






















































THE PHANTOM PASSAGE


[image: ]






Paul Halter books from Locked Room International
 :

The Lord of Misrule (2010)



The Fourth Door (2011)



The Seven Wonders of Crime (2011)



The Demon of Dartmoor (2012)



The Seventh Hypothesis (2012)



The Tiger’s Head (2013)



The Crimson Fog (2013)



The Night of the Wolf (2013)*



The Invisible Circle (2014)



The Picture from the Past (2014)







*Original short story collection published by Wildside Press (2006)







Other impossible crime novels from Locked Room International
 :



The Riddle of Monte Verita (Jean-Paul Torok ) 2012



The Killing Needle (Henry Cauvin) 2014



The Derek Smith Omnibus (Derek Smith) 2014



The House That Kills (Noel Vindry) 2015



The Decagon House Murders (Ayajitsu Yukito) 2015







Visit our website at
 
www.mylri.com

 or


[image: ]
 
 
www.lockedroominternational.com







[image: ]
 [image: ]
 [image: ]

























THE PHANTOM PASSAGE











Paul Halter































Translated by John Pugmire








The Phantom Passage









This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.















First published in French in 2005 by



Editions Labor as
 La Ruelle fantome



THE PHANTOM PASSAGE



Copyright  Paul Halter & Editions Labor, 2005.



English translation copyright  by John Pugmire 2014.











All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.















For information, contact: pugmire1@yahoo.com











FIRST AMERICAN EDITION



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



Halter, Paul



[
 La Ruelle fantome
 English]



The Phantom Passage / Paul Halter;



Translated from the French by John Pugmire


[image: ]































For Martine, in memory of our wanderings in the alleys and passages of Venice and the treasure I discovered there


[image: ]






[image: ]









1 An Old Acquaintance







October 23, 1902







In that damp and chilly autumn evening, I was ensconced by the fire sampling the excellent whisky which Owen Burns had served me—a single malt guaranteed to resist the rigours of the London weather and warm the proverbial cockles. My friend hadn’t said a word for quite some time, instead pacing up and down the lounge without even a glance at his precious Chinese porcelain in its display case. That in itself was not a good sign; nor were the dark glances he shot in the direction of St. James’s Square.



‘You seem on edge, Owen,’ I observed.



‘How can I not be, Achilles? Time goes by and nothing happens. Here we are, as lifeless as a pair of stuffed dummies. Isn’t it pitiful? What’s the point of being on this earth if we can’t sink our teeth into life’s challenges?’



With an effort, I refrained from pointing out that he was a frequent proponent of the art of doing nothing. When Owen was in a bad mood, it wasn’t life’s challenges he sank his teeth into but anyone unfortunate enough to question him, for he was a ferocious adversary when it came to oratorical jousting and philosophical debate. On that evening, however, I was too weary to enter the arena and deliver myself, bound hand and foot, to the lion patrolling its cage.



In fact, I was fully aware of the source of his foul mood. He had just come back from a long stay on the French Riviera, where he had luxuriated in the Mediterranean warmth and light. I suspected also that I knew the reason for the months of exile: to heal the scars from a cruel arrow fired by Cupid during the course of the “Lord of Misrule” mystery, over three years ago. I, too, had been affected in the same way, but I shan’t dwell on that extraordinary business except to note that it was then that I met Owen for the first time, soon after I had left my native South Africa for English soil. I had immediately been struck by his eccentric character, his affected demeanour and the way he went about attracting attention, breaking into emotional outbursts at the slightest sign of beauty. Once, risking life and limb, he caused an oncoming carriage in Regent Street to swerve hastily while he picked up a bunch of violets dropped by a girl who had just crossed the street. He claimed that the search for beauty was his
 raison d'tre,
 but his field of investigation went far beyond the norm. According to him, a murder could be considered a work of art if it had been executed with skill and imagination. His perception of that form of art was so finely honed it frequently enabled him to unmask the artist responsible, which often led to his involvement with Scotland Yard, where his services were much appreciated.



Like me, Owen was approaching thirty, but he was not as solidly built. He was tall, with a considerable presence, a youthful face and, beneath drooping eyelids, a deceptively mournful gaze punctuated by flashes of ironic amusement. The only looks I got that evening, however, were frustrated and sullen.



‘Nothing ever happens in London,’ he continued, petulantly. ‘As I always say, this town was born out of boredom and desolation. Not for nothing do all the phantoms of the planet come here to retire.’



‘Without wishing to argue, my friend, I seem to remember you saying the exact opposite, singing its praises as a sparkling capital city. In any case, it’s not exactly true that nothing happens here,’ I added with a pointed look towards
 The Manchester Guardian
 lying on the table. ‘Are you even aware of the latest news?’



With aristocratic disdain, Owen shook his head.



‘But you must have heard the police whistles in the area, just as I arrived this evening?’



‘It’s hard not to notice such a dissonant concert. It’s as if they wanted to frighten the entire city.’



‘This is no time for irony.’ I pointed imperiously to the
 Guardian
 . ‘Jack Radcliffe escaped this morning. The entire London police force is after him. I learnt as I arrived here that he’s been seen in the area. Does the name Jack Radcliffe ring a bell?’



The great detective deigned to cast an eye on the photograph on the front page.



‘Do you remember it was thanks to you that he was put away three years ago?’



Owen shrugged his shoulders.



‘My contribution was nothing. By simple deduction, I was able to indicate where he was hiding, that was all. I don’t usually involve myself with such trivial cases.’



‘Just as I said: thanks to you that dangerous criminal was put out of action.’



Owen looked at me as if I had lost my mind.



‘A common miscreant on the run, and you call that an event? A case worthy of attention? An affair to arouse the interest of a criminologist of my calibre? Do you jest, Achilles?’



‘No. The man is dangerous. Not only has he committed several armed hold-ups, he’s already killed.’



‘Killed whom? Another villain of his own ilk, in a settling of accounts,’ replied Owen scornfully, picking up the newspaper to study the photograph of Radcliffe.



The unflattering snapshot was of a clean-shaven, youngish man with pale blue wide-set eyes and a determined chin. He might be handsome if he smiled, but his close-clipped black hair and the baleful lighting hardened his features and accentuated the fierce look in his eye.



‘Do you know why I bothered myself with him at the time?’ asked Owen after a moment. ‘Purely and simply because of his face. He seemed quite pleasant, judging by the press photograph at the time. He reminded me of someone. A simple physical resemblance induced me to read the article.’



‘After which you were able to deduce where he was hiding!’



‘I don’t deserve any credit, because the clues were in plain sight. All that were needed were some elementary inferences to realise that—.’



‘—this man is dangerous!’ I interrupted vehemently. ‘And for you most of all! Think about it, Owen: it’s because of you that he was arrested, he’s got it in for you. I’ll warrant that all through his long stay in prison, he was nurturing dark thoughts about you. Which might explain why the police have tracked him to this area.’



My friend appeared lost in thought, but there was the suggestion of anxiety in his look.



‘But our man must have been caught by now,’ he replied. There hasn’t been any commotion for several hours.’ He opened the window. ‘Listen, there’s nothing but silence.’



Just then, Big Ben made its voice heard and chimed eleven times. When the bells stopped, the silence returned, as cold and penetrating as the night air itself.



I couldn’t suppress a shudder as I observed:



‘There’s nothing to prove Jack Radcliffe has been arrested. He could simply have thrown his pursuers off the scent. By the way, he has a reputation for being able to elude the police.’



Still gazing out of the window, Owen replied:



‘With such an accomplice, I confess it’s not impossible.’



‘Which accomplice?’



‘There, outside, the goddess of thieves and murderers. Without her, without her miraculous protection, her heavy curtains of black velvet, all those marauders would have to change their profession.’



Speaking in parables was one of my friend’s many annoying habits.



‘Who the devil are you talking about?’



‘But Obscurity, of course. That black leper which descends on us every night; that dark enabler of crime and all forms of depravity. She’s the perfect accomplice of evil, the sworn enemy of light and truth. And, for some reason, she seems more impenetrable in London than anywhere else. She descends on the town, as thick and opaque as coal dust, engulfing everything in her path, including our defenceless souls, which resemble nothing so much as those unfortunate gas lamps planted along the streets like pale, flickering matches—timid and anxious sentinels. They barely fight as they struggle against the onslaught of the shadows, but they seem resigned, beaten before they start.’



‘Tell me, Owen, do you enjoy frightening yourself?’



‘No, I’m trying to make myself aware of the danger, as you have so rightly advised. And when one adds the fog—our very own local curse—one must fear the worst. I’m certain that its very presence has inspired bloody maniacs whose sinister exploits have left indelible impressions on all our minds. Believe me, it’s no coincidence that we speak of “fog you could cut with a knife.”’



‘Owen,’ I sighed, ‘your diatribe has driven me to partake of more of your excellent Scotch. Have you forgotten that I still have to make my way home?’



‘Befuddle your brain as much as you can, Achilles. For certain worries, it’s the best remedy. And it’ll give you courage as you walk—unless you want me to call you a cab. But our beloved fog also has its virtues. It is the father of poetry and imagination, did you know?’



‘It softens outlines, humanises monuments, embellishes the landscapes, diffuses the light and all the rest of it. You’ve told me a hundred times.’



‘But it’s more than that, Achilles. It’s—.’



He didn’t finish. He turned to the window. The confused noises of a stampede mixed with a concert of whistles resonated outside. Taken off guard, I stared at my friend for a moment, then went over to join him at the window. The aforementioned whistles became clearer, but we couldn’t make out much save for a few human shadows moving quickly, vaguely discernible under the halos of the street-lamps. It looked for the world like a noisy mob in pursuit of an invisible prey, accompanied by shouts and curses.



‘What are you doing, you bunch of incompetents? He’s going to slip through our fingers again.’



‘He can’t be far away, chief. I just missed him.’



‘Once you have him, don’t let go.’



‘Where the devil is he? I can’t see him anymore.’



‘He must have gone that way.’



As the confused mob receded, Owen looked anxiously at me.



‘I have an uneasy feeling Jack Radcliffe is still on the loose.’



‘I warned you.’



‘In any case, he must be at the end of his tether after that hunt.’



‘The police, too.’



‘True. They’ve earned themselves a toast. What do you think, Achilles?’



‘All right, but just the police!’



After he served us and we resumed our places by the fire, Owen continued thoughtfully:



‘As you well know, Achilles, I have a natural propensity to protect the weak and oppressed.’



‘I know where you’re headed, but I doubt that I will follow you down that path.’



‘Put yourself for a moment in the place of that hunted creature, running breathlessly to avoid being captured by the mob.’



‘I follow you, but I just can’t forget his past crimes, nor those he might commit in the future if they don’t catch him.’



‘Imagine yourself alone in the night, out of breath and dripping with perspiration, your pursuers hot on your heels, pounding the pavement like a herd of buffalos. Their footsteps resonate loudly on the damp slabs and—.’



For the second time in as many minutes, Owen stopped to listen. Like me, he had just heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs. A shiver ran up my spine. But it still came as a shock when someone banged loudly on the door. The visitor did not wait to be invited. He came into the flat through the door which Owen had carelessly failed to lock. He stood before us panting like a dog, his forehead bathed in sweat, haggard and wild-eyed. He looked about thirty, had close-cropped hair and wore a long navy blue coat. I didn’t need to double check with the
 Guardian
 to know that the visitor bore a strong resemblance to the photo.



Fear gnawed at my stomach, while Owen picked up the poker and exclaimed:



‘Jack Radcliffe!’
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2 Manhunt







I had been expecting a violent attack by the visitor, but was astonished to see that his ashen face actually wore an expression of deep disappointment.



‘So, you too, Owen, take me for that wretch,’ he said despairingly in a breathless voice. I’m truly cursed: I’m living a nightmare, the most horrible nightmare. My God! Tell me it’s not true.’



Owen put down the poker and mumbled:



‘If you’re not Jack Radcliffe….’



‘No, I’m not!’ exclaimed the man. ‘It’s a mistake, a dreadful mistake. It would never have occurred to me that I looked like this fellow.’



‘Yes,’ I retorted, still on my guard. ‘You look very much like him.’



His eyes locked on my friend; he appeared not to have noticed my presence.



‘Really, Owen, you don’t remember me? We’ve spent time together in the past. We’ve gone fishing on Lake Michigan, we’ve spent entire nights playing chess. You can’t have forgotten all that, it’s not possible.’



A broad smile spread across my friend’s face and he opened his arms in a gesture of welcome.



‘Of course not, Ralph! I haven’t forgotten you. It’s just the circumstances that caused that brief moment of hesitation, not to mention the years that have gone by since then. Ralph, allow me to present my friend and confidant, Achilles Stock, a director of Wedgewood porcelain. Achilles, meet Ralph Tierney, whom I met in the United States, during a stay of several months at the University of Chicago. I was studying art history and you, political science, if memory serves?’



A smile spread across the visitor’s face and he nodded.



‘That’s right. We met in the refectory about a bitch who was leading both of us on, do you remember?’



Owen gave a knowing nod, and asked:



‘Ralph, what are you doing these days?’



‘I’m a diplomat. I was supposed to meet the United States ambassador this evening, about starting work tomorrow. But then there was this terrible mistake….’



‘Someone mistook you for Jack Radcliffe.’



Ralph Tierney wiped his forehead despondently.



‘Yes, I’m sure none of this would have happened if I hadn’t decided to have my hair cut before leaving. My God! What a story. I really thought I was going to go mad until—I know you’re not going to believe this—the woman in red, the blind one who sells grapes, and the other fellow who’s completely off his rocker….’



For a moment the frightened look reappeared on his face, and he mumbled:



‘Without that mistake, and the wild pursuit across London, I would never have met them and never gone into that hovel, and never have witnessed that horrible scene which….’



He couldn’t complete the sentence, so much were his voice and hands trembling with emotion. Owen placed a comforting hand on his shoulder and said:



‘Come now, Ralph. Have a seat by the fire and I’ll serve you a little restorative. After that, you’ll feel better and you can take us through your gruelling adventure in detail. But first let me take your coat.’



A few minutes later, after a few gulps of Owen’s medicine, the young American diplomat appeared more assured and his features had gained some colour.



‘I lost my head and panicked when the police officer questioned me,’ he explained. ‘It was stupid to react like that, but I couldn’t help myself. I took to my heels and got lost in all those alleys and passages. I became frightened because night had fallen and I was alone in an unfamiliar city on foreign soil, which I had only set foot on a few hours before. My God! What a mess I’m in. I hope they’ll believe me.’



