thought he had been staying alert, watching for anyone tailing them, but at the sight of Bainbridge, he froze. For a second or two, all he could do was stare at the tough with his jaw dropped.

Bainbridge was glowering at them, flushed and out of breath. He must have run after them on foot. He was standing on the top step of their cab, which put him in a perfect position to make a grab at Becky.

She managed to jump up and out of the way just before Bainbridge’s hands could close around her, and Flynn’s brain finally started working again.

He scooped up a handful of the sawdust stuffing that had leaked out of the worn leather seats and flung it in Bainbridge’s face.

The tough gave a yell of surprise and choked, coughing and swatting at his eyes, temporarily blinded.

Becky scrambled up from where she’d fallen and shoved open the door on the other side of the carriage. Their driver shouted something—probably something about his fare, with an added swear word or two—as they leaped out onto the street, but Flynn didn’t even pause to look around and neither did Becky.

“Street or park?” he panted as they raced away, weaving through the rows of carriages that had slowed and halted for the traffic jam ahead.

“Street,” Becky answered between breaths. “More places to hide. The parks are too empty at this time of year.”

There were precious few places to hide on the streets, either. The area around Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens was one that Flynn usually avoided like he’d avoid the plague. The streets were lined with white marble mansions where the richest of the rich in London lived. These were the kind of neighbourhoods where pet dogs didn’t get taken out for a walk, they were carried on silk cushions by the servants.

Flynn stood out like a sore thumb. But on the bright side, so would Bainbridge if he tried to follow them.

Becky slowed enough to look over her shoulder. “I don’t see him. Do we go on to Belinda’s? I don’t know exactly where we are now, but it can’t be too much farther.”

They were passing a bakery with tiny sugared pastries in the window. Each one probably cost as much as Flynn spent to feed himself for an entire week.

“How likely is it that Bainbridge and Stamford—if he’s after us, too—know that’s exactly where we’d be heading and will be there to grab us the second we get within a hundred yards of the place?” he asked.

“Too likely.” Becky made a face. “Stamford obviously knows Belinda’s address. He sent Hilda’s things there.”

“But not the bloodstained scarf, the bullets, and the diary,” Flynn pointed out.

“No.” Becky frowned. “You’re right, that is odd. It’s possible that he didn’t find the diary or the bullets. From what you said, they were well hidden. But you’d think he would have seen the scarf.”

“Maybe he did, and he’s covering up for her,” Flynn said. “Maybe they’re in on the drug business and the murders together. Either way, though, Stamford and Bainbridge are going to want to get the evidence back.”

And Bainbridge wasn’t likely to be any too happy with them, after their encounter inside the cab.

“So we can’t just march up to the front door,” Becky said. “But that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try to deliver the evidence to Mr. Holmes. We’ll just have to be smart about it, that’s all.”

Flynn looked at Becky warily. “How do you mean?” Becky’s definition of being smart about it could easily involve climbing down from the roof on a rope and swinging in through a window.

Becky, though, only narrowed her eyes, studying the street and the traffic all around them. “Bainbridge and Stamford already know our faces. So we just need to find someone else to make the delivery. Someone like … him!”

She pointed to a boy of around six or seven who was sitting glumly beside an empty shoe-shining stall, waiting for customers who didn’t seem to be arriving. The boy—a skinny red-haired kid with freckles and hands that looked red with cold—jumped as Becky pointed at him.

Becky stepped over to talk to him. “It doesn’t look as though business is any too good,” she told him.

The kid’s eyes narrowed. He might be young, but his face had the tough, watchful look that said he’d taken one too many kicks in the teeth to trust a couple of strangers.

Flynn knew all about that.

“What’s it to you?” the boy demanded.

Becky dug in her pocket and produced a half crown. “I’ll give you this. All you have to do is deliver a parcel to an address in Mayfair.”





CHAPTER 23


Becky



“Can you see anything?” Becky asked.

She and Flynn were hiding a short way down the alley from the back of Belinda Finlay’s townhouse, taking it in turns to peer out so that they could get a quick look at the rear entrance.

The shoe-shine boy’s name had proved to be Rory, and he’d haggled his way up to a fee of five shillings for making the delivery. But he seemed to be carrying out his errand conscientiously. And so far, she’d seen no sign of either Stamford or Bainbridge.

“Rory is knocking on the back door now,” Flynn reported.

Becky straightened. She and Flynn were crouched behind an empty barrel, its staves stained and buckled and its steel hoops rusty from sitting out of doors. She leaned around the side until she could watch the back door to Belinda’s house, too.

“No one’s come to the door yet,” she murmured.

Rory was standing on the back step, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“You said Lady Helen was taken ill,” Flynn muttered back. “Maybe everyone’s busy—”

He stopped as the back door was opened just a narrow crack, and a woman’s face in a starched white maidservant’s cap peered out.

They were too far away for Becky to hear what was said, but she saw Rory hold up the wrapped parcel—they’d tied the bullets, scarf, and diary up in a newspaper they’d bought on the way here. Then she saw the maid frown.

She hoped Rory was remembering the words she’d instructed him to say, that the package was an important delivery for Mr. Sherlock Holmes.

Without opening the door any further, the maid snatched the package out of Rory’s hands and disappeared, banging the door shut behind her.

Becky blinked. Then she looked at Flynn. Something cold and unpleasant was beginning to creep its way down the back of her neck. “That was quick.” And abrupt.

Flynn’s gaze still fixed on the back door. “Something’s not right.”

Rory had turned away from Belinda’s townhouse and was making his way along the alley towards them, whistling through his teeth.

