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​​CHAPTER ONE  The Crown vs. Common Sense
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The Royal Courts of Justice on the Strand had seen murderers, traitors, forgers, swindlers, and on one memorable occasion, a claim of legal ownership over the Thames. It had not, until this particular Tuesday morning in March, seen anything quite like Sherlock Holmes.

Holmes stood in the dock of Court Seven with his hands clasped behind his back, upright, composed, present in the way a man is present when he has decided that attending a thing is not the same as conceding it. He was wearing his better coat, which Daphne had laid out that morning with the specific instruction that he was not to ruin it. He had not ruined it yet, which he considered a personal achievement of some note.

To his left sat Reginald Fitch, his lawyer.

Fitch was forty-one, built like a folded deckchair, and wore a wig that was slightly too large for his head, sitting perhaps a quarter-inch too far forward, which gave him the look of someone permanently braced for news. He had been recommended to Holmes through a debt-of-favour arrangement, which in retrospect explained a great deal. His fee was four shillings a day. In judicial terms, this was the legal equivalent of getting precisely what you paid for. He was currently consulting a sheaf of papers he had already dropped twice and reading them with the focused attention of encountering them for the first time, which Holmes was fairly certain he was.

In the gallery, Daphne sat with her coat buttoned to the chin and her handbag on her lap. She had been called as a witness for the prosecution. She had confirmed her availability without being asked.

Holmes had spent the cab ride explaining to her, at some length, why this constituted a betrayal of professional trust.

She had looked out the window at the passing city and eaten a biscuit.

The Honourable Justice Aldous Carmichael presided from the bench as though the bench had been built around him and he had been there first. He was sixty-four, white-haired, with a face that had arranged itself over decades of jurisprudence into an expression of immovable severity. He could silence a courtroom by adjusting his spectacles.

He adjusted them now.

The room went quiet.

“Mr. Holmes.” Carmichael's voice had the texture of gravel under considerable compression. “You stand before this court on four counts. The wilful destruction of public property - specifically, a Metropolitan Board of Works omnibus stop on Baker Street. Conduct liable to cause a public hazard. Causing the endangerment of a live bird. And the violation of a standing injunction, issued by this court ten months ago, requiring you to remain no less than six feet from the aforementioned omnibus stop at all times.” He fixed his eyes on Holmes. “Do you understand the charges?”

“I understand them,” Holmes replied. “I dispute their relevance.”

Fitch leaned sideways and whispered something. Holmes let him finish, then waited another second to be certain.

“My client,” Fitch announced, “wishes to enter a plea of not guilty.”

“On what grounds?” Carmichael enquired.

Fitch consulted his papers. Then more papers. Then additional papers, as though hoping a third set might contain the answer the first two had omitted. “On the grounds that.” He looked at yet more papers. “He...”

“That I was not within six feet of the bus stop,” Holmes said.

“Yes,” Fitch agreed, with considerable relief. “Precisely that.”

Carmichael peered at Holmes over his spectacles. Not yet amused. But in the general neighbourhood. “Mr. Holmes, the charges include photographic evidence of a mechanical device of your construction attached simultaneously to the omnibus stop and to the rear axle of the nine-fifteen steam omnibus. The bus subsequently departed the stop at speed. The rear panel of the omnibus was separated from the vehicle with what witnesses describe as considerable force. Three passengers lost their hats. A pigeon was, according to two separate sworn statements, launched a distance of some forty feet.”

“I have no comment regarding the pigeon,” Holmes said.

“Mr. Holmes.”

“The pigeon was incidental to the mechanism.”

“Mr. Holmes.” One register lower. In judicial terms, approximately the drawing of a sword. “Are you disputing that the device was your construction?”

“Not in the slightest. The device was mine. The engineering was sound. The underlying principle was, I think, genuinely elegant.”

“The rear of the omnibus is presently in two pieces.”

“Yes.” Holmes paused. “The bus stop, however, is still standing. I'd like the court to note that.”

A murmur moved through the gallery. Carmichael silenced it without looking up.

“The injunction prohibits you from approaching, interfering with, or in any way acting upon the omnibus stop at Baker Street.”

“Your Honour.” Holmes laid the argument out like a case file, careful and exact. “I did not approach the omnibus stop. I remained, throughout the entirety of the operation, at a distance of no less than fifteen feet. I was on the opposite pavement. I can produce a witness.”

