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  I Had Never Believed, Until That Day

  
  




The sound of her voice began it. At first, each sweet syllable was so faint that it was but a half-imagined whisper. Every word, gentle and melodious. Yet she spoke with a humble urgency, demanding my attention such as no one had before, or has since. Before I could investigate, her pleas grew in vigour, straining to reach my ears. Of all the names she might have cried out for, mine was on her lips. Somehow, she seemed familiar. 

I should have stayed at my post, or at least alerted the other officers. The duchess was my assignment. Ensuring her safety during her stay at the Savoy Hotel was my only task. The voice that fixated me was certainly not that of the lady under my protection. Nor did it seem like it belonged to someone who posed a threat. However, when my charge withdrew to her suite, I ventured off to locate the voice’s source. A duchess would surely take hours preparing for the evening, and I could not put off my panicked curiosity any longer. 

It had teased me for hours. The disembodied voice had called my name, pleading for help across the busy hotel lobby. It had followed me down corridors, only to fall silent when I backtracked. 

I’d thought at first that the woman had locked herself in somewhere, but she was ever on the move, impossible to locate. If it were someone making mischief, this was an exceedingly elaborate hoax. Worst of all, it appeared only I could hear her speak. No one else. I shuddered to think what my colleagues might say to that. 

The ascending room was the location where I had heard her clearest. I returned there only to find one of the hotel’s porters waiting to be of service. On any other day the Savoy’s famed electric lift would have fascinated me. It was the first of its kind in the country. Now though, as I searched for the source of the voice, it held only one feature of interest. 

Minutes later, the porter gripped the operating lever with excessive force, turning his knuckles white. I had ordered him to motor our little capsule room, with its lacquered panelling and single opulent armchair, up and down between the hotel’s floors a dozen times. As he worked the electrical mechanism that drove the lift, I could see from the colour of his face that his frustration was building. Smokey, copper-smelling fumes crept into the compartment. No doubt we were overworking the contraption. 

“Are you sure you can’t hear her?” I asked the porter for the umpteenth time. I was clammy under my collar and craved some small piece of reassurance. My companion gritted his teeth. 

“Are you sure, sir, that you are quite well?” 

No, my mind shouted to itself. I was not at all certain of my current state of health. But I somehow knew, whether real or imaginary, that I was getting closer to the voice’s source. 

It was just for a second that I glimpsed her, as we ascended past one of the hotel’s middle floors. Her illusive form shimmered by and moved away from us down a corridor. I hardly caught a view of her face, but I knew it was she for the woman was running at an alarming pace. No lady in this establishment who was not in distress would behave in such a manner. 

“Down, man! Down again, to the one below.” 

My poor accomplice begrudgingly complied. “Very well, sir. But I shall not wait for you again. There’ll be a great queue out the doors downstairs by now!” The smell of burning copper became stronger. 

I agreed with reluctance for the lift to leave me at my requested level. If I were most other people, the porter would doubtless have turfed me out long ago. However, as a detective sergeant from Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police, I commanded a modicum of authority. The last glimpse I had of the ascending room, before its hasty descent, was of the mirror on the rear wall. I saw my usually weary face flushed pink. My eyes widened further at the ruffled condition of my suit. My hair, usually as neat as any young gentleman’s, was a state. To my relief, the grill was rapidly closed and hid this dishevelled fellow from view. 

The porter sped his contraption to the ground floor, no doubt toward an impatient crowd of passengers. Its absence momentarily left me in silence. As I explored the corridor, all I could hear at first was my pummelling heartbeat. Perhaps I’d imagined the woman all this time. Perhaps fatigue or overwork can bring on such things. 

Then came another plea, deeper and more desperate than ever. 

My name came to me from invisible lips. Her words were direct but well-spoken. They were those of an educated lady with no discernible accent. Deciphering any more information than that was impossible. 

I glanced in all directions. The doors to the rooms were all closed, and my surroundings seemed deserted. I was about to resign myself to the most horrifying conclusion: that I had lost my mind. 

Then, she appeared from thin air. One moment, I was staring at an empty corridor. The next, a silvery outline of the lady took shape. Her distorted face was blurred beyond all recognition. The lady reached out to me, from not six feet away, with a delicate hand. Only the fingers looked flesh-like enough to be recognisably human. The rest was an animated sculpture. She appeared as a cold and shimmering form that rippled in constant flux. 

My heart did well not to stop as every other muscle in my body seized up. I stumbled backward, losing my balance and tripping over. As I hit the ground, I let out an involuntary shriek. She was too vivid to be a hallucination, and I was powerless to stop this abominable being. 

“Is that you, Sid? I’m so glad,” said the lady, her voice muffled as though she spoke from behind a door. “I thought I’d lost you.” 

These words brought me clarity, and I realised I needed to ask her who she was. But I only stuttered as the blood rushed from my head. Passing out now would be a mercy. 

The metallic rattle of the lift grill startled me; I glanced around without thinking. Animated conversation and the wondrous exclamations of a party of guests filled the air. They were inside the lift, and speaking of the hotel’s finery rather than the apparition they were surely about to confront. 

When I turned back around, however, the bizarre form had vanished. I was on my own, lying on the floor of the corridor. Her voice had also disappeared just as fast. Too late. 

I was done. Seeing the apparition had broken my spirit. I sprang to my feet and raced back to the lift. The porter was alone inside the contraption. His face fell when he saw me return, but I slammed the grill shut and wrestled him away from the controls before he could protest. By now, I’d seen him operate the contraption so many times that I knew the procedure. 

“Policeman or not, the manager will hear of this!” The porter reeled off a string of grievances about undeserving guests. 

Ignoring him, I focused on slowing my laboured breathing. Desperate to rein in my galloping thoughts, I fumbled for the cool metal of my pocket watch. When I opened it, though, my stomach churned with a sickening, acrid taste souring my lips. The hour was late. My senses sobered up as I contemplated the new peril I now faced. The Duchess.

The ascending room shuddered to a halt as we reached the lobby. I was dreadfully late, and I knew it. The Duchess, I recalled with anguish, had been scheduled to leave with the Duke and other dignitaries an hour earlier. It was only as the porter stepped over me to open the grill that I noticed I’d slumped to the floor. Several parties of guests waited in the lobby for the lift. They ogled at the startled young detective, at the sweaty mess that I was. No doubt to them I looked like I’d seen a ghost. 

Foremost among the crowd were my two fellow officers. I could see the bewildered dismay in their eyes. My delay was our delay, and we’d all be held responsible for my oversight. As I pulled myself to my feet, my colleagues said nothing. They didn’t have to. 








  
  
  An Inspector By Name

  
  




A faker by nature. That was how we knew Frank Tarrant. After my wild goose chase at the Savoy Hotel, he didn’t hold back in his ridicule. One of the inspector’s many unpleasant habits was his condescending stare, always magnified through his oversized spectacles.

Frank first caught my eye the afternoon following the events at the hotel. I was on secondment to the clerical offices at New Scotland Yard. When I sensed him lurking, I tried desperately to avoid his gaze. A single slip-up was enough. Once he saw the flicker of fear in my eyes, he tasted blood.

There had been murmurings among the lads that morning. Whispered rumours of my souring career. The fact that I was on desk duty pending the superintendent’s decision about my future signalled it was serious. My claim of a supernatural encounter had led most of the yard to doubt my integrity. It was only when Frank arrived, late as usual, that the show truly began.

“Ah, if it isn’t the Ghost of Christmas Past,” he said. Half a dozen colleagues sniggered in his wake. “I suppose you’re studying that chimney sweep’s almanack for your new career?”

I put down the volume that I had been reading and met his gaze, knowing there was no escape. Frank was a slight fellow with a sickly pallor. Behind his hawk-like stare, I could almost see the cognitive gears whirring, clicking his next malicious retort into existence.

Frank Tarrant was around forty years old, but appeared much older. He always wore the same coarse-fabric, faded, musty and dust-coloured suit. For this, we knew him as ‘the Grey Friar’. Our colleagues often mused that, as the Yard’s most absent-minded detective, Tarrant had simply forgotten to buy a replacement for decades on end.

Inspector Tarrant was always forgetting his belongings, the day of the week, and often to eat his meals. Once, on the witness stand, he had failed to recall the names of both the victim of an attempted murder he had investigated, and the accused standing trial. His subsequent testimony had been less than persuasive.

He was also a lone operator. Command regularly tasked him with looking into more far-fetched intelligence, of foreign spies and other suspicious activity. The sort that was reported by over-imaginative spinsters and eavesdropping provincial publicans. Thankfully, this kept him chasing phantoms across the country and, more often than not, far away from town. Still, he often bragged about his work, seemingly trying to make it sound more important and successful than it was. Like I said: he was a faker by nature.

“Can I help you, sir?” I replied, once again picking up my book.

“You needn’t fear for a moment longer,” said Inspector Tarrant. “I’ve ordered the desk sergeant to draw up a new timetable. Yes, hourly sweeps of the building to guard against the slightest signs of spiritual infestation! For which you’ll be duly grateful, I’m sure.”

“At least it will be punctual.” I slammed my book shut. “Unlike some, the sergeant is rather accomplished at telling the time.” The force of my reply turned the heads of the clerks at their desks around us. I dare say they were wondering if the inspector had journeyed to town especially to hound me.

“He can compose the itinerary for our little holiday. Did I mention I’m inviting you on holiday, boy? It’ll be a proper Cook’s Tour of as many haunted castles and mausoleums as it will take to disprove your fairytale.”

“Please forgive the amateur theatrics, gentlemen,” I said to the clerks looking our way, while rising from my desk. I hadn’t an inkling of where I might hide, but hoped I could get away from Tarrant post-haste.

“Forgive?” Tarrant smirked. “Concealing a guilty conscience, are we? I’m sure we will soon solve the mystery and confirm your true failure - unforgivable tardiness in the line of duty.”

“Tardy I may have been, sir, but I meant well.” I stepped forward, nose to nose with the inspector.

“Did you really? I have a theory, Mister Wainwrong! You’re covering up rather less honourable intentions. Some deplorable encounter with a scullery maid or the like, I fancy. And I’m sure she came out of it the less satisfied.”

Sniggers turned to outright laughter, then, but a messenger interrupted the chorus of taunts.

“You’re late for the superintendent, sir,” said the messenger to Inspector Tarrant.

“The superintendent? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not meeting him until the afternoon.”

“It’s already a quarter past four…”

Inspector Tarrant scowled, and the crowd was suddenly far less interested in our confrontation.

“Why didn’t any of you say so?” The inspector consulted his watch. “And what on earth happened to this morning?”

“We had it before lunchtime, sir.”

“Did we really…?”

With that, the inspector slunk away. I couldn’t help but smile a little in relief.

But it was only a temporary reprieve.

In the days that followed, I was constantly alert, waiting for Frank’s next ambush. Unfortunately the damage was already done to my reputation, and I sensed it wherever I roamed the offices. Much as the men reviled Inspector Tarrant, he had amused them with his persecution of me.

I was now the man who had shirked his duty. I was the man who crafted a baffling story to cover my failure. And beneath their jocular badgering was a bitter resentment. Protection duty, particularly when considering the high-stakes assignments given to Special Branch, was the most serious business.

It was only by our discreet but often frantic work that society could be so innocently complacent about what lurked in the shadows. We were the razor-thin line between them and chaos. To have left my assignment unguarded in the Savoy that night could well have been a matter of life and death - not just for the Duke and Duchess, but for my colleagues, too.








  
  
  The Headmaster’s Office

  
  




Waiting for the superintendent on the morning he summoned me was an experience reminiscent of my youth. In my formative years, I had been in constant expectation of the schoolmaster’s cane. That kind of beating was for a boy, though, and as I was now a man, my punishment would not be so swiftly concluded.

But the principal of the matter was the same as in school. What was I prepared to risk everything for? At least I had never mistrusted myself this thoroughly while growing up.

I pondered my future in a rickety chair outside Superintendent Melville’s door. Its smooth, ancient timbers groaned each time I shifted my weight. The superintendent, head of Special Branch and a legend of the force, was engaged in animated discussion with someone, though I couldn’t tell whom. They’d been in conversation for some time and the hour for my appointment had long passed.

The longer I waited, the more parched and uncomfortable I became. My thoughts spiralled in despair. Many questions had circled in my mind for days, but there was one that stood out, that I kept coming back to. How had I been so easily led astray? The sweet voice in the hotel had seemed so urgent in its need. Though she had felt distant, she had tugged at my heartstrings.

It was the familiarity that had got to me. The desperation of a stranger isn’t half as persuasive as a staunch friend in need. The voice I pursued through the length and breadth of the Savoy knew me. She called me by name, pleading not just for anyone, but for my aid in particular. Though I did not recognise her, the presence felt like a long-lost kindred spirit. Someone who I should have remembered.

The door to the office burst open, revealing Superintendent Melville’s guest. The very man I least wanted to see.

“Good day, my recalcitrant friend,” said Inspector Tarrant, almost singing. “I might well say, how the devil are you?”

I wanted to punch the scoundrel as he smirked, drunk with satisfaction at his own poor attempt at humour. With gritted teeth, I remained seated, rocking back on the creaking chair like a troubled youth.

“You would do well not to break that chair before meeting the superintendent. He is not easily appeased.”

“Oh, no?”

“No. For he takes this profession rather more seriously than you, even than I.” The inspector was drawing his handkerchief when a further sentence came to his lips. “You can thank me later, by the way.”

“Thank you, Inspector? For what exactly?”

“Saving your undeserving neck.”

“Who says I can’t save it myself?”

The inspector smiled at this and the grey pallor of his face momentarily flushed with colour. “The thing is, my dear fellow, the superintendent values my say on these matters. He knows I am nearly always right.”

“Nearly?”

“Oh yes, nearly.” My frown softened when I realised Frank was serious. “There was that incident with the Fenian lion tamer, but that’s by the by.”

“I suppose nobody is perfect, sir.”

“Quite so.” The inspector’s gaze met mine as if challenging me to be the first to look away. I obliged with pleasure. “Melville and I have been wondering what persuaded you to come up with such a fanciful lie. I said that perhaps you thought the more elaborate the story, the easier it would be to distract us from the truth. Smoke and mirrors, and all that magician nonsense.”

“I don’t know why it happened. And maybe I am insane, but I am positive about what I saw and heard, sir. It’s what I told everyone else, and what I’ll tell the superintendent again now.”

“What a deplorable fellow you are, Wainwrong. All you need to do is recant the foolish fiction and make your apologies! Melville is not in the mood for anything else.”

