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Chapter 1. A Visitor in the Night
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A comfortable quiet reigned on Baker Street. In Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s sitting-room, the embers crackled in the hearth, casting warm reflections on the oak panelling. Dr. Watson, settled comfortably in his armchair, was jotting down fresh notes, while Holmes, half-reclined in his own chair, thoughtfully smoked his pipe, observing the play of shadows on the walls.

A sharp, heavy knock at the door shattered the silence.

Watson looked up from his notes, frowning, and glanced at Holmes.

"Rather late for a caller," he murmured.

The knock came again. Louder. More insistent.

"And a remarkably insistent one," Holmes observed, without changing his posture or taking his eyes off the fire.

Watson rose, went to the door and, drawing back the bolt, opened it a crack.

On the threshold stood a tall, thin man in a dirty, tattered coat, soaked through with rain. The light from a streetlamp snatched an exhausted face from the darkness, with sunken eyes in which a feverish glint danced. His lips were trembling, and one hand was clutched desperately to his side, where dark, almost black blood was seeping through his fingers.

"Doctor..." he whispered in a hoarse voice. "Help me..."

And with that, he collapsed forward, losing consciousness.

Watson barely managed to catch him. "Holmes!" he cried out, struggling to hold the falling man.

But Holmes was already at his side, observing the stranger with that expression of cold curiosity he reserved for something truly interesting.

"Let us bring him inside, Watson, before he sullies your rug," Holmes said with perfect calm, without a trace of alarm.



Half an hour later, the man was lying on the sofa, pale but conscious. Watson had removed the blood-soaked bandages and checked the dressing.

"The bullet went clean through. You were fortunate," Watson stated, wiping his hands.

The stranger breathed deeply. "Thank you, Doctor..."

Standing by the fireplace, his fingers steepled as if preparing for a game, Holmes spoke calmly. "A doctor alone will not be sufficient. Judging by your condition, you require not only medical aid, but also protection."

The man flinched.

"What is your name?" Holmes asked, his gaze fixed upon him.

A pause. Then... "Neville... Neville St. Clair," he breathed out, as if the name were a great effort.

Holmes gave a slight nod. "Interesting. And what, pray tell, brought you to such a... difficult predicament?"

"An accident."

Holmes raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smirk in his eyes. "Indeed? In that case, Mr. St. Clair, you have certainly come to the right address. If, however, by 'accident' you mean an attempt on your life, then you have come to the right address all the more."

Neville averted his gaze. "I... I don't know where to begin..."

Holmes sat down opposite him, taking a notebook from his pocket. "Begin with what is truly troubling you."

Neville closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. "I work... in the financial administration. I file reports. Handle accounts."

"What sort of accounts?" Holmes clarified.

"Contracts. Documents."

Holmes steepled his fingers, studying the man's face. "And how does a man who works with contracts end up wounded in the middle of the night on Baker Street?"

Neville's shoulders trembled. He clenched his fists, trying to contain his agitation. "I... I don't know..."

Holmes regarded him calmly. "Allow me to assist. You were hiding. First in the slums, perhaps moving through old warehouses. The traces of soot on your cuffs and shoes indicate as much. And judging by the cut on your left hand, you clearly climbed through a broken window. Am I correct?"

Neville nodded silently, his eyes wide with astonishment.

"You were running from someone, Mr. St. Clair. The question is, why?"

Neville's trembling fingers clutched the sheet. "A document..."

"What document?" Holmes leaned forward.

"A report came across my desk... concerning military supplies."

Holmes's expression did not change, but Watson saw his gaze flicker almost imperceptibly. "And?"

"The figures didn't add up. The dates, the sums... everything was different from the reports I had seen at work."

Holmes leaned further in. "Are you certain?"

Neville nodded. "I checked. I found another document... but it contained different data."

"The original?" Holmes specified.

"Perhaps..."

Holmes steepled his fingers. "And so you began to suspect that one of these documents was a forgery."

Neville turned away. "I didn't know who to believe..."

"Then why did they try to kill you?" Holmes's voice became a fraction harder.

Silence.

"Because I made a mistake..." Neville whispered.

"What mistake?" Holmes demanded.

Neville gritted his teeth. "I showed the document to the wrong person."

"The name?" Holmes pressed.

"I don't know..."

"What did he say?" Holmes waited patiently.

A pause. Then... "He was speaking to someone. He said, 'You do trust me, don't you, sir?'"

"And?" Watson couldn't help himself, leaning forward.

Neville grew pale. "The other voice... calm, confident... replied: 'Of course, I trust you. After all, you and I are not at war. And in war, trust is the first casualty.'"

Holmes remained motionless. Watson looked at him, but Holmes's face was unreadable.

"Is that all?" he finally asked quietly.

"Yes..." Neville closed his eyes. "I ran... Then they caught me... but I broke free."