Flynn stood up. “I want you to knock on the back door again,” he told the younger boy.

Rory stopped whistling and frowned. “Why? I just delivered the package, like you said. What d’you want me to go back for?”

“I don’t care. Say that you’ve lost your way and need to know how to get to Piccadilly Circus. Any excuse you like. And here.” Before Rory could argue any more, Flynn found a shilling in his pocket and slapped it into the smaller boy’s hand. “I’ll give you another one if you just go knock on the back door again.”

Rory’s expression said that he thought they were both probably crazy, but he shrugged, took the shilling, and trotted back to the rear entrance of the townhouse.

Becky and Flynn both crouched back down, but stayed where they could still see the back door.

Rory knocked again.

“Are you thinking that the maid looked nervous about something?” Becky asked Flynn. Her uneasy feeling was growing all the time.

“That, and she couldn’t get rid of him fast enough.”

“She might just not like the idea of opening the door to a street urchin,” Becky said. “Or she might be worried about Lady Helen.”

“She might.” Flynn glanced at her. “But neither of us thinks that’s actually what’s going on here.”

Rory fidgeted on the back step for another moment or two, and then the door was once more opened just a narrow crack and the same maid servant’s face looked out.

She really did look anxious, her face strained, her movements quick and jerky. Rory said something and the maid gave only a one- or-two-word answer. Then she yanked the door shut once again.

This time Flynn didn’t hesitate. He turned to Becky before Rory had taken more than a step away from the house. “We need to get a closer look at whatever’s going on inside there.”





CHAPTER 24


Lucy



“Mr. Holmes must suspect poison, too,” Belinda said. “Don’t you think?”

She paced restlessly around the sitting room, her face tight with worry.

“Holmes keeps his thoughts and suspicions private—” I began.

The sitting-room door opened once again, making both Belinda and me startle. But the new arrival was neither Watson nor Holmes.

A maidservant in a black dress and white starched cap entered. She curtsied to Belinda, then said, “There’s a young man outside, miss. A Mr. Tollner. He’s asking to see Lady Hilda.”

Belinda frowned. “Which Mr. Tollner? Maurice or Lewis?”

“Maurice, I believe, miss,” the maid told her. “He’s the same gentleman who’s come to see Lady Hilda before,” she added.

“I don’t suppose Hilda will see him now, either.” Belinda sighed. “You’d better show him in, though, Susan. It seems cruel to keep sending him away.”

“Yes, miss.”

Susan curtsied again and went out, and a few minutes later she escorted Maurice Tollner into the room. He was dressed as before in a rumpled-looking overcoat, and he seemed nervous, twisting his brown bowler hat between his hands. He looked quickly around the room as he entered. His face fell as he appeared to register the fact that Hilda was nowhere to be seen.

“Is Hilda not here?” he asked Belinda.

Belinda sighed again. “It’s probably pointless sending Susan to go and fetch her; she’ll just refuse to leave her room.”

“I know—I know.” Maurice twisted his hat in his hands again. “She’s so sensitive—so utterly good and pure, of course she must be horrified by anyone who’s even lived in the same house as Stamford and Lewis. I’m not fit to kiss the ground on which she walks. I—”

Belinda interrupted. “It’s not that. Lady Helen—her grandmother, you know—was taken suddenly ill this afternoon. The doctor is with her now. But I’ll go and speak with Hilda,” she said. “Maybe I can persuade her to come out and talk to you.”

“Thank you.” Maurice looked almost pathetically grateful for the offer. “You, too, are an angel of mercy. A saint, a—”

“Sit down,” Belinda told him. “No promises, but I will try.”

Maurice dropped into a Queen Anne-style chair with a needlepoint seat cover. As Belinda went out, he gave me a curious look, seeming to fully take in the fact of my presence for the first time.

“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” he began.

“My name is Lucy Kelly. I’m a private inquiry agent, hired by Lady Helen to look into the deaths of her son and daughter-in-law.”

“A private—oh.” Maurice sat back, looking startled. “I knew they’d been killed, of course. But surely—I mean to say, isn’t that a job for the police?”

“The police have their limitations. And their prejudices, as well,” I told him. “I understand at the moment that their chief suspect is Lady Hilda.”

I watched him closely as I said it.

Maurice’s eyes widened incredulously. “Hilda? But that’s absurd! No one who knows what an angel she is could possibly think her guilty of such a vile crime! Why, she’s sweetness and goodness personified! An angel of light in this dark and sinful world!”

In Hilda’s shoes, I might have avoided Maurice simply to spare myself hearing any more of his flowery speeches. But it wasn’t for me to judge.

“You clearly care for her a good deal,” I said gently.

“Yes—yes, of course I do!” Maurice leaned forwards, his hands dangling between his knees. “No one who knows her could avoid coming to love her. She is so light and bright and good! Although of course she’d never look at me. To begin with, her eyes were dazzled by Stamford, the villain. And now—now I suppose I must be forever tainted by my association with him and his vile den of iniquity.”

I studied Maurice’s expression. The inconvenient—inconvenient for detectives, that is—truth was that no one liked having their affairs scrutinised and combed through by complete strangers. Ordinarily in a murder investigation, even innocent witnesses tended to hold back something in their statements, to protect their privacy and avoid speaking entirely frankly. Hilda’s refusal to speak to anyone was more extreme, but even still not terribly unusual.

Maurice, though, seemed happy to gush information like the proverbial fire hose.

“By vile den of iniquity, you mean number 17 Grosvenor Street?” I asked him.