Carmichael's eyebrow moved one measured millimetre. “You can?”

“I can.” Holmes turned toward the gallery. “Daphne.”

Daphne, from her seat, watched him with a stillness that communicated, with remarkable precision, that she was fully aware of what was happening, had been aware of it since approximately Baker Street, and found it extraordinary.

“Mr. Holmes,” Carmichael said slowly, “are you about to inform this court that someone else attached the device?”

“I am about to inform the court that I was not within six feet of the bus stop at any point during the incident. Which is the specific requirement of the injunction. Which I therefore did not violate.”

The silence had a distinctive quality, a room in the process of recalculating.

Carmichael set his pen down with great deliberateness. “Who attached the device, Mr. Holmes?”

Holmes straightened slightly. “My secretary.”

The murmur returned, louder and with an unmistakably comedic register. Someone in the back row produced a sound that was technically not a laugh but had all its essential properties.

In the gallery, Daphne closed her eyes.

“Your secretary,” Carmichael repeated.

“She was acting under my supervision. From fifteen feet.”

“You directed your secretary to attach a mechanical fastener to a public omnibus.”

“It wasn't explosive. It was tensile. The mechanism relied entirely upon the kinetic energy of the departing vehicle. There was no explosive component whatsoever, which I consider rather commendable for a first-”

“Mr. Holmes.”

“-prototype. Yes, Your Honour.”

Carmichael turned his attention to the gallery. “Madam.” The assembled clerks and observers straightened slightly; a judge addressing a gallery witness directly was not a common occurrence. “Are you the secretary in question?”

Daphne stood. “I am, Your Honour.”

“Did you attach the device?”

A pause of precisely the correct duration. “Yes, Your Honour.”

“Under instruction from Mr. Holmes?”

“Yes, Your Honour.”

“Did you consider, at any point, whether this was advisable?”

Daphne appeared to give this genuine thought. “I did, Your Honour. I concluded it wasn't. But he'd already explained the engineering three times and it seemed faster to do it than to keep listening.”

The laughter in the gallery was unambiguous. Even Carmichael's mouth made a brief movement in a direction structurally related to a smile, which he collected with practised speed.

Fitch leaned toward Holmes. “This is going rather well, I think.”

Holmes looked at him. “Sit down, Fitch.”

Fitch sat.

“Mr. Holmes.” Carmichael folded his hands on the bench. “I am going to give you an opportunity, and I want you to treat it with care. Is there anything you wish to say in your own defence that might reasonably persuade this court that you possess ordinary civic judgment?”

Holmes considered this. He genuinely did. He stood for several seconds with his hands behind his back while the courtroom waited.

“Yes,” he said.

Carmichael nodded, once. “Proceed.”

“The bus stop was installed without consultation, in direct proximity to my place of work and residence, by an organisation - the Metropolitan Board of Works - that operates with the accountability of a geological formation. It produces noise at intervals of eight to twelve minutes throughout the working day, rattling my instruments, disturbing my concentration, and depositing members of the public against my window like flotsam against a harbour wall. I have written fourteen letters. I have attended two public meetings. I have attempted removal by four separate methods, one of which is now a matter of public record.” He drew breath. “The Metropolitan Board of Works has not once written back.”

Carmichael said nothing.

Holmes continued, and now there was momentum in it, the momentum of fourteen letters and two public meetings and four failed attempts. “The omnibus stop is a sustained hazard to my working intellect, Your Honour, and I would therefore like to propose, for the court's consideration, the establishment of ‘Holmes's Law’ - a civic statute stating that no instrument of public transport shall be installed within audible range of a private citizen's place of work without written consent and a minimum consultation period of-”

“Mr. Holmes,” Carmichael pinched the bridge of his nose.

“- thirty days, which I think is extremely reasonable...”

“Mr. Holmes!”

Holmes stopped.

Carmichael studied him for a long moment. The severity had not left his face, but something else had entered it, something sitting far behind the eyes, very carefully not permitted to show. He picked up his pen.

“I find you guilty on all four counts. The injunction was violated on the principle that directing another person to act in your stead does not exempt you from its requirements. ‘Holmes's Law’ is not, and will not be, recognised by this court, this country, or any legal framework of which I am aware. You are fined forty-five pounds.” Papers shifted on the desk. “I am adding five pounds for the pigeon.”