Holmes exhaled slowly. "Watson, our guest should rest. And we... have work to do."



"Where are we headed?" Watson asked, looking at his friend with curiosity.

Holmes rose and fastened his frock coat. "To a man who knows the filthy side of London better than anyone."

Watson frowned. "And who might that be?"

Holmes smirked, glancing at the still figure on the sofa. "To Neville St. Clair."

An unnatural silence fell upon the room. Neville turned pale, his eyes darting between Holmes's and Watson's faces, searching for some clue.

"To... whom?" his voice almost broke.

Holmes slowly reached for his pipe, his gaze never leaving the man. "To you, Mr. St. Clair."

Neville swallowed convulsively. "I don't understand..."

"Oh, on the contrary, you understand all too well." Holmes packed the tobacco and struck a match. The flame illuminated his face for an instant, accentuating his sharp features. "The question is, do you wish to speak?"

Neville leaned back, his breathing ragged. "I've told you everything I know."

"You have told me what you deemed necessary to tell me. That is not the same thing," Holmes countered calmly. Watson glanced at Holmes, feeling the rising tension.

The detective released a cloud of smoke and looked at Watson with a faint smirk. "Imagine a man, Doctor, who has for years built a life upon a lie. A lie so elegant it has become a second skin. Such a man finds it difficult to tell the truth, even when he wants to."

He turned back to Neville. "Is that not so, Mr. St. Clair?"

Neville clenched his fists, his gaze locked on Holmes. "I just wanted to leave."

"You wanted to disappear," Holmes corrected him, his voice a touch firmer. "That is not the same."

"Does it matter?" Neville burst out.

"Everything matters," Holmes leaned forward. "It matters how you chose to leave. It matters from whom. And, most importantly, it matters when you realized you no longer wished to be a part of this game."

Neville stopped breathing, his eyes widening.

Holmes narrowed his. "I must say, your escape was organised... rather clumsily. You worked in finance, did you not? Which means you must have known such things are not done on a whim."

Neville's face became a stone mask; he averted his gaze. "You are too intelligent a man to simply vanish. Which means something frightened you, truly frightened you."

Holmes took another draw from his pipe and said, almost lazily, as if it were a random guess, "Or... someone."

Neville inhaled sharply, as if struck.

"Holmes," Watson interjected, looking worriedly at the wounded man, "do you suppose that..."

"Suppose? Oh no, my dear fellow," Holmes leaned forward, his eyes glinting. "I am certain."

Neville looked away, his shoulders slumping. "You don't understand..."

"On the contrary, I understand far more than you would like," Holmes returned to his chair. He tapped a finger on the armrest, the sound sharp in the quiet room. "I understand that you were not a pawn. You held a high enough rank in this game that they did not eliminate you at once."

Neville pressed his lips together, trying to hide his agitation. "I was just following orders."

"Of course," Holmes nodded, as if agreeing. "And you never asked questions?"

"You were convenient. They gave you tasks, you performed them. But then, one day, the wrong document fell into your hands."

Neville slowly raised his eyes, which held a look of hopelessness. "And you realized you had become a liability."

The tension in the room thickened like the air before a storm.

"You chose to become an honest man far too late, Mr. St. Clair."

Neville gripped the armrest, his knuckles turning white. "Are you going to turn me over to the police?"

"Oh, that would be the most logical option," Holmes smirked slightly, looking at his distraught face. "However, I am not fond of obvious solutions."

Neville froze, waiting.

"I am giving you a chance," Holmes continued, his voice a little softer, but no less demanding. "A chance to right your wrongs."

"How?" Neville was barely breathing.

Holmes leaned forward, his gaze direct and piercing. "You will tell me everything you know. With no omissions."

Neville paled, his eyes darting about. "And if I don't?"

Holmes shrugged, indicating the choice was Neville's. "Then I shall allow fate to decide your future."

Silence. Neville stared at the floor, his decision ripening in an agonizing quiet. He exhaled slowly. "Very well..." But Holmes knew this was only the first step.



Watson crossed his arms, casting a distrustful glance at Neville, who sat on the sofa, not daring to look up. Holmes paced the room, sorting through his thoughts.

"Watson, you will remain here."

"What?" The doctor sat up straight in his chair.

"I am leaving."

"Where the devil are you going?!" Watson barely contained his indignation, his eyebrows shooting up.

Holmes gave a slight smirk without turning. "I must verify something."

"And you're leaving me alone with this man?!" Watson gestured at Neville, whose gaze darted towards the doctor.

Neville raised his head sharply, his eyes full of pleading. "I am not dangerous."

"Of that I am not convinced," Watson replied dryly, his expression unsoftened.

Holmes fastened his frock coat, his eyes on Watson, a characteristic glint appearing in them. "Watson, have
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