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IT WAS A COLD NIGHT in September, one of those early chills that preludes the winter to come and far too cold to be standing on the doorstep of 221b Baker Street. But that is exactly where I found a rather well-to-do gentleman when I arrived to take supper with Holmes after my rounds.

The man appeared to be in quite a state, but had obviously stopped short of going so far as to knock on the door. 

He was not the first gentleman to be in two minds over consulting my friend Sherlock Holmes, and there is no doubt he will not be the last. 

He almost took a blue funk and fled at my approach, but my hand on his arm and a smile from me did much to allow the man he obviously was to come to the fore. 

"I would ask you to unhand me, sir," he said, in a slightly accented voice that was used to being obeyed. Fortunately I had more than enough army experience to know how to counter such utterances. 

"Mr. Holmes is not accustomed to leaving his clients standing on the doorstep," I replied. "Please, come inside, and allow me to make your introductions for you." 

And so it was I enticed him in off the street, and was able to introduce Holmes to Lord MacAlpin of MacAlpin, a Scottish Lord, and by far the most frightened man I have met outside of the field of war.
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ONCE I GOT HIM UPSTAIRS and seated Lord MacAlpin perched at the front of the fireside armchair, as if afraid that it might devour him should he sit back, and would not look either Holmes or myself in the eye. He took to Holmes' brandy readily enough though, and what with that and a smoke, his tongue finally loosened and his story came all at once across the fireplace. 
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"IT'S THE CURSE FROM the auld country," he began, as if that was meant to make any kind of sense to us. "It has followed the family these three hundred years or more since we came over from Ireland. It spares some, skips a generation, maybe even two, but we all know it is never really gone, and the best we can hope for is that it passes us by as it works through the lineage. But I have not dodged this bullet—it has come for me—she has come for me—and if I have to hear that dashed screaming one more night I might well throw myself off the roof and spare her the trouble of killing me." 

It had all come out of him in a rush, and letting go of it raised his spirits somewhat. He allowed himself a thin smile, although not much of it reached his eyes. 

"You must think me a terrible mouse, Mr. Holmes, but this thing has me in a funk. And it is not just me—it is the staff here in town too—they have all left me apart from old John and he only stays because he has got nowhere else to go. I am at my wit's end over the whole bally affair. Please say you will help me?" 

Holmes rested his elbows on the arms of his chair, steepled his long fingers at pursed lips and studied the man across the fireplace. Some clients take this extended stare as a sign of insolence in my friend, but I knew it for what is was; it was the method at work. 

Whatever Holmes managed to glean in those ten seconds of scrutiny, it made up his mind to work with his Lordship on the matter, for otherwise he would normally have dismissed an outlandish story such as MacAlpin had given out of hand. His voice was low, calm and measured when he spoke, without a hint of sarcasm. 

"Am I to take it, sir, that you believe you are under the curse of a Banshee?" 

He spoke so low that I almost did not catch it, and he had to repeat it for his Lordship, who didn't appear to have heard him at all the first time. Holmes spoke the same words, louder this time, and MacAlpin chewed on his cigarette as if his life depended on it before answering. 

"It is more than a belief, Mr. Holmes, it is a blasted fact. The terrible shrieking has come these last five nights; if the legend speaks true I only have two left to me before the end." 

"And this has all occurred here in London, at your townhouse in Belgravia?" 

His Lordship nodded. 

"Every bally night, at five minutes to midnight by the big clock in the hall."

"Are there any manifestations? Any visible phantoms, spooks or specters? Ghostly ladies at the window, perhaps?" 

His Lordship looked directly at Holmes, thinking he was being mocked, but there was no amusement in Holmes' stare, nor was there any sign of malice of intent.

"There is only the shrieking, Mr. Holmes, but that is enough for it is a most terrible thing all on its own. I pray you never have to hear it."

Holmes nodded, as if the reply had confirmed some aspect of his deduction, then suddenly clapped his hands together, the slap as loud as a gunshot in the room.