Holmes opened his mouth.

“I am also,” Carmichael continued, setting each word down with quiet and evident satisfaction, the satisfaction, Holmes suspected, of a decision made before the morning's first exhibit was tendered, “banning you, with immediate effect, from travelling upon or utilising any omnibus in the city of London. Any omnibus. Any route. Any direction. In perpetuity, or until this court sees compelling evidence that you have developed a relationship with public conveyances that does not end in structural damage.” He set down his pen. “It seems to me, Mr. Holmes, that if omnibuses are to have no peace from you, then you shall have no use of them. I trust you will find the arrangement instructive.”

A silence fell over the courtroom with the weight of something that had been perfectly placed.

Holmes stared at the judge. Not with impatience. Not with contempt. With something considerably rarer, genuine arrest. He had not seen that coming. He noted, with small private satisfaction, that it was rather good technique. He also noted, with slightly less satisfaction, which side of it he was on.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “Actually. It is.”

Carmichael aligned his papers. “Court is adjourned. Mr. Holmes, I would strongly recommend finding a different hobby. Good morning.”

The steps of the Royal Courts of Justice were broad and cold, populated at this hour by pigeons and lawyers in roughly equal numbers and with roughly equal purposefulness. Holmes stood on the second step from the bottom with his collar turned up against the March air. Daphne stood beside him. Fitch arrived between them moments later, slightly out of breath, carrying his briefcase and a look of cautious optimism that nothing in the preceding hour had warranted.

“Right,” Fitch announced, opening the briefcase and removing his papers. “The total fine, including the additional five pounds for the bird, comes to forty-five pounds. There's also a court administrative fee of one pound and eight shillings. And my appearance fee today, which is four shillings, brings the total to...” He performed some arithmetic on the back of a sheet with a small pencil. “...forty-six pounds, twelve shillings.”

“Rounded?” Holmes enquired.

“Up,” Fitch confirmed.

Holmes judged him for a moment. Then he turned to Daphne.

Daphne had already opened her handbag.

She counted out the notes with the slow, deliberate movements of a woman ensuring the sacrifice was witnessed and the exact sum was in no way ambiguous. “Where does your money go, Sherlock?”

“Equipment. Various. There was a situation with a...”, Holmes adjusted his coat. “The money has been allocated.”

Daphne placed the correct sum into Fitch's outstretched palm without further comment. She would remember this. At a time of her choosing.

Fitch counted it cheerfully, tucked it away, and snapped his briefcase shut. “Pleasure as always, Mr. Holmes. I think we made rather a good account of ourselves in there, all things considered.”

Holmes looked at him as one might inspect a clock that had failed despite considerable winding.

Fitch read the look. “Righty-ho,” he said. “I'll be off then.” He descended the steps and merged into the Strand, briefcase swinging, already somewhere else entirely.

Holmes watched him go. Then he descended the steps, turned up his collar, and set off along the pavement. Daphne fell in beside him.

For half a block, neither of them spoke.

“You told them I did it,” Daphne remarked.

“You did do it.”

“Under your instruction.”

“I was fifteen feet away. The agency of the action was entirely yours.”

“You pointed at the bus stop twice.”

“I was indicating the target. Broadly.”

“You said,” Daphne paused for accuracy, “'Hook it there, Daphne, that bracket, yes that one, pull it tighter, a bit more, now the other end on the axle, yes, perfect, now move well back.'“

“That was encouragement.”

“That was a transcript.”

Holmes stopped at the kerb. A steam carriage rattled past, trailing white vapour and the smell of hot iron. “You agreed to do it. You had every opportunity to decline.”

“I declined three times.”

“And then?”

“And then you looked at the ceiling for forty seconds in complete silence and I found it easier to simply do the thing.”

They stood at the kerb in the flat March sky. Somewhere down the Strand a steam omnibus hissed past. Holmes watched it go. Said nothing. Turned his collar up.

“No omnibuses,” Daphne said.

“I'm aware.”

“In perpetuity.”

“I'm aware, Daphne.”

She said nothing further. But her mouth did something brief and private, and she set off toward the monorail station at a brisk and entirely unsympathetic pace.