‘Don’t worry about that, Ralph,’ said Owen reassuringly. ‘I have friends in high places. They’ll apologise to you for having chased you like that.’



‘I’m not asking for that. I just don’t want to be mistaken for that fellow any more.’



Owen and I had concluded that his resemblance to the villain was not that close—Radcliffe’s chin was more prominent—but sufficiently so to confuse people under certain circumstances.



‘If I mistook you for him just now,’ explained Owen, ‘it was because we were speaking about him and I had good reason to be anxious, because I had helped arrest him. In fact, it was because of you that I became involved, because the newspaper photograph looked so much like you. But that’s enough about that villain. Tell us your story, starting from the beginning.’



Ralph Tierney nodded his head and ran his fingers through his thick hair:



‘It only started this morning, after I had just disembarked at Portsmouth. I took the train and then a cab to the hotel, the Stonehall, near the Haymarket. I cleaned up, took breakfast, and went out to see the sights, particularly the Tower of London. As I was hailing a cab, an incident occurred, banal enough in itself but actually the start of this insane story. Somebody else had hailed a cab at the same time: a courteous, well-dressed man in his fifties. In point of fact, it was his companion who attracted my attention, for some reason.’



‘Perhaps because she was beautiful?’ suggested Owen slyly.



‘Yes, but there was something else. She was indeed remarkably beautiful, with her flounced mauve dress and a wide-brimmed hat decked with flowers. Our eyes met for a brief moment while her companion, doubtless her husband, was insisting I take the cab and I was protesting that they should. Something in those big blue eyes affected me deeply. There was also her perfume, light but exquisite. I don’t really know why, but I found myself irresistibly drawn to that mysterious woman….’



‘Come now, Ralph, that’s pretty frivolous,’ Owen said reproachfully. ‘You’ve barely set foot in the place and you fall in love with the first woman you see. Really, you haven’t changed a bit.’



‘If you could see her,’ the young diplomat replied dreamily, ‘you would understand what I mean.’



My friend cleared his throat tactfully:



‘Even though I’m still a bachelor, I do have some experience, which allows me to remain calm and detached at all times, even in the presence of the most striking specimens of female pulchritude. But please continue—although I must say that, so far, your account is riddled with banalities.’



I bit my tongue. As recently as yesterday, my friend had publicly sung the praises of a Danish princess to whom he had just been introduced, lauding her perfection of form, together with a list of details so precise and embarrassing that I’d felt obliged to leave him. He always claimed it was artistic licence which allowed him to take such liberties.



‘It’s true,’ Ralph admitted. ‘I let myself be persuaded to take the cab, on the pretext that they hadn’t far to walk and they would get there just as quickly on foot. The sun was going down as I returned from my day of exploration. I had a quick meal in a pub and started on my way over here, for I had learnt your address from a friend. I thought I would have enough time to say hello before my rendezvous. You’re well-known, Burns, even in the States. I read an article once about your brilliant investigations.’



‘Beware of journalists,’ replied Owen disdainfully, but secretly flattered nevertheless. ‘They always exaggerate and like nothing so much as bending the truth.’



‘Night had fallen and I heard Big Ben strike eight. I was walking peacefully along the street, in pleasant anticipation of seeing you again, when a policeman addressed me so brusquely I was startled.



‘“We’ve got you, Jack Radcliffe, my lad. Don’t move.”



‘“Jack Radcliffe? But I’m not Jack Radcliffe,” I cried, surprised and indignant, as he grabbed me by the arm.



‘“And the rest. Come along now, follow me and don’t give me any trouble.”



‘I pushed him away so as to reach into my pocket to get my passport. Alas! I’d left it in the hotel and my gesture alarmed him. He took out his whistle to summon his colleagues, and it was my turn to be alarmed. Without further ado I took to my heels. Shortly thereafter I heard whistles blowing all around me. I panicked, recalling the article I’d seen in one of the papers about the evildoer’s escape. The further I ran, the more breathless I became, the more I realised my chances of being believed were reduced. I expected to be caught at any moment, cornered like a wild beast. I wandered haphazardly through a labyrinth of dark alleys and passageways, utterly unaware of my whereabouts.



‘That may be what saved me, because I didn’t spend any time calculating or plotting my route; my only thought was to run and to distance myself from the angry hounds on my heels. Occasionally, they came close enough for me to hear what they were saying. I learnt they had initially lost trace of the fugitive but now they thought they had found him again. But, from that moment, I no longer thought about explaining myself: it was obvious I had become their prey, to be hunted down at any cost. I managed to hide myself in a doorway and catch my breath once in a while, but each time they picked up my trail like veritable bloodhounds. This brouhaha lasted at least an hour, maybe more. I lost all notion of time.



‘After I’d thrown them off my scent, I continued to distance myself and get deeper and deeper into the tangle of alleyways and courtyards. I had absolutely no idea where I was. I’d just been thinking about escape. Suddenly I noticed a brightly lit, noisy tavern on the corner of a narrow alley and decided to pay a visit. After my frenetic flight I was almost dead from thirst and fatigue. And, furthermore, I might be able to get directions. My hand was on the doorknob when it occurred to me that it might not be wise to enter, for I might well be taken for Jack Radcliffe once again. It was then that a fellow in the street accosted me:



“You’re thirsty, sir, I dare say?”



‘“Well, yes,” I replied, peering through the darkness to dimly make out a figure lurking in the alley.



‘“That’s astonishing, because it’s very hot tonight.”



‘“Sorry?” I said, approaching him.



‘He was a tall beanpole of indeterminate age, wearing a coat too big for him and a battered top hat.



‘“I said it’s very hot, just like the North Pole,” he replied.



‘“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow,” I replied, intrigued but wary.



‘“If you’d crossed the desert today, as I have, you’d be cold as well. There’s nothing like a day in the desert to quench the thirst, believe me.”



‘“Which desert are you talking about?”



‘“Why, this one,” he replied, indicating the passageway. “Can’t you see it, under this blazing sun?”



‘“What sun?”



‘“Come.”



‘He made a sign for me to follow him, and we walked until a slight bend in the narrow street.



‘“There,” he said, indicating a point further down the dark alley. It was then that I saw, above the doorway of a building on the left, forty or so yards away, a lantern struggling to dispel the darkness of the narrow passage. If nothing else, it did shine a light on the mental state of that strange individual, whose place should undoubtedly have been in an asylum for the insane.



‘“Ah, yes, I understand,” I replied soothingly. “Well, I must be off.”



‘“Good idea. And say hello to Vivian for me.”



‘“Vivian?”



‘“Yes, she’s one of the two people you can see on the porch over there.”



‘I could just make out two figures. I asked:



‘“Vivian the fairy, I presume?”



‘My question caused him to laugh until he cried:



‘“Ah, yes, Vivian the fairy. Excellent! I never thought of that. She does do lots of good deeds, just like a fairy.”



‘“Tell me, my good fellow, do you know where we are?”



‘His expression darkened suddenly.



‘“Do you take me for an idiot? We’re in Kraken Street. Can’t you read?”



‘He indicated the street sign on the wall next to the pub and I went over to read it, as it seemed so strange. In the light of the pub’s bay window, I observed that, for once, the man’s words coincided with the truth.



‘I went back to thank him for his help, then followed his directions. As I ventured further into the dark alley, I began to feel hot, despite the freshness of the night. The evening’s events had put my nerves on edge and my instincts told me something wasn’t right here between the two rows of drab buildings, built cheek by jowl like two long walls of grimy bricks, pierced with doors and windows. 



‘I had the feeling that the ground was shifting under my feet, my knees were shaking so much.



‘I drew level with the two people sitting in front of the illuminated door. They were a strange couple: a blind man and a blonde woman heavily made up, wearing laced ankle-boots and a red cloak. I was beginning to grasp the hilarity of the remarks made by the fellow I’d just left behind, when she asked:



‘“Hello, my little rabbit. Want a trip to paradise with Vivian?”



‘“I think I’ll wait a bit for paradise,” I replied, amused. “I’m in no hurry.”



‘“That’s what they all say,” she replied teasingly. “But once you’ve tasted it, you can’t give it up.”



‘The man by her side was wearing a peaked cap jammed onto his head and sunglasses, which made me think he’d lost his sight—an impression confirmed by the way he waved his hands in front of himself as if he was groping the darkness. There was a small tray of grapes strapped to his chest. He didn’t seem lost for words either.



‘“Grapes, juicy ripe grapes, only five shillings a bag,” he repeated incessantly in a quavering voice. “It’s a bargain, sir, a veritable bargain.”



‘“Unfortunately, I haven’t got any money on me,” I said, plunging my hands into my pockets. “I’ve forgotten my papers and, believe me, that’s already caused me a lot of trouble tonight. Look, all I have is my cigarettes and my lighter,” I continued, as I fished them out of my pockets with a regretful air.



‘“Grapes, juicy ripe grapes, trust me,” the blind man continued, brandishing a black grape between his trembling fingers.



‘“Shut up,” said the woman. “The young man is tired. He needs to sleep.”



‘“Is it that obvious?” I replied with a sigh.



‘“Yes. And once he’s well rested,” she added with a languid wink, “he’ll come and find me. Won’t you, my lad?”



‘“Oh, without a doubt,” I stammered.



‘“So, go across the street,” she said, indicating the front door of the house opposite. “Take the stairs to your right, go up to the second floor, turn left and go past a couple of rooms, and you’ll find a place to sleep.”



‘“Excellent,” I replied, only too happy to have declined her offer without offending her.



‘For I felt sure that, once I was in the house opposite, it would be easy to find a way to escape. So I took my leave of them and was able to enter through the door the woman had indicated, which was not locked. There was no noise and no light, save for a glimmer from the stairwell to my right. I climbed very carefully up a spiral staircase leading to the second floor. A stench of dampness and stale air permeated the premises. I found myself in an empty, dusty corridor lit only by an oil lamp hanging above the stairwell. I had the choice of turning left or right, and chose the former, as the “fairy” Vivian had suggested. A wobbly plank squeaked underfoot as I advanced into deeper and deeper darkness. I felt my way through two or three rooms before stumbling on a very strange one.’



‘A strange room?’ repeated Owen, who had been hanging on the young diplomat’s every word. ‘What do you mean?’
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3 A Strange Disappearance







‘There was a peculiar light in the window,’ Tierney continued, his features tense from the recollection of a terrifying experience. ‘It was milky and diffuse and distant, almost unreal. I know I should have left there and then; I should never have entered that hovel; I should not have set foot in that alleyway, nor given in to the curiosity which prompted me to follow the directions of the woman in red. But, after my frenetic dash through the streets, I was too weary and too intrigued to turn back. I had a strong impression that the whole room was pitching and rolling as I made my way to the open window. As I leant on the sill I felt a curious sensation of giddiness.’



‘Isn’t that normal when you lean out of a window?’ I asked as I went over to the fire crackling in the hearth.



‘No doubt. But it was as if there were an abyss in front of me, a deep chasm. Frankly, it was too dark to make anything out, but the window aperture suddenly seemed far away, as if at the end of a small tunnel, and my vision was blurred by a vaporous and luminous mist.’



Owen, who had been pressing his fingertips against his forehead as if to concentrate, looked up suddenly:



‘Ralph, are you serious or are you making things up?’



‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me,’ sighed the diplomat.



‘You must admit it sounds like a fairy tale.’



‘There’s more. I admit my senses may have been affected by events, my eyesight weakened so things became blurred and the floor and ceiling may have pitched like a ship in a storm. Nevertheless, I have a very clear recollection of the scene which unfolded right before my eyes. Once the mist lifted I saw a room, facing the one I was in, but sumptuously decorated. I don’t recall the precise details, but—how to put it?—it didn’t seem part of the surroundings. It was almost as if it were in a different period of time. The man I saw entering was wearing a tailcoat, and the paper he was reading had sketches of the news events, which doesn’t happen any more. He’d just folded it up when a woman came into the room. She was extremely pretty and very young, with long black hair, and was wearing a brocaded dress. There was a lively discussion which quickly degenerated into a violent quarrel. The woman was making virulent accusations, as if she was insanely jealous.’



‘Could you hear what they were saying?’



‘Yes, but indistinctly. There seemed to be a strange echo. The woman opened a drawer and pulled out a knife which she brandished at the man, who tried to avoid it, but in vain. I saw the blade stuck in his back, but then the scene became blurred, as it had been at the outset. It had only lasted a moment or two. After that, I saw an inert shape on the floor, next to a large pot. It was the woman. Her long black locks were spread out on the floorboards. Someone was standing beside her.’



‘Her companion?’



‘I think so, but I can’t be sure. I was looking at the unfortunate woman, who wasn’t moving. Gradually the lighting faded until there was total darkness. For a moment I was paralysed, hardly able to believe my senses and unable to make a decision. I called out but there was no response. The man’s face seemed vaguely familiar, but at the time I couldn’t place it. I didn’t stay there long asking myself questions. There was only one idea in my head: to get out of there and back to my hotel where I could rest and try to forget the nightmare. So I fumbled my way back through the rooms, went back down the spiral staircase, left the building and….’



‘The blind man and the woman in red had disappeared,’ I suggested.



‘No, they were still sitting in the same place. Vivian was quick to ask me, with her best smile, how I was feeling, while her companion continued with his litany:



‘“Grapes, juicy ripe grapes, only five shillings a bag. The best grapes in London….”



‘“My, what health!’ exclaimed Vivian. “You seem to have recovered in less time than it takes to tell.”



‘“I’ve thought about it, my sweet,” I replied firmly. “I’m a little too young for Paradise.”



‘I bowed respectfully, nodded at the fruit merchant, and walked resolutely back up the alleyway. The madman was still there. As I walked by, he asked in a cheerful voice:



‘“So, did you find the light at the North Pole?”



‘“No, only the desert night. And now I’m not thirsty any more.”



‘“What do you mean?”



‘“Goodnight,” I said, quickening my pace to reach the main street.’



‘Well, at least you haven’t lost your sense of humour,’ observed Owen with a smile.



‘Not at the time. In fact, he was so grotesque I almost burst out laughing. But the feeling didn’t last long. After a few steps I stopped to light a cigarette to calm my nerves. My cigarettes were in my pocket, but my lighter had disappeared. Now, I’d produced it in front of the woman in red, so I could only have lost it inside the hovel or just then in the alley. I wasn’t thrilled by the prospect of seeing the odd trio again, but it was an object of some value, given to me by a friend. I was too attached to it to abandon it in such a place. So I retraced my steps, telling myself it was just one more ordeal in a succession of them. That was when something quite incredible happened.’