“I do. To my utter shame, I do indeed, although I can assure you that I had no idea of the depths of its iniquity when I first came to live there.” Maurice’s voice trembled, and he raked a hand through his curly dark hair, knocking his glasses slightly askew in the process. “Do you know how Stamford makes enough money to support himself in the luxurious style of living which he prefers?” He didn’t wait for my response, but kept going, his voice rising with outraged indignation. “Drugs! He trades in opium and heroin and other vile pleasures of the addict. Not only ruining his customers’ health and bodies, but destroying their souls with the chains of addiction! It is a business too loathsome to contemplate.”

“And Hilda found out about it?” I asked.

“She did. And she fled from Stamford in horror—as what woman of feeling and moral principle would not? She is such a beacon of light and goodness. Beauty is truth, truth beauty, as the poet says.”

The door opened at that moment, and Hilda entered, with Belinda behind her. Belinda wasn’t actually propelling Hilda by force into the room, but I doubted that Hilda could have looked more unwilling to be here if she had been shoved bodily through the doorway.

Her eyes were swollen and red-rimmed as though she’d been crying, but her face wore the ice-cold, rigid expression it had worn during our interview before. She had a tense, brittle look that at once gave nothing away but at the same time appeared ready to crack at any moment.

“Hilda!” With a cry, Maurice sprang up to greet her, taking hold of her hands.

“Hello, Maurice.” Hilda’s voice was low and toneless, but she allowed Maurice to hold her hands for a moment before gently detaching their grip and stepping back. She even offered him a small, wan smile.

“Thank you—a thousand times thank you for seeing me,” Maurice said feverishly. “I was so afraid that you might think—that you might imagine that I was mixed up in Stamford’s dirty game!”

A quick twist of something hard and bitter crossed Hilda’s expression, but was gone in an instant. She shook her head. “No.” She spoke in the same colourless voice. “No, I wouldn’t think that.”

“I am sorry to hear the news of your grandmother’s illness. More sorry than I can say,” Maurice went on.

“Thank you—” Hilda began.

The sitting-room door opened again, and Holmes stepped in. He still wore his outdoor coat and scarf, and he carried a parcel wrapped up in newspapers under one arm.

“Mr. Holmes!” Belinda had resumed her place on the sofa but started up at his appearance. “Mr. Holmes, is there any news?”

Holmes’s light grey eyes rested on Belinda a moment, then turned to regard Hilda.

“Lady Hilda, I am sorry to have to trouble you at such a time,” he said. Despite the outward courtesy of his words, there was something hard, bordering almost on menace, in his tone. “But would you happen to know how Lady Helen has left her money and properties, in case she were to die?”

“I suppose—” Hilda stopped, swallowing, and stared at him a moment before she said, “I suppose that since I am her nearest living relative, it would all come to me.”

Maurice rounded on Holmes. “I don’t know who you are, sir, but I do not at all like what you seem to be implying—”

Holmes held up a hand. “I am implying nothing. I am merely asking whether Lady Hilda was aware of the terms of her grandmother’s will. It seems that she is indeed cognisant of the fact that if Lady Helen were to die, she would inherit the Fanshaw estate.”

Hilda shrank back a little in her chair but said nothing.

“I took samples of both the tea in Lady Helen’s cup and the contents of her stomach,” Holmes went on. “Both according to my analysis were filled with white arsenic.”

Belinda gasped. “Arsenic?”

Maurice jerked as though he’d received an electric shock. Hilda remained silent, but her face had gone very pale.

“I also found this,” Holmes continued. He held up a white chemist’s packet. “It contains several grams of an identical compound of white arsenic. I discovered it”—he paused, and the silence stretched out. “I discovered it hidden under a pile of handkerchiefs in the dresser in Lady Hilda’s bedroom.”

Belinda gasped again and turned to stare at Hilda.

Maurice gave a small groan of anguish. “Hilda? Is this true?”

Hilda continued to say nothing, only locked her hands tightly together. Her eyes stared straight ahead, their gaze fixed.

“Additionally,” Holmes went on, “I received this parcel of evidence from two of my associates, who had it delivered to me at this address.” He held up the package wrapped in newspaper. “I have opened it, and have found it to contain one scarf with bloodstains, one box of bullets of an identical calibre to those used to murder Lady Hilda’s parents. And”—he paused again, his light grey eyes resting on Hilda—“one diary.” He held up a slim, leather-bound volume. “I believe that you visited Dr. Watson at his medical practice in hopes of getting this back.”

Hilda’s lips finally parted. Bright spots of colour had come into her cheeks. “Please …” her voice trailed off, though.

Holmes waited, but when she said nothing more, he went on. “While not incriminating in and of itself, the contents of this diary certainly suggest that Lady Hilda and Mr. Stamford Strange had an affection for one another that would sooner or later have blossomed into romance. Money would have been an issue, though. Mr. Strange was a second son, with no fortune of his own. Lady Hilda was dependent on the allowance given to her by her parents and her grandmother. If she wished to marry Mr. Strange, she would need more than that. I imagine that is the reason she went to the hotel room of her parents on the night they were murdered. She was hoping to steal the diamonds which her father and mother made a practice of smuggling in from Australia—although her father’s drug and gambling habits invariably frittered away the money they gained.”

He paused, looking at Hilda once again. Her shoulders slumped a little in defeat, but she still said nothing.

Holmes, after a moment’s pause, went on. “From the beginning of this case, Lady Hilda has been clearly implicated as a suspect. The Yorkshire police force agrees with me, and it was only the influence of her grandmother—and the lack of concrete evidence—that spared Lady Hilda from arrest. Now, however, we do have several pieces of evidence.” He held up one hand, ticking them off on his fingers. “We have the cup of tea, laced with arsenic, that Lady Hilda herself poured for her grandmother. We have the packet of white arsenic found in Lady Hilda’s room. Either of those alone would be enough to warrant charging Lady Hilda with the crime. But when we add the bloodstained scarf and the box of bullet cartridges, I believe that our case is utterly complete.”