“Never!”

“Never?”

There was that stare again. Inspector Tarrant watched me like some bizarre, bug-eyed bird of prey, his eyes not blinking once behind his ridiculous spectacles. This time, I didn’t break eye contact. His behaviour tempted me to stick it out, to see what would happen. Long seconds ticked by. Uncomfortable seconds. The inspector’s features hardly twitched, and I wondered to myself what had made Frank the man he was. Surely it took a fellow who wasn’t right in the head to peer so intently at another soul.

Finally, he broke the silence. “A mere matter of you discovering your punishment, then. Well, until our next meeting, sergeant.”

“Whenever it is, it will be too soon, sir.”

“Sooner than you think.” A wry smile curled the inspector’s lips. “Oh, silly me, I’ve let the cat out of the bag. Although I did already say I was inviting you on holiday…”

My stomach tied itself in a knot as Frank turned on his heel and strode away. Sickening panic flushed through me. Had he been teasing me, or was it true? Was I about to be condemned to bitter purgatory under his command?

“Are you out there, Wainwright?” The superintendent’s call made me jump. “Come now, I don’t have all week!”

I stood up, straightened my suit and reached for the door handle, dreading what was to come. Just as if I were still a nervous schoolboy. I hadn’t yet heard it from his lips, but I already knew what Melville was about to say.








  
  
  On the Third Day

  
  




After learning of my assignment to Inspector Tarrant, I stubbornly confined myself to my lodgings, refusing to report for duty. Each night I dreamed polluted dreams, my mind lost in the smoky miasma, tainted with the fog of regret. From the sulphuric city air without, to the clogged flue within, and the blackened meat that was my landlady’s attempt at dinner, my lungs could not be free of acrid fumes. The mundane, urban herds hustled and bustled below. A shrill breeze screeched through a cracked window pane. I had no peace. My failures closed in around me. 

It was just after nine o’clock that third night when I heard footsteps and conversation on the stairs. My landlady was showing a caller up to my room. Roused from my stupor, I only had time to pull on a crumpled shirt and some discarded trousers before she was demanding entry. Her disapproving clucks at the state of my abode roused me into tidying up hastily. 

My gentleman guest was standing beside her. He had a distinguished air about him. I’d been expecting a visit from the Yard to demand an explanation for my absence. This man, however, was a total stranger, which left me confused as to his business. 

“Mr Hubert Banes, solicitor,” was how he introduced himself. My landlady left us and closed the bedroom door. “You are Wainwright of the Yard?” 

For how much longer? I added to myself. Outwardly, I merely shook his hand and nodded. 

“I apologise for calling so late, but it’s a delicate matter, as I’m sure you’ll understand,” he said. 

Confused, I took the gentleman’s coat as he thrust it at me. Then he studied our surroundings with thinly concealed repulsion.

My room was tiny, with only a desk, a bed, and an oversized wardrobe for my suits. The wardrobe had a door which always swung open, no matter how hard I tried to keep it closed. The soot-blackened fireplace was undersized, and I was without a cosy armchair or even a stool to offer my guest. I turned my solitary chair around and offered it to Mr Banes, perching myself on the bed. 

“Yes, well, very kind of you, Detective…” he said, a mask of cordiality returning to his expression. 

The firelight illuminated Mr Banes and I took in his features. He was a portly gentleman of about fifty, with a rosy face, puffy cheeks, and a receding hairline. His was the sort of countenance that I could imagine would glow like a hot coal after too much wine. He wore dark, conservative attire that befits a gentleman of the legal profession, but lacked any flair or originality. 

“May I ask how I can be of help, sir?” 

“I don’t understand. Do you not know why I am here, Wainwright? You weren’t expecting me?” 

“No, I wasn’t.” At that moment, my faulty wardrobe door creaked open. I attempted to wedge it shut, but it proved as obstinate as always and I had to let it hang. My best outfit was visible through the opening. 

“Those are fine suits for a police sergeant.” 

Banes was right. I placed a premium on making good first impressions. 

“Dear me,” he continued. “This is a very delicate problem. Very delicate indeed. I’m not sure how much I can divulge if the Yard have not yet made you aware.” 

“Tell me what you can.” 

Mr Banes considered me and nodded. “I’ll go as far as I dare,” he said. “I am seeking the opinion of the Yard on a troubling matter. It regards settling an estate. Already, I have consulted several colleagues on this issue. We all agree that there is no legal precedent for it.” 

“I don’t understand. If you have legal opinions—” 

“I need to know if a crime has been committed, Mr Wainwright. At least, in your estimation.” 

This sounded tedious. I wondered what the point of my involvement would be in such a banal matter. Why had the Yard not briefed me? Perhaps this was a punishment for my refusal to return to work under Tarrant. 

“Policemen merely catch those we believe to be criminals, Mr Banes. We leave the legality or otherwise of their actions up to your kind.” 

“Just so. But I urge you to wait and see the evidence that I have to show you before assuming you’ll be of no help.” 

“Evidence of a crime?” 

“Possibly, but not one we could prosecute. You can’t send a dead man to gaol.” 

“A dead man?” 

“I am dealing with the settlement of an estate. The beneficiary stands to inherit the item in question. Assuming I hear no objections from you, that is.” 

“And the item in question. What is it?” 

“I thought you’d have been informed about all this before I arrived, Mr Wainwright. I’m afraid that if the superintendent has not made you aware, I don’t feel comfortable explaining further.” 

“Too sensitive?” 

“Very sensitive indeed. But I will be glad to have both you and your colleague’s opinion on this matter. He is an authority in this field, I’ve been told.” 

“My colleague?” 

“Yes. Inspector Tarrant is the man I must consult - or at least, that is what I have been informed.” 

My whole being recoiled. I wouldn’t go to Frank, so he’d seen to it that purgatory would come to me. 

“Tarrant is your commanding officer, correct?”

“So it would seem.” I turned away from my guest to hide the displeasure that was doubtless written upon my face. Even for Tarrant, this was most unusual. This matter, whatever its true nature, seemed far removed from the work of Special Branch. Family heirlooms hardly seemed related to national security. 

Perhaps, with his poor success rate and many dead-end cases, the inspector had become an opportunist. Perhaps he was now taking any chance he could for an easy victory. More likely, though, this trivial matter was just another of his fiendish games. 








  
  
  The Other Arrival

  
  




Whenever I had a caller at my lodgings, there were several telltale sounds that forewarned me. The bell would ring and my landlady would answer the door. Muffled conversation followed, and footsteps upon the stairs announced that the visitor was for me. These were the noises I heard when Mr Banes arrived.

However, this time, not even a knock on the door signalled that a newcomer was joining us. The door handle turning was the first sign that Mr Banes and I had of the impending interruption. I couldn’t help but jump in alarm as Inspector Tarrant drifted into the room.

My commanding officer removed his bowler hat, revealing his pallor to be even more icy-grey than usual. He’d not shaved since I’d last seen him, and there were puffy bags under his eyes.

“You have found us, Mr Banes. Good,” said the inspector. His beady eyes locked onto mine, and he held my gaze for that moment too long. “You’re early. I did say seven-thirty.”

I checked my watch and had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. It was already well after nine o’clock. Never had I met such a poor keeper of time as the inspector.

“Evening, sir. Its—”

“Of no matter,” he said, interrupting me. “If we are all here, we may as well begin.”

Any retort I might have made floundered in my throat as the inspector surveyed my lodgings.

“Good evening, Inspector Tarrant, and thank you for coming,” said Mr Banes, frowning. “I seemed to recall half past nine being the allotted time for our meeting, so we’re almost on schedule.” Mr Banes glanced at his own watch, and was about to carry on, but the inspector was no longer paying attention.

“This door needs work, boy,” muttered the inspector as he examined my wardrobe. Without further comment or approval, Tarrant pushed the door, lifting as he did so. The door closed and when he’d finished, it stayed put like a reprimanded dog. “Do continue.”

“I was just acquainting your junior here with how sensitive this matter is,” said Mr Banes.

“I am here, sir, on the insistence of my superiors. If it had been my decision, I wouldn’t have given your request a moment’s consideration. We have bigger fish to fry. But I understand the matter concerns a most illustrious personage.”

“It does indeed, sir! I impressed upon your superintendent the importance of the estate and—”

“Let me be quite clear, Mr Banes. I place no weight on the identity of your client. In my section, we concern ourselves with affairs of gravity to our nation’s security. We do not delve into trivial matters of common law.”

“Really, Inspector Tarrant! If you understood—”

“Please, do tell us more, Mr Banes,” I cut in. “Then the Inspector here might have a change of heart.”

Tarrant eyed me again. I didn’t care if I’d crossed him. Mr Banes needed our aid, and by order of our superiors we were to give it. If it were true that an upstanding figure was prominent in this matter, putting my best foot forward might pay dividends.

“Thank you, Mr Wainwright,” said Mr Banes. “My client has been missing these last seven years. One morning he rode off to town, made several calls there, but was never seen again. I am having him declared deceased and settling his estate on a single beneficiary, his surviving nephew. The chief asset of my client was a large house, its lands and, most importantly, an enviable art collection. One item, which almost escaped my attention while preparing the inventory, has caused me great concern and more than one sleepless night.”

Mr Banes looked from Inspector Tarrant to me and back again, unsure if we would both carry on listening.

“Go on,” said Tarrant. His disdainful, bug-eyed stare commanded the solicitor. Mr Banes was first to break eye contact between the two, and he tugged at his collar. I knew I had to keep the fellow on my side, even if he grew to dislike the inspector.

“Can we take it that the item in question is an artwork?”

“Of a sort, yes. Gentlemen, the object I wish you to view is small. It could fit into your desk drawer, Sergeant. Yet, it has baffled every expert, both technical and artistic, whose opinion I have called upon. I am at a point where I have given up trying to understand its nature. All I am now concerned with is whether I can pass this item to its rightful inheritor.” Mr Banes spoke with such care that I was none the wiser about what he was describing.

Inspector Tarrant made a scoffing noise. “I hardly see the need to keep such secrecy, Banes. A dead man will never answer for any crimes.”

“I understand your frustration—”

“I’m not frustrated, sir. Frustration is terrible for the digestion and has never solved a jot.”

Mr Banes blinked at the inspector’s words, as unsure as I was of how he should take them. “The only explanation I can give is for you to examine the item for yourselves,” he continued. “Without the proof of your own eyes, you wouldn’t believe what I’ve seen, no matter how I related it to you.”

“Then let us have done with the matter. I understand you can take us to study this item of yours? Perhaps if we travel in haste, we may even rule on the object before midnight.” Inspector Tarrant opened the door and held it ajar, signalling for us to leave.

When neither I nor Mr Banes moved, he continued. “Well? Would you like our opinion for Sir Illustrious in writing, or is our word as two of the Queen’s officers enough?”

In this display from the inspector, I had seen all I needed. This was why the selfish, indifferent man had made nothing of his career. He’d presumed to invite a witness to my lodgings late at night, without the slightest warning. Then he had ridiculed that witness to the point of insolence.

“Might I have a word outside, sir?” Tarrant’s features were mute at my question. He didn’t even raise an eyebrow.

“Why not?” he said. I followed him into the hallway and closed the door on Mr Banes.








  
  
  Just the Two of Us

  
  




I felt the smaller man in the hallway with Inspector Tarrant. He was a good couple of inches shorter than me, yet his stare was so overbearing and his sickly grey pallor so unnervingly lifeless that I shuffled backward in retreat. I had a vague, anger-charged notion that I should resign. I’d no desire to suffer any more. But at the same time, I knew I’d be in a desperate state if I walked away.

“How are you, Wainwrong?” asked Inspector Tarrant. “You’re looking a tad unwell, my dear fellow.”

“Perhaps, sir, you’d rather I left you to your own devices on this case?” It was time for self preservation, I thought to myself. No use clinging to a case if it were going to be pure misery. I nursed a hope that Tarrant would find an arm’s-length assignment for me. The less we worked together, the better. “I’m happy to take on another matter if so.”

“We are short staffed, Sergeant, because my usual offsider has ventured to South Africa to get himself killed. Even putting aside your recent exploits, you are all there is. If you’re going to stay with the branch, it is fundamental that you observe and learn. I can only teach a man who is present in body and, most crucially, present in mind.”

Tarrant’s words were so pompous, yet he spoke with a casual indifference, as if we were talking about a local cricket match. I’d have to change tack.

“I’m sure I can handle Mr Banes for you. I’m happy to work with him if you would rather attend to more important leads.”

“It is most likely a trivial matter. Unfortunately, I am an authority on such things.”

I still didn’t understand Tarrant’s place in all this. Perhaps this assignment was just a way to keep the man occupied? I could only imagine he would be of little use investigating cases of our usual gravitas. If that were true, it meant they had also put me out to pasture. “What sort of matters exactly are you an authority on, sir?”

“The sort that you wouldn’t want your neighbours knowing about. The sort that brings every crackpot and half-wit out of the woodwork.” I hoped Mr Banes couldn’t hear our words through the door. “And if you think I am referring to this gentleman, I’m also in contact, daily it seems, with those who have been duped by pranks or parlour tricks.”

The inspector was incorrigible. Assignment to a self-important and indifferent superior was the career equivalent of being shunted into a dead-end siding. How was such a sour buffoon to be reasoned with?

Then, for the first time since Inspector Tarrant arrived, I remembered who had given me this assignment. Superintendent Melville was the man I needed to impress - I wasn’t sure if the superintendent would grant me a reprieve. Yet if I completed this case, and earned the favour of the estate’s beneficiary, or Mr Banes himself, perhaps I could earn back my place on protection duty.

“In that case, sir,” I said, “come along for the ride. I’ll take the lead.”

“And give the man a worthless, inexperienced opinion?”

My blood pressure rose at Tarrant’s retort. “You can intervene at the vital moment, if I am in error.”

For a long moment, the Inspector considered my words. “Very well, boy. Perhaps it will be a salutary lesson for you. Best I throw you into deep water - now is as good a time as any. Though I warn you, in my world, you’ll have to learn to swim with the sharks.”

Tarrant opened my bedroom door, and we slipped back through to join Mr Banes. I had formulated the beginnings of a plan. The only thing to be done was to turn the situation to my advantage.

Mr Banes was warming himself in front of the fire. When we entered, he wasted no time in retrieving his cloak. “I trust we can be off now, gentlemen? It is not the shortest of journeys we have to make,” he said, making for the door.

“We will be off presently, sir, and gladly,” I replied. Mr Banes smiled and opened the door in haste. “But there is one condition.”