‘The madman regained his senses?’ suggested Owen.



‘No. The street…had disappeared.’



There was a moment of silence in which only the crackling logs in the hearth could be heard, then my friend asked:



‘What do you mean?’



‘That Kraken Street, the passageway from which I had just come, had vanished completely, as if the shadows had swallowed it. In its place was a high brick wall without any openings.’
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4 An Old Affair







There was a deathly silence, broken by Owen suddenly bursting into laughter.



‘Now, frankly, I don’t believe you. Ralph, you’ve gone too far. It’s a trick you’ve concocted with a few friends. Admit it.’



‘Is that really the impression I’ve created?’ asked the American, who looked tired and haggard.



The detective looked at him for a moment, then shook his head:



‘No, certainly not. But in that case, you’ve been dreaming. I’d like to believe you. You must have had a momentary delusion, or you were simply mistaken, there’s no other explanation. A street can’t just change position, just like that, you have to agree.’



‘Yes, but I stand by what I said.’



‘Then no doubt you lost track of the distance and walked further than you thought. A wall, you say? Aren’t there other alleyways in the area?’



‘Of course, but not this one any more.’



‘How can you be so sure? Nothing looks so much like an alley than another alley, particularly at night.’



‘You must believe that I looked thoroughly and had the same idea, particularly given the state I was in. I was sure I couldn’t be more than twenty or thirty yards out as far as the locality. I still took the trouble to explore three or four other passages on the same side of the main street, but in vain. No more Kraken Street, nor woman in red, nor blind fruit merchant, nor madman.’



‘All this stinks to high heaven,’ replied Owen. ‘Someone played a joke on you by changing the street signs.’



‘To be honest, I didn’t even think of that, I was so befuddled. But there were two landmarks at the entrance to the alley. Firstly, to the left, there was a large billboard. I noticed it because of the bright colours on the poster pasted to it.’



A poster, no matter how large, can always be tampered with.’



‘Agreed, but not a pub! Not the brightly lit tavern on the right hand corner. I can assure you that was real. There was a great deal of noise and I could see people inside. That had disappeared as well.’



A grimace was Owen’s only response.



‘No pub on the corner and no other building along a good part of the street, for that matter,’ replied Ralph. ‘I can only repeat there was now a brick wall where the opening of the alleyway used to be.’



‘So, what did you do?’



‘I started to become very afraid. I fled the scene and walked rapidly for quite a while before coming across a different pub which was still open. I had a quick pick-me-up and hailed the first cab which came along.’



‘Where was that?’



‘In Old Street.’



‘Well, you’ve certainly come quite a distance!’ exclaimed Owen, exhaling a thin puff of smoke, his eyes closed. ‘We’re hardly next door. Do you think you could find the scene of your misadventure again, starting from here?’



The American sighed wearily.



‘Difficult to say. But I could always try… Anyway, I got back to my hotel, tired and exhausted and my brain buzzing with questions. What to make of the strange scene I’d witnessed? How could a whole street just disappear? It was too late to keep my appointment but I desperately needed to talk to someone. I knew you lived only a stone’s throw away and I remembered your gift for unravelling mysteries. Despite the late hour, I decided to pay you a visit straight away. I left on foot, still preoccupied by my recent adventure and having forgotten about my previous brushes with the law. Big mistake… Because a policeman on the beat in Pall Mall stopped me for questioning. Just as earlier in the evening, he wanted to arrest me and was blowing his whistle for reinforcements when I took to my heels. This time the manhunt was much shorter. The prey knew where to hide. I’d located St. James’s Square on the map and contrived to slip through their fingers and land on your doorstep. You know the rest….’



‘Incredible,’ observed Owen after a brief silence. ‘I’ve heard my fair share of tall stories, but this one takes the cake.’



He stood up decisively and went over to one of the bookshelves, stopping in front of the collection of atlases.



‘Right,’ he said. ‘The first thing to do is to find this place. Kraken Street doesn’t ring any bells, but let’s have a look…Yes, Achilles, did you want to say something?’



‘Well, it seems to me as if I’ve read something.’



‘About that street?’



‘I don’t recall. I think it was about a disappearance—of a person. It must have been in a news article. Unfortunately, I haven’t had the time to follow current events lately, because I’ve been taking advantage of your absence to take care of my Wedgewood interests.’



‘Kraken, Kraken Street,’ repeated Owen, running his finger down the index of a London atlas. ‘Nothing here…let’s have a look at this one, which is the oldest plan I have…Nothing there, either. Well, Ralph, old boy, if we are to believe the evidence, your disappearing street never existed in the first place, or at least not for over a hundred years.’



Hanging his head, the American replied:



‘I really don’t know what to tell you.’



‘We can dig more deeply and we will, of course. But we already have an idea as to how to approach the problem; not so much a problem, in fact, as a series of absurd occurrences without any apparent connection to one another. Not to mention the error concerning your person. The strange trio, the phantom passage, the crime scene as weird in its appearance as in its significance. Speaking of which, you said the man attacked by the woman seemed vaguely familiar….’



‘Yes, that occurred to me later. It was someone I’d met this afternoon while hailing a cab.’



‘Just a resemblance, or was it the same man?’



‘The same, I believe, only younger. About half the age.’



‘More and more curious,’ exclaimed Owen, as he carefully put the atlases back in place. ‘I presume the woman who stabbed him was his companion, the one you found so troubling?’



Ralph Tierney shook his head emphatically.



‘No, the woman I saw behind the window had a Slavic look, rather like a beautiful Bohemian, and obviously with quite a temperament. The one I ran into outside the hotel was blonde and more reserved: more English, if I dare say it….’



The detective nodded with a knowing smile and returned to his armchair. He put his hand to his forehead, closed his eyes and announced after a while:



‘We can discard the hypothesis of a simple prank from now on. Unless the couple were in league. But to what end? Have you any enemies, Ralph?’



‘No, I can’t think of anyone in my American circles and, as for here in England, I don’t know anyone apart from a couple of people at the embassy and you.’



‘Going back to your account, one would be tempted to think you witnessed an event in the past, relating to the woman you met a few hours earlier.’



‘That’s about it.’



‘The only explanation which comes to mind is that you created a dream as a result of that encounter and your subconscious and jangled nerves imagined the whole thing, wherein the man you consider to be your rival passes away in order for you to steal his wife….’



‘Please believe me, Owen, I didn’t dream it.’



‘And I believe you,’ replied my friend, staring at the ceiling, ‘for the simple reason it’s quite the most incredible story I’ve ever heard!’



The evening ended on those words. Owen accompanied his friend back to his hotel and I went home. As we parted, we agreed to meet again the next morning in order to have an early meeting with Inspector Wedekind of the Yard.







***







Frank Wedekind was a model of patience. Rather intimidating at first sight, with his bushy eyebrows, black hair and French moustache, he never acted hastily, knew how to listen, and kept his calm even under the most trying circumstances, despite a heavy workload. The only person who could make him lose his calm was the unpredictable Owen, as puzzling as the cases he investigated. But the policeman appreciated his help far too much ever to think of severing ties.



That morning, he heard us out with his customary patience, but I sensed him to be more tense than usual. He admitted he’d hardly slept the night before. After narrating the events of the previous day, Ralph Tierney pulled out his passport, opened it in front of the inspector, gave the coordinates of several people in the American Embassy ready to identify him under oath and demanded his fingerprints be taken without further delay.



The American’s agitation elicited a smile from the inspector.



‘Rest assured, Mr. Tierney,’ he replied, ‘you have nothing to fear from now on. It was a regrettable misunderstanding, of which we were also the victims, for the villain almost escaped because of it. When my men spotted him the first time they were un-coordinated and lost trace of both him and you. The second time was also a failure, as you well know. But two hours later they managed to corner him on Blackfriars Bridge. Rather than give himself up, he dived into the Thames and seems to have drowned. We haven’t yet recovered the body but the searches will start today. You see, there’s no reason for you to be anxious.’



The young diplomat uttered a deep sigh:



‘You’ve taken a load off my mind, Inspector.’



‘I’m speaking only about the Radcliffe business. Unfortunately, it’s not the same for the other matter. I would even go so far as to say you’ve been very lucky.’



‘I don’t understand.’



Wedekind took his time lighting a cigar, then picked up a yellow folder. Turning to Owen, he announced, as if throwing out a challenge:



‘Please understand, Mr. Owen, that your friend is not the first victim of that cursed passage. We’ve found four other cases so far, but the list may not be complete. Two people went in and never came out. A third explored it, which cost him his life. But he had warned his friends there was a disappearing street somewhere in London—now you see it, now you don’t—where extraordinary things happened. The fourth managed to get out, but not without consequences.



‘Like you, Mr. Tierney, this person saw the passageway disappear as if by magic in the space of a few seconds.’
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5 A Creature Straight from Hell







While Owen, Ralph and I looked at each other in astonishment, Wedekind opened the yellow folder and started leafing through the contents.



‘It’s only recently that the connection between these different cases has been discovered, so we haven’t advanced much since then. The most recent dates back to last month. Because there seemed to have been a crackpot involved and no offence had been committed, the case wasn’t taken seriously. One Jeremy Steel, pastor of a suburban parish, and regarded by many as not quite all there, turned up at Whitechapel police station to make a complaint. He was quite clearly not in a normal state and was escorted to London Hospital and subsequently to a psychiatric establishment. Naturally, nobody then believed what he said: following a mysterious encounter, he found himself in an unknown place where he had been witness to a strange vision, that of someone playing Russian roulette. An unknown individual had then tied him up and threatened him with a gun. What attracted the attention of my investigators when they re-read the file a few days ago was the name of the street in question, Kraken Street—which no longer exists—which suddenly vanished, according to the witness. The detective remembered seeing the name in another recent report.



‘In early September, one Sylvia Baker came to report the disappearance of her father, Basil Baker, an alcoholic she was no longer living with. He’d last been seen by his drinking chums in his favourite pub, the
 King’s Arms
 , on the twenty-sixth of August, but my detectives didn’t find their testimony very convincing. A few days earlier, the aforementioned Baker had apparently found himself in an unfamiliar spot where he witnessed some strange goings-on, including the disappearance of a passageway. He described it all to his friends and told them he planned to go back there to clear things up. That was the last time he was seen. The detectives, and even his friends, attributed it all to the ravings of an alcoholic. They were not surprised when his body was fished out of the Thames near the Docks several days later, where he’d apparently left a local pub drunk and unsteady and fallen in. The disappearing passageway was also called Kraken Street.



‘We immediately started going through the files for other similar disappearances. Last February a young house painter named Peter Brown disappeared. According to his friends, he’d had a mysterious rendezvous the night before in Kraken Street. We weren’t able to discover any more detail than that.’



‘Just a minute,’ interrupted Owen, placing a thoughtful finger to his lips. ‘You said the passageway no longer exists. Does that imply it did once?’



‘Yes,’ replied Wedekind with a sphinx-like smile. ‘From your expression, Burns, I gather you find the question intriguing?’



‘Indeed. It doesn’t appear on even the oldest maps of the city.’



‘We did eventually find it, but we had to go back a long way.’



‘What I find somewhat surprising is that people were able to find an address that didn’t exist. Or else they were taken there blindfold.’



‘No, they were sent a plan, at least as far as Basil Baker and the pastor were concerned. We don’t know about the others. A very complicated plan which had to be followed to the letter. Unfortunately it wasn’t in the victims’ possession any more. It’s all explained in detail in the file. You’ll see other disturbing similarities to Mr. Tierney’s little adventure, such as the woman in red and the two bizarre fellows. You’ll even have the opportunity to question Reverend Steel, who’s been quite badly affected by his strange misadventure.’



‘So the location of the passageway has been precisely determined?’



‘Not really. We haven’t been able to narrow it down beyond an area stretching from Shoreditch to Clerkenwell, which seems to coincide with Mr. Tierney’s testimony. But here, look at this
 Times
 article.’ So saying, he selected a news cutting from the file. ‘When we read it we had high hopes of the journalist who wrote it, but alas! he didn’t know any more. His information about Kraken Street came from an old man he’d met in a pub, who’s unfortunately now deceased. So far, all we’ve been able to glean are vague recollections from some of the locals about a strange street, but nothing more. Officially, it dates from over three hundred ago, at a time when that part of London was just a labyrinth of alleyways built on mud, in the middle of a huddle of miserable wooden shacks. A huge fire destroyed everything, after which nobody can now pinpoint its location exactly. We’ve tried to find out more, but without success, so far.’



Something stirred in my memory as I read the article: “A New Victim of the Phantom Passage?” I’d actually read it previously, promising myself to talk to Owen about it after he returned from his Swiss vacation, but it had slipped my mind. The incident had taken place a year earlier, on September 22, 1901. A group of friends had come out of Holborn pub and decided to have one last drink at a flat near Liverpool Street station, where one of them lived. When they arrived there, they realised that one of the group, Richard York, an antique dealer and shyer and more discreet than the others, had disappeared. He was never found. The writer didn’t pull any punches:



Thus, Richard York vanished in mid-journey, as if swallowed by the night. The strange disappearance took place in a famously haunted area traversed by the sinister Kraken Street, a passageway with strange powers, so frightening it was rapidly abandoned by its inhabitants. It was even said that it sometimes vanished before the eyes of passers-by. Some compared it to a monstrous serpent—which could explain its name—a creature straight from hell, coiling itself between houses and only appearing when it was in search of a victim. The passageway could swallow up anyone foolhardy enough to venture there at night . Which may have been what happened to the unfortunate Richard York.
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6 In Search of the Lost Passage







I knew the poorer quarters of London from having conducted several investigations there with Owen. We’d travelled many a winding alleyway and explored cul-de-sacs and badly-lit rear courtyards. We’d knocked on the doors of innumerable hovels, interrogated drunken brutes with wives and children whose gaunt faces were already marked by poverty. Many of our forays were dangerous, especially at night, but I’d never before experienced the uneasiness I felt that morning as Owen and I followed our American companion in the search for the phantom passage. Ordinarily, our enemy was clearly identified: we followed the trail of a prey of flesh and blood, using every trick in the book to evade us and the gallows. Today we were looking for an unknown quantity, a moving and sometimes invisible space which seemed to be able to navigate through time.