“I didn’t do it!” Hilda’s words burst out in a rush, as though an internal dam had suddenly snapped. Her voice rose. “I didn’t kill my parents and I certainly never poisoned my grandmother! I don’t expect anyone will believe me, though.”

Holmes regarded her in silence a moment longer. Then at last he said, “Oh, but I do believe you, Lady Hilda. I have no doubt that you are entirely innocent of both the aforementioned crimes.”





CHAPTER 25


Lucy



“What?”

Belinda’s cry was echoed by Maurice’s shocked exclamation: “What do you mean, sir?”

“I mean precisely what I say.” Holmes’s voice remained calm. “Lady Hilda had nothing to do with either the deaths of her parents or the poisoning of her grandmother. From the first, this case has been an extremely thorough attempt to frame her for the crimes. One might say too thorough.” His expression turned sardonic. “We in the detective business are accustomed to constructing our cases based on the scantiest fragments of evidence, which are often all that is to be gathered from the scene of a crime. When a case offers not only one but three equally distinct and concrete proofs of guilt in the form of bloodstains, bullets, and a packet of white arsenic … that is when I begin to suspect that the evidence is far too good to be true. Lady Hilda might perhaps have overlooked or neglected to destroy one of the aforementioned items. But that she should have left all three where they could be found with relative ease assumes a lack of forethought and planning that borders on the imbecilic. And I pay Lady Hilda the complement of acknowledging that she is not utterly without brains.”

Hilda opened her mouth as though to answer, but then suddenly frowned. “Where is Mrs. McGinty?”

They were the last words anyone had expected her to utter. Even I was startled to see that Mrs. McGinty’s chair by the fire was now empty. At some point during all the excitement, she must have gone out.

Belinda made a quick, impatient gesture. “Never mind that, Hilda, she probably wandered off somewhere. You know how she is. Please, Mr. Holmes, go on. If Hilda is innocent of the crimes—and I always knew that she was—then who is guilty? Who killed my sister and her husband and attempted to poison Lady Helen today?”

Holmes’s gaze turned in her direction. “To answer that question, Miss Finlay, I believe that you have only to look in the mirror.”

“I—” Belinda’s breath caught, her expression going slack with shock as she stared at Holmes. “Are you suggesting that I killed them? That’s absurd! What possible reason could I have for committing such terrible crimes?”

“For the most common motive for crime in the entire criminal lexicon, Miss Finlay: money.” Holmes’s gaze had gone steely hard. “For perhaps as long as a year, now, you have been involved in supplying drugs to the party-goers who frequent Number 17 Grosvenor Street. Incidentally, you also came up with the scheme of poisoning the customers of your competitors in Whitechapel, so that you could corner more of the market. I do not know how your sister and her husband found out about your secret line of business, although I have heard that the late Earl had a taste for drugs as well as gambling. But once they did learn the truth, they had to be silenced. Both your father and Lady Hilda’s grandmother would have cut you off without a farthing if they had learned of your crimes, and you could not abide that. So you hatched a plot to kill your sister and the Earl and implicate Lady Hilda in the crime. You were planning to induce Lady Hilda to make a will in your favour. Your first step was to draft your own will, leaving everything to her, in hopes that she could be persuaded to reciprocate the gesture. Your next step was to detach her from Mr. Stamford Strange by concocting a story that he, not you, was responsible for the trade in drugs.”

Hilda was staring at Holmes with her jaw dropped and her eyes wide with shock. Her mouth opened, but no sound emerged. “Then he—” she finally whispered.

“To my knowledge, Mr. Strange is guilty of nothing worse than being too trusting and having too little discernment in the selection of his friends,” Holmes told her. He refocused on Belinda. “You retrieved the earl’s pistol from the Fanshaw Dower House,” he went on. “Under the pretense of helping Lady Hilda to pack and move more of her things into your house here. As Dr. Watson and I recently discovered, the earl, his wife, and their driver were killed along the wooded path from the train station, using three of the six bullets in the loaded pistol. Their bodies were then positioned outside the Dower House—the fact that they were already dead allowed for plenty of time to stage the scene of the crime—and another three shots were fired to attract the attention of those inside.”

Belinda drew herself up. She had recovered a little of her poise, enough to say, “I think you must be mad, Mr. Holmes. Do you have a shred of proof to back up any of these fantastical claims?”

“As to the murders of your sister and the Earl, there is unfortunately little to connect you with the crime. However, in regard to the poisoning of Lady Helen, we have my analysis of the tea sample that I took from her cup.”

“You said that it contained arsenic!” Belinda objected, her voice harsh and slightly breathless. “And Hilda could just as easily have introduced the arsenic as I.”

“Indeed. It contained arsenic. But it should not have done. Had the arsenic been in Lady Helen’s tea—the tea poured by Lady Hilda—then the onset of her symptoms would not have been so immediate. Arsenic is a poison which takes time—sometimes as much as a few hours—to produce its effect. Therefore, someone had introduced the arsenic into the teacup after Lady Helen was taken ill, in a deliberate attempt to incriminate Lady Hilda.”

“The tea table was far too tidy, as well,” I said. “According to you, Lady Helen was taken ill while actually drinking tea. And yet her cup was placed neatly in its saucer with not a drop spilled. That was a mistake. It suggested that someone had tampered with the tea things, deliberately arranging them, after Lady Helen had collapsed and was carried out from this room.”