Mr Banes stopped at the point of crossing the threshold. “Really, and what might that be?”

I sensed Inspector Tarrant’s eyes drilling into me. Both gentlemen waited to discover my price.

“That we deliver our opinion of this artefact, whatever it may be, to the recipient of the estate in person.” To my surprise, Mr Banes didn’t falter at the request. “After all, this item will become their property. If you have concerns as to its legal status, its new owner has a right to be fully informed.”

“Just so,” said Mr Banes. “I couldn’t presume to call upon him tonight. I should be able to arrange a meeting in the coming days.”

I glanced at Inspector Tarrant, but the man was checking his pocket watch. For the first time that night, the three of us agreed on something.

At Mr Banes’ further insistence, we made off as soon as I’d properly dressed. Lost in my thoughts, I left my heavy coat behind. I regretted it when we stepped out into the street, but had no heart to delay my companions any longer.

I knew I had rolled the dice. This entire business would probably come to nothing. Of all Inspector Tarrant’s stupid opinions, that one at least would likely prove correct. But then again, solving a crime would not be this game’s principal reward. If I could impress the mysterious beneficiary, and Mr Banes along with him, perhaps I would make a favourable impression with Melville once more. That, above all, was worth the risk.








  
  
  Sparks from the Cobbles

  
  




The team of horses flew through the misty darkness. They hauled our landau onwards at pace into the October night, fragrant with the smells of the countryside. The ride was as ferocious a journey as I had experienced in a carriage. Upon setting out from my lodgings, Mr Banes had urged the coachman not to slacken for any reason. Now that he had collared us to settle his conundrum, it seemed he intended to waste no time. 

I failed to keep track of where we were. I’d lost count of the twists and turns after we broke out into open country, but the driver had held his own. His strong-shouldered chargers had not slowed. 

Mr Banes explained that we were being conveyed in one of his deceased client’s own vehicles, while Inspector Tarrant remained serene, seemingly oblivious to the sickening motion of our passage. For some time, he examined a scarlet notebook taken from his coat pocket. Even with the light of the carriage’s lantern, I wasn’t sure how he could read without feeling nauseated. An agitated Mr Banes, in contrast, had spent the whole journey puffing for fresh air. Green gilled, as if we were sailing across a rolling sea, he became more unsettled each time we took a sharp bend in the road. 

Suddenly, the solicitor braved the elements and stuck his head out of the carriage window. I at first thought he had lost control of his stomach, but after a moment, I realised he was looking at the road ahead. He wiped the sweat from his brow as he retreated inside, then motioned for us to look to our left. 

“The Thornton estate, gentlemen,” he said, with a sigh. 

The silhouette of a grand residence loomed through the trees across the valley. Most of its rooms were lit, and someone had drawn open the curtains, exposing the place like a doll’s house. 

We turned off the road and entered the grounds through an extravagant chateau-style gatehouse. This brought us onto the avenue that led to the house itself, where yew trees and lamp posts of an unusual brightness lined the approach. I realised the lights were electric. This was quite the opulent statement for a country squire to welcome his guests with. 

The trees ahead of us framed Thornton itself - a sprawling red brick manor. The gatehouse had been a miniature version of it. European in its styling, the house’s most dominant feature was a bell tower at the front with enormous clock faces on each side near its peak. 

Our carriage drew into a courtyard and swung around a large fountain. The water feature, with a central sculpture of an ancient goddess, looked to me as fine as any in the cultural capitals on the continent. The coachman reined in his weary steeds, bringing us to a grinding halt on the gravel, and Mr Banes eased himself from the vehicle with a sigh of relief before beckoning us to join him. 

The misty air reflected the gleaming interior lighting of the house, causing the surrounding grounds to glow in the darkness. To one side of the building were formal Italianate gardens, and to the other, a broad expanse of lawn stretching down a gentle slope. A lake appeared to sit at its far end. 

The tower overshadowed us, making me feel tiny. I could just read the time from one of its high clock faces. It was nearly morning. I felt weary on my feet now the journey was over. Strange then, I thought to myself, that the house was lit up with curtains wide open at this hour. 

Mr Banes ushered through the main doorway, which was surrounded by thick ivy. Inside, the entrance hall was unexpectedly small and reserved. “Only the old housekeeper and the cook remain on station,” the solicitor said, “but I’ve requested they prepare the house for us.”

“They are certainly showing the place in its best light,” I said. 

“The master had the electricity installed, but they rarely turn it on these days. You wouldn’t believe the cost.” 

“Do you truly think him to be dead, sir?” 

“I do. He could never have left this place forever. Thornton was his life’s work.” 

A sharp-faced middle-aged lady in sombre black stepped forward from the shadows. Her bony, hook-like fingers snatched our coats away from us with alarming force. “I can second that. Good evening, Mr Banes, gentlemen.” The lady surveyed each of us from top to toe in the practised fashion of a servant, sizing up the potential needs of their guests. 

“Good evening,” said Mr Banes. “Gentlemen, this is Mrs Ross, Thornton’s housekeeper. She farewelled the master the day he departed. They traced him as far as the city in the following weeks, but there the trail went cold.” 

“That I did, sir. The place has felt hollow ever since.” The housekeeper’s gaze drifted away, downcast. “I’ll leave you to your business, Mr Banes. Do ring if you need anything.” With that, she retreated through a side door. 

Mr Banes took us through into a plain hallway. It was not what I was expecting for such an imposing building. “She was distraught when he vanished, you know. I’ve heard some say she had feelings for him beyond what’s proper. That’s probably just village gossip for you.” 

Feelings for who, I wondered. We still did not know to whom Thornton belonged. 

Mr Banes opened a pair of high double doors at the end of the corridor. The dining room beyond was out of a fairy tale, made even more wonderful by how it contrasted with the spartan entryway. 

This grand cavern was all gilded trimmings and crystal chandeliers among vivid scarlet walls. The room soared like that of a palace, mirroring the continental opulence of the house’s exterior. A strong odour of wood polish overpowered me. Once my eyes had adjusted to the glittering finery, what stood out most about the space was its walls. 

A plethora of paintings covered them. In this extensive art collection, I noticed there was not a single landscape in sight. From tiny to larger-than-life size, every canvas was a portrait. A hundred faces stared down at the mahogany dining table, which was fit for thirty guests. They were majestic and regal, beautiful and bewitching, but most of all, the complete effect of the gallery watching us was… imposing. 

“From Rembrandt to Romney, you’ll find every portrait painter of note in this collection, gentlemen,” said Mr Banes. 

“And just whose collection are we among?” I asked, with my mouth hanging open. The sound of my voice resonated around the room. “Surely, now you can tell us that?” 

“That of Randolph Etheridge,” said Inspector Tarrant. He kept his eyes anywhere but on the walls, as if he hadn’t a care for the magnificent display. Tarrant may have been an imbecile, but he apparently knew enough about art and high society to have guessed to whom the estate had belonged. I, however, drew a blank. I’d never heard of Randolph Etheridge - his disappearance and the investigation must have been before my time as a detective. 

“Quite the man of means, this Mr Etheridge!” The notion that I now had a chance to impress the inheritor of all this tantalised me. 

“So it would seem.” A man’s voice interrupted our conversation. It was high and cold, and it didn’t belong to Mr Banes or Inspector Tarrant. 








  
  
  Every Inch the Heir

  
  




Even at first glance, I sensed Randolph Ethridge’s beneficiary to be a condescending sort of man. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but he had the supercilious look of someone who turned his nose up at just about everybody and everything.

“Good gracious,” said Mr Banes, blushing. “I wasn’t expecting you, Sir William.”

“And yet here I am.”

“Gentlemen, may I introduce you to Sir William Etheridge? Sir William, this is—”

“A couple of plods from Scotland Yard, no doubt. Here to pronounce on some nameless ill.” Sir William shook his head. “There is about as much point to this as conducting an autopsy on an Egyptian mummy. Of much academic interest, but of what legal bearing, I ask you?”

Sir William Etheridge was a slender gentleman in his thirties, with curly hair that spiralled into a tangled sort of crown. Fine silk trimmed his opulent suit and an antiquated cravat tied up his whole appearance, as if he were an extravagantly wrapped gift.

“You’re quite right, Sir William,” said Inspector Tarrant. “In our line of work, we are like doctors. It is down to us to diagnose society’s problems.”

“I thought policemen just cleaned up the consequences,” said Sir William.

“Ah yes, but a good policeman, if given the opportunity, can suture an open wound long before the infection of criminality spreads. It is a matter of anticipation, of foreseeing what is over the next crest in the road, and acting to prevent a chain of events from ever getting there. But then the public doesn’t read about the crimes that never happened, do they?”

“A pity that you didn’t meet my uncle. You could have made the study of him your life’s work. Even down to the manner of his demise. We traced him through several of the city’s most notorious establishments. My guess is that he went for a midnight fish in the Thames.” Sir William said all this without a care, as if it were an amusing anecdote, rather than the last recollection of a lost relative.

“You must have been trailing us like a bloodhound on the road, Sir William?” said Mr Banes, trying to lighten the air.

“I was already here before you arrived, Banes.”

“My apologies. Mrs Ross didn’t mention it.”

“I asked her not to. I hoped to size up these Scotland Yard fellows for myself and resolve this matter of yours without delay. Not that I have the first inkling of what you are on about.”

“Yes, well, perhaps now we shall have some explanation. This is Inspector Tarrant and Sergeant Wainwright, both of Special Branch.”

As Mr Banes introduced us, Sir William examined me with a stony gaze. “Fine suit, for a policeman,” he said, nodding at me.

“Thank you,” I said, my heart fluttering at the compliment. Perhaps I had made a positive first impression on the man. Even if he was a disagreeable fellow, his good opinion could be worth a great deal.

“I’m surprised you can afford those clothes on your wages,” he added, with a nasty smirk.

My heart sank at his ridicule as fast as it had risen. I felt my head dip without command at the uncomfortable observation.

“Gentlemen, I’m looking forward to you reassuring Mr Banes that there is nothing to worry over with this portrait of my uncle’s,” Sir William went on. “He keeps prattling on about the damn thing, but I am sure this visit is a waste of your time.”

“You haven’t seen it yet, Sir William,” said Mr Banes.

“No, but I’ve imagined the worst it could be and hardly think it necessary to delay proceedings. The estate is mine, sir. My uncle’s will makes that very clear.”

“It is indeed, but let me tell you now: you haven’t imagined what you are about to see. I doubt any of you have, except perhaps Inspector Tarrant here. The inspector is the yard’s authority on these matters.” Tarrant said nothing at this. Unnoticed by me, he had wandered off to the distant corner of the dining room.

“You are an expert on art then, Inspector?” Sir William asked. “Let us know if you spot any frauds in the collection.”

Inspector Tarrant ignored Sir William. He didn’t take his eye off a small sketch in a prominent corner of the room by another pair of doors. “That has to be a copy,” he murmured at last.

“An original, Inspector. Not to mention one of Randolph’s favourites,” said Mr Banes, his eyes gleaming. “It is a preparatory sketch purchased from Herr Munch shortly before Mr Etheridge’s disappearance.”

I drew closer with Tarrant to observe the strange and haunting piece. It was unlike any of the surrounding artworks. An elongated, agonised figure screaming upon a boardwalk. I knew little about art, but the piece was familiar. “This is quite a collection, Mr Banes,” I said.

“It is, Sergeant. In his latter years, Randolph had the entire hoard examined and valued by experts. They placed it as not only one of the finest, but probably the most valuable in the country.”

“Enough twaddle, gentlemen,” said Sir William. “Can we get to business?”

At this, Mr Banes hastened us past the evocative sketch and down another hallway. Inspector Tarrant languished behind in our wake, and I paced beside Sir William. Much as my heart revolted at the prospect, I had no choice but to make conversation. There was no other option.

“Have you come far to be here, my lord?” I struggled to think of a conversation topic.

“I’m not a peer, lad. Not yet, at least. So don’t ‘m’lord’ me. You’d do well to remember your manners.”

My cheeks burned. I must have flushed scarlet at his words. “S-Sorry, Sir William,” I stammered.

Sir William didn’t acknowledge my apology. His hungry eyes were on the set of doors Mr Banes was unlocking.

“This was Randolph’s library, gentlemen.” Mr Banes ushered us inside like an overly passionate tour guide.

The library was as grand a space as the dining hall, but the air was stale with the scent of old books. A crackling fire in an enormous hearth flickered orange light across its bookshelves and sliding ladders. A further collection of portraits took up the other half of the wall space.

One particular painting dominated the room. It was far larger than the rest and took pride of place over the mantlepiece. Somehow, though, it didn’t seem to hold the same artistic merit as the others. It was a vague, impressionistic portrait of an elderly gentleman with thick silvery hair and the drooping face of a bloodhound. Something about it attracted Inspector Tarrant.

“The man himself,” he whispered.

“I didn’t realise you were acquainted with Mr Etheridge, Inspector Tarrant,” said Banes.

“I never met the man.”

We waited for Inspector Tarrant to carry on, but his attention had wandered to an easel that stood beside a grand mahogany desk. Whatever it held was small and covered in dark velvet.

“This is it, I presume?”

“Yes, sir. I’m afraid it is,” said Mr Banes. He approached the easel gingerly, as if creeping toward the covered cage of an aggressive beast. “Gentlemen, prepare yourselves.”

We gathered closer. Even Sir William Etheridge shouldered in around the easel.

“Late in his life, Mr Etheridge developed a taste for another medium. Photography. This is the only photograph of his making in the collection. At least the only one that features Randolph’s monogram as the artist. I can’t say I know what to make of it. All I can think of is to let you see for yourselves.”

With that, Mr Banes grasped the covering and carefully lifted it away.








  
  
  Portrait of a Young Lady

  
  




At first glance, anyone seeing the photograph revealed would have been forgiven for thinking it exceptionally ordinary. The frame that held it was only fifteen inches tall and ten wide. The subject was a grubby young woman of perhaps twenty years old, who looked as though she had been plucked straight from an impoverished tenement. Despite her plain dress and filthy appearance, she was a striking beauty.

Sir William huffed, and I couldn’t tell if the image had frustrated or amused him. I opened my mouth, not sure if I dared to imply that Mr Banes was quite mad with his concerns, but then closed it again. Inspector Tarrant said nothing but scrutinised the portrait, impressed by something I’d failed to notice. The little lady also fixated Mr Banes. I took another second to properly examine her and realised in bewilderment what they had seen.