As we proceeded along the dreary streets, still damp from the morning mist, our hearts were in our mouths. I sensed even the great Owen Burns to be ill-at-ease during the almost absurd quest. Our eyes scoured the rows of sad houses, their walls blackened by the endless soot. We secretly hoped that a minor miracle might happen: that an opening would suddenly appear in the endless walls and a billboard would mysteriously materialise on one corner and a public house on the other; that a street sign in white letters on a blue enamel background would announce:
 Kraken Street, the phantom passage
 .



We’d left Wedekind an hour earlier. He’d been obliged to cut us short, the search for Radcliffe’s body in the Thames having a more urgent claim on his attention.



‘London is an extraordinary city,’ declared Owen as we left Scotland Yard. ‘An extraordinary city in which extraordinary things happen. Only the ignorant or the blind could claim otherwise.’



‘Too true,’ I replied, not without irony.



‘We have a busy day ahead. Our friend Ralph will first attempt to discover the scene of his misadventure, then I shall need to drop in on a cartographer friend who knows the capital better than anyone. If he’s unable to shed light on the famous passageway, then I don’t know who is.’ He took his fob watch out of his waistcoat pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. ‘It’s only half past nine. Much too early. I propose we partake of tea in the Old Street tavern where our friend ended up the other night. What say you?’







We left there walking blindly, for, at the first intersection, Ralph Tierney appeared completely indecisive. At the second, he announced that all the houses looked the same, and at the third he shrugged his shoulders and picked a street at random.



‘It’s too bad you didn’t jot down the name of the pub at that famous corner,’ observed Owen with a note of reproach in his voice as he stumbled over a protruding cobblestone.



‘I realise that now.’



‘Could you possibly have remembered it subconsciously?’



‘I doubt it. Those lit-up bay windows blinded me.’



‘And the five buildings we’ve looked at so far all match the description, you say?’



‘No. Only the three with corner doors. The one I saw was like that. It’s the only thing I’m sure of, in fact.’



‘Alas,’ sighed Owen, ‘I fear that may not be enough. There must be dozens and dozens like that in the area.’



‘But there’s also the poster,’ I pointed out. ‘Those two things together should be enough. Can’t you recall what it looked like?’



‘I don’t know. It was very colourful, that’s all I remember. Maybe if I were to see it again….’



‘That’s out of the question for the moment,’ cut in Owen. ‘We haven’t seen a single one near a pub. Didn’t anything else strike you? The front of the house, for example?’



‘Not a chance. They all look the same around here.’



‘And nothing in the main street, either?’



‘Hard to say,’ Tierney replied, looking around, crestfallen. ‘It’s the same as for the street. Maybe if I were to see it again….’



Nothing clicked with our friend during the next hour. According to Owen, we had explored at least ten of the possible areas. We had wandered haphazardly, based on the impressions of the young diplomat.



Weary of our fruitless perambulations, we returned to the centre of town, where we partook of lunch at the Stonehall, after which Tierney took leave of us and returned to the embassy, leaving us to contemplate the strange puzzle.



‘I fear he’s a little overwhelmed by events,’ I confided to my friend as I selected a cigar from the box he offered.



‘Aren’t you, Achilles?’



‘Yes, but that’s different. It’s our job!’



The detective smiled.



‘Don’t underestimate our friend Ralph. He’s quite brilliant. Why, he even beat me at chess once.’



‘I suppose you had a bet over some woman?’



‘No, Achilles. Good grief, why have you got such a twisted mind? Is it through spending time in my company?’



‘I’m afraid so.’



He sighed as his eyes followed a ravishing lady while she asked the receptionist for the key to her room.







‘Don’t ask too much of me, Achilles. I’m doing the best I can. Nobody’s perfect, even the greatest of aesthetes. We all have our little weaknesses despite our good deeds, particularly when such a charming sight as yonder nymph presents itself.’



‘You’d be better off concentrating on the case in hand. Incidentally, you haven’t given me your first impressions.’



The dandy detective winced. After a brief pause for thought he declared sententiously:



‘Cherchez la femme.’



‘You mean the woman in red, who can lead you to paradise?’



‘For example. But I don’t think she’ll be all that easy to find. I’m going to take a look at the file Wedekind gave us. When I skimmed through it I noticed a photograph of the unfortunate Basil Baker’s daughter. She has an extraordinarily pretty little face.’



‘So, naturally, she’ll be the one we interview first?’



‘That goes without saying. Her unlucky father seems to have left a testimony of some importance. But first we have to talk to Elie Pasmore. His office should be open by now.’



The cartographer’s premises were situated in a dark alley of the City. The meagre rays of sunlight which filtered through the dusty windows illuminated the gilded backs of ancient atlases and even older leather-bound texts which filled the room. Elie Pasmore was an old man so bent over he seemed to be carrying a burden as heavy as the books surrounding him. He had an aquiline nose, a long grey beard and a furtive look behind his round spectacles. Despite a quavering voice, he was firm and precise in his answers.



‘Kraken Street,’ he repeated in response to my friend’s question. ‘Yes, that rings a bell. I remember reading an article not so long ago in one of the newspapers. I forget which.’



‘The
 Times
 , last year.’



‘Yes, that was it. I believe the journalist got a bit carried away.’



‘Can you tell us any more about it?’ asked Owen, barely concealing his impatience. ‘Can you say precisely where it was located?’



The old man removed his glasses and smiled.



‘No to the last point. The names given to the passages and alleys in that quarter were never made official. And, to the best of my knowledge, there was never an accurate map drawn up. In any case, a huge fire settled the question, so to speak. I still have a monograph describing the area, which was home to hordes of immigrants. It refers to some of the streets and even has comments on some of them. I believe Kraken Street was one. Yes, that must be the case, or I would never have heard of it.’



‘Have you got it here?’



‘Yes, somewhere,’ replied the old man, scratching his head and looking around. ‘Now, where did I put it amongst all this bazaar?’



‘Take all the time you need,’ replied Owen, drumming his fingers on the counter.



Whilst Elie Pasmore foraged amongst the books on the groaning shelves, he mixed commentary with observations about his son.



‘That little rascal Victor! He takes as much care of these books as he does of his poor old father. I’ve done everything I can to hand down my passion, but it’s no use. He contradicts everything I say, almost as a reflex. It’s hopeless. Yes, that story about a monstrous serpent sliding between the houses and swallowing its victims is obviously an exaggeration, but that doesn’t mean the name was chosen by accident. Maybe there were unexplained disappearances. Where the devil did I put it? I hope Victor hasn’t got hold of it, otherwise who knows where it will be. And that’s not unlikely, because I seem to remember the article had a frightening illustration of an aquatic monster. Victor’s been dreaming of becoming a sailor and vanquishing all the giant squid ever since he read Jules Verne. But, if memory serves, there was something else odd about that street, in addition to the magical disappearances. Ah! Here’s the damned book!’



Elie Pasmore stepped down from the stool and placed a thin volume on the counter. He skimmed through it and had no trouble locating the appropriate page, thanks to the picture of the monster.



‘Kraken Street. There we are. A beautiful illustration but no details, unfortunately.’



He adjusted his spectacles and peered at the yellowed pages, while we did the same.



‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ he continued. ‘Nothing precise about the location other than it was in the north-east part of Clerkenwell. As for the rest, see for yourself.’







Its reputation for invisibility probably arose from a series of strange happenings which occurred there. The strange manifestations frightened the local residents so much they rushed to leave. Some refused to believe in the existence of the phenomena and even denied the existence of the street itself. Others simply put it out of their minds, which could help explain the disappearances. Still others claimed the street came and went as it pleased, travelling in space and time and bringing back to those who visited it fragments of souvenirs past and future. For it was said it could read the past and foretell the future. The visions it inspired in its visitors were witness to that….
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7 Miss Sylvia Baker







Miss Sylvia Baker lived by the side of a canal dug along the south bank of the Thames, in a middle-class area with well maintained houses. Her own house, enlivened by pots of flowers on the window sills and around the door, was fresh and bright in the image of its owner, who had just responded to our knock in the middle of the afternoon. The waning sunlight revealed a ravishing girl with delicate features, who could scarcely be more than twenty years old. She was wearing a bolero and a dress of gabardine rose which accentuated her blonde hair combed up in a chignon. Her turned-up nose gave her a mischievous expression, tempered somewhat by the look in her light blue eyes, which was decidedly suspicious.



Owen wore his best smile as he explained the purpose of our visit, but failed to charm the young woman, who asked him point blank whether the police had found her father’s body or apprehended the culprits.



‘Not yet, dear lady, but it won’t be long if you would be kind enough to answer our questions.’



The lovely face remained resolutely defiant.



‘You are the police?’



‘We work for them, in effect.’



‘Mr. Burns, you say?’



‘Yes. Owen Burns,’ replied my friend, bowing his head. ‘My name may well be familiar to you, given the numerous cases I—.’



‘I remember. Wasn’t it you who disrupted the Lord Mayor’s procession last year?’



I sighed mentally. If Miss Blake was a stickler for form, which appeared to be the case, then it wouldn’t be long before she slammed the door in our faces. Every newspaper had reported the scandal provoked by my friend the year before. Emerging from the crowd as if pursued by demons, Owen had shouted “Crime! Aggression!” at the top of his lungs, causing panic amongst the spectators of the solemn procession. He had finally collapsed on the ground, before recovering and denouncing the “unpardonable crime”—in his eyes—of a lack of colour co-ordination between the various costumes of the pall bearers. Had it not been for his relations in high places and his services in the cause of justice, he would never have emerged unscathed after having offended so many of His Majesty’s subjects.



While Owen sheepishly acknowledged the fact, the young woman beamed with pleasure.



‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so amused in my life,’ she announced. ‘But pray come in, my dear sirs.’



Miss Baker’s house was a model of cleanliness and good taste. I thought to myself that our hostess was not only extremely pretty but was a model mistress of the house. The most appealing part of the house was undoubtedly the lounge, brightly illuminated by French windows leading to a balcony overlooking the canal. The peaceful view was enhanced by rows of geraniums forming a lovely carpet of green dotted with red highlights. It was there that she invited us to be seated in two ample rattan armchairs.



After having complimented our hostess for her floral arrangements, Owen fished a couple of pages of paper from his pocket and declared:



‘I shall start by summarising the results of the investigation, and then ask you a few questions. Please don’t hesitate to interrupt if the facts don’t coincide with your own recollections.’



Miss Baker nodded silently and Owen continued:



‘On the nineteenth of August last year, around ten o’clock at night in a thick fog, your father left the
 King’s Arms
 for a curious rendezvous which had been arranged the day before by the aged parent of one of his old friends, one Harry, whom he had not seen for a long time. This fellow, having something quite out of the ordinary to show him, had asked him by letter to meet at a specific address. He asked that they meet in a room on one of the floors and urged him to exercise great caution in the process. The message had been accompanied by a plan indicating which direction to take if he chose to come from the direction of Kraken Street which, as you now know, doesn’t exist any more.



‘He scrupulously followed the plan, which consisted of a labyrinth of arrows which made him dizzy. After endless zig-zags to the left and to the right, he finally arrived at Kraken Street, as confirmed by a strange man wearing a top hat, stationed at the entrance to the passageway. Farther down, there appeared to be a couple watching the entrance to the building he was to go to. Incidentally, although your father didn’t say, they were probably a lady of easy virtue and a blind street merchant. He climbed to the second floor of the house to the place Harry had described: a dark and empty room. He waited there for a while, but in vain. His friend failed to appear. He was then witness to a bizarre scene. A vision appeared at the window, a vision at once close yet distant, as if emerging from a curtain of mist….’



Miss Baker gave a deep sigh.



‘One is tempted to wonder whether it was a curtain of mist or, in fact, alcohol vapours,’ mused Owen, placing a finger thoughtfully to his lips. ‘The file shows your father had a fondness for drink.’



A frown creased the pretty brow of the young woman and her expression hardened.



‘A chronic alcoholic is what he was. If Mama died killing herself with work it was because of him. He tried to make me his slave as well, but I refused to go along. I left him when I was seventeen and I don’t regret it. He made us both suffer too much. I can’t remember ever seeing him sober.’



‘But it appears he hadn’t drunk that night.’



‘You mean not as much as usual. That doesn’t mean he had a clear head.’



‘Perhaps, but he was at least able to follow the plan as far as Kraken Street. Even if his testimony appears to be an alcoholic delusion, we’ve good reason to take it very seriously. He repeated it several times to his friends in the
 King’s Arms,
 at their request. They never missed a chance to tease him, but it’s thanks to them the police have managed to discover all we know about the matter. Going back to the strange scene, it presented an elegant man wearing a bowler hat and sporting a mutton chop moustache. Seemingly very satisfied to find himself home again, he served himself a glass of port as if toasting a happy event. He stroked his moustache while whistling an air your father didn’t recognise but nonetheless remembered. It was one of his drinking chums who recognised it as he hummed it while telling his tale:
 The Blue Danube
 by Johann Strauss.’



‘It’s true my father had an excellent memory, strange as it may seem. It was the only good quality he possessed, as far as I know.’



‘After which, our mysterious gentleman pulled out a travel prospectus from a drawer and regarded it enthusiastically. It featured a large picture of the tower of Pisa, which seemed to send him into raptures. Apparently he was about to take a pleasure trip because your father saw him packing a suitcase. The vision disappeared at that point. Tired of waiting for Harry, and made uneasy by the strange scene, your father went back downstairs, left the building and retraced his steps. At the end of the passage he saw the man who had shown him the way earlier, who addressed him in a very peculiar manner:



“Go over to the fountain, drink some water and come back and see me.”



‘In surprise, your father asked him whether he knew Harry, to which the other replied:



‘“I know everyone in the realm of darkness. But hurry up and drink from the fountain, or the world will disappear.”



‘“Which fountain are you talking about?”



‘“The first one you come to.”



‘“But…I’m not used to drinking water.”



‘“Hurry up. I’m not going to repeat myself.”



‘Those were the last words from that strange fellow. Accustomed by now to bizarre events, your father complied and did in fact find a fountain not far from the passageway, but when he retraced his steps
 Kraken Street had disappeared!