"Then it is settled; tonight we shall break the pattern. You will be our guest here for the duration, and Watson and I shall stand guard to ensure you are not unduly disturbed. With such a course of action, I am confident I can get to the bottom of your problem in short order. Are we agreed?"

MacAlpin seemed very relieved to have unburdened himself, and agreed readily enough to Holmes' plan, so I headed off to make arrangements with Mrs. Hudson for the well-being of our new houseguest.

* 
[image: ]


WE GOT THE HISTORY of the MacAlpin family curse over our late supper. 

"The story stems from the first of our name, Callain Alpin, 1st Earl of the line in Ireland, some time back even before the Normans," MacAlpin told us over a glass of ale and a mutton pie. 

"He was a great hell raiser in his day, sowing wild oats all across the country. Until, one day in late autumn, he met a girl washing the family clothes at a ford. He asked her for a kiss and when she dismissed him, he took her anyway, defiling her such that no man would want her again.

"Three days later the girl died in agony... and the singing began. On the seventh day after her death it reached its height. Callain spent his last night on this earth in abject terror. It is a terror the male members of the family have been subjected to ever since, down these long years. It happens right when we reach Callain's age at the time of his death, which was several months before his fiftieth birthday... and exactly the age I have reached this year." 

He told the story flatly, without emotion, as if it was something that had been dwelling on his mind so long that it had lost its power.

"And your father? Holmes asked. "He also suffered this affliction in his fiftieth year?"

MacAlpin smiled thinly.

"Unfortunately not. The old man was spared it, although if anyone deserved it, it was certainly him, for he inherited our Irish ancestor's lusts, as could be attested by many a Scottish servant girl who had to be sent away to the London house for a few months. No, the last of the line to suffer from the fate was my great-grandfather, Andrew. We all thought, wrongly as it turned out, that the curse had been lifted. But here the damnable thing is again, right on schedule."

"We?" Holmes asked. "You have spoken to someone else about this legend?"

MacAlpin laughed again, although there was little of any humor in it.

"It was all anyone ever talked about in the auld house on the shore in Ayrshire when I was a lad," he said. "Family, servants, even the townsfolk, everybody knew the tale."

"And by family, you mean your father?"

"Yes, and my brother, George."

"And George? Where is he now?"

"If you are wondering about a plot to take my title with my life, you can have no worries on that score. We lost poor George at Isandlwana to a Zulu assegai. I am the last of my line, the title dies with me... maybe that is for the best."
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EVER SINCE MRS HUDSON started to serve supper, our guest had been snatching occasional and now not so occasional glances at the tall clock in the corner. And now that it was approaching midnight, MacAlpin grew increasingly anxious, and took to the drink rather alarmingly, first the ale, then more of Holmes' best brandy, not savoring it but drinking in great gulps, a drowning man desperate for air.

By the time the minute hand reached five minutes to the hour, he was well on his way to being deep in his cups. But it did not save him from what awaited for us.

Holmes was first to spot it.

"Do you hear that, Watson?"

At first all I heard was the clatter and clink of glass on glass as MacAlpin, with an unsteady hand, partook of more of the brandy. Then it came to me. It was just a distant high whine at first, like a far off wind, but getting louder quickly, more strident until it seemed to ring and echo inside my head, driving out all other noise, all other thought.

I saw that poor MacAlpin was in some agony, his mouth wide open and obviously screaming, but all I could hear was that high insistent whine. The volume went up a notch, then became louder still. It screamed, filling my skull with its rage, sending sympathetic vibrations through my jaw, my chest and my gut until I thought my flesh and bones might be shaken to pieces.

Holmes got out of his seat unsteadily and lurched, almost staggered toward the front window. Just as he reached it and pulled back the curtain to look over the street, a crack ran all the way up the largest pane. Dust shook down from the ceiling and the floor thrummed underfoot, even while cutlery, plates and glasses jiggled and marched across the tabletop. And still the noise roared with a wail like a
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