“Really, Banes,” said Sir William. “All of this for an—”

Sir William didn’t finish his sentence. He was the last to witness the incredible truth. The lady was moving. She’d stood up from the portrait chair and her lips were alive, as if she were speaking - screaming, even - trying to tell us something, but we could not hear her. I was in a dream, it seemed. Except that I was actually wide awake and awestruck.

Instinctively, I waved my hand in front of the lady. The image was some kind of cinematograph. It had to be. Yet no light or motion appeared on my skin. Nothing was projecting the vision.

“Examine it all you like, Sergeant,” said Mr Banes. “If you can figure it out, you’re doing better than myself, eight solicitors, a QC, and two judges of the Old Bailey.”

“It’s an illusion!” exclaimed Sir William. “It must be!” He shouldered me aside and picked up the frame, then strode to the desk and placed it face down next to a rough, ancient looking key. With no pause for consideration, he ran his hands over every inch of the frame and the backing with considerable force.

Mr Banes and I gathered behind him. Inspector Tarrant drifted to the fireplace and leaned on the mantle. He seemed rather unfazed by the wonder we had just seen, as if it were a cheap magic trick, only fit for small children.

“Careful, Sir William,” said Mr Banes. Sir William was dismantling the frame’s backing, but when he had the print removed, we all saw that it was just as any other smooth photographic paper should be. There was no hidden apparatus of any kind.

“I too thought it an illusion,” Banes murmured, “but when I look at her, I could swear she tries to speak to me.”

Sir William threw up his hands in bemusement, leaving the dismantled components of the frame on the table. “A drink, gentlemen? Uncle Randolph always kept a rather fine claret around here somewhere.”

Mr Banes and I set about replacing the print in its frame while Sir William rummaged through a cabinet in the corner. We positioned the picture on its easel and I peered at the front again, expecting for the illusion to have stopped. The young lady was still moving, though now she was sitting on the studio chair, apparently sobbing.

“However this wizardry works, it is a most cruel creation to be called art,” said Mr Banes.

“Did you have any inkling this existed? Before you set about administering the estate, I mean?”

The solicitor shook his head at my question. My whole body shivered in a nervous sweat. I had wandered headlong into a most bizarre case, blind to its nature. Now I was out of my depth.

Inspector Tarrant remained beside the smoky fire, taking no interest in the conversation. I wondered to myself whether this photograph was what he’d expected to find here. Despite my disbelief, the superintendent had introduced him to Mr Banes as an authority. But an authority on what?

“It is this very fact that troubles me,” said Mr Banes, his words bringing the moment back to focus. “If this were a mere illusion, it would be such an impressive piece that it should have taken pride of place at the collection’s heart. Instead, I found it in his desk drawer.”

“You mean you think—”

“That it’s not an illusion. That what we see here, Sergeant, is a very unfortunate lady who Randolph, or someone else, had trapped in this photograph.”

I realised now why Mr Banes had sought Melville’s help. “And by extension…”

“Mr Etheridge perhaps committed a crime, Mr Wainwright, and a sinister one at that.”

“The only crime he committed was the shocking way he stored this wine.” Sir William had joined us, carrying two glasses of claret and wearing a sour look on his face. “It’s a jolly wonderful trick. I’ll give Uncle Randolph that.”

“You’re not concerned for this young lady, Sir William?” asked Mr Banes.

“Concerned? Why should I be? You can’t squash a person into a portrait, Banes! Or have you not a modern constitution? Don’t you agree, gentlemen?”

Sir William’s stare turned my stomach over. “That’s an excellent point,” I heard myself say. Mr Banes put his fingertips to his mouth in thought. I realised my words had done nothing to reassure him. They had done nothing to reassure me, either.

Despite the impossibility of it, I was watching a young woman who appeared to be very much alive. She buried her head in her hands, and I couldn’t help but feel my heart ache for the poor creature. Then, the lady seemed to sense us staring at her. She glanced up through her matted hair. Though she was in black and white, I could tell her eyes were bloodshot.

With nothing further to do, I joined Inspector Tarrant by the fire. He didn’t turn to face me, but absently contemplated the glowing coals. The flames had died down, but the heat was still fierce and his thick spectacles reflected the flickering light. The warmth appeared to have aged my superior’s face all the more, drying him out and accentuating the creases of his brow.

“Well?” I asked, unsure of how to draw him back into proceedings.

“Well, what?”

“Do you have any thoughts, sir?”

“I thought you wanted me to step in at the vital moment.” Stiff and careful in his movements, the Inspector turned away from me. “So that’s what I’ll do.”

There would be no consultation, no linking of minds or comparing of theories. Inspector Tarrant retreated to a plush armchair in a dark corner of the room, switched on the electric lamp beside him and set about reading a discarded newspaper.








  
  
  Drowning In Her Silence

  
  




Sir William Etheridge and Mr Banes spent the better part of half an hour debating the implications of the portrait, while the young lady in the photograph paced up and down. Now and then she’d turn to us, as if to speak, then shrug her shoulders and drop her head. So keenly was I reminded of my strange incident at the Savoy. I had gone my whole life without seeing such strange things, only to experience two extraordinary phenomena in as many weeks. That couldn’t be a coincidence. 

Inspector Tarrant, aloof and as disinterested as ever, remained in the corner reading the old newspaper. For my part, I felt I could offer little to the conversation at hand. My impression of this case had developed from banal to the most bizarre and impossible mystery I’d ever known. If only I could solve it. However, my mind was as blank for ideas as it used to be when facing a schoolmaster’s probing questions. 

That’s it! First principles, I thought to myself. This was an investigation, and surrendering now would show these men that I was a weak fool. So perhaps I should go back to basics instead. In any investigation, after analysing the scene of the crime, my next action would be to question any available witnesses. We did not know when or with what technique the photographer had created the image. But were there any other witnesses I could speak to instead? 

“I must ask again, Banes,” said Sir William. “How can there be a crime if we can’t identify a victim? There may well be no victim in this matter at all.” 

“We should conduct a search. The gentlemen here, they can make enquiries. Someone out there may recognise the girl,” said Banes. 

“She could be out in the wide world merrily living her life! Even if this were a real person, who was somehow captured, the wretched creature was probably unattached, unwanted. This portrait must at least date back to my uncle’s disappearance. He always kept his desk locked.” Sir William pointed at the large key on the desk. 

“That key doesn’t belong to the desk. I had to force open the drawers. In fact, we’ve not found any lock that matches it.” Mr Banes paused, weighing his next words. “The fact remains, Sir William, that this still has the hallmarks of a crime. And I’m not prepared to put the photograph into your custody until the gentlemen here agree that they should not retain it as evidence.” 

“How can such a thing come before a court?” Sir William snapped, exasperated. “What judge would hear such a case, let alone comprehend it? You said yourself, you’ve had the best men examine this artefact for evidence and have found nothing. And the defendant is long dead! We don’t even know if my uncle created it himself! Someone may have gifted it to him.” 

“In which case—” 

“Was your uncle a keen photographer, Sir William?” 

The two confounded men rounded on me as if I’d rudely awakened them. “Not keen, no,” said Sir William. “He took up the medium only a few months before his disappearance.” 

“What sparked his interest?” 

Sir William took a deep breath to calm himself. “My uncle was an obsessive where portraits were concerned. He travelled the continent and even further afield to collect them, and that was no secret. What few people realise is he was also an artist, though with little discernible talent. I suppose he turned to photography because it didn’t require any appreciable dexterity.” 

I went on. “Was he acquainted with men of science? Men who had the expertise to have created what we’ve found here?” 

“I think I can answer that,” said Mr Banes. “Randolph was a keen member of the Royal Society and a patron of several inventors. He oversaw the installation of the electric lighting you see here at Thornton. There were several contracts and financial arrangements I assisted with in my time as his solicitor. It is fair to assume a considerable part of his fortune went toward the advancement of various fields of knowledge.” 

“Yes, he squandered it for the rest of the family,” said Sir William. “Perhaps the old fool is still alive after all! Some of the money may have paid for a hot-air balloon and a voyage floating over the clouds to China.” 

“I think you’ll find, Sir William, that the residual estate he entitled you and your heirs to is still handsome.” 

“Yet far less than it would be worth if the old fool hadn’t frittered it away. What did he produce to show for his investments? A damned expensive collection of electric bulbs, enough for a passenger liner. And this portrait, whatever it is.” 

My thoughts wandered as the two men resumed their argument. I stared at the young lady again. She was looking at me. Not them, just me. Once more, she was attempting to speak. If only I knew what she was saying, I thought to myself. 

Then it hit me. I’d been a fool! The victim was staring us in the face, yet we hadn’t seen fit to ask her a single question. Her lips moved silently, but in that moment I was sure I could make out the two words coming from them. Two paltry words that sent a chill down my spine. 

Help me, the woman was saying. The second and third times I witnessed them, they were clearer, and no doubt remained in my mind. Help me! Help me! 

She was looking right into my eyes. Despite her being only a few inches tall, it seemed she was attempting to connect with me. Was that even possible? This was all fresh territory, an untamed wilderness of experience.

I moved toward her, then veered to one side to test my theory. Her eyes followed mine, sure and steady. I darted in the opposite direction while trying to keep eye contact with her. Again, I watched her keep track of me. She was seeing me. She had to be. 

I waved a finger back and forth in front of the lady. Once more, she followed, realising what I was trying to prove. There was no doubt. She could see us. And if she could see us, perhaps we could question her. 








  
  
  A Spark of Hope

  
  




In a frenzy of excitement, I ransacked Randolph Etheridge’s desk for pencils and paper. Sir William and Mr Banes watched me, puzzled, and even Inspector Tarrant’s gaze shifted in my direction.

“Really, Sergeant,” said Sir William. “None of these items are yours! What on earth are you doing?”

Despite my reluctance to cross the man, this was my chance to prove my mettle.

“She can see us!” I exclaimed. Sir William frowned, but Mr Banes nodded with no sign that I’d surprised him.

“‘Help me,’ she says, over and over,” said Banes. “That is what I’ve been trying to explain, Sir William. That is why I would not let this rest until we found out why she’d say such a thing.”

“Banes,” I said, glad to hear him express this sentiment, “we must try every means possible to find the truth.”

“Of course. But I still expect our efforts will end in disappointment, Sergeant. I have already tried myself to communicate with the poor girl.”

Sir William sniffed. “I see my uncle has you both fooled. He was a clever man, but I’ll not let him trick me.” He finished his glass with one swig and ventured to the door. “I expect to find that portrait precisely how it was when I return. Don’t forget, gentlemen, that I am its rightful owner now, just as I am the owner of everything here. When you’ve finished with your experiments, you’ll leave this house exactly as you found it.”

“But, Sir William,” said Mr Banes, “do you not want to discover an answer to this riddle?”

“I already have one. I realise now that this portrait is the most valuable thing I own.”

“It is not yours yet, Sir William. Not until I have completed these proceedings.”

It surprised me how much Mr Banes was standing up to Sir William. All I had wanted was to impress the man by making my best effort to solve this case. Yet now he was being chased away.

“Sir William,” I said, “why not stay and observe our progress? You would be most useful to us, I’m sure.”

“Find the hired help! They’re burning my money with this electricity, so I give you permission to use them in whatever way you deem fit.”

“Randolph’s money,” muttered Mr Banes.

Sir William turned tail and exited the library without further farewell. I felt my face flush with concern. If only I’d done more to appease the man. He had a point. He was the rightful inheritor of the house and everything in it, including the picture. And valuable it may well be.

Only a minute after Sir William’s departure, the door opened again. Mrs Ross bustled into the room. I followed Mr Banes’ lead in standing in front of the picture to conceal it from her.

“Really, gentlemen, it is well past the time for bed,” she said as she removed the discarded drinking glasses and crockery. “I’ll not be delaying breakfast in the morning. Cook has enough to manage, what with preparing for Sir William’s family to arrive, so you’ll be having it cold if you’re not careful.”

“Thank you, Mrs Ross,” said Mr Banes. “We’ll retire soon.”

Mrs Ross eyed us as an eagle would eye its prey, before bustling from the room.

“Isn’t she a reassuring presence?” Inspector Tarrant commented without lifting his gaze from his newspaper. “A welcoming home is incomplete without a puritanical housekeeper.”

“Sergeant, let us continue. I’m growing weary.”

I followed the example of Mr Banes and returned my attention to the photograph.

Having accrued enough paper to begin, I set to work writing my first message. I wanted to be as efficient as possible, but we needed to build as complete an understanding of the situation as we could. We had no alternate leads. I’d start, as in any interview, with general questions, then focus on the specifics.

By that point, I realised it was most likely to be a laborious discourse. We might even need to spell every word out, letter by letter. Of course, this was academic, until I was able to confirm that the woman could read the writing I was to show her. This was where I had to begin.

“Mr Banes,” I said. “Can you hold these and pass them to me as we progress?” I gave the solicitor a series of questions I’d written out, then approached the portrait with the first piece of paper.

I held up my hand to attract the woman’s attention. She blinked at me with bleary eyes. I studied her face and tried to deduct what I could from her appearance. Her hair was dark, almost charcoal among the many shades of grey in the photograph. Her stained dress was a threadbare patchwork, a sorry sight even for a working-class girl.

Physically, she was a thin creature - gaunt-faced, malnourished but not sickly looking. Her eyes were bright. Were she properly groomed, I was sure she could have been mistaken for an influential society heiress. She could have lived a thousand different lives. Yet examining her was enough to show that her short years on earth had been hard ones.

Studying her syphoned away some of the hope I’d had at the moment that I was about to begin. A voice somewhere in my consciousness told me there might be nothing to be done, because she might not have ever learned to read.

My young witness had stood up from her chair and rubbed her hands together, impatient. I showed her the first card I had written. It said: ‘Can you read these words?’ I saw her tiny eyes scan from right to left, then she nodded vigorously. My heart skipped a beat. Mr Banes gasped. We were in business.

“Sir, we need you to see this!” I glanced around for Inspector Tarrant. “She can —” Inspector Tarrant was nowhere to be seen. I stood up and peered into the dark corners of the room, but Mr Banes and I were alone. Where had the man gone? He’d wandered off somewhere, bored with the single most remarkable thing I’d ever seen in my life. “Did you see where he went, Mr Banes?”

“No, Sergeant. We should continue. I’ll take notes.”

Mr Banes handed me the cards and a pen. I pulled up a chair in front of the portrait, ready to begin.