‘He looked everywhere without success. Had he been the victim of hallucinations, caused by lack of drink? He would gladly have quenched his thirst in the pub on the corner, but that had vanished as well. In a panic now, he started to run at random through the alleys and passageways. It was several hours before he found himself in familiar territory as the fog frequently obscured the street names. Afterwards, when he recounted his adventure in the
 King’s Arms
 , he was unable to describe the location of the building, other than to say it was somewhere north-east of Liverpool Street station. He no longer had the plan drawn up by his friend Harry, which he must have lost in his flight. For three or four days in a row he told his story to whomsoever would listen, until the night of August 26, when he claimed to suspect something. “I think I’m on to something and I intend to verify it this very night,” he had told his audience, who were by now weary of his rantings. The next night he was not to be seen in the
 King’s Arms
 , nor the days that followed. That’s when, Miss Baker, alerted by one of his pub chums, you went to Scotland Yard to report his disappearance.’



There was a short silence and tears welled up in Sylvia Baker’s eyes.



‘That’s right. It was almost two months ago. Since then nobody’s seen him. I wonder if….’



Her voice became choked with tears.



‘It’s better to face things squarely,’ said Owen with a note of compassion in his voice. ‘The chances of finding him are very slim. He was fifty-five years old and unemployed, I understand? It’s hardly likely he ran away. What’s more, others have disappeared in similar circumstances and never been found.’



‘It’s true I always hated him, but he was my father after all. At the beginning his disappearance simply surprised me. Then it frightened me. Now it’s a mixture of pity and anger. Why haven’t they found his body? Where is he? What’s become of him?’



‘Were you already aware of what I told you?’



‘Yes, more or less. The friend from the
 King’s Arms
 who came to report his disappearance talked to me for a long time, then talked to the police. I couldn’t tell them anything because I haven’t seen him for a long time. But I was surprised by their reaction. At first, they seemed to treat his account as the invention of a drunkard.’



‘Is that what you think?’



The young woman was silent for a moment.



‘Not any more. Except maybe for the vision wrapped in mist. I think he was the victim of a trick or a prank which went wrong, for he hadn’t any enemies, as far as I know. I was a bit put out by the police reaction, or rather lack of it. So I decided to do some research of my own and scanned the newspaper archives for all the articles about him. There was practically nothing, just a handful of cuttings treating the matter like an alcoholic delusion. But things changed about a month ago. The police started seeing the matter in a different light.’



‘A few things had happened in the meantime.’



Sylvia nodded and stared into space with a half-smile on her lips.



‘Yes, I know a similar thing happened to a pastor from London.



‘To the reverend and several others,’ agreed Owen, who was looking at her strangely.



While appearing intrigued by what she was saying, he was giving her the eye. I couldn’t tell at that moment whether his interest was professional or personal. Probably both, for my friend had no equal when it came to mixing duty with pleasure.



He continued after a short silence.



‘So you can’t tell us anything?’



Sylvia Baker shook her head.



‘No. As I told you, I’d stopped seeing him. His behaviour disgusted me and made me feel ashamed. He’d let himself go and seemed content to be that way. I’d never been able to stand him. Perhaps that’s what made me self-sufficient.



‘You’re a sales manager in a big department store in Regent Street, I understand?’



‘Yes,’ she replied proudly.



‘What do you think about this disappearing passageway?’



As if seized by a fit of the shivers, Sylvia crossed her arms and mumbled:



‘I don’t know. I have no idea. All I know is I would never walk about in such a place at night.’



‘Did you know that street was capable of recapturing the past and foretelling the future?’



There was a pause and she asked:



‘Are you serious?’



‘That’s what they used to say once upon a time,’ replied Owen, shrugging his shoulders.



‘Do you think what my father and that reverend saw was an event that actually happened in the past?’



‘It’s something we have to consider.’



Sylvia’s eyes widened with anxiety.



‘But that kind of thing can’t happen!’



‘It’s not any more fantastic than a vanishing street.’



‘I don’t follow.’



Owen smiled and adjusted his buttonhole.



‘Don’t worry. Even I sometimes can’t follow myself. But tell me, Miss Baker, are you engaged to be married?’



‘Umm…not yet,’ she stuttered, blushing. ‘But it probably won’t be long, even though my friend and I have only known each other for a short time. But…may I know why you asked me that question?’



‘Because I was thinking that your heart’s choice would indeed be a lucky man, Miss Baker.’



So saying, Owen stood up and saluted our hostess and we took our leave.



‘I didn’t quite understand the point of that last question,’ I said in the cab on our way back into town.



‘Catching a witness off guard can often produce interesting results. Provoking astonishment and surprise is one of my trade-marks.’



‘I’ll take your word for it. When it comes to provocation, you fear no one! But that aside, I confess to be disappointed by our trip. I would even go so far as to call it a waste of time.’



‘Not at all. We spent a very agreeable moment in the company of an exquisite creature.’



‘I’ll concede you that, but as far as our investigation goes, we haven’t advanced so much as an inch.’



‘Is that so? We’re in the most decisive phase, which consists of gathering information and classifying it in order to use it in the most judicious manner when the time comes. Every logician knows that the art of resolving a problem lies in framing it properly. To my way of thinking, we’ve been advancing in giant steps. Think about it: we only learnt of the problem yesterday and look where we are.’



As our cab approached Southwark Bridge and I looked at the Thames spangled with golden reflections, I thought for a moment and answered through gritted teeth:



‘We’re bang in the middle of a bunch of madmen, that’s where we are. Everyone seems to have taken leave of their senses, from the main actors to the witnesses. Whole streets disappearing, people babbling incomprehensibly about fountains, serpents and who knows what else; visions of murders; moustached men whistling while clutching photographs of the tower of Pisa….’



‘Did you read the report on Reverend Steel’s disappearance?’



‘When could I have done that? You’ve monopolised Wedekind’s file during the rare free moments of the day. But I imagine it’s much of the same twaddle.’



‘There’s no mention of any whistling whiskers, but there is a mention of a man playing Russian roulette. Would you like to have a look?’



I gave a deep sigh.



‘No thanks, I’ve had my fill of madmen for now. I prefer to read it when my head is clear.’



Whereupon I fixed my gaze on the Thames once again and started to whistle. After a while I felt Owen’s eyes upon me. When I turned my head I saw he was looking at me with a peculiar expression on his face.



‘That melody. It sounds familiar.’



‘Which melody?’



‘The one you’re whistling. It’s the Blue Danube, isn’t it?’



‘Possibly. But I didn’t do it consciously. It must have been because we’d been talking about it.’



‘I’ve heard someone who constantly whistled like that somewhere before. And he twirled his moustaches at the same time.’



‘You must be joking.’



He shook his head gravely.



‘What’s amazing is that neither Wedekind nor the other officers noticed it. In fact it’s quite extraordinary.’



‘But who the devil are you talking about?’



‘George Todd, the murderer, who somehow escaped the gallows. My goodness, there’s not a minute to lose. Driver, take us to Scotland Yard immediately!’
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8 The Tower of Pisa







Inspector Wedekind had only just returned when we arrived. With his hair dishevelled and a frown on his face, he did not appear to be in a good mood. The extensive search of the Thames had so far been in vain. They would continue, he assured them, but so far there was no trace of Jack Radcliffe. At first, deep in thought, he didn’t appear to hear Owen’s question about the George Todd case.



‘George Todd?’ he eventually repeated, once he’d lit a cigar. ‘Let me see…Wasn’t he the fellow who killed a rich widow who had left him her fortune? Yes, now I remember…He was a vile individual, cynical and arrogant, but with a certain class nevertheless. To achieve his ends he seduced an elderly lady twice his age. That was about ten years ago, if memory serves.’



‘That’s correct,’ confirmed Owen. ‘I remember it well because it was the first criminal trial I attended. I was seventeen at the time.’



‘Well then, we could have met,’ observed the policeman, forcing a smile, ‘because I was there as well. I recall the dissatisfaction which swept through the courtroom when the verdict of innocence was announced. There had seemed to be no doubt of his guilt until the last-minute drama. He produced an alibi which seemed highly dubious, but sowed sufficient doubt for him to escape the rope. Despite the booing, he left the court a free man, smiling and contemptuous. It was a sad day for British justice.’



‘So you must remember what he looked like, with his handlebar moustache which he twirled incessantly?’



‘Of course.’



Mimicking the scene, Owen added:



‘There was also his habit of whistling, as if to underline his exasperating lack of concern.’



‘Correct.’



‘I never forgot the tune: it was
 The Blue Danube
 .’



‘Quite possibly.’



‘I’m sure I can find witnesses to prove it. So we have an elegant man twirling his moustache while whistling that particular air. Doesn’t that ring a bell?’



Wedekind’s expression changed suddenly.



‘Hell’s bells, yes! It’s the man described by Baker. The man contemplating the tower of Pisa.’



He fell suddenly quiet, his eyes round as if in the grip of a second surprise more intense than the first.



‘Wait a minute,’ he said, getting up suddenly from his chair. ‘I need to check something.’



So saying, he hurried out of the room, leaving us perplexed. Ten minutes later he was back. He sat down before us, squinted hard and announced:



‘The man was indeed George Todd. There’s no possible doubt. The problem is, he’s no longer alive. He died two years ago in Austria as the result of a mountain climbing accident.’



‘Well then, what to make of the scene Baker saw?’ asked Owen, lost in contemplation of a curl of smoke rising from his cigar. ‘Can that cursed passage really travel back in time?’



Wedekind shook his head with a scowl.



‘I’ve always refused to accept that kind of explanation, but the facts are there. Baker’s vision cannot be explained any other way. What he saw neither he nor anyone else could possibly have known. Except for a handful of Scotland Yard officers. It was the head of the C.I.D who informed me and pledged me to secrecy. I just went to see him to make sure. For it’s clear that, had they got wind of it at the time, they would have lambasted the Yard. And all that was brought back to me thanks to you, Owen. You’ve clearly put your finger on a crucial point of the case.’



With a forelock tumbling over one eye, my friend asked impatiently:



‘May I know what you’re talking about?’



‘The tower of Pisa.’



‘I beg your pardon?’



‘Yes, the tower of Pisa on the brochure. What Baker saw corresponded to a scene which was never witnessed, but which nevertheless must have taken place after the trial: that of Todd coming back home, jubilant and savouring his victory, and packing his bags for a trip to Italy. More precisely, to Pisa.’



Owen remained puzzled.



‘I thought it might be something like that. But how can you be so sure?’



Wedekind blew a thin stream of smoke in Owen’s direction and replied:



‘A mere ten days after the trial, George Todd had the impudence to send us a postcard congratulating us for our hard work and wishing us every success in the future. It was dripping with sarcasm, a real finger in the eye, a demonstration of his brilliant victory over the police. As for the postcard itself, it was a beautiful photograph of the tower of Pisa, with a genuine stamp of the Italian post office on the back…which, as you must agree confirms the testimony of Baker and thus the incredible power of that passage!’
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9 The Reverend Jeremy Steel







The Reverend Jeremy Steel looked like my idea of Don Quixote: a tall, thin old man with an emaciated face and a wild look n his eyes. But his bearing was far from that of the proud Spanish knight. His back was bent as if bearing the weight of a strange menace.



Despite our late arrival at the Chelsea hospital where he was being treated, we were allowed to see him that same evening. As the reports stated, Reverend Steel was suffering from mental problems, but his recollections of the tragic night seemed intact.



‘And you’re sure you haven’t got the plan?’ asked Owen, seated on a chair next to the patient.



Steel shook his head sadly.



‘No, I lost it, just like the letter. Or someone took it from me whilst I was being tormented so cruelly.’



‘What exactly was on there? Was it a street plan or a set of written instructions?’



‘Instructions. “Go along such-and-such a street for such-and-such a distance. Turn right down…” et cetera, et cetera.’



‘So today you wouldn’t be able to find it?’



The old man’s gaze froze strangely.



‘No. It wouldn’t be possible. And I don’t want to go back there. Ever. It’s an accursed place, a modern Babylon, a pandemonium in the centre of London… I shall never forget the click of the revolver and that infernal noise… I thought my head had exploded.’



The pastor’s testimony closely resembled that of Tierney and Baker. It had all started with a letter from a parishioner asking for help, asking him to meet at ten o’clock the following evening at an address in Kraken Street. He couldn’t recall anything about the man claiming to have been one of his parishioners, but that hadn’t stopped him going to the rendezvous, no matter how mysterious it had seemed. The cry for help was accompanied by a set of instructions which had enabled him to reach Kraken Street, where a strange man in a top hat—whom Owen and I had baptised “the madman” because of his ravings—had greeted him with his customary paradoxical statements:
 “Yes, my dear sir, you’re on the right track, but permit me to tell you it’s also the wrong one. Strollers are rare in Kraken Street, because it’s hotter than Hell….”



‘Now, it just so happened to be quite chilly that night and there was a thick fog. I found myself in front of the gaping opening to the passage, with a noisy pub on my right and a billboard on the wall on my left….’



‘Do you remember what was on the billboard?’



‘Let me think… Yes, it was a poster for a circus.’



‘Which one?’



‘That I don’t remember. And I didn’t make a note of the name of the pub, either, which the police have already asked me about. When I got to the middle of the passage, a blind man tried to sell me grapes and a pathetic creature made me an indecent proposition.’



‘A woman wearing a red cape?’



‘Possibly. I tried to avoid looking at her. I went through the door opposite and went up to the second floor as specified on the plan. I went along a corridor to my left and went through two or three rooms in total darkness before reaching the place of the rendezvous.’



‘A dark room with no one in it.’



Beads of perspiration appeared on Jeremy Steel’s forehead.



‘Yes. That’s when the nightmare started. Something shone through the window and I leant out. I had a distinct feeling of being above an abyss and in front of a tunnel. I felt dizzy, but then I saw what seemed to be a lighted window in front of me, or a wide opening. It seemed both near and far at the same time. In any case, I could clearly see a man seated at a desk. An elegant man in his fifties who looked sad and weary. The room was quite plush with blue wallpaper decorated with Greek columns. The man took a deck of cards out of one of the desk drawers. He riffled them mechanically, then threw the cards on the floor with an air of disgust. Then he took a revolver out of the same drawer and looked at it with a smile. A smile which sent shivers down my spine and foreshadowed the tragic scene which was to follow.



‘He took a bullet out of a box and inserted in the barrel, which he spun as if about to play Russian roulette. He did this several times. Each time the barrel stopped, he put the gun to his temple with a tense look on his face and pulled the trigger. He must have done this about ten times, and each time there was a click. Then a terrible explosion broke the silence. There was a cloud of smoke and the unfortunate fellow fell forward with his face against the desk. Or, more precisely, against a bronze paperweight in the form of a Roman she-wolf. It was a horrible sight, unbearable to watch… I suddenly felt a sharp blow to my head and lost consciousness. When I came to my senses, I found myself tied to a chair. It was dark, but I was no longer alone in the room…..’