The Holborn Elevated ran along the south edge of the Inns of Court on a series of iron lattice columns, each one bolted into the pavement at the base and vanishing up through the city's middle atmosphere to a single rail above, not a track, but a rail, from which the cars hung suspended on articulated steel arms, swaying in a long, slow pendulum when the wind came off the river. The Victorians had built it, realised they didn’t trust it, and knocked it down to build an improved version. Then they mistrusted the improvements, knocked it down again, and eventually concluded that not trusting it was simply part of the experience. 

Holmes and Daphne boarded at Chancery Lane.

The carriage was warm and slightly too narrow, with bench seats running along both walls and a row of brass handholds overhead for those unwilling to commit to sitting. Holmes sat. Daphne sat. The car lurched, swayed once, found its pendulum rhythm, and began to move.

Below, London went about its business in complete indifference. Cabs and steam carriages filled the Strand. A coal merchant argued with a barrow boy. A woman in a good hat stood on a corner reading a newspaper while knitting.

Holmes watched all of it through the window and said nothing for two minutes.

“He used my own principle,” he said eventually.

“Who did.”

“Carmichael. The logic of the ban. If the problem is the interaction between myself and omnibuses, remove the interaction. Isolate the variable.” He reflected. “It's the same methodology I would use.”

“And yet somehow you're on the losing end of it.”

“Yes.” He was quiet for a moment. “I found it unexpectedly satisfying.”

Daphne turned to the window. Below them, the city slid past, enormous and unconcerned and beautiful in the wan March day.

“How are you getting to cases,” she said, “that require transport.”

“I shall walk.”

“London is seven miles across.”

“I shall walk efficiently.”

“Steam rickshaws.”

“Entirely acceptable. Watson’s workshop is twenty minutes on foot.”

“Watson’s workshop is in Aldgate.”

Holmes deliberated this. The car swayed. “I shall develop a relationship with steam rickshaws.”

“You'll need to stop directing the drivers.”

“I merely offer observations.”

“You told the last one his pressure valve was incorrectly calibrated and then grabbed the lever.”

“It ‘was’ incorrectly calibrated.”

“He asked you to get out.”

“The calibration was subsequently proven correct.”

“He asked you to get out while the vehicle was moving.”

The car tilted gently around the curve toward Farringdon, the whole city banking below them like a slow ship coming about. Holmes watched the rooftops with chimneys, water towers, the distant smear of the river, and filed it all away on general principle.

“I'll manage,” he said.

“You always manage, that's the alarming part.” Daphne added.

The monorail deposited them at the Baker Street terminus with a hiss and a jolt and the queasy swaying deceleration that made first-time passengers grip the handholds and regulars simply lean. They descended the iron staircase to the pavement, emerged onto the street, and walked the final block to the office in the kind of companionable silence that only develops between two people who have long since run out of things they feel compelled to explain to each other.

The bus stop was there.

It was always there. The enamel sign, BAKER STREET - SOUTHBOUND, slightly chipped at the top right corner where Holmes had once applied a cold chisel with more optimism than accuracy. It stood in the pale morning light with the absolute self-satisfaction of a thing that had outlasted every attempt upon its existence and fully expected to outlast several more.

Holmes stopped.

He regarded it.

The bus stop offered no response.

“Inside,” Daphne said.

“I'm thinking.”

“You're brooding. They're different. Inside.”

He went inside.

The office was exactly as they'd left it. Papers pinned to the walls, chalk diagrams layered over older ones in palimpsest, three maps, a length of red string connecting two points that Holmes had concluded were connected and not yet bothered to explain to anyone. The hairline fracture in the ceiling plaster ran northeast from the light fitting, patient and permanent and exactly as long as it had been this morning.

Holmes went to the floor. Not gradually, not by way of furniture, but directly, coat still on, flat on his back in the middle of the room, hands folded behind his head.

Daphne hung up her coat, sat at her desk, and began sorting the morning post. The sanest part of the day.

She worked through it in silence. A bill from a hardware supplier. A notice from the gas board. A letter from a Mrs. Archibald Trench of Paddington, who wished to consult Holmes about what she believed was a haunted credenza. A reminder from a solicitor.

Then she stopped. “There's a postcard, from Hilda in Italy.”

A beat.

“Read it,” Holmes said.

Daphne turned the postcard over. It was illustrated on one side with a painted view of Florence, the Ponte Vecchio from the south bank, burnt orange and gold in the morning light. The handwriting on the reverse was clear and confident, the pen pressed firmly enough to suggest excitement. 