  
  
  An Unusual Conversation

  
  




Her name was Catherine. That was my first discovery, and it took us several minutes to achieve it. Our slow, frustrating conversation stretched for two hours before Mr Banes and I retired for the night, to rooms Mrs Ross had prepared for us. The sun would be over the horizon soon and Banes had barely hidden the portrait from view when she summoned us from the room. Our wish to stay a little longer was hopeless, and she chased us to our quarters on the upper floors like a disgruntled nanny.

To my later surprise, I fell asleep almost at once. I usually found my thoughts too frenetic for rest at the commencement of a case. That was true this time, but the night’s shocking discovery seemed to have drained me. It was, however, a strange sleep - a half sleep, an absurd dream state where silver-halide tenement folk danced around my bed in a trance.

After waking late that morning, with the sun already high, I began my conversation with Catherine again. This time, though, I was alone. Mr Banes was too weary from the entire ordeal and the rather useless Inspector Tarrant appeared again only after we had consumed breakfast. He vanished once more when I resumed my efforts. For hours, I worked to scribe Catherine’s tale, sometimes one word at a time or letter by letter.

Catherine was a country girl, a farmer’s daughter, orphaned at seventeen. For years she had dreamed of escaping the monotony of her existence, of seeing city lights and fashionable society. Many from her world had left rural life and improved their standing through business or trade. She’d had some education. Why could she not do the same, as a shop girl perhaps? Her father’s death extinguished such notion, however, and she was desperate for any work from that day on.

The first time she’d ventured beyond her village had been via train to London in search of employment. It was not the grand bustling hive of adventure like she had read about in books. Noise, grime and hard graft was all she found there, not excitement and gaiety. She realised quickly how naive her childish dreams had been. The metropolis swallowed her, as it does so many of its victims.

I shall not repeat the nature of abject squalor in which she lived or the desperate measures she had to take to buy bread. City life reduced her existence to that of a vagrant, with only the clothes on her back and the murky fog to sleep beneath. She described this existence to me as being just like the purgatory she had learned about in Sunday school. The country life she’d once thought dreary was a distant heaven by comparison.

Still, she had tried to make the best of her situation. At first there had been camaraderie among the impoverished community she found herself in. They loved to hear about her childhood adventures in the hills or woods, of a working day dictated by the sun rather than the factory whistle. Yet, her friends were without the money to aid her and eventually even the most menial of honest jobs slipped through her grasp.

Then, when all hope seemed lost, along came a gentleman, like a shining knight from a fairy tale. He was wealthy, all kindness and good grace. He’d appeared before Catherine one day, like an angel from above, as she sat on a street corner. His words were all of God’s love and charity. There was no way she could refuse to follow him, having heard what he offered. A warm bed and nourishing food were hers - if only she’d let him document her wretched life and take her picture.

The man lifted Catherine from despair into a brilliant dream. He had a fine carriage in which they rode, and a warm cloak to keep her aching bones from the crisp air of the journey. She’d seen green pastures again and her heart was full of the joyful memories of her youth. On the rough city streets, she’d long ago lost all hope that she’d ever return to a place where there were no black chimneys or brick-built mazes.

The gentleman put Catherine up in an inn, and summoned her the next night to a grand house nearby. No servants were yet awake in the earliest hours of the morning when she arrived. A solitary light guided her to a back entrance where the gentleman had welcomed her. Once again, he charitably promised her the opportunity of a good living, if only she would sit for a portrait.

Once inside, they had walked to a dark, velvet-lined room, and the gentleman had directed Catherine to a posing chair. The same chair we now found her sitting on. It was so dark around her, she only heard much of what happened next. The gentleman’s boots scraped on the stone floor as he prepared his camera. He sprinkled some sort of powder into a metal receptacle. The flash had been blinding, a firecracker that burned a hole in Catherine’s vision. A multitude of colours shimmered before her eyes for some minutes afterward, whether she had them open or shut.

After that came a renewed blackness, but this time, it had been total. The darkness consumed her. Loss of vision, though frightening, wasn’t the worst of it - Catherine’s body lost all feeling and any ability to hear. She couldn’t breathe and struggled to expand her chest. Yet she didn’t find herself starved of air. There was a hole in her centre, a strange absence. Her heart was motionless, no longer beating, no longer coursing blood through her veins. She’d lost her life, yet somehow her thoughts were as clear and focused as ever.

The wretched thing broke down for some time as she tried to relay the next part of her experience to me. After what seemed an eternity, light and colour returned to Catherine’s world. It was a scarlet blur at first, as if someone had bathed her in a pool of blood.

Then she saw the face of her captor. For he had captured her, ensnared her in a cage without sound or touch or smell. The man, now gigantic, had peered in at Catherine and she stared out at him. That was all she could do, save wander within a few feet of the posing chair that had turned grey. Beyond that was only darkness, and an invisible boundary in front of the chair kept her in her place. Only the distorted world beyond this was in colour. When she realised her own features were black and white too, it dawned on her that she was trapped inside a photograph.

The gentleman pegged her prison on a string to dry in a dark room, for what felt like days. She didn’t know how long exactly. Time soon lost all meaning to her, an eternal insomnia where the minutes stretched into infinity. Her only relief was that she had retained her vision, for she could see the world perfectly beyond her photograph.

I faltered at that point. I’d run out of paper, and I’d scribbled so many notes that my hand ached. Every time I glanced away, my mind rebelled at the absurdity of the situation. An interview with such a witness, such a victim, had to be a hallucination.

Yet, every time that I stared at Catherine again, there she moved, clear as day. Her eyes, despite being trapped in a dimensionless existence, were so full of life. I’d triumphed in writing down her tale but was powerless to free her from her prison.

Not wanting to leave Catherine, I enquired, after locating another scrap of paper, whether there was anything else she desired to relate to me. She paused, and for a drawn-out moment she appeared as a figure would in any other photograph - deathly still. A single moment in time, forever etched into print and forever consigned to history. When she nodded and fixed her gaze on me, I knew I hadn’t yet learnt the worst of her tale.








  
  
  Beneath the Hallowed Halls

  
  




The battered copy of Malleus Maleficarum was in the bookcase by the fire. Someone had recently disturbed it from the surrounding dusty volumes. That was the clue I needed. I removed the leather-bound volume and thrust my arm between the neighbouring books. At the limit of my reach, my hand grasped something metal. It was coarse, and I pictured the blunted head of an oversized arrow.

I pulled hard at the fitting and dislodged it, withdrawing my hand to discover I’d pulled out a large, weighty key. It appeared to be the same one that was present on the desk when we arrived. A glance to where it had been confirmed my suspicion. I thrust it into the gap between the books once more. It took me several attempts to find the keyhole. At last, I heard something click.

I grasped the key harder, twisting my arm to turn it. The entire bookcase gave way. It hinged outward on itself, forcing me backwards. I wrestled my arm from within the shelf just as it threatened to drag me with it - then, I witnessed the secret entrance for the first time.

A brick-lined flight of steps, lit by a string of electric bulbs, descended from the hidden door. I didn’t glance back at Catherine’s portrait. She was facing the opposite direction so she would not have seen me, anyway. She had been correct, though. Her description was precisely where I had found the studio’s entrance.

With a deep breath, I took to the staircase, my steps echoing off the walls. A cold iron railing seemed to draw me downward. At the foot of the stairs, I parted a velvet curtain. Deep crimson fabric lined the room beyond, from floor to ceiling. All was silent, save for my tentative footsteps.

A warm hue from more light bulbs bathed the space. A posing chair, complete with metal prongs designed to hold a subject’s head still, was positioned at the far end of the strange room, just as it was positioned in Catherine’s portrait. To me, it appeared similar to those electric execution chairs they’d recently started using in America. There were three small marks ground into the floor near where I stood. I surmised that a tripod could have caused them, but no camera or equipment was present.

A metal chain hung from the ceiling in the corner; I assumed it would turn the lights off. When I pulled it, something else happened. The room turned blood red, and I felt off balance for a dizzying moment with the sudden shift.

I brushed aside a gap in the curtain near the chain to reveal a small space beyond. It was just large enough to house a couple of tables that were supported on a collection of wooden boxes. The tables held several chemical baths and there was a short length of twine for hanging prints. There were plenty of materials; glass bottles, old lenses and canisters, but no photographs and no camera.

As I withdrew back into the main chamber, I switched the lights over again to return the room to its familiar golden-yellow hue. Beyond the posing chair was another gap among the curtains. I had avoided it until now, but this was where Catherine had insisted that I venture. I raised a hand as I approached it, ready to part the fabric, but then hesitated. I had no reason to hold back. This was my first time exploring the cellar. It should have held no demons for me. Catherine had not explained what I would see, either. Yet my heart knew. It informed me, in no uncertain terms, in beating like a war drum, that I should not proceed.

My trembling hand moved the curtain enough for me to view it. Another portrait, as distinctive as Catherine’s had been, for life animated this young lady too. Where had she come from? What manner of existence had she known? Though I couldn’t yet tell what this new victim was saying, Catherine’s words, her story ran through my mind once more.

A life lived in hope and despair. The wild fantasies of youth turned into the simple dream of an honest job and a warm bed. Grassy dales she wished she could run through once more and a favourite tree she’d never climb again. I could see a colourful past and a living nightmare just like Catherine’s tale etched on this new face.

Who had this lady loved? Who loved her? Surely somewhere she had friends or relations wondering about her fate. I was about to discover all this, and the possibilities that were stolen from her. If only I could be strong.

I stepped through the gap, prepared to reassure her and question her. Her story needed to be heard by someone, just as I had given Catherine a voice. I then realised this space was far larger than the velvet-wrapped studio behind me. It was an elongated hallway that extended to the left and right, seemingly spanning the length of the house, doubtless underneath the floorboards of the grand rooms overhead.

It was one huge, long gallery, full of portraits. As I examined each one, they stole the breath from my lungs. I was venturing along a line-up of young ladies trapped in the living death of Randolph Etheridge’s monochrome world.

He had captured all the pitiful creatures within the same scene. The curtains and the posing chair appeared in every frame. It was a hall of sadistic delight, yet also a sorry study into human nature. There were desperate pleas and outbursts of tears. Other victims slumped against the wall or had spread-eagled themselves on the ground.

In my time with the Metropolitan Police, I’d seen murders and beatings - violations of the worst kind. But I’d never felt such despair. I’d also never seen such an ungodly manifestation that was all one man’s doing. For this, as far as I understood, had been the satanic work of a solitary evil soul. Everything about the house, wondrous upon first impression, was now cast in this sinister shadow. I panicked at the sudden notion that the house itself, Randolph Etheridge’s creation, was watching me.

To my shame, I ran, fleeing back through the studio and up the stairs to the library. I couldn’t breathe, and suddenly had to be anywhere else but in that cellar. Anywhere else but in that house. The wicked place didn’t need a policeman. It needed a priest.








  
  
  Aimless, I Wandered

  
  




I must have spent several hours venturing through every inch of Thornton’s Italianate gardens. My legs behaved like I was an automaton. They ferried me mechanically on a predetermined course. Though I’ve seen those grounds again since, in that moment, I absorbed neither the style nor the opulence of the place. Like in the house, I felt a presence there, beside that of the women trapped in photographs. I sensed other eyes, like those of the portraits in the dining room, watching. The hands of a long-dead master, guiding me, stalking me, waiting to strike the air from my lungs. 

Perhaps it was the pressure. I had taken on a task which now appeared herculean. To understand such a monstrous crime, among the most peculiar and sinister I’d ever heard of in all criminology… The basic mechanism behind these impossible photos required identification, so that we could warn the world about its dangers. Then again, perhaps we should lock away whatever dark practice Randolph Etheridge had created forever, never to be witnessed or spoken of again. 

After discovering the sinister gallery below stairs, I tried to find Inspector Tarrant. It was foolish, I thought, but part of me was still holding out for the rogue to be of some use. He’d gone into the village, or so Mr Banes had said. Banes himself had nearly fainted when I told him what I’d found. 

“Let’s not exert ourselves,” he’d said, when I recommended investigating the other portraits at once. A funny thing to say, I thought. We had dozens of witnesses suddenly within reach. What else was I to do? There was no route forward other than more exhaustive rounds of questioning, and I had no one on hand to help or guide me. 

To my surprise, I came across Mrs Ross sitting in a secluded part of the garden. Her bench overlooked a large, stone fountain, featuring a sculpture of a classical maiden riding a horse through the waves. The startled housekeeper stood up as I approached. Her eyes were puffy, her face streaked with tears. 

“Forgive me, sir,” said Mrs Ross, as she turned away and hid from my gaze behind a handkerchief. “I’m afraid your arrival has reawakened many a memory.” 

“I’m sorry. It must be awful not knowing what happened to him.” I was all too familiar with the agony families suffered when someone they loved vanished. Hope and dread, in equal measure. In a way, it was more tortuous than knowing the fate of a deceased relative or friend. 

In my eyes, Randolph Etheridge was the vilest human being I had ever known. However, this was not how Mrs Ross had yet seen him. Judging by Mr Banes’ attempts to keep Catherine’s portrait from her, Mrs Ross didn’t know about the photographs. Part of me hoped that we’d never have to divulge the secret. 

“It is awful, sir.” Mrs Ross regained a modicum of composure and stowed her handkerchief. “Mr Banes informed me you gentlemen are from the police.” 

“That’s true.” It occurred to me then that the housekeeper could enlighten me further about Randolph Etheridge’s private persona. 

“Do they need your opinion on the matter to settle the estate?” 

“On which matter, Mrs Ross?” 

“On whether he’s dead, of course.” Mrs Ross was indeed ignorant of our true mission at Thornton. I sighed, doubting there was any wisdom in relating to her our recent findings. They would only upset her. Would I be able to question her without revealing too much detail? “Your colleague was curious to hear my thoughts on the subject.” 

“Inspector Tarrant?” Mrs Ross nodded, evidently perplexed at my surprise. So, he had been carrying out some form of work. The prig could have fooled me into thinking he was here for a holiday.

“He seemed particularly interested in Mr Banes. Wondered if he had any debts, that sort of thing. Of course, I said I’m hardly one to know. We only rarely see the man these days.”

I recalled the solicitor’s sudden change of attitude to our investigation. Perhaps Tarrant was on to something, as remarkable as that seemed. Even gentlemen that may appear upstanding can be undermined where money becomes involved. Mr Banes could have been angling for some sort of arrangement, assuming the photographs to be of value. Alternatively, Sir William could be pulling the strings with an offer that was hard to resist.

Following such logic to its conclusion, Etheridge’s disappearance may have been in both their interests. Seven years was a long wait, but any investment can take time to pay dividends. I realised I had to find the inspector, to understand just what he had been up to. 