“I do not know by what medium you gave Lady Helen the arsenic,” Holmes said. “Perhaps a cup of coffee or other refreshment, offered this morning on her arrival? That can be investigated shortly. I imagine the evidence, once we know where to look, will not be difficult to find.”

Belinda licked her lips, a flicker of what might have been fear appearing in her eyes. But then she said, “You seem to think I am quite a criminal mastermind, Mr. Holmes. Do you really imagine that I could accomplish all that you claim? Hijacking carriages and arranging bodies?”

“Not on your own, certainly,” Holmes said. “Clearly, you needed at least one accomplice. In point of fact, you had more than one. Stamford Strange was not the man responsible for the drug distribution business being run out of Grosvenor Street. That distinction belongs to Lewis Tollner, that charming man about town … and—”

Holmes spun abruptly to pin Maurice in place with one of his piercing stares, “to you.”

Hilda had been staring at Belinda with an expression of dawning horror and shaking her head from time to time as though in disbelief. Now she gave a small gasp.

Maurice didn’t move, only looked back at Holmes without apparent interest. But Belinda gave a forced laugh. “Really, Mr. Holmes—” she began.

Maurice held up a hand. “Don’t bother, Belinda.”

I would have pegged Maurice for the type of criminal who goes to pieces when confronted with discovery. But instead his calm tone rivalled even that of Holmes. I felt a warning prickle of uneasiness across my skin, even before he went on, “It’s clear that we’ll simply have to go about this another way.”

He stood up, and in a movement so quick it was almost a blur, he drew a revolver from the pocket of his coat. “No one move.”

Holmes went very still. I did the same, but I was already calculating possible angles of attack. Maurice wasn’t facing me, and he was no more than five feet away.

Step forward, immobilise his leg with a kick to the knee, seize hold of his right hand and wrestle away control of the gun …

I gave the manoeuvre roughly an eighty per cent chance of success.

But before I could decide whether or not that twenty-per cent chance of failure was too great of a risk to take, the door to the sitting room opened again to admit a man who must have been Lewis Tollner. He was accompanied by two other tough-looking men, both of them armed. And they were pushing Watson, whose hands had been tied behind his back, in front of them.

“As you can see, Mr. Holmes, we have your confederate,” Maurice went on. “We also have more weapons, and you are outnumbered. Oh, and my friends here have already tied up the servants and left them in the kitchen, after our faithful Mrs. McGinty let them in.”

“Mrs. McGinty?” Hilda gave a shocked cry.

Belinda stood up in a swirl of her silken skirts and smiled, all her poise regained. “It was so useful to have a spy actually living with you, my dear.” She gave a light laugh. “Mrs. McGinty has always been devoted to me, and of course all that deafness and senility is just an act. She’s happy to do anything that I tell her. Report to me on the contents of your diary. Hide incriminating evidence where it’s sure to be found. And in this case, let Lewis and some of our employees in through the back door.”

“Mrs. McGinty is down there now, making sure that none of the servants manages to get untied,” Lewis said. “Just in case you were hoping for any aid from that quarter. So, sit down, and I will tell you how things will proceed from this point forward.”

Holmes hesitated momentarily, but then did as instructed, folding his tall frame into an arm chair. I sat down, as well.

The three other men had already shoved Dr. Watson into the room and forced him to a kneeling position on the floor.

“Good.” Maurice nodded approval. “Now I have here”—he drew a paper out from the pocket of his jacket, though unfortunately his grip on the gun didn’t falter—“a will made out in Hilda’s name, leaving everything of which she dies possessed to her beloved aunt, Belinda Finlay. You will sign it.”

He advanced with slow steps on Hilda, who shrank back in her chair.

“You will sign it, or I will shoot everyone in this room, one by one.”





CHAPTER 26


Flynn



“Anything?” Flynn asked.

Becky turned away from the window. “Bainbridge is in there,” she whispered.

They were crouching under the bay window of the sitting room, screened from the road behind them by a clump of shrubbery.

“Bainbridge and some other men I don’t recognise,” Becky went on. “But they’re armed, all of them, and they have Dr. Watson kneeling on the floor and Lucy and Mr. Holmes held at gunpoint. Did you manage to get a look into the kitchen?”

While Becky had crept around to the side of the house, Flynn had made his way around the back.

He nodded. “They’ve got the servants all tied up in chairs, and there’s an old lady with a pistol guarding them.”

“An old woman? Could we get past her, do you think?”

Flynn grimaced and blew on his hands to warm them. He was used to cold, but they’d been out here long enough that his fingers were starting to go numb.

“She may be old, but she’s maybe three feet from the door. We try to break in—and that’s assuming I can pick the lock without her noticing—and we’d be as easy to shoot as fish in a barrel.”

“So we need another way in.” Becky frowned, then straightened up enough that she could peer in through the sitting-room window again. “It looks as though they’re trying to make Lady Hilda sign something.”

Flynn straightened and cautiously looked in, as well, ready to duck back down in an instant if anyone happened to glance in their direction. But Lucy and Mr. Holmes both had their backs to the window, and no one else was thinking about looking outside.

The scar-faced Bainbridge was holding a gun on Lucy and Mr. Holmes, while another of the toughs whom Flynn recognised from the tavern guarded the door. A dark-haired man in spectacles was waving some kind of paper in the face of a blond girl whom Flynn took to be Lady Hilda.

A dark-haired woman was looking on with a scowl, her arms folded and her fingers twitching with impatience.