Jeremy Steel swallowed hard and pulled a blanket over his knees. He seemed terrified as he continued:



‘I was cold and had a terrible headache. But that was nothing compared with the terror the unknown person behind my back inspired. He said not a word, but only sneered as he pressed the barrel of a revolver against my temple. A cold, mechanical contact which paralysed me. I forced myself to close my eyes, but I couldn’t get the thought of the scene I’d just watched—and which I was now reliving as the victim—out of my mind. For my unknown torturer had started to pay Russian roulette with me. His sarcastic laughter and the threats of death whispered in my ear alternated with the sound of the spinning barrel and the unmistakeable click of the hammer hitting an empty chamber.



‘I breathed a sigh of relief each time, but I knew it was only a short respite. The operation was repeated so many times I lost count. I tried desperately to loosen my bonds. Suddenly I felt my head had just exploded! A terrible detonation almost destroyed my eardrums. I fainted, convinced that I had been mortally wounded. When I regained consciousness I was alone in the dark. It took me a while to realise I was still alive. I managed to find my way back to the staircase, not without difficulty. I ran down the stairs and got out of that diabolical house as fast as possible.



‘The blind fruit merchant was still there. His wife, too, smiling as if nothing had happened. She tried to tell me something but I didn’t wait as I rushed to get out of the passageway. My heart was beating as if it would burst. I just had one wish: to get away from the damned place as fast as possible. Even though the sound of my footsteps rang out on the cobblestones, I felt as though I was walking on mud or lava. My legs were weak and I had the impression that everything was turning around me. A tremendous wave of relief swept over me as I reached the main street, but another shock awaited me. The nightmare was not yet over. I had barely taken a few steps before a man suddenly appeared in front of me, brandishing a flaming torch….’



‘The same man you saw at the beginning?’



The pastor clutched his head in his hands, mumbling:



‘Yes, it’s possible. I couldn’t see his face clearly because of the flames in front of my face. On the other hand, I could hear his voice quite distinctly as he shouted: “Go back, unbeliever, spawn of Satan. Go back from whence you came, where the wrath of Lucifer will strike you.” He was so menacing I had no choice but to obey. I turned round and started to run but I could no longer find the opening of the alleyway from which I had just come!’



‘How far had you travelled before you met the man with the torch?’ asked Owen, frowning.



‘No more than thirty yards.’



‘But it’s incredible,’ I exclaimed in astonishment, even though the story had begun to sound familiar. ‘A street can’t disappear like that! What was there in its place?’



The reverend looked at me blindly, as if I were the reflection of the tragic scene he remembered.



‘Nothing,’ he replied. ‘Nothing except other houses and other streets. The man with the torch had stopped chasing me as well. I saw him disappear into a doorway near a small drinking fountain.’



‘A public fountain with water?’ asked Owen in astonishment.



‘Yes, like all the fountains.’



‘Where was it in relation to the doorway?’



‘I don’t remember exactly, but close by.’



‘Can you recall any other features of the area?’



The clergyman shook his head despondently:



‘No, nothing really… You couldn’t see much because of that damned pea-souper. It was just an average street, just like all the others in the poorer quarters, modest and not very wide. I remember walking for a very long time, so as to get as far away as possible. I met one or two people on the way and asked them for help, explaining what had happened, but they took me for a lunatic. At the police station, where I went to report what had happened, they treated me gently but I don’t think they believed me either. Curiously enough, they’ve changed their attitude lately. Some detectives have come back to question me and taken careful notes about what I told them.’



Owen placed his hand on the old man’s arm:



‘Your testimony is very precious to us, my dear Reverend. It was a terrible ordeal, but hopefully not in vain.’



Jeremy Steel nodded, looking straight ahead.



‘Yes, I’m sure it will be useful, like all ordeals here on Earth. The Creator put us here to be tested. Nothing is given. Everything has its purpose, even the tick-tocks which now haunt my nights. Tick-tocks or, more precisely, a series of revolver clicks… It’s impossible to sleep because each time I wait for the terrible explosion to follow.’







* * *







There were no more guests in the lounge of the Stonehall hotel when we met our friend Ralph Tierney there at ten o’clock at night. It was a luxurious spot with panelled walls and comfortably padded armchairs into which Owen and I had sunk while we sampled the excellent whisky the bartender had just served. Tierney sipped on a sherry while he listened attentively to my friend’s account of our investigation. The American was wearing an elegant alpaca suit and no longer wore the air of a hunted animal. But once Owen had finished, his outward serenity failed to conceal his anxiety.



‘Incredible!’ he said, after suddenly emptying his glass. ‘And to think I’d forgotten about it all over the last few hours.’



‘You haven’t had any problems at the embassy?’ I enquired.



Tierney shook his head with a smile.



‘No, nobody’s mistaken me for Radcliffe. I know now why the police were after me last night. A sergeant came to warn me this afternoon. Radcliffe wore a long navy blue overcoat, just like mine, which he had stolen during his escape. He advised me to stop wearing it, even though the criminal is now out of action. My God, what a business. What you’ve told me is absolutely stunning. All those testimonies similar to mine. So I didn’t dream what happened last night… But something occurred to me while I listened to you, Burns, about the poster at the entrance to the passage. It was indeed for a circus, as the pastor said. I remember even taking a quick look at it. There were wild animals in the background and in the centre foreground there was a clown whose name was printed in large yellow letters… Achilles something.’



‘Achilles!’ I repeated in astonishment.



‘You’ve obviously missed your vocation,’ joked the detective.



‘Thanks, Owen.’



‘No, you’re too serious.’ Turning to the diplomat he asked:



‘Achilles what? Can you remember?’



‘Achilles Manora or Romana, I can’t remember exactly.’



‘Achilles Ramona?’



‘Yes, I think that was it… Achilles Ramona, the king of clowns.’



‘That rings a bell, vaguely. It shouldn’t be difficult to track down. Any other details come to mind?’



‘Yes, the fountain.’



‘Ah! You see!’ exclaimed Owen joyfully. ‘What did I tell you? We always underestimate our powers of recollection. Praise be to the goddess Mnemosyne for having stimulated your memory when you least expected it. I’ll wager you can see every detail of that fountain now.’



The young diplomat contemplated his empty glass and nodded.



‘Yes, it was quite small and in a slight recess. But the base must have protruded because I almost stubbed my toe on it.’



‘In the main street?’



‘Yes, to my right as I arrived.’



‘How far from Kraken Street?’



‘Hard to say. Twenty, thirty, forty yards… In any case I hadn’t walked far before I saw the entrance to the passage to my left, between the circus poster and the public house.’



‘That corresponds exactly to what the other witnesses said. Baker also talked about it, the “madman” having ordered him to drink from it. Just to avoid any confusion, I’ll draw a little map.’



Owen called the bartender over to demand pencil and paper and another round of drinks. I have reproduced his sketch.
 (Figure 1)



When he had finished, he announced
 :
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 Figure 1
















‘Perfect! With this, we’ll be able to organise more thorough searches within the suspect perimeter. Unfortunately, our riddle doesn’t boil down to this one problem, daunting though it may be. There’s another aspect, even more peculiar and more urgent, namely the extraordinary scenes viewed by the witnesses.’

Ralph shook his head.



‘I can’t see what they correspond to.’



‘There are three,’ continued Owen, counting on his fingers. They represent scenes from the past, or so we are led to believe. The pastor’s account, relating to a strange suicide by revolver, has not yet been placed, but it won’t be long. Wedekind has the business well in hand, once he realised that Baker’s vision corresponded to a real situation dating back ten years or so, which only a handful of senior officers knew about.’



‘It’s quite extraordinary,’ sighed Ralph. ‘We’re supposed to believe the old wives’ tale, according to which Kraken Street had the power to waylay unwary passers-by and transport them into the past to watch strange happenings.’



‘Weren’t you a witness yourself?’



‘It all seems so incredible.’



‘Your experience is even more interesting,’ continued Owen, ‘because it took place in broad daylight, the man in your vision being stabbed by a woman. That’s why I ask you again: are you sure it was the same individual?’



‘Yes, really, even if he seemed older. I know it sounds quite unbelievable….’



Owen raised a finger, adopting a professional air.



‘Nothing of the sort. You witnessed a past event. It’s natural that the man appears older today. But think about all the recent manifestations in that passageway. We know of five in all. In the three first cases, those of York, Brown and Baker, the unfortunate victims vanished. Reverend Steel seems to have had a great deal of luck, escaping a diabolical trap by the skin of his teeth.’



‘The man was seriously shaken by what happened,’ I observed. ‘To the point that I question whether his testimony is thoroughly reliable. I’m thinking in particular of the personal game of Russian roulette inflicted on him.’



‘But that was the incident which traumatised him. Put yourself in his shoes for the moment, alone in the dark with the cold metal of a revolver pressed against your temple. Someone murmuring in your ear that you’re going to die, you await the fateful moment, a few clicks from failed attempts, then a sudden explosion in your ear. Even a hero like you, Achilles, might have been affected.’



I shrugged my shoulders.



‘Maybe. But how to make sense of it?’



‘Maybe a grain of sand in the works of a diabolical mechanism? Impossible to say for the moment. What we can say, on the other hand, is that there’s a significant difference between the first four cases and your own, Ralph.’



‘What? The fact that I was the only one to emerge unscathed?’



‘No, you were the only one to become involved by chance. Apart from the disappearance of the antique dealer, about which we know very little, all the victims were summoned to Kraken Street under various pretexts. They were sent a plan and precise instructions. In your case, outside events drove you there.’



‘My resemblance to Jack Radcliffe?’



‘Exactly. You appear to have been taken by surprise by the accursed passage, which makes you our most precious witness. You, but also the man you saw yesterday afternoon as you left the hotel. He must obviously be in a position to provide details, at least as regards the attack on his person.’



‘But I don’t know anything about the man.’



‘Yes, you know his face as well as that of his beautiful companion, whom you have already described at length, incidentally. Let’s meet here again at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. We’ll start from scratch. We have to move heaven and earth to find this individual!’
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10 On the Trail of the Unknown







Bright sunshine warmed the street in which the Stonehall stood, noisy and quite crowded at that time of day. A wide lawn, traversed by a pedestrian walkway, separated the hotel from the street, which crossed the Haymarket a hundred yards away.



Wearing a striking salmon-coloured suit, Owen paced to and fro across the grass, sometimes shaking his head, sometimes pestering our friend to retrace in detail his encounter with the couple. After having mentioned the incident of the cab a dozen times, Ralph Tierney showed distinct signs of impatience and weariness, particularly since Owen appeared to treat his own suggestions with disdain. When the American proposed inquiring at the nearest bank, the detective bluntly dismissed the idea, arguing that he wasn’t in the habit of basing his investigations on pure chance.



‘Very well… The man insisted I take his place,’ continued Ralph, ‘and I finally accepted. He took the woman on his arm, telling her it would be just as rapid on foot, and they left.’



‘What time was that?’



‘Around half past two.’



‘Can’t you be more precise than that?’



‘Let’s say two thirty-five. I’d heard Big Ben strike the half hour a few minutes before.



‘You see, you can achieve anything with a bit of goodwill.’



‘They walked away quite rapidly. The woman held his arm and he was carrying a large package.’



‘Large package?’ repeated Owen, his eyes widening. ‘You’ve never told me that before. What was in it?’



‘I’ve no idea, because it had been carefully wrapped.’



‘What kind of package? Round or flat?’



‘Flat, but quite large.’



‘A tray? A picture? A large book?’



Ralph shrugged his shoulders in ignorance. After looking around, Owen pointed to the window of a bookstore adjacent to the bank. A few moments later, Ralph Tierney was describing the couple to the two bookstore salesmen.



‘Quite a beautiful woman wearing a boater. He must have been fifty or so. Medium height, salt-and-pepper hair, carefully combed. He was wearing an olive-coloured Tweed jacket, nicely cut. A face without distinguishing features. Looked rather solemn.’



His precisions were in vain. No one remembered such a couple. We left the shop and walked to the Haymarket, where Owen noticed a picture-framing shop. The American trotted out his descriptions while Owen rummaged around, admiring the carefully crafted frames. Curiously, he didn’t appear particularly surprised when the owner, a fat but debonair individual, declared:



‘Yes, I remember them. It was early in the afternoon.’



‘Did you know them?’ Ralph blurted out in astonishment.



‘No, I don’t think they’d ever set foot here before. I don’t think they lived in London, either.’



‘What makes you say that?’ asked Owen.



‘Just an impression. A touch of the country about the man, but a gentleman nevertheless, no doubt about it.’



‘What did they buy from you?’



‘A frame for a painting. They gave me the measurements.’



‘They’d ordered it?’



‘No, I just happened to have a frame of the right dimensions. And since it was the style they wanted, they bought it right away.’



‘Did you take down their names?’



‘No, they paid in cash and the man didn’t need a receipt. He told me it was a nice piece of work and he wouldn’t need to bring it back.



‘Yes,’ agreed Owen, ‘I can understand that. I’ll certainly bear you in mind when I need similar work done. Is there anything else you can tell us about them?’



‘Not much, I’m afraid.’



‘Nothing in their attitude?’



‘No.’



‘What about their clothes?’



‘They were just as your friend described. The only other thing I noticed was that the man’s leggings were lightly spattered with mud. I noticed that because otherwise he was immaculately dressed.’



‘Hmm. Did they tell you what they wanted framed?’



‘Yes, that I distinctly remember. The man told me because of the choice of frame. It was a reproduction of Nicolas Poussin’s
 The Arcadian Shepherds.’



‘I see,’ replied Owen, who seemed satisfied with the answer. ‘Well, sir, it only remains for us to thank you for your precious information and we’ll meet again soon, no doubt.’



After we left the shop, Owen suggested we repair to a pub he knew near Charing Cross, where he asked us to wait for a few moments. He returned half an hour later, smiling and relaxed, with a fresh carnation in his buttonhole.



‘So, my friends, is everything all right?’ he asked after ordering a beer. ‘Have you compared notes?’



‘Owen,’ I said in a restrained voice, ‘I have a distinct impression you’re hiding something from us.’



‘Not at all. In fact, I was about to share some of my modest deductions with you. Let’s see, what time is it? Half past two. It’s high time we paid a visit to Inspector Wedekind. He may have made some progress in his enquiries. Also, I have a new mission for him.’



‘In relation to?’



‘Why, the man we’re looking for, obviously.’