“Gosh!” exclaimed Mrs Ross, startling me. She’d been alarmed by something over my shoulder. “What on earth is this?” 

Several horse teams and carriages were making a conspicuous entrance along the drive. I recognised the first coach as the very one Inspector Tarrant and I had arrived in the previous evening. This afternoon, though, five more followed it. A circus of vehicles arrived as I watched from between the statues. No sooner had the fleet of wagons parked in the courtyard and at its approach - for they did not all fit in the usual carriage area - than a horde of men alighted and descended upon the house. 

Mrs Ross was already dashing off across the lawns, though apparently ignorant of what the onslaught meant. As I followed, I noticed Inspector Tarrant ambling up the drive, surveying the grounds at a leisurely pace. He paid no attention to the commotion in the courtyard, simply dodging the shifting maze of servants and baggage. Before I had the chance to catch up, he vanished into the house. 

“Good of you to see sense in the end, Banes,” said Sir William, as I approached the carriage closest to the house. I heard his voice before I saw him, just as I had when we first met. He descended down his carriage steps and shook hands with Mr Banes, who had appeared from the house to greet him. With a sinking stomach, I knew what was happening. Banes had caved to Sir William’s demands, whatever they were. 

“Let’s hasten through to the library. I’m eager to get straight to it. We’ve much to prepare before the grand opening,” he went on. Grand opening? I can’t have heard that right, I thought to myself. 

Mr Banes nodded to Sir William and followed him into the house. I moved quietly behind them, and soon saw that the entrance hall had become a flurry of activity. Servants and tradesmen were shifting everything from potted ferns and floral arrangements to chairs and brass bollards. I barged past the commotion to catch up with the two gentlemen once again. 

“Afternoon, Sir William!” I called. Sir William turned on his heels. He was impassive, neither surprised nor displeased to see me. 

“Ah, the providential policeman. Still here then, Sergeant?” I knew I should have stood up to him, but I merely nodded at Sir William’s condescension. “Well, you’d better follow us. I may have a use for you after all.” 

Hesitant to disobey, I trailed in the wake of Sir William and Mr Banes as they walked toward the library. Inspector Tarrant, who I still half expected to be lurking around every corner, was absent yet again. 








  
  
  His Domain

  
  




Sir William Etheridge strode into the library and went straight for Catherine’s portrait. He snatched it from the easel, raised it over his head and pirouetted on the spot. I’d stopped in the corridor and from that distance, I could just make out poor Catherine, flung from side to side in her frame.

“Where are the others, Banes? I want to see them at once!” Sir William replaced the portrait on the easel, leaving Catherine grasping the posing chair in her frame, then solemnly approached his uncle’s old chair at the grand mahogany desk. Randolph’s portrait behind him, still grim as ever, stared out at Sir William’s new kingdom.

Though I had little idea what I’d say, I made to approach the man before he became too engrossed in the papers on the desk. I’d only put one foot forward when I felt a sharp tug on my coat. Mr Banes detained me at the library door and looked me in the eye with a reassuring smile.

“Sergeant, I need to thank you for your work,” said Mr Banes, beaming.

“Really? You understand that it’s only just begun,” I replied.

“Nonsense. I think we can put this one to bed. The court will grant probate soon enough. I see no reason to hold Sir William’s rightful inheritance from him under my supervision until such a time. This house desperately needs a new lease of life and the estate requires considerable income.” Mr Banes gave me a hearty slap on the shoulder.

“But finding the truth. We still need to answer—”

“As your colleague said to me, it’s all a clever trick! Not the least bit criminal. It’s for the best that we get on with the show, and celebrate Randolph’s genius instead.”

So Inspector Tarrant had called off the investigation. My blood simmered.

“Mr Banes, you understand as well as I do. There is much we can still learn here. What happens to poor Catherine now? That’s her name, or don’t you remember?”

At that, Mr Banes’ face fell. He bowed his head and seemed to shrivel into himself.

“Come, Banes!” Sir William called the solicitor as if he was a puppy just brought to heel. I hung back in disbelief as the loyal servant attended to his master. “Your fidelity to this family will not go unrewarded. Now, we’ve much to do.”

Mr Banes, eminent solicitor indeed. Just what hold did Sir William have over him?

I clenched my fists without thinking, no longer in control. Catherine’s stare caught my eye. She wasn’t crying, but her expression was more sorrowful than ever. It was the forlorn gaze of a condemned prisoner denied a last reprieve. Her life was poisoned, suspended, her condemnation seemingly eternal. For why shouldn’t she live forever, if they preserved the photographs well?

As the two scheming gentlemen muttered between themselves, I approached the portrait. My legs gave way; I fell forward onto my knees and found myself at eye level with Catherine. Hers was a fate I wouldn’t wish upon anyone. Her gaze touched mine as mine touched hers. We no longer needed a pen and paper, crude gestures, or imitations to communicate. We both knew the inescapable fate that was about to befall her.

“You’re sweating, Wainwright! Won’t you answer Sir William?”

Catherine’s fate was so all-consuming that Mr Banes’ words came at me as out of the blue. I hadn’t listened to Sir William at all.

“My apologies,” I said. “What was the question?”

“I’ll be putting my uncle’s work on display, Sergeant, and I want to entertain people with it,” said Sir William. “To bring in the crowds, we’ll need a few theatrics. I’d like you to assume the role of the policeman, narrating to visitors the tales of vice and villainy captured in these portraits. You’re young and you scrub up well, for a lawman at least, and your background will add authenticity to the show.”

I was disgusted. “Who said any of these women were criminals?” I asked.

“What street-dweller isn’t? I’ll double your current salary.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m offering you a job, Sergeant Wainwright.”

Sir William’s offer, and his callous disregard for the victims in his charge, froze my entire being. One sudden move and I could shatter into a thousand icy splinters. It was as if he had photographed me, trapped my soul within a split second, and forced me to witness his toothy smile for all eternity.








  
  
  Full Retreat

  
  




Ignoble, selfish - call me what you will. As the Thornton carriage took us back to the city, courtesy of Sir William, I knew I was unworthy of calling myself a policeman. I’d hand in my resignation without delay and find another profession. I mulled over the fact that there must be a myriad of trades where a bad day’s labour doesn’t result in irretrievably ruining lives.

My head pounded as the iron tyres of the carriage struck stone after stone on the rough country roads. I tried to breathe, to stare out the window and let my thoughts drift with the passing landscape. Yet a sickening ache grew through my innards.

With each jolt, I saw faces before me, rebuking my weakness. Catherine, and the poor souls trapped in Randolph Etheridge’s subterranean den. The emptiness in my heart wasn’t because my career was now becalmed. Rather, it was because I’d let the pitiful victims of heinous crimes go unprotected and unavenged.

Wherever Etheridge Senior was, whether he was on a beach somewhere sunny or in a shallow grave, he was beyond our grasp. Justice would never be done. The promotion and commendations of a glittering career that I had pretentiously imagined now seemed pathetic.

My course of action had been a selfish one. I’d let my curiosity overpower me instead of acting in the best interests of Etheridge’s victims. We could have had the paintings confiscated, taken for analysis in a laboratory. If I had received more support, I was sure I would have invented a sufficient excuse to safeguard Catherine and the other victims.

Inspector Tarrant sat opposite me, staring out the window without a care in the world. I fixed my eyes on his, willing him to notice me. It’s often uncomfortable, that feeling we all get, when someone is watching you. We can sense it, even when those enquiring eyes are well out of our own field of vision. This time, I was well within my superior officer’s line of sight. He was simply choosing not to meet my gaze.

Since we had met, Inspector Tarrant’s antagonism had been venomous, but it was what he hadn’t done that had proved most destructive. My wish to speak out, to shake some sense into that sawdust-for-brains head of his, was overwhelming; an outburst as inevitable now as a rising tide. For a long time, I weighed up the words that were swimming around my thoughts. Every insubordinate combination came to mind.

“You’ll have my resignation in the morning,” I said at last, trying to remain composed.

Inspector Tarrant said nothing, did nothing. His ambivalent expression didn’t slip, even for a fraction of a second. He seemingly had no interest in life or living, save for hurting others. He didn’t care about anyone or anything but himself.

“I can’t stand working like this!” I was deliberately louder this time. My fierce voice cut over the racket of the trundling carriage. The inspector pivoted his gaze to me with no more interest than if I’d been a rock wall or bramble bush in the passing landscape.

“Very well,” he said, “but I shall not be letting you go just yet.”

“Why not?”

“There is one duty I require of you before you make your farewells. After that, you’ll be free to leave.”

Who was this man to command me so? I was his sergeant, not his slave. “I’ll go over your head! I’ll go to Melville.”

“You’ve a short memory, boy. What did I say before? You’ll not find him agreeable in the slightest.” Tarrant knew he’d called my bluff. I felt naked, knowing he’d seen in my face that I wouldn’t bring myself to do anything of the like. For even now that I was determined to leave, I couldn’t face making a fool of myself in front of the force’s most respected officer.

“He should know what we found,” I retorted. “What we could have done!”

“We’ve done all we can. Now’s the time for a hot bath and lie-down, I fancy.”

“You mean, sir, I suppose, that I have done all I can. While you’ve been acting quite the country squire, spending all day at your bloody leisure!” Inspector Tarrant smiled as I lost my temper. After a moment of sizing me up, he returned to staring out the carriage window. The silence lasted the rest of the journey.

As we approached New Scotland Yard, I hastened to be ready to alight. I felt a firm grip on my arm. Inspector Tarrant forced a scrap of paper into my hand. It was a poster, an advertisement. It read:

The Gallery of Faces: Grand Opening! 

The Etheridge family’s fine portrait collection on display, now complete with the world’s most fascinating illusions. Once you’ve seen it, you’ll say there has been nothing like it. 

“We shall go together, Mr Wainwright,” said Tarrant. I snatched the poster from him and read it again, choking on a pitiful cry. The drawing beneath the description was a fair likeness of Catherine in distress.

“What makes you think I’d go?” I wrestled my arm free of his grasp.

“To conclude your business with Sir William, of course,” he said as he reclined back in his seat. “He’ll be wanting to know if you’ll take that job of his!”

My cheeks flushed. I hadn’t given Sir William an affirmative answer, but neither had I rebuked his despicable suggestion. To my shame, I hadn’t challenged him further. Had it been instinctive deference that stopped me, or the thought of the opportunity he offered? I wasn’t sure.

The carriage came to an abrupt halt, and I jumped down as fast as I could manage, almost tripping over. The hour was growing late, so there was little use entering the Yard. My next visit to that building, when I did venture inside, would be my last. Resignation was my only choice.

As I strode away toward my lodgings across town, I maintained my determination not to look back. My resolve to defy Inspector Tarrant, however, melted when I considered the opportunity he’d given me. I’d accompany him back to Thornton, for he was correct in one detail: I had business to conclude.








  
  
  The Final Approach

  
  




High society folk from across the land had come to Thornton. Our cab joined a sluggish procession of far more impressive vehicles fifty yards from the gatehouse. I alighted without warning or word to Inspector Tarrant. Just a few sentences had passed between us on the journey, and he’d spent most of it sleeping. 

I struggled to avoid the horse teams and high wheels of the battleship-like carriages, and had to show my credentials at the gate to gain admission. The traffic forced me to tramp the boggy ground beside the road up the hill to the house. The avenue was a constant stream of comings and goings, delivering a dazzling clientele for the new gallery’s inaugural gala. 

Dusk was setting in as I reached the house, but the failing light brought no peaceful evening with it. The cream of the gentry were all around me; lords, ladies, and gentlemen parading in their tail-suits and shimmering evening gowns. The guests had disembarked in the turning circle under the continental clock tower and were forming a procession into the house. 

Getting inside without forcing my way through was impossible. I squeezed forward among the gathering. All around me, the guests seemed like caricatures. They were faultless, without the slightest defect or blemish. A fine collection of porcelain figurines, fit for the provincial palace they were entering. 

I made my apologies repeatedly to get a passage through to the crowded foyer, but I wasn’t making enough progress. A queue was a queue, and to push through within any community was rude. Among this society, it was unconscionable. Wishing more than anything that I could simply run away, I made my choice. 

“Gentlemen, ladies, please make way,” I said with a raised voice. “Metropolitan Police.” I held my credentials aloft and received many glares of surprise and alarm. The guests begrudgingly cleared a path. I felt my cheeks flush as I passed to the head of the column. A concierge with a sharp little face reminiscent of an inquisitive rat, who had been checking invitations, beckoned me forward to his desk. “Sir William, urgently.” 

His eyes widened as he surveyed the other guests. I sensed the whispering and the sharp looks passing through the ranks behind me. Without a word, the rat-faced fellow gestured toward the dining room. I bowed my head in thanks and rushed forward, trying my best not to collide with the guests or the footmen serving drinks. 

I was going to stop the grand unveiling of the photographs. How? I hadn’t a clue. Could I arrest Sir William for long enough to delay proceedings? That may be counterproductive. I hadn’t even invented a charge. I could not see Inspector Tarrant behind me, but it was only a matter of time before he caught up. 

Sir William’s staff had cleared the glorious dining room of all furniture. What they had left were walls bristling with masterpieces, plus the Norwegian oddity I’d seen before. It seemed to attract much of the guests’ attention. The palatial hall appeared more impressive than ever - over one hundred guests were already filling its floor, competing to gain the best glimpses of the art. Ferns and exotic palms bordered the chamber and a large stage now stood at its farthest end. 

My stomach twisted into a knot when I realised what was on the platform. A series of easels, all lined up next to one another. I could guess what the frames were holding, but scarlet silk covered the photographs. A theatrical unveiling it would be indeed. And sure enough, there in the corner was Sir William.

The heir of all this wonderment was smirking behind his crystal wine glass. He examined his watch, no doubt in growing anticipation of the wealth and notoriety he would accrue with the century’s greatest marvel. For this would be no mere side-show to Thornton’s other treasures. The photographs were the chief attraction, and would remain so in perpetuity. 

Possible headlines in tomorrow’s papers swirled through my mind as I pressed forward toward the stage. I was unarmed, without a plan or any idea of what to say, but I would stop Sir William if it were the last thing I did. For Catherine, I said to myself in a whisper. 

I was twenty feet from the stage when Sir William saw me and the self satisfied look slipped from his face. He must have known - by my urgency, by my manner - the nature of my intent. I saw that Mr Banes, the two faced coward, accompanied him. He was hoping to share a sliver of all this glory, no doubt. 