She read.

“Florence is absurd. Entirely too beautiful. I've spent three days in a single mill in the Oltrarno district and I'm not sorry. The wool here is unlike anything I've handled - I've arranged a sample order and if the weight holds, I may be reconsidering the entire spring run. The silk market is a separate disaster, too expensive and too good, which is the worst kind of problem.”

Holmes stared at the ceiling.

“The food is extraordinary. I have eaten something called ribollita every day this week and I intend to eat it every day until I leave. The pigeons here do not bother anyone. I thought you would find that interesting.”

“Sensible pigeons,” Holmes inferred.

“I'll be in Venice by the week's end. I hope London is behaving itself. I hope you are behaving yourself too, Sherlock. Tell Daphne I said hello.”

Daphne lowered the postcard. “She says hello.” 

“I heard.”

A moment of quiet.

“Is that all?” 

Daphne turned the postcard over. “Yes.”

“She didn't...” Holmes trailed.

“Didn't what.”

“At the end. The sign-off. How did she...”

Daphne looked at the postcard again. “She's written her name ‘Hilda’. And an X.”

The silence had a new quality.

“One X,” Holmes asked.

“One X.”

“What size is it? Big, small?”

Daphne held the postcard at a slight angle, examining it. She was going to answer this question because she found it interesting, and then she was going to move on, and the angle of the postcard communicated both. “Medium. Well-formed. Ink pressed fairly firmly, same pressure as the rest of the letter.”

Holmes was quiet.

“Decisive,” Daphne inserted, without being asked.

“Yes.” A pause. “Good.” Another pause. “That's... yes.”

He returned to the ceiling. Daphne set the postcard on the corner of her desk at a precise angle where he could see it from the floor if he sat up, which she did not mention and he did not acknowledge.

The radiator ticked. Outside, the bus stop stood in the early morning light, receiving no attention from anyone.

Holmes folded his hands on his sternum and stared at the crack in the plaster and thought about Florence and silk markets and decisively-pressed X.

Daphne sorted the remaining post and said nothing. This was, on balance, the kindest thing she could do, and she knew that too.

The doorbell chimed.

Holmes's eyes opened.

Daphne looked at the clock. Not an appointment. She rose, crossed the room, and opened the door.

The man on the step was perhaps sixty, though he carried it the way some people carry a good coat, worn in, settled, not particularly concerned about it. He was thin in the way of men who walk a great deal and eat when they remember to. His hands were dry and careful. He wore a dark grey suit that had been pressed with genuine effort and a tie that had been tied with somewhat less. He held his hat in front of him, not sure whether he needed it as a prop or a shield.

His boots, Daphne noted, were excellent. Old, well-made, resoled at least twice. A person who valued what lasted.

“I was told,” he began, “that Mr. Holmes handles unusual matters.”

“He does,” Daphne said. “Come in.”

The man entered. His eyes moved across the office at the papers, the chalk diagrams, the maps, the length of string, the man on the floor, and made the small, private recalibration that first-time visitors invariably made, the internal adjustment of expectation to reality. Then he settled.

Holmes had not moved. He was back on the ceiling, back at the crack, where a problem that had been briefly set aside was waiting.

“Mr. Holmes,” Daphne started.

“I know,” Holmes said. “Sit down, please.”

The man sat in the client's chair. Holmes remained on the floor. This was the natural order of things.

“Your name?” Holmes asked.

“Aldous Pembury. I'm...I have worked at Westminster Abbey for thirty-one years. Verger. Head verger, for the last nine.”

“And something is happening there.”

Pembury's hands tightened on his hat. “For the past week. Perhaps a little longer.”

“Describe it.”

Pembury was quiet for a moment, not hesitating, Holmes thought, but selecting. Choosing the right entry point into something he had been turning over for days. “There's a cold,” Pembury said cautiously. “In the Abbey. I know that sounds...I know there's always a cold in an old building, especially in March, especially stone, but this is ...” He stopped. “This is in one place. Specifically. And it moves.”

“Where?”

“It began in the north transept. Near the tombs. Then it was in the nave, near the west end. Last Thursday it was in the Poets' Corner.” He stalled. “Each time, the candles go out. All of them, at once. No draught. No window open. Just... out.”

“Anyone else noticed.”