‘Based on what?’ asked Ralph. ‘We know nothing about him.’



‘Except that he likes Poussin,’ I said mockingly.



‘No, we know a bit more than that,’ observed Owen, adjusting the carnation. ‘He probably owns a manor in Kent, near Maidstone, let’s say ten or twenty miles to the south. I think that information, coupled with their description should help find him, even though it might take a little time.’



‘You’re joking, Owen,’ I exclaimed. ‘You can’t have deduced that from the information we have.’



Owen shot me a look of surprise and thinly disguised disdain.



‘Well, yes, actually. And without any trickery. Just logic and common sense. I could have added certain aspects of his character, such as his secretive nature and his love of art, but that’s almost too obvious.’



‘That’s incredible!’ exclaimed Ralph in turn. ‘Owen, if all you say turns out to be true, I’ll take my hat off to you. How the devil did you do it?’



Just then a young newspaper vendor walked by in the street, shouting at the top of his lungs:



‘Special! Special! Read all about it! Sir Herbert Jensen! Suicide in the night! Read all about it!’



‘Sir Herbert Jensen?’ repeated Tierney. ‘He must have been someone important. Who was he?’



‘A member of parliament,’ replied Owen, beckoning the boy over. ‘Not the most notable, however. Let’s see what happened to the unfortunate fellow.’



He scanned the article with a critical eye and stopped suddenly, his face as white as a sheet.



‘By Jove! It’s not possible! Here, Achilles, read that. Sir Herbert put a bullet in his own head during the night. At his home in Chelsea.’



‘Yes, that’s what I understood,’ I replied, taking the newspaper from him. ‘But what’s so shocking? It’s not the first time somebody prominent has taken his own life.’



‘No, but look at the details. He was found face down, his head pressed against a bronze paperweight…
 representing a Roman she-wolf!’











.
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11 Michael Jensen







Inspector Wedekind was already on the job when Owen and I arrived on the scene, a spacious mansion on Chelsea Bridge Road. We had left our bewildered companion behind, with the promise to bring him up to speed later.



Two uniformed constables were mounting guard in front of the white stone portico of the majestic residence. One of them, who knew us, quickly escorted us to the inspector. The body had already been removed, but it was no less a shock to view the scene of the crime. The room was identical to that described by the pastor: sky blue wallpaper with Corinthian columns, a mahogany desk and an overturned Roman she-wolf in bronze.



Wedekind approached us with a bitter smile on his lips.



‘The place looks familiar, I dare say?’



‘Quite,’ replied Owen, looking around. ‘But I forgot to mention one thing. Kraken Street is also able to predict the future.



‘And to think we’ve spent the best part of the evening scouring old press cuttings for some previous event which could be connected.’ He nodded towards the desk. ‘We’d still be looking!’



‘Suicide?’



Wedekind stroked his moustache thoughtfully.



‘At first sight, yes. The weapon’s been taken away for analysis. There was only one cartridge in the cylinder. Sir Herbert was slumped over his desk with his right hand still holding the gun and his head on the overturned bronze paperweight, exactly as the clergyman described. There was also a deck of cards spread out on the side. Nobody can say whether he was playing Russian roulette because he was alone in the room at the time, but it’s quite possible. We found his fingerprints on the cylinder—a little smudged, but that’s normal—and I’ve arranged to interview the majordomo, Charles, the last person still in his service and the only other person under the same roof. The suicide wasn’t particularly surprising. He’d been found sitting at his desk playing with the revolver before, spinning the cylinder with a strange look in his eye. And it’s not exactly a secret that Sir Herbert had been on a downward slope recently. They say he only eked out a slim victory in the last election due to help from some old friends. For quite some time, even before he became a widower, he’s been possessed by the gambling demon. His passion cost him dearly of late, particularly financially. Charles, who’d been awoken by an explosion, found the body at about seven o’clock this morning. According to the medical examiner, that was about the time of death.’



‘Have you considered the possibility of murder?’



The inspector shrugged.



‘Of course. What do you take me for, Burns? Truth be told, we haven’t found anything to give credibility to the idea, but we haven’t found conclusive proof of suicide either. Anyone sufficiently agile could have got into the premises through a veranda window we found half-open. They only needed to locate Sir Herbert, knock him out, press his fingers to the revolver, place the weapon in his hand and retrace their steps. All we can say is, if that’s the case, we’re dealing with someone extremely adroit, because they didn’t leave the slightest trace.’



‘Still pursuing that hypothesis,’ observed Owen, ‘it can hardly be a coincidence that everything coincides with the reverend’s vision. For the murderer must obviously have been familiar with the details of his misadventure.’



‘All that’s quite possible,’ growled the policeman. ‘Two newspaper hacks lacking inspiration had the bad idea to reproduce Reverend Steel’s testimony. They presented it as some sort of delirium caused by fear and madness, but the fact is they printed every little detail. There were two articles in the national press at the beginning of the month, just a few days after the events.’



‘Which means anyone could have read about it. So someone wishing Sir Herbert harm could have profited from the occasion and had his crime blamed on an obscure curse.’



‘Right. But you’re forgetting one thing, Burns,’ said the inspector with a cunning air, indicating the paperweight. ‘The Roman she-wolf and the dcor of the room were clearly described by the reverend. That’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it? But if we assume it’s not, then we have to start thinking about a crime with a much wider scope and a whole production involving hiring an actor to play out the suicide scene in front of Steel. Do you see what I’m driving at?’



‘Absolutely, inspector. But then you have to impute all the other scenes linked to the phantom passage to this mastermind. For if there’s any question of a mastermind, there can only be one.’



‘You’re the one who raised the possibility of murder, Burns.’



‘I’m simply facing the facts.’



Wedekind gave a deep sigh:



‘You’re right. There’s no point in playing the ostrich. It’s an extraordinary business, which won’t escape the attention of the voracious hordes of Fleet Street.’



‘It’s manna from heaven for journalists. We’d better get a move on to solve the case before there’s another drama. By the way, we’ve found new clues about how to find the passageway, and we’re on the trail of the man Ralph Tierney saw near the hotel.’



At that point a police officer arrived, accompanied by an elegant young man who identified himself as the nephew of the deceased.



In the late afternoon Owen and I had the opportunity to speak to Michael Jensen in private, after he’d answered Wedekind’s questions. Because he was aware of Owen’s reputation as an art critic, he’d invited us for a drink. He also lived in Chelsea, but in a far more modest residence than that of his uncle. Several copies of celebrated Expressionist works decorated his lounge, well lit and decorated with beautiful plants like a winter garden.



Michael had fine features and a pale complexion which contrasted with his jet black hair. His light blue eyes expressed a certain disenchantment, a sort of sadness not entirely due to the tragedy.



‘It had to happen,’ he said after serving us each a glass of port. ‘It was inevitable. Even Uncle Herbert knew it… My father, when he was alive, always maintained he wasn’t a fighter.’



‘Your father… his brother?’ asked Owen.



‘Yes. The only good thing Herbert ever did was to marry Jane Keaton, the only daughter of a rich tea importer. That brought him riches and, to a certain degree, glory, because it was only thanks to his relationship with his father-in-law that he was able to pursue a successful political career. My uncle was a good speaker and knew how to be persuasive, even though he was incapable of practising what he preached. Jane was a very beautiful woman, but that didn’t stop my uncle pursuing anything in skirts. He also liked the horses and bet recklessly. When my aunt died two years ago from lung disease, he started to bet on the cards with foreseeable results. In a short time he had dissipated most of his fortune, specifically that which Aunt Jane had left him.’



‘Didn’t she give him any children?’



‘No. Today, after what happened I’m pretty well all that’s left of the family. I lost both my parents before Aunt Jane died. She treated me like her own son—as did Uncle Herbert, I have to admit. I got on well with both of them and lived under their roof for quite a while. But after Jane’s death, things changed. My uncle’s decline upset me quite a bit. I couldn’t help reproaching him and he couldn’t stand it, threatening to cut me off without a penny. I finally moved here a year ago.’



‘I suppose you continued to see him, despite everything?’ asked Owen.



‘Two or three times a month. And each time to note his decline. In the last few weeks, he lost a lot of weight.’



‘So, to sum up, his suicide was not a surprise?’



‘Not really. He seemed so absorbed with his vice that he couldn’t think of anything else.’



‘Betting is a destructive passion,’ mused Owen, ‘because it provokes sensations like nothing else, offering a path to Paradise and a road to Hell at the same time.’



‘And it’s usually Hell that wins!’



‘Yes. Because even the most gifted player falls into the trap, betting higher and higher and not stopping until the final disaster. The most intense game, the most brutal, and the one that presents life or death as a stark alternative, is undoubtedly Russian roulette. If you place three bullets in a chamber holding six and you spin the cylinder before putting the gun to your head, you have precisely a fifty-fifty chance to live or to die. If you only put one bullet in, you reduce the chances but extend the pleasure by renewing the experience many times….’



Owen’s words seemed to have aroused Michael from his lethargic state.



‘I’m not sure I follow you, Mr. Burns. What are you trying to say?’



‘Just this: it’s likely your uncle ended his days by playing this particular game. His servant told us he had seen him in his office, revolver in hand.’



‘I once saw him myself one evening when I made an unannounced visit. He looked bizarrely at his weapon while he spun the barrel. At the time, I didn’t make the connection with Russian roulette, but it had seemed curious, as he hastened to put the gun away as fast as possible, once he saw me.’



‘That’s an added proof.’



Michael sighed, a faraway look in his eye:



‘In any case, his fate had been decided for some time.’



‘Really? You seem very fatalistic.’



‘I can assure you you’re right about the way he ended his days. He didn’t want to fight anymore, having realised he’d reached the point of no return. But, as an incorrigible player, he decided to give himself just one more chance, no matter how slight.’



‘Did he confide in you?’



‘No, I just know it. His end was written, as it is for all of us.’



‘You surprise me, Mr. Jensen.’



‘Do you believe in Fate?’



Owen looked at me briefly, with a frown.



‘I’ve already had dealings with very talented people,’ he said tactfully.’



‘A fortune-teller once told me I would meet a beautiful blonde fairy who would cure me of all my faults.’



‘Are you suffering?’



Michael turned towards one of his paintings.



‘Let’s say I’m sentimental by nature and pessimistic—or you might say fragile, like my uncle. Well, the person I met recently….’



‘The blonde fairy?’



A charming smile lit up the young man’s face.



‘Yes, the most beautiful fairy you can imagine.’



‘Who waved her wand to chase away all your black butterflies?’



‘Her mere presence did that. But I’m not going to bore you with my private life. What I want to say is that certain people have the gift of predicting the future, without being soothsayers as such.’



Owen looked at him with half-closed eyes.



‘And one of them announced the death of your uncle?’



The young man ran an embarrassed hand through his black hair.



‘Well, maybe without realising it. What I mean is he didn’t tell me specifically. But he did envisage my uncle’s death very precisely. That’s why I’m sure he’d been playing Russian roulette.’



‘Who are you talking about?’ said Owen, unable to suppress his astonishment .



‘A poor man, a pastor, who experienced a nightmare when he got lost in the heart of London. I read about it in the
 Times
 . He had the vision of the suicide in my uncle’s office. It was the precise description which made me think of him. Of course, I can’t be sure, but in view of what’s happened, how can anyone not believe in his prophetic vision?’
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12 Maidstone







October 27







Two days later, Ralph, Owen and I were in a cab clattering over the cobblestoned Maidstone High Street. The weather was dull and overcast, in keeping with our mood. We had left London via the Folkestone express from Charing Cross in the late morning. Upon our arrival, we had partaken of a quick lunch and Owen had arranged the transportation. That is when I heard him pronounce the name of Lindale for the first time. Hitherto he had been very economical with explanations, merely assuring us we were hot on the trail of the man who had bought the picture frame in the Haymarket boutique. Ralph seemed even more vexed than I about his stubborn silence, probably because he’d had quite some difficulty in liberating himself for the day.



‘You could at least tell us where we’re going,’ he complained.



Draped in a chequered coat with matching cap, Owen seemed lost in contemplation of the shops we were passing. He took his time to reply.



‘But of course. We’re going to pay a visit to Baron Everton, who resides in a manor just outside Lindale, a village a dozen or so miles to the south, as I told you before. Your presence is necessary, Ralph, because you’re the only one who can identify the man we’re looking for. And may I remind you that this entire investigation is at your request, even though it has now far exceeded the scope of your petty personal problems.’



The American blushed to the roots of his hair.



‘Owen, I’ve never reproached you about anything, but you do have an irritating habit of keeping information to yourself.’



‘You see, Owen,’ I chimed in. ‘I’m not the only one.’



‘Last night, at eleven o’clock,’ continued Ralph, ‘I received a brief message: “Be at Charing Cross at 10.30 tomorrow. Owen.” A few additional details were surely not too much to ask?’



After looking both of us over, the detective replied:



‘You’re quite right. But I preferred to save my energy for the cause, that is to say the difficult investigation we’re struggling with. I owe you both a few explanations.’



‘And not before time,’ I groused. ‘Starting with how you picked up this trail.’



‘That was child’s play,’ he replied, with a smile too broad to be genuine. ‘There were several clues leading us to believe the man lived in the countryside: the frame-maker’s first impression, together with the mud spattered on the leggings, the sort of thing which happens when you travel along country roads in an open carriage such as this. Also, the couple were described as having a certain class. It was thus quite natural to assume they lived in a fine residence which, in the country, is frequently on the outskirts of a village.’



‘Fair enough. But why Maidstone?’



‘Even simpler. Following my previous deductions, I reasoned that the couple were about to return home with their purchases. Now, the most frequently used way to leave London is obviously by train. Furthermore, after having so politely left you the cab, the man observed to the woman that it would be just as quick to walk. Their destination could therefore only have been Charing Cross, the closest station, a mere ten minutes away. Given that they left at two thirty-five, they would have got there at a quarter to three. Now, the next train leaving after that was the Folkestone express at five minutes to three and there’s over an hour’s wait for the next one after that. I found all that out when I left you at the pub, if you remember. It seemed reasonable to assume they would take the earlier train, which only makes two stops, at Maidstone and Ashford, before arriving in Folkestone.’



‘And I was willing to bet The Arcadian Shepherds was the basis for your reasoning,’ I sighed.