“Sign it!” The dark-haired man had raised his voice enough that Flynn could hear the words even through the glass. “Or we start shooting.”

Lady Hilda looked a mild sort of young lady, not the kind with much fight in her. But to Flynn’s surprise, she sat up straighter, glaring into the face of the dark-haired man.

“Go ahead! You’re going to kill us all anyway,” she said. “And I’d much rather die knowing that I haven’t signed away all of my fortune and our family’s property to the people responsible for killing my parents.”

“Enough!” Another man—Flynn thought he might have been the toff he’d seen with Bainbridge in the carriage—stepped forward, his revolver raised. “You still have the choice whether to die slowly or with merciful speed.”

He raised the gun and squeezed off a shot—firing into the ceiling, but Lady Hilda jumped and cried out. Even Flynn startled reflexively as the noise of the gunshot punched the air.

Becky pulled him down out of sight. “We have to do something quickly, or they really are going to shoot someone,” she whispered urgently.

“It’s four of them against the two of us,” Flynn said. “Lucy or Mr. Holmes could be dead before we take a step in through the door.”

“We need to find a way to lure Bainbridge and the others out, then,” Becky said. She squeezed her eyes shut a moment, then abruptly opened them, eyeing the upper floors of the house. “Do you think you could get up to that balcony there?” She pointed to one of the narrow whitewashed balconies that decorated the windows on the second floor.

Flynn squinted upwards. “Probably.” He’d made worse climbs on cases that involved retrieving evidence by less-than-legal means for Mr. Holmes, and there was a convenient drainpipe that would get him most of the way.

Becky nodded. “Good. Then I have a plan.”





CHAPTER 27


Becky



“This is the worst plan I’ve ever heard,” Flynn said.

They were crouched at the foot of the drainpipe that Flynn planned to climb.

Night came early at this time of year, and street lamps were beginning to glow up and down the street. The temperature had dropped since morning, with a drizzle of cold autumn rain starting to drip on them from above.

And since Becky was already trying to silence the voice in the back of her head that was outlining all the different ways that this could go wrong, she glared at Flynn. “I don’t think so.”

He gave her a look. “Of course you’d say that, it’s your plan!”

“Well, do you have a better one?”

She hadn’t heard any more gun shots from inside, which had to be a good thing. But still, every second that passed made it more likely that Maurice would start shooting again. He’d looked to her like a man whose nerves were just about ready to snap.

Flynn said nothing, and Becky went on, “All you have to do is climb up, unlock the balcony doors, and make your way downstairs to the front hall without getting caught.”

“Oh, is that all.”

“I’ll take care of everything else,” Becky said. “Unless you want to trade places?”

That was her trump card. Her part of the plan involved having to act and make improvised conversation—two things Flynn avoided like he’d avoid a loaded weapon.

“Fine, I’m going.” He jumped, grabbed hold of the drainpipe, and the next moment was shinnying upwards with astonishing speed.

One good thing about the rain: a thick fog was rolling in along with it, making them almost invisible to anyone watching from the street.

Flynn had reached the balcony’s white balustrade, and as Becky watched, he swung himself up and over, landing lightly on the other side. She couldn’t see what he did to the window, but no more than a second or two later, he had it open and was climbing inside.

Now she just had to hope that he could make it all the way downstairs without getting caught.

Becky waited a few seconds, then walked back around the side of the house and rang the front doorbell.

For at least half a minute, nothing at all happened, which she supposed was only to be expected. All of the servants who would usually answer the door were tied up in the kitchen, and the men with guns were probably arguing over who was going to be sent instead.

She rang again, then a third time, just to make sure the men inside knew that she wasn’t going to go away if they simply waited, and finally the door opened to reveal a man’s figure. It wasn’t Bainbridge. Becky let out a small breath of relief. She was surprised Flynn hadn’t pointed out the flaw in her plan: that if Bainbridge was the one who came to the door, he’d probably recognise her face.

But it was the other dark-haired, well-dressed young man, the one who looked so much like Maurice Tollner that it had to be his brother.

He gave her an impatient frown and snapped, “Yes?”

Becky drew in a breath, finally letting herself feel all the worry she had buried deep-down for Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson and Lucy. Lucy always said that the best acting performances were the ones where you weren’t actually pretending.

“I’ve lost my way.” She let her voice shake and her lower lip tremble as though she was on the verge of bursting into tears.

The dark-haired man opened his mouth—probably to ask her what she thought he was going to do about it. But Becky hurried on. “My governess took me to the park to ride on the carousel. I always choose the horse with the blue saddle, because blue is the prettiest colour, don’t you think? But then my governess said it was time for us to go home to tea, and I didn’t want to go, I wanted to ride the carousel again! So I ran away from her, but then I got lost, and now I can’t find my way back home.”

The dark-haired man blinked, then drew in a breath. “Look here, young lady. This isn’t a lost and found or the local police station. I don’t know why you decided to come here—”

Becky looked past him into the front hall, then released a breath. “Actually, I have a confession,” she said.

“What?” the man gave her a confused look, then scowled. “What are you talking about—”

“I’m not lost, and I haven’t been riding the carousel,” Becky went on. “I was just trying to keep you occupied so that my friend could sneak up on you.”

“What—” the dark-haired man began.

But Flynn had already positioned himself directly behind the well-dressed man. Before the man could even turn around, Flynn had clubbed him over the head with a fireplace poker that he must have picked up in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

The man collapsed, face-down, with his legs inside the house and his head and shoulders resting on the front doorstep.

“Quick, get him back inside.” Becky scrambled over the unconscious body and joined Flynn in towing the man into the front hall by his feet. “Is there somewhere we can hide him?”