“Two of the younger vergers have been asking questions. I've told them it's the building settling. Which it is not.”

“What else.”

Pembury's hands turned the hat brim slowly. “Footsteps,” he said at last. “Heavy ones. Deliberate. Like armour.” He looked up. “I know how that sounds.”

“It sounds like what it is,” Holmes posited. “When did it start, exactly.”

“Last Monday.”

“Time of day.”

“Evening, mostly. After the last visitors. Though twice in the early morning, before the doors opened.”

Holmes was still for a moment. Then he sat up smoothly and crossed his legs. Daphne, who had seen this transition ten thousand times, reached without looking and put his tea on the floor beside him. “Mr. Pembury, I'll come this evening. After the last visitors have gone. I'll need you to let me in through the north door and leave me to it.”

Pembury turned his hat. “You know what it is.”

“I have a working theory.” Holmes picked up his tea. “They're not always dangerous, Mr. Pembury. Frequently they're simply in the wrong place or time.”

Pembury received the news without flinching. Thirty-one years surrounded by the dead had adjusted his sense of the plausible accordingly. “Will it...will they go? Whatever it is.”

“Almost certainly.” Holmes considered the ceiling for a moment. “Possibly with some mild negotiation.”

“Negotiation.”

“I find they generally have something to say.”

Pembury stood, resettled his hat onto his head with care, and shook Holmes's hand with both of his. “Thank you, Mr. Holmes. I'll have the north door open at nine.”

Daphne showed him out. The door closed. Holmes drank his tea.

“Westminster Abbey,” Daphne said, returning to her desk.

“Mm.”

“Medieval?”

“Almost certainly.”

“Why does it keep moving.”

Holmes set down his mug and lay back on the floor. “Because it's looking for someone,” he said. “And it hasn't found them yet.”

WESTMINSTER ABBEY - 9:17 P.M.

The Abbey at night was a different building.

By day it was grandeur managed, the tourists and vergers and guided tours and the stately civic solemnity of a place that had decided, long ago, to be important and had never reconsidered the matter. At night, with the great west doors shut and the last footsteps gone and only the pilot flames of the memorial candles burning in small orange clusters along the nave, it became something older. The stone spoke. The dark gathered in the high vaults and stayed there. 

Holmes moved along the north aisle with the spectral lamp held low, the Resonance Compass open in his other hand. The lamp threw its pale, reluctant light across the medieval tiles. The compass needle had been moving since he'd cleared the north door, not urgently, but with a slow, purposeful insistence that reminded him of a clock hand approaching an hour.

He passed the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior. Paused. The needle swung south.

He followed it.

Into the south transept. Past the carved faces of poets and scholars who had been placed here because posterity had deemed they mattered, which they had and did, and whose stern stone profiles caught the lamplight and briefly appeared to be paying attention.

The needle swung again. West.

Holmes stopped.

The cold arrived before the figure did, the candle flames along the nearby sconce shrank without going out, pulling to their wicks as if making room.

Then, at the far end of the nave, near the great west door, a shape resolved.

Holmes lifted the lamp.

The knight was enormous.

This was the first and most immediate impression. Not height exactly, but mass, the sense that he had been built for armour and never entirely adjusted to living without it. The armour itself was late fourteenth century, Holmes placed it within twenty years, the plate construction, the style of the pauldrons, the visor raised, and it was translucent in the lamplight, simultaneously present and slightly elsewhere, the way spectral matter always was, too there and not quite there. The tabard bore a device Holmes didn't immediately recognise. A red chevron on white. Old English heraldry. Pre-Lancastrian, possibly.

The knight was not moving. It was standing at the west end of the nave looking, with considerable concentration, in the wrong direction.

Holmes walked toward it. His footsteps on the medieval tiles were the only sound.

He stopped at a respectful distance, which for a seven-foot armoured ghost was perhaps slightly further than he would stop for a living person, and said, at a perfectly conversational volume, “Good evening.”

The knight turned.

The whole magnitude of it, pivoting slowly. The visor was up and the face within it was that of a man perhaps fifty, weathered to the texture of old leather, with a jaw that could have been used to settle structural disputes and eyes that had seen a great deal of the fourteenth century and were still processing some of it. It stared at Holmes.

Holmes waited.

The knight stared at him for a long time. Then, in a voice that arrived from somewhere considerably deeper than a living throat, it said something in Middle English.