Within striking distance of the stairs, someone tackled me from one side as if I were on a rugby pitch. The collision nearly knocked me off my feet. My assailant forced me to shuffle sideways, narrowly avoiding a footman with a full tray of drinks. We slammed into the wall beside the stage. 

Inspector Tarrant was in my face, eyes cold and focused, a hungry animal. With one arm, he pressed my winded chest against the wall. With the other, he put his index finger to my lips. I couldn’t believe he had caught up with me so fast, or the force he’d brought to bear to pin me down. It felt like he had the focused tenacity of a heavyweight wrestler at his disposal. 

Several close bystanders had noticed our scuffle. They peered at us with curiosity and alarm, though thankfully the rest of the room seemed unaware of any disturbance. Inspector Tarrant loosened his grip when he sensed I would not break free. Soon, all the crowd’s attention was focused back on the stage. That was it. I’d lost my chance to make Sir William think again, to show him reason or to cause a scene. 

Just as Sir William cleared his throat and called for everyone’s attention, Inspector Tarrant winked at me. It was most bizarre. At first I thought I had imagined it. But a wink it had certainly been. 

“My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, it is my great pleasure to welcome you to Thornton.” Sir William’s pompous voice boomed through the hall, projected as well as that of a skilled thespian. The man was basking in the crowd’s attention, and I hated him more in that moment than I ever had before. 








  
  
  The Great Unveiling

  
  




Sir William’s opening speech was eloquent but boastful, as if he were grandstanding in Parliament. He thanked the guests, paid tribute to his late uncle, but showed little interest in any of the masterpieces hung around the walls. When the moment approached to unveil the photographs, he couldn’t help brag about this new wonder without restraint.

“This night, ladies and gentlemen, will go down in history - not only the history of this house, but of the world. We never lauded my uncle’s artistic talents in his lifetime. Let us now make up for that gross oversight.”

Several footmen were on stage behind each of the portraits. Upon command, and in well-rehearsed unison, they removed the silk veilings to reveal what lay hidden underneath. An audible intake of breath passed around the room a second later.

For a few moments, there was silence. Guests craned their necks to get a better view. Those in distant corners of the room shuffled forward. As for those at the front, they laughed. The sound was sporadic at first. A few sniggers here and there. Then the laughter built until it filled the room in a crescendo.

How utterly beastly, I thought. The cream of society found the forlorn souls trapped in the photographs not tragic, but hilarious. To be a moment’s entertainment for unfeeling onlookers who had no sense - that was their fate, and I had failed to stop it from playing out. Inspector Tarrant loosened his grip on me, and I jostled my way forward among the roaring crowd.

To my surprise, Sir William was no longer looking pleased with himself. Instead, he was rushing from frame to frame, examining the photographs. It was only then that I noticed, while squeezing between a couple of howling red-faced gentlemen, that the frames were blank.

Instead of the animated portraits of Randolph Etheridge’s victims, the frames contained almost nothing at all. The familiar curtains in the cellar studio and the vacant portrait chair were the only features in the photographs.

An elderly gentleman next to me elbowed my ribs and pointed at the stage. The sight of his beetroot-coloured face revived me from the effects of the surprise. I couldn’t stop myself from joining in and laughing along with the infectious hysterics around us.

Sir William seethed. He raised his hands in vain, trying to quell the audience. When Inspector Tarrant joined me in the crowd, the aristocratic ghoul spotted us. Whether he suspected our interference, I wasn’t sure. His face twitched, however, as if its thin veneer of calm was about to shatter.

As it was, though, Sir William couldn’t afford such an outburst. Clearly he had no choice but to pass off the botched unveiling as a joke, at least until he had answers. With the greatest of efforts, he smiled and joined in the laughter with the audience, even bowing for added effect.

My attention turned back to the man beside me then, and Inspector Tarrant yet again refused to meet my gaze. But his eyes were bright, and the scene had enlivened his features in a way I’d never seen before. To my surprise, I sensed his involvement in this trickery. I knew without asking that he was behind it, whatever had happened.

When the ruckus filling the room finally came under control, Sir William jested his way through a few further remarks. He welcomed the crowd and apologised for the cheap parlour trick that he’d used to draw them in. His uncle’s collection, he said, spoke for itself, and it was now time for everyone to enjoy it. With that, he retreated from the stage and slunk away to hide.

I glanced around to notice that Inspector Tarrant was no longer nearby. Searching among the gathered men and women, who were now shifting about to view the portraits, I spotted him slipping through a side door. It was a service entrance concealed within the walls, by which butlers and footmen entered and exited.

As I drew closer, I fell into line behind one fellow who was returning backstage with an empty silver tray. On the other side of the door, I discovered a stairwell leading to the house’s upper floors and down to the basement. At first, I did not know whether Inspector Tarrant had gone upstairs or down. Then, glancing through the railings above me, I briefly glimpsed a grey coat swishing around a corner.

The servants were ascending from and descending to the basement kitchens, and I was already drawing quizzical looks as I interrupted their movements. I leapt up the stairs, two and three at a time, trying to catch up with Inspector Tarrant.

On each floor, I checked the corridor to make sure he hadn’t left the stairwell. I found myself at last reaching the very top of the house. There were two doors here - one appeared to lead to the servants’ quarters and the other to the roof. It was dark outside now, save for the familiar glow emanating from the house onto the grounds.

I opened the door to the roof and stepped out into a chilling breeze. The trees rustled in the gloom, the first of the fallen autumn leaves cartwheeling across the driveway below. At first, I thought I’d taken a wrong turn, but around a corner and behind several chimneys I found the inspector. He was not alone.








  
  
  A Familiar Face

  
  




My approach did not distract Mrs Ross from her study of the grounds. Inspector Tarrant was by her side, leaning upon the balustrade. The pair were observing the trees dancing in the wind on the fringes of the light being cast from the house. After a moment’s hesitation, I joined them.

It was a peaceful vigil. The turbulence of the party beneath, all Sir William’s cares and worries, the eternal suffering of the poor souls trapped within the portraits; it all felt distant, a world away from the misty rain moistening our faces. For what seemed like half an hour, we remained in silence.

“I suppose we’d better go back,” said Mrs Ross at last. I said nothing, and neither did Inspector Tarrant. We followed the housekeeper back inside and down the staircase to the first floor. The hallways were dark but also filled with the muffled din from the party beneath our feet.

Mrs Ross stopped by the summit of the grand staircase and turned to us. “They vanished, you know, after he took the photographs. The process left no traces. Not even their footprints. For a long time, I was ignorant of the terrors within these walls. I can swear to that at least.”

“How did you discover him?” asked the inspector.

“His wicked deeds, you mean? By chance. I’d seen one photograph months before, one evening when he was drunk in his library. It shocked me, and he even joked about it. He said he’d make one of me one day. I only supposed it to be some sort of clever illusion.”

“And you thought little of it from then on?”

“I thought nothing of it for quite some time. He’d kept the rest hidden until I found her.”

“Her?”

“The master was away in London on business, but he’d become careless. He’d left the key to his secret cellar on the shelf beside the hidden lock. That was when I found his studio. My first discovery was the print of a poor lass hanging from the drying line. The photographic paper was still damp. She was a local girl, a daughter of the innkeeper in the village. She’d gone missing a few weeks prior.” Mrs Ross turned away, hiding a tear.

“So, you watched him when he returned,” said Inspector Tarrant. “You saw what he did?”

“Yes,” replied Mrs Ross. The inspector gently offered her his handkerchief and smiled a little upon its acceptance. “I even stopped one, a poor wee slip of a thing. She turned up out of the blue at the rear entrance one night in pouring rain. I sent her away, despite her insistence that Mr Etheridge had invited her.” To my surprise, Mrs Ross laughed a little. “I had to pay her ten shillings from the housekeeping money to make her agree to leave.”

Inspector Tarrant nodded with a sorrowful tear forming in his eye. This was as unfathomable to me as the physical strength he had displayed earlier. All I knew now was that I clearly didn’t know him at all. He gazed down at the vacuous party, and I could sense his thoughts - those which I’d once assumed to be a self-interested internal monologue were running at fever pitch, trying to take in the moment. Before he could speak his mind, however, a question came to me.

“Where is his equipment, Mrs Ross?” I asked.

“Burned. I incinerated all the components on a bonfire. I understand little about such things, but it appeared just the same as an ordinary camera to me. It was an ungodly thing, however it worked. Worthy only of destruction.”

“We’ll never understand its secrets, then,” I said.

“I should imagine we wouldn’t like it if we knew,” said Inspector Tarrant. Mrs Ross buried her head in her hands.

“If you want to arrest me, you’re free to do so,” she said. “I loved a monster. I turned a blind eye to his wickedness for too long. For that alone, I should pay.”

“Why would we want to arrest you, Mrs Ross?” I asked. The exhausted housekeeper smiled at me briefly for the first time, realising I had no intention of holding her to account for her master’s misdeeds.

“Come, Wainwright,” Inspector Tarrant beckoned. He was already descending the stairs.

“But I’ve a few more—”

“Now!”

I hastened to keep up with the inspector as he plotted a course through the party. There was still much I wanted to ask Mrs Ross. For a start, how on earth had she managed to switch the photographs on stage with blank frames?

Inspector Tarrant was making a beeline for the library, that much I could tell. I struggled to keep pace with him. Any hint of decrepit idleness in Tarrant now seemed a distant memory. The hallway was quiet, but the Inspector only spent a brief second listening at the keyhole before slipping inside.

“Come, man. We’ve no time to lose,” he said. I snuck through the gap in the doorway and Inspector Tarrant eased the door shut behind us.

A fire smouldered in the hearth of the deserted library. The room seemed much as it had appeared on our first visit, only this time, the inspector didn’t linger. He located the secret bookshelf door and was descending the steps to the basement before I’d even crossed the room.

The studio and darkroom were just the same as before, save for one alarming detail. Broken glass covered the floor. It was not just one shattered pane either, but enough material to fill a church window. Someone had forced the crates beneath the tables open. As I approached them, though, with the glass splinters cracking under my feet, I realised they were all empty.

“What is this, sir? Theft?”

“Sabotage,” said Inspector Tarrant.

“Mrs Ross then?”

“No, young man. This was my doing.”

I was all too conscious of the surprise that must have registered on my face.








  
  
  The Photographer’s Portrait

  
  




Inspector Tarrant removed Catherine’s photograph from the straw in one box and propped it on the table against the wall. The motion momentarily disoriented her before her eyes found mine. She appeared to relax when she saw my face. After a deep breath, she appeared as content as I had ever seen her.

“Let me explain,” Inspector Tarrant began. “You found the gallery here. That was something. What you didn’t find, however, was the contents of these boxes.”

“The glass plates?”

“Precisely. The originals of every photograph Randolph Etheridge had taken. I discovered them not long after we arrived.” As the Inspector related this, a sickening sense of stupidity washed through me. How had I been so foolish as to not search the boxes?

“Why have you destroyed them?”

“Because they asked me to,” said Inspector Tarrant. He didn’t have to explain himself further. I already understood. I knew what had happened to Sir William’s precious exhibits upstairs. My heart ached at the sight of Catherine, her face showing me exactly what he meant. They’d all wanted to die.

This couldn’t be the end. There must be some other way, I thought. It would just take time to discover. For how much time, though, could one dare to hope? How much suffering made a continued existence too much to bear? These people had been all but murdered. Bodies gone but souls left in limbo.

I couldn’t imagine actively wanting to die. Yet, who was I to judge? Who was I to decide for them? Death, and its release, could well be better than the eternal purgatory of this entrapment. Perhaps the actions the inspector had taken went against all natural instincts, even the law of the land. That didn’t make them wrong.

Inspector Tarrant handed me the only remaining plate of glass. It was intact, and I held it up to the light. Catherine’s radiant features were staring back at me. It was a carbon copy of the image of Catherine I’d seen in print. Except, of course, I now knew that this was the original.

Somehow, in a manner that defied explanation or rationalisation, Randolph had trapped her within the piece of glass. This Catherine also recognised me, that much I could tell. So it seemed, however the glass worked, she was the same being as the woman on the print.

“This can’t be it,” I said to myself, without realising I’d spoken out loud. Inspector Tarrant sighed.

“I hid the print here for your sake, but she will not survive the destruction of the glass. You need to ask her for yourself. I shall wait in the corridor.” With that, he left me alone with the two Catherines.

It was the darkest question. One I have never asked, and I hope I am never required to repeat it. How do you ask someone if they want to die? My hand trembled as I wrote on my notepad. Each word seemed to take an age to put to paper.

Tarrant had disappeared down the basement corridor - the same corridor that had once housed the many portraits in Randolph Etheridge’s collection. I was glad about it. If I hadn’t been alone with Catherine, I would have broken down. As it was, though, I couldn’t be so weak in front of the poor creature. For me to fail and for her to stay strong in her last moments would be a betrayal.

And resolute she was, even as I asked her the question. Catherine shed no tears but remained as calm as a brazen outlaw facing the hangman. I noticed the versions on the glass plate and on paper acted as one with every movement. The inseparable connection between the negative and its print was clear.

Though I asked her in several ways and received an identical answer each time, I struggled to let her decision be the end. I carried on the conversation, and she indulged me. We began through our usual method of my pen and paper, but then something happened. More and more I could read Catherine’s lips and her expression. I sensed what she was saying, and she comprehended my replies straight from my lips, despite their trembling. We talked of life, of dreams, of our favourite places. Hers was the seaside, and her mood brightened further as she told me about her favourite cove.

I’ll never forget her ultimate words before it happened.

“At least he captured my best side, don’t you think?” She winked and gave me a final warm smile.

I didn’t feel my hands let go. The Catherine on the glass plate closed her eyes, as if willing herself away. Then she fell. The glass shattered into dozens of pieces, though I heard no sound. When I looked up at the print, she was gone. Not a trace of her remained within the image of the dark studio.

The tightness in my chest lifted and I could breathe once more. It was as if, through Catherine’s passing, a giant who had sat on top of me had stood up and left me in peace. She was gone. To a better place, I hoped.

I am not sure how long it was before Tarrant was ushering me away. We had to flee Thornton before they discovered us. It would be only minutes before the guests began to leave and Sir William mounted a full search of the house and grounds.

We felt our way along the subterranean corridor, through another hidden door to the servants’ entrance and out to the dark grounds beyond. I thought only of Catherine the whole time. My focus on our present circumstances returned when I noticed how awkwardly Inspector Tarrant was striding along the drive.