To their right was the sitting-room door. Becky could hear a murmur of voices, but couldn’t make out any words.

“How about in there?” Flynn nodded toward a half-opened door on the left that looked as though it led into the dining room.

“I’ll take his feet, you take his arms,” Becky said.

Working together, they towed the man out of the hall and inside the dining room, dragging him well out of sight of the door. Flynn crouched down, doing a rapid search through the man’s pockets. His lips pursed in a silent whistle when he found a revolver in the right-hand jacket pocket.

“That could come in useful.”

He handed Becky the gun, which she took gingerly. “How long do you think it will be before someone comes to see what’s happened to him and why he hasn’t gone back into the sitting room?” she murmured.

Flynn straightened. “It’ll be a lot quicker if you ring the doorbell again.”

Becky nodded and swallowed down the nervous lump in her throat. She knew how to fire a revolver. Jack and Lucy had seen to that. But—

“I’ve never shot anyone before. Have you?”

Flynn pushed his cap to the back of his head. “No. But never have is different from never will.”





CHAPTER 28


Lucy



“Just sign it,” Maurice growled through clenched teeth. He’d taken a pen from the small writing desk in the corner and was trying to force it into Hilda’s hand.

Hilda’s face was rigid with fear, but she shook her head. “You’ll have to shoot me—”

The doorbell rang, a loud, insistent trill that made Hilda cut off speaking in mid word.

Holmes and I exchanged a glance. One ring at the front door just now might be only coincidence, but two in the space of five minutes was outside the bounds of mere chance.

The bell trilled again, then once more, long and loud.

Belinda jumped and Maurice jerked upright, his face etched in a scowl. “Who the devil is that? And why the devil doesn’t Lewis answer it?”

He’d already ordered his brother Lewis to answer the bell when it had rung the first time, five minutes before. I had noticed—and I was certain Holmes had, as well—that Lewis hadn’t yet returned.

“Ames!” Maurice barked. “Go see who that is and get rid of them—now!”

The street tough who’d stood guarding the door silently detached himself from his post and tramped out, shutting the door behind him.

Watson was now unguarded, although his hands were still tied behind his back, and the big man with the scarred face still remained, his weapon trained on Holmes and me. Then there was also Maurice, likewise armed.

I held still, barely willing to breathe. I wasn’t sure whether to be hopeful or terrified by the possibility that it was Flynn and Becky out there, executing one of their plans. But we were down to Holmes and myself against the two of them, which were far better odds than before.

There was another moment’s silence, and then a deep Cockney voice called out from the front hall, “Mr. Tollner, sir? Can you come out ’ere? There’s something you need to see.”

Maurice cursed under his breath, but started for the sitting-room door.

I looked at Holmes. Whether or not this was Flynn and Becky’s work, we were unlikely to get a better chance.

Watson evidently thought the same. As Maurice strode past him on his way to the door, Watson turned in place and then launched himself forward, succeeding in crashing into the backs of Maurice’s legs. Maurice sprawled headlong, striking the floor, and the gun flew from his hand.

The scar-faced man who’d been guarding us turned reflexively at the noise, and both Holmes and I moved. Holmes tackled him around the middle, while I knocked his arm up and wrenched the gun out of his hand.

Belinda had been staring, open-mouthed, but now made a belated dive for the gun that Maurice had dropped.

“I really wouldn’t, if I were you,” I said. I flicked the safety catch off the scar-faced man’s weapon and levelled it at Belinda. “Just back away slowly. That’s right.”

Holmes had wrestled the scar-faced man to the ground and pinned his arm behind his back. Watson struggled to his feet with an effort and planted one foot between Maurice’s shoulder blades. And the sitting-room door opened to reveal Becky, with Flynn behind her.

She looked in at us, wide eyed. “Lucy! Is everything all right?”

I exhaled a long breath. “Yes. It is now.”





CHAPTER 29


Watson



“What I want to know,” Lucy told Becky, “is how you and Flynn managed to get the street tough Ames to call for Maurice to come out to the hallway.”

Lucy and I had returned to 221B Baker Street, along with Becky and Flynn. Belinda, Maurice, Lewis, and their confederates had all been arrested and carried away in a police van.

Holmes himself had accompanied Lestrade but had returned in time to join the four of us around the generous supper table that Mrs. Hudson had set.

Back in Mayfair, Lady Helen was well on her way to recovery, and her granddaughter Hilda was staying with her to ensure that she didn’t take a turn for the worse during the night. I suspected that young Mr. Stamford Strange would also soon be paying a visit to the house, though I hadn’t inquired.

“We had Lewis’s gun,” Becky answered Lucy’s question. “So as soon as Ames stepped out into the hall, Flynn pointed it at him. And I told him that whatever Maurice was paying him, it couldn’t be worth getting shot in both kneecaps. And that if he wanted to avoid walking lame for the rest of his life, he’d do exactly what we said and get Maurice to come out of the sitting room.”

I laughed, and even Holmes permitted himself a smile.

“We were fortunate that in delivering the evidence you had gathered at number 17, you also realised that something in the house was amiss,” he said.

Becky nodded. “I suppose when we sent Rory to go and knock on the door, Mrs. McGinty had already let Bainbridge and the others in to threaten and tie up the servants. They allowed the one maid to answer the door—the woman we saw—to stop anyone outside from suspecting that something was wrong. And, of course, I suppose they saw that the evidence was brought straight to Mr. Holmes because they were trying to incriminate Hilda. Our finding the bloodstained scarf and the rest was part of that.”