‘Let’s say it was a help. It at least indicated we were looking for a man of taste, willing to spend the time to find a frame worthy of the work, even if it was only a copy. There’s only one frame-maker in Maidstone. I know him by reputation: his work is vulgar and lacks finesse. There aren’t any in Folkestone: I know that because I’ve frequently walked about before taking the boat to France. So the man of taste could only have come from the Maidstone area.’



‘And the “ten or twenty miles to the south”?’



‘The distance was only an approximation proportional to the scale of the region. As for the southerly direction, if they’d lived to the north, they would have taken a different line, which goes to Dover from the same station.’



‘That makes sense,’ I agreed. ‘But, as you say, it’s only a hypothesis.’



‘Quite. That’s why Ralph is here. For the rest, I left it all to Wedekind, suggesting he start with the bank branch next to the Stonehall.



‘But isn’t that precisely what I suggested?’ protested Ralph indignantly. ‘I said they’d probably have stopped to withdraw money.’



‘Yes,’ growled Owen, giving him a dark look. ‘But at that point, without any other clues, it would have been fruitless. There are dozens of Maidstone inhabitants with accounts in that branch. But only three of them corresponded to the profile I suggested. The first was too young, the second too old, leaving only Baron Everton, residing in Lindale. Furthermore, he had withdrawn money from his account the very morning you met him.’



Ralph smiled at Owen as he observed:



‘Even so, it was a stroke of luck. He could have had an account elsewhere… By the way, it’s a long time since we’ve had a game of chess. How about it some time?’



‘I’m your man. You know it’s my favourite game.’



There didn’t seem to be any hidden sense in their conversation. What they didn’t know is they were about to play a much more dangerous game.



We were travelling across the dreary undulations to the south of Maidstone. The sky was still grey overhead. Our cab bounced over an uneven surface strewn with pebbles, causing us to wince periodically.



‘That damned passageway is causing us quite some headaches,’ observed Owen, looking at the scenery without seeing it. ‘There are the twin problems of the disappearances, plus its capacity to tell the past or the future. For now, we can’t say whether it’s a metaphysical problem or a sordid criminal machination with supernatural overtones.’



‘Of which you’ve certainly had your fill, Owen,’ I observed. ‘How can anyone forget the murderous Lord of Misrule who could glide across virgin snow without leaving a trace?’



‘The problem which concerns us cannot be reduced to just a physical problem, as I’ve already made clear: there are also the prophetic visions to consider. Visions so precise that even young Michael, upon reading a press article—and therefore a second-hand account—was prompted to think about his uncle committing suicide.’



‘Well, why didn’t he warn him in that case?’



‘Come, come, Achilles, what would you have done in his shoes? He couldn’t be sure. And to tell his uncle to his face that an oracle had predicted his imminent death might actually have forced his hand.’



‘In fact, did he have an alibi for the time of the tragedy?’



‘Not an iron-clad one. He was in his flat asleep at the time.’



‘I presume he inherits his uncle’s estate?’



‘What’s left of it. Sir Herbert spent most of what he inherited. Still, he stands to gain enough to face the future with equanimity.’



‘Enough to feather the nest he plans to share with his little blonde fairy, in other words?’



‘You wouldn’t be jealous, Achilles, by any chance?’



‘Not at all. I’m trying to work out who benefits from the act. Here we have a young man who has never known deprivation, leading a Bohemian style of life, for whom fortune has just salvaged what remained of an inheritance which threatened to disappear completely.’



‘And who helped fortune along? Is that what you’re insinuating?’



‘Why not? If the death of his uncle were to be seen as unavoidable destiny, that would absolve him of all suspicion. Conversely, if it were to be regarded as a banal murder, he would be the inevitable suspect.’



‘Then what do you make of the other visions? Baker’s, or the one we’re following as we speak?’



‘The classic tree in the forest. He’s concealed his plan among a host of fantastic details.’



‘Over two years? Since the start of the mysterious disappearances in Kraken Street? Back then his uncle’s decline was not nearly so severe.’



‘My word, one would almost think you were defending him. Is that because he’s a dreamer like you?’



‘No, Achilles, I reason, quite simply.’



‘Then what’s your solution?’



‘I haven’t one, for the moment. I’m like you: lost in the desert, desperately following the flimsiest of trails. But I’m hopeful nonetheless.’



‘Why?’



‘Because we’ve reached rock bottom in our investigation and have nowhere to go but up. We’re surrounded by fog, be it here or in the squalid quarters of London, looking for a vanished street.’



‘Speaking of which,’ the American interrupted, ‘what progress have the police made with their enquiries?’



‘They’ve found numerous small fountains within the designated area. Unfortunately, those matching your description don’t correspond to the sketch we drew up. You’ll have to go back there yourself. By the way, I was forgetting… you did say that Baron Everton—if it is indeed he—appeared twenty years younger when you saw him again a few hours later in your strange vision in Kraken Street, did you not?’



‘That’s right.’



‘Also, the clown Achilles Ramona did in fact exist and did indeed perform in London and the provinces. Unfortunately, he died exactly twenty-one years ago, as the result of a tragic accident. The circus poster you saw must have dated from that period.’
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13 Baron Everton







Baron Everton’s
 manor was situated less than a mile from the village of Lindale, hidden from the road by a circle of trees. It was a large stone structure in neo-Gothic style, surrounded by lawns and a well-tended garden. A gravel path led to an imposing entrance surrounded by roses. An aged servant with the look of an owl responded to the door bell. After taking Owen’s card and asking us to wait, he returned to lead us into a vast lounge illuminated by several mullioned windows. The man awaiting us by the fireplace, hands behind his back, corresponded to Ralph’s description: in his fifties, of medium height, slim and with an unremarkable face. He was wearing a well-cut grey flannel suit.



His expression was non-committal as he addressed Owen with a slight smile.



‘I’ve already heard speak of you, Mr. Burns. You’re an art critic, if I’m not mistaken?’



‘But a detective as well.’



‘Yes, indeed,’ said the baron thoughtfully. ‘One of my friends spoke highly of your talents. But I presume it’s as a critic rather than a detective that I owe the honour of this visit?’



‘Alas no, sir. Although it is just a simple verification, in connection with a very curious business.’



‘Don’t tell me it’s about the story in the headlines this morning. Strange disappearances in a street which itself cannot be found?’



The daily newspapers had been covering the story since the day before, with more sensation than fact, doubtless because they lacked much information. But it was clear the vacuum would soon be filled. Sit Herbert’s suicide had created a scandal and his connection with the vanishing street hadn’t helped matters.



‘Yes, in a way. But we’re only here to talk to you as a witness.’



‘Very well,’ replied the baron, ‘if you think it necessary. Can I offer you something to drink?’



‘My goodness, a small glass of sherry wouldn’t go amiss after the rather arduous trip from the station,’ replied Owen, who then asked him if he recognised our friend Ralph.



‘Let me see now,’ replied Everton, thoughtfully. ‘The face is vaguely familiar. I must have seen you fairly recently. Where could it have been?’



Ralph refreshed his memory with an account of what had happened in front of the Stonehall hotel, concluding:



‘In any case, I’m pretty sure it was you.’



The baron nodded his head in agreement.



‘Yes, it’s coming back to me. Of course. In fact I almost knocked you over, my dear sir. But I don’t see how the incident is connected to your investigation.’



‘It is, rather indirectly,’ replied Owen. ‘But first could you tell us what you did in London that day?’



The baron only paused briefly before reciting a list of activities which corresponded precisely with Owen’s deductions: the visit to the bank, the visit to the frame-maker and his return by the train at five to three. He was in the habit of visiting the capital once a week because his wife and he liked a change of air, Lindale itself offering very few distractions.



‘And you didn’t return to London that same evening?’



‘No!’ replied Everton, laughing. ‘We came back and we didn’t budge.’



‘Yet someone saw you. But let me hand matters over to Mr. Tierney, who’ll explain the events of that remarkable night.’



Just as the young diplomat finished, the lounge door opened and the beautiful mistress of the house, blonde with a lovely braided chignon, entered. She was wearing a flounced dress and an aquamarine pendant to match her remarkable blue-green eyes. Owen’s mouth fell open and Ralph Tierney seemed just as overwhelmed by her beauty. Owen pulled himself together as they were presented and greeted Lady Everton with his customary verve. Ralph, on the other hand, could only mumble a banal civility. His distress did not escape his hostess, who seemed unsure whether she should be flattered or vexed, while Owen contrived to draw her attention.



Had the chess game begun? I asked myself the question while looking at the baron, who was also in the grip of a strong emotion caused, not by the appearance of his wife, but by Ralph’s recital. He seemed relieved when Lady Everton took her leave, to the intense disappointment of my two friends. After her departure, the baron emptied his glass and leant back against the mantelpiece with a smile on his face.



‘That’s quite a story, Mr. Tierney, a veritable fairy tale! I can guarantee you, and several friends can confirm it, that I wasn’t in London that night. You simply had a vision and included the face of someone you’d seen totally by chance that day, which just happened to be mine!’



‘The reason why we’re so insistent, Baron,’ continued Owen, ‘is because there are very grave matters involved. It’s been proven that the visions of all the other witnesses corresponded to reality. Now, the scene involving you didn’t necessarily take place in London. All we know is it happened about twenty years ago.’



The baron smiled ironically:



‘If someone had stabbed me, Mr. Burns, I would no longer be of this world.’



‘It doesn’t appear to have been a crime, more like a furious gesture during a quarrel.’



‘I’ve never got into a fight, Mr. Burns, except perhaps at school.’



‘Have you never fought with a woman?’



Owen’s question seemed to disconcert the other.



‘It’s possible,’ he replied hesitantly. ‘In my youth I did once have words with my girl friend at the time. But from there to---no, it’s idiotic.’



‘Think carefully, Baron,’ Owen repeated, looking out of the window with his back turned towards us. ‘Young people are impetuous. One falls in and out of love and then forgets. That’s life. There are good memories and bad. We can try to forget, but there are always scars….’



‘Really, I don’t see….’



‘Did you know a Slavonic woman twenty years ago?’



The baron’s fingers clutched the glass hard.



‘I don’t remember… but I’d be very surprised.’



‘They have the reputation of being strong-willed.’



‘It’s possible.’



‘In a fit of anger, they would be perfectly capable of picking up a knife... and stabbing you in the back!’



The master of the house was breathing heavily and trying to remain calm.



‘You have too much imagination, Mr. Burns. As you see, I’m still here, so….’



‘Oh, but no one said you’d been murdered. You could simply have been wounded. A knife wound isn’t necessarily fatal, particularly if it’s only in the shoulder.’



‘Even so, don’t you think I would have remembered?’



‘Yes, because that’s not the kind of thing you forget, particularly if they leave scars, as I was saying. That’s why I’m asking you, Baron, to take off your shirt so we can verify the fact.’
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14 The Lions







Half an hour later we were sipping beer in the local pub, perplexed and indecisive following our meeting with the baron. He had eventually complied with our request, but it had taken all of Owen’s powers of persuasion to make him do so. The detective had argued that to refuse would merely be a waste of time—an irritating hindrance to an important investigation—that his private doctor would be consulted and, if need be, Scotland Yard would come to interrogate him themselves.



After he had grudgingly removed his jacket and shirt we were able to see a slight scar on his left shoulder. It could well have been caused by a knife blow, but it was too ancient to be conclusive. Nonetheless, it seemed too much of a coincidence, particularly since there were no other wounds on the baron’s body. He pretended to have a sudden recollection of some far off hunting accident caused by a local poacher, but it was hardly convincing and he himself didn’t seem to think we would believe it. He then asked for time alone to reflect on the matter. As the old servant was leading us to the door, we came across the baroness, who told us she knew nothing of her husband’s youth and wished to know nothing. Her tone was full of suppressed anger.



‘What a remarkable woman,’ enthused Ralph Tierney, wreathed in smiles. ‘I only have to close my eyes to smell her marvellous perfume….’



‘I think she’s badly dressed,’ declared Owen pensively.



‘What?’ said the American in high dudgeon.



‘Yes, her dress is rather too fussy and conceals a form close to perfection, if her lovely face is anything to go by.’



‘Is that really the most pressing question?’ I asked pointedly. ‘Shouldn’t we be asking ourselves about her strange declaration?’ 



‘She must have been eavesdropping on our conversation,’ reflected Owen. ‘Or at least she overheard certain extracts.’



‘Isn’t that a normal reaction when a renowned detective comes specially from London to pay your husband a visit?’



‘In my opinion, she must know something in regard to her husband.’



‘A very sound deduction, Achilles. But let’s examine the facts more closely. I think we can take for granted that your vision, Ralph—like those of Baker and Reverend Steel—is connected to a real event. A young woman wounded the baron one day with a knife. If his wife wants to forget the event, we may conclude she’s motivated by an old jealousy. In other words, the baron did indeed have an affair with a Slavonic woman….’



‘But if they don’t want to talk about it,’ I suggested, ‘why not talk to the villagers?’



‘There don’t appear to be very many of them,’ observed Ralph, looking around the almost deserted saloon bar, ‘apart from the old man in the corner and the landlord.’



‘Let’s talk to the landlord,’ said Owen. ‘He must know all the village gossip. That’s what he’s there for. That and serving beer.’



The man behind the bar had a thick beard. He placed the foaming pints on the counter with a firmness only to be expected from someone with heavily muscled arms like himself. His name was John Stowell and he had a deep, hearty voice and was very talkative.



Owen wasted no time getting to the point. Stowell nodded in an understanding way, with a discreet smile.



‘I see. But it’s an old story. At least, if we’re talking about the same person.’



‘I forget her name,’ lied Owen, ‘but there can’t be any mistake. She looked like a gypsy and wasn’t the sort of woman to go unnoticed. She wore garish clothes….’



‘Yes, it was her. I don’t remember much about her because I’d just taken over here. But wouldn’t it be simpler just to talk to the baron himself?’



‘I fear he may not co-operate.’



‘Of course. You’d best talk to Colonel Bristol then. He generally comes in later, just after dinner.’



‘But what can you tell us yourself? She was an old flame, wasn’t she?’



‘Yes, and there was even talk of them marrying. But her name escapes me….’ He stroked his beard. ‘It was simple but unusual…Zoe, Zoe something. Russian sounding. Well, it doesn’t matter. But it caused quite a stir in the village. I seem to remember she was a music-hall artist, Rumanian or Bulgarian. Nobody expected the baron would take a fancy to such a girl. They assumed it would be Heather Ellis, the daughter of one of the richest families in the region, who did actually become his wife.’



‘Were they seeing each other at the time?’



‘Not really, but I think their parents had come to an arrangement some time before