He was carrying something under his coat. The object, whatever it was, seemed bulky and awkward. Something he could barely conceal.

An hour later, in the carriage on our return to the city, he revealed it to me. As the cabbie whipped up the horses and the bleary lights of fog-bound suburbia came closer, he withdrew the item to show me. It was a portrait of a gentleman whom I had never laid eyes on, except in an oil painting. Another photograph. And the portrait’s subject, Randolph Etheridge, was very much alive within it.








  
  
  The Carriage Home

  
  




Mrs Ross had executed her scheme to perfection. The bullish Randolph Etheridge hadn’t suspected a trap until the flash of his own camera went off in his face. As it was, the vile fiend who had taken the souls of dozens of women was now a seething caricature within one of his own picture frames. 

Inspector Tarrant explained this to me as we rattled on through the night. With only the single lantern we carried for light, I studied the photograph of Etheridge, grimacing at me in his evening best. By now, I was strangely accustomed to seeing tiny people full of life inside picture frames. 

“We still understand nothing of this devilry,” I said. 

“We know more than you think,” said the inspector. “Rather than the how, I’d prefer to understand the why.” 

“Regardless, we failed to save those women from a terrible fate.” 

“We did all we could for the wretched creatures. Don’t you forget that.” To my surprise, Inspector Tarrant was beaming at me, even as Randolph scowled from within his portrait. 

“You did well to find the studio,” he went on. It was the first time the inspector had ever offered me any praise. “What you didn’t examine were the boxes where I found the plates. Through careful questioning, similar to your own efforts, I determined that the victims had no remaining physical sensation.” 

“They were already dead?” 

“Yes, I think it’s safe to say that. Despite how little we know, the ladies had all passed on in a physical sense at least. Randolph’s camera somehow destroyed their bodies. Their torment was psychological. Their souls, for want of a better term, were what the camera captured in suspension - holding them in a sort of limbo, if you will. Fortunately, I have reason to hope the secrets of the camera’s machinations will pass with its creator. Randolph wasn’t one to leave loose ends, even with those who aided him.” 

The inspector spoke clinically, as if discussing the symptoms of an illness. Yet I sensed that the gravity of our dark discovery weighed on him. The convincing bravado and apathy he’d shown over the past few days were both gone. 

Upon first impressions, Inspector Tarrant had been one of the most disagreeable men I had ever met. Now I had seen that there was another man underneath the fabled Grey Friar. I feared this new fellow could be as much a mirage as the old. 

“I’m not sure—” 

“What to say next?” Inspector Tarrant finished my sentence with a twinkle of the lantern light in his eye. “Do not trouble yourself. It is for me to speak further. I must offer you my sincerest apologies, dear Wainwright. I’ve treated you most unfairly in recent times. But I had to be sure of you.” 

“Sure of me?” 

“Yes. You see, ghost stories such as yours are common enough. Sticking to the truth, as you believe it, and standing up to such pressure is most uncommon.” 

“The way you treated me… it was all a test?” 

“Right. A test from the awful chap who you’d recognise as my public identity. He is a rather useful invention of mine. With what I do, it is exceedingly helpful to deceive others as to my true nature. Even when that extends to, unfortunately, our colleagues.” 

I sensed that what I was hearing was the truth, yet I was no less confused. What motivation could the inspector have had, to need to be so apparently cold and nasty?

“I don’t understand, sir. What do you do?” 

“You will comprehend it all presently, dear boy. We shall be there soon enough. For now, can you find a little forgiveness in that proud and passionate heart of yours?” 

I considered the unfamiliar warmth I saw in his grey face for a long moment. “Yes, sir. I suppose I can.” 

A tinge of doubt tempered my happiness at these revelations. If such a man as he could deceive the detectives of the Yard so well, myself included, how could I trust him? I resolved one thing in my mind at that moment. That I would discover the truth about the stranger that was Inspector Tarrant, however easy or difficult it may be. 

Then, I realised that the inspector was hardly alone in hiding his true self. Behind the masks of habit and social etiquette, we are all a world unto ourselves - locked in our minds, just as Mrs Ross had trapped Randolph Etheridge in his photograph. 

Did it really matter how Etheridge accomplished his astonishing crimes? We didn’t understand why he had committed them, and that was almost more frightening. Those who knew him, even his slimy nephew Sir William, sensed deep down that he was an unpleasant fellow. He must have projected enough basic decency, however, to prevent them from discovering his twisted desires. 

Only days before, I had rebelled at the thought of working with Tarrant. Now, he had showed me the briefest glimpse of a different world. A hidden world of peculiar crimes beyond the bounds of my imagination. It intrigued and terrified me in equal measure. As we encroached on urban streets once more, the deluge of revelations and excitements of the night were all catching up with me. Exhausted, I closed my eyes and drifted off, rocked by the carriage’s progress over the cobbles into a deep sleep. 








  
  
  Waking to City Lights

  
  




The opulence of the Savoy Hotel held none of its original mystique upon my second visit. As we alighted our carriage and made our way through the lobby, what stole my breath away were the vivid memories of her. With dread, I recalled our chilling encounter. The haunting voice of an elusive creature that had caused me to question everything.

I noticed some lingering glances from hotel staff who recognised me as we approached the ascending room. Was it some last twist, a cruel trick of Tarrant’s, him bringing me here? Had he fooled me into believing in our new-found camaraderie?

“What a fascinating age it is, Wainwright,” said the inspector. I must have been physically recoiling from the ascending room, because Tarrant rapidly noticed my discomfort. “No matter. We’ll take the stairs.” Was he really looking out for me, or merely delaying my pain?

As we made our way up to the suites, I couldn’t help but think of Catherine. The apparition I had witnessed within these walls had appeared very different to that young lady trapped in the photograph. The voice, the one that seemed to know me so well, had also sounded nothing like how I imagined Catherine would have spoken. Yet, on my return to the hotel its presence had seemingly gone. It felt unlikely that the two phenomena were linked. Then again, Catherine was free now, and not long ago both would have seemed impossible.

By the time we reached the top floor, my legs were aching with fatigue from the day’s excitement and the long carriage ride. Inspector Tarrant showed me to a door marked with a simple brass nameplate. Inscribed upon it was a single letter ‘C’. Tired as I was, it took me a second for the letter to pique my interest. Then the coincidence struck me.

Section C was once a division within Special Branch. The inspector served with them for a time. They handled ports, watching over every coming and going into and out of the country, all from the shadows.

Yet Command disbanded C, merged it with another division. Or at least that was what I had understood. After recent events, I realised I’d be better off not assuming anything. Why here, in the very building where I had almost lost my mind of all places, was there a room called ‘C’?

Inspector Tarrant stopped by the door. “You’ll be wondering why I have brought you back here, Wainwright. This place has a habit of drawing people in. You’re not the only one to have discovered some most unusual phenomena in this hotel.”

The inspector unlocked and opened the door. He startled me as he took me by the hand, and with a gentle tug, he pulled me across the threshold. The moment was odd, but my focus soon shifted to the space we had entered. “Welcome to my little chamber. Make yourself at home.”

The chamber was actually much larger than I expected once Tarrant had switched on the lights. It appeared unlike any hotel suite I had ever seen - it was more like a library than anything else. Bookshelves covered every wall, though most lacked any books. Instead, a great variety of files and papers filled them. Some were dusty rolls of parchment, yellowed with age.

A pair of large desks were in the centre of the room, and an ornate secretaire stood by one window. There were also two further doors - a small door by the windows that must have led off to another room in the suite, and another larger one that was further back in the room and presumably came off the same corridor we had entered from. It occurred to me that they had joined together multiple rooms to enlarge the chamber.

“You work from the hotel, sir?” I asked.

“This is an office, an archive, and my retreat from the world, Wainwright. For I do also live here. My bedroom is through that way.” Inspector Tarrant pointed to the door by the window. He withdrew the photograph he had been carrying from under his coat. A startled Randolph Etheridge had a brief second to examine his surrounding before Tarrant locked him in a desk drawer.

“But why a hotel?”

“My dear fellow, do you not have any suspicions as to the answer? Interesting occurrences present themselves in this place, wouldn’t you say?”

“That’s why I am here?”

“I have to admit, Wainwright,” said Tarrant, ignoring my question. “I thought it likely, knowing what I do, that you were telling the truth about the woman you saw. It’s the fact you held onto your story so resolutely that impressed me. Not to mention how you acquitted yourself during a most challenging case.”

I felt my face glow at the praise, and yet a tinge of annoyance clouded the warm feelings. I still didn’t comprehend why the inspector had put me through such turmoil if he already believed me.

“What do you think I saw?”

The inspector contemplated my question for a moment, then took off his hat and coat, hanging them up by the door. He motioned for me to take a seat at one desk. Without a word, he began trawling the files that sat on the room’s many shelves, hunting for something.

Twice it seemed he found what he was looking for, only for him to place the file on the desk in front of me and continue searching. When he found a third promising file, he opened it, then placed it before me. It contained a photograph of a sickly woman being attended to by nurses in an infirmary.

“Mrs Chisholm, who vanished for three days, yet seems never to have left her husband’s flour mill.” Inspector Tarrant opened the other files. “This shepherd, severely wounded by an arrow that came from nowhere on the banks of the Derwent, right after he’d heard the sounds of a mediaeval battle. A serial arsonist in Stepney, who died from his injuries after he attempted to save a phantom child from his own blaze. Do you know what connects them all?”

“No, sir.”

“That’s what I’d expect almost everyone to say. You see, Wainwright, I have a theory. Might there not be some reasoning, some rational explanation behind spiritual phenomena? One that we have simply yet to understand? It would be a foolish man indeed who would say, advanced though our scientific insights are, that our species has unlocked all of nature’s secrets.”

I glanced at the photographs in the files, uncertain of how Tarrant had come to such a firm conclusion. Yet his words also lifted a weight from me. For here was a man who not only believed me, but was attempting to explain what I had seen within these very walls. He was a man I barely knew, but one with whom I now shared a unique partnership. One I had with no other. Only now did I realise how desperately I needed someone to believe me.








  
  
  Section C

  
  




It was strange sharing tea and crumpets with a man I had despised only days before. It was well past midnight, and we sat across from each other at one of the desks. The more Inspector Tarrant told me of his work, the more questions it raised in my mind. Still, he remained lively and his cheeks held more colour than I had ever seen in them before.

“You are only partly correct, Wainwright,” said the inspector, “in your supposition that Command disbanded Section C. On paper, it no longer exists. It is true.”

“So this is—”

“An archive of all inexplicable phenomena. Every strange occurrence that has been reported since Robert Peel formed the Metropolitan Police. Seventy years of files and newspaper clippings. Every crackpot sighting or half-baked theory that some unlucky desk sergeant has had to sit through and follow up on. Much of it is just that: the crazed delusions of superstitious gamekeepers or overly imaginative journalists.”

“But not all of it?”

“As you have seen, now and then something arrives that has truth to it, or that could even threaten the fabric of our world. It is these particular occurrences that attract our attentions. I say ‘our’, for I very much hope you will join me.”

I was reluctant to be definitive in my answer. Much of what Inspector Tarrant told me, much of what I had seen in the last week, gave me knots in my stomach. The experience with Catherine should have put me off. Yet the idea of working on such cases was strangely enticing. It was as though the inspector was removing a blindfold I had lived with my whole life.

“And what about our colleagues? Why keep this from them, sir?”

“They created Special Branch to keep this country safe, Wainwright. You of all people understand how covert our work can be. We can never make public the fact we acknowledge some of the files in this room to be plausible, let alone their dangerous contents! Before our time, even the superintendent’s time, we have restricted knowledge of these matters to minimise leakage. Our fellow detectives, capable and well-trained as they are, don’t need to know about what we do.”

“They deal with dangerous opponents every day, sir! They would give their lives to do their duty.”

“Not as dangerous as the things you and I will face.”

“No?”

“Think, man, of Randolph’s camera. Can you imagine the consequences if such evil secrets were to fall into more hostile hands? That is why it was best for all concerned to think we were disinterested.” I gulped, remembering the long row of trapped souls I saw in that man’s basement. We could only hope Randolph’s secrets had gone with him. “We keep this country safe, just as our colleagues do. Only our adversaries are by far the more elusive.”

I had faced danger before. It had been a peril we all knew, the bullet or bomb that I could expect to face eventually. Not having a clue what jeopardy would confront us, or how to stop it - now that frightened me to the core. In equal measure, however, it still intrigued me as nothing else ever had. Everything before was mundane. Life was exceptionally ordinary. Until I met the real Tarrant, and a girl in a photograph.

“Just you and me?”

“The two of us, Superintendent Melville, and the Colonel, who is a very resourceful agent of ours. You will meet the Colonel soon. The Home Secretary and Prime Minister are the only others aware of the true purpose of Section C. As far as everyone else is concerned, we’re the substandard CID outcasts who get given all the odd jobs. We’re to deal with the dead-end fairytales and the eccentric witnesses that no-one else will touch.”

We finished eating, and Inspector Tarrant yawned, implying our conversation was at an end.

“And you need me to join you because of what I have already seen?”

“Ah, I see why you would think so, Wainwright. No. I need you, because you are you.”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“In time, I hope you will.” With that, the inspector rose and cleared the crockery. I retrieved my hat and coat, ready to chart a weary path home.

“Until tomorrow then?”

“That door is always locked,” said Inspector Tarrant. Without realising it, I had tried to exit via the second door to the corridor. When I turned the handle, I did indeed find it to be secure. I bid my companion goodnight as I made my way to the correct exit. The last glimpse I had of Inspector Tarrant, he was about to open another file from his collection. He glanced up and nodded, a curt but respectful farewell.

I stepped into the corridor and made my way down to the hotel lobby, thankfully alone at last. As I walked, I wondered just how much the inspector had witnessed in his time running Section C. How many strange and frightful happenings would I see in turn?

Thoughts of the voice that haunted me not so long before had now turned to thoughts of Catherine. Bittersweet recollections. An awful, life-draining dread. I imagined a world in which I couldn’t smell or hear, taste or touch. Young as I was, meeting her and seeing her keep no hope other than for death, had given me the sour taste of my mortality for the first time.

Yet, strangely, the more I dwelled on Catherine, the more I was galvanised by her memory. Perhaps I had met her for a reason? I had an eerie feeling my new partnership with Frank Tarrant was also meant to be. Wherever this new and irresistible path would take me, surely, I had already faced the worst. As I made my way out of the hotel and into the gloom, I had little comprehension of the adventures that were yet to come.
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