Holmes inclined his head. “Just as they kidnapped Flynn and then allowed him to escape—after conveniently overhearing misleading references to her ladyship. Lewis further suggested to Stamford that he ought to go and look in on Hilda’s flat—probably mentioning that he’d heard odd noises down there that should be investigated. Stamford, upon seeing the two of you, reacted as any homeowner would when confronted by a pair of intruders. But the net result was that he appeared as guilty as Lady Hilda.”

“Who was the dark angel who visited Lestrade?” I asked.

Holmes leaned back in his chair. “That role was played by Belinda. She wished, of course, to further incriminate Hilda and Stamford by forging a connection in Lestrade’s mind between the Adair murders in Yorkshire and the poisonings in Whitechapel.”

“Then who actually committed the triple murder?” I asked.

“Maurice and Lewis, working together,” Holmes answered. “They met the Earl’s carriage along the wooded path and carried out the killings in the spot we identified, using the gun and bullets that Belinda had provided to them. They spent the night at an inn and took the morning train back to London.”

“Can you prove it?” I asked.

“Considering means, motive and opportunity, their guilt is apparent. In fact, of all the parties concerned, Maurice and Lewis are the only remaining suspects. And neither man has an alibi, other than the fabrications they have concocted to protect each other. Also, we have the evidence of the revolver and the bullets.”

“And you think that will be enough to convict them?” Lucy asked.

Holmes raised his glass, took a long sip of claret, and then gave an uncharacteristically modest shrug. “Possibly. But in addition, Belinda Finlay has agreed to testify against her confederates, in hopes of escaping the noose.”





CHAPTER 30


Watson




London, 15 December



“Lady Helen Adair to see you.” my nurse announced, from the doorway of my consulting room. I welcomed the interruption. I had been cataloging patient records at my desk and wondering whether it was too soon to close up the office. I ushered her inside at once.

Lady Helen’s cheeks were pink with the December cold. She wore a neat black felt hat, a black scarf, and an ankle-length heavy black wool coat. Her boots were polished.

She took off one of her black leather gloves and offered me her hand. I took it. It was warm.

“Good to see you looking so well, Lady Helen,” I said. “I hope you are quite recovered.”

“I am medically sound, as I believe the expression goes,” she said. “The fresh air and the plain country cooking are good for me.”

“And Lady Hilda?”

“The same applies to her. We are both medically sound. But I do wish to ask your advice on a particular matter.”

She set her handbag down on my desk and took my visitor’s chair across from me. I sat.

“So these are your offices,” she said. “The furniture is good quality.”

She removed her other glove. “You’re keeping well?” she asked. “With the holidays coming?”

“Tolerably well. Busy with patients.”

“Work is good,” she said. “And you did good work for me. You saved my life.”

I made a deprecating gesture.

“But you haven’t sent me a bill.”

“I don’t intend to. It was part of an investigation with Mr. Holmes.”

“He hasn’t sent me a bill either. Don’t either of you think I can afford to pay?”

I made another deprecating gesture.

“Well, that brings me to the matter I wanted to ask you about.”

“Please do.”

“You remember my saying one day I might dump that dirty old trophy my husband left on the mantel. You said you expected I might have the heart to do that someday.”

“I remember.”

“Well, I finally did. Hilda and I were having a cleanup. She’s going to live at the Dower House, possibly with that young man, if they do marry. Not sure how they’ll get on. The main thing is she won’t have to be in London with him. She says she doesn’t like the city as much as she thought she would.”

“Understandable, after what happened.”

“Anyroad, we were cleaning up and I saw that old battered silver urn on the mantel. I noticed there was dust around the rim and the base, but not on the mantel. I got a newspaper and spread it out on the floor and dumped out the ashes. There weren’t many ashes. They were mostly covering up this.”

She stood and reached into her handbag and pulled out an object, setting it down before me onto my desk blotter.

It was a tan chamois leather sack with a leather drawstring at the top, about a quarter full. There was a bulge at the bottom made by the contents. The bulge was about the size of an orange.

“Open it,” she said.

Inside were pebbles.

“These are very like the one Mr. Holmes found at the Griffon Hotel. It cut the glass of the window,” I said.

“Yes, he gave me that one. And I took it to the diamond man Mr. Holmes recommended, on Mr. Holmes’s advice. In Hatton Garden. The fellow gave me a goodly sum for it.”

“And here are more.”

“A lot more.”

“What will you do with them?”

“I wanted to ask you about that,” Lady Helen replied.

“Me?” I was somewhat taken aback.

Her dark eyes held mine. “You see, I have no doubt that these are from my son’s ill-gotten gains from Australia. I am wondering whether I ought to take them to the Colonial Office. Hilda said I should ask you.”

I considered the matter. “There are many good uses for these diamonds. And we can’t be sure that the Australian colonial government would do better. Besides, it wasn’t really the government’s money. The money came from the bribes.”

“So what do you recommend?”

“I expect your farm needs a good deal of fixing.”

“It does. We’ve been short of capital for many years. And the Dower House too. It’s been neglected. The Hall as well.”

I nodded.

“Well, what do you say?”

“It’s not for me to judge.”

“I know that. But tell me anyway.” She held up the chamois sack. “What should I do with these?”

“I think they ought to be put to the best purpose you can think of.”

“And what do you think Mr. Holmes would say?”

I pondered that for only a moment. “He would say the question was completely outside his purview as an independent consulting detective.”


[image: scene transition icon]


Which is exactly what Holmes did say that evening when I told him of Lady Helen’s visit.

He also added that he had not been retained by any of the Australian colonies to remedy their governmental deficiencies.


THE END
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