“I have a message.”

“I rather thought you might,” Holmes said. “For whom?”

“For the Earl of Arundel.” The words were slow and intentional, each one placed like a foot on uncertain ground. “Richard Fitzalan.”

Holmes studied the knight.

The knight studied Holmes.

“Yes. Well,” Holmes said. “And when was this message given to you?”

“In the year of Our Lord...” the knight began.

“Approximately.”

“Thirteen-eighty-seven.”

Holmes absorbed this in silence. He was good at absorbing things in silence. “Mr. -”

“Sir Edmund Carew,” the knight spoke with a dignity that five hundred and thirty years of waiting had not appreciably diminished. “Knight of the body to his Grace the -”

“Sir Edmund.” Holmes held up one hand, not rudely, but with the lamp burning and the relevant part some distance away. “Richard Fitzalan, the fourth Earl of Arundel. Are you aware of... is there any chance that in the time you have been here, anyone has mentioned to you that the fourth Earl of Arundel was executed in 1397?”

Sir Edmund Carew was still.

“Ten years after you were given the message,” Holmes clarified. “He is, I'm afraid, not available. He has not been available for a very long time.”

The hush in Westminster Abbey at this particular moment was of a kind the building had witnessed before. It was not a small building and had accumulated a great many such hushes, but this particular variety was, Holmes thought, almost entirely unique. Six centuries of faithful obedience, and the recipient dead before the messenger arrived. There was no category for that. Holmes didn't try to find one.

Sir Edmund's visor, which he had raised, came down. Then went back up again. Then came back down to half-mast, which seemed to be the position the ghost had settled on as appropriate for this development.

“He is dead,” Sir Edmund said.

“Thoroughly.”

“The message,” Sir Edmund continued. “I have carried it since ...” He stopped. “I made an oath.”

“I understand.”

“I was given...” He lifted one enormous gauntleted hand, and in it, Holmes had not noticed it before, was a sealed letter. The wax seal, even in spectral form, was clear enough to make out the impression. A heraldic device. A letter, pressed centuries ago, still unopened. “I was given this at Reigate. I was to ride to London. I was to place it...” He stopped again. “I did not arrive in time.”

“What happened?”

“My horse threw me,” Sir Edmund said. The entire catastrophe, reduced at last to its simplest form. The precise moment at which an oath of honour and an unreliable horse had intersected, identified at last, after six hundred years, as the thing. “I was delayed three days.”

Holmes sat down on a nearby pew because this seemed likely to take a while, and the medieval tiles were cold. “Sir Edmund, do you know what's in the letter?”

“I am not a man who opens other men's letters,” Sir Edmund spoke with considerable force.

“No. Of course not.” Holmes thought for a moment. “The Earl of Arundel was executed by Richard II in 1397, ten years after your letter was dispatched. May I ask, do you know what the letter concerns?”

The knight took another moment. Sir Edmund was not, Holmes concluded, a stupid man. He was a man for whom certain kinds of thinking took time, deliberate, thorough, not to be hurried, and who had arrived at conclusions in the fourteenth century through the application of patience and attention rather than speed. A lifetime of searching, extended far beyond its natural end, had not changed that. “There were rumours,” Sir Edmund said slowly, “of a conspiracy. Against the King.” 

Holmes became very still. “Against Richard II?”

“The Lords Appellant.” Sir Edmund's voice was careful now. “There were those who said that Arundel, that my lord, was moving against the King. That there was a plan. I was sent by those who wished to warn the King. To give him evidence of the plot.” He looked at Holmes. The conclusion was arriving. He could feel it. He was not letting himself reach it yet. “I was to give it to the Earl himself. To warn him that the King was...that the King knew.”

Holmes sat with this for a moment.

“Sir Edmund,” he said tactfully. “Richard Fitzalan, the fourth Earl of Arundel, was indeed executed by Richard II in 1397 on charges of treason related to the Lords Appellant conspiracy. He was convicted and beheaded on Tower Hill.” He paused. “If your letter was a warning that the King had evidence of the plot, the King did, in the end, act on that evidence. Arundel was arrested and tried. The letter you carry reached its conclusion regardless of whether it was delivered.”

Sir Edmund was quiet.

“The Earl,” Holmes continued, “was not saved by the absence of your message, Sir Edmund. And he would not have been saved by its arrival. The King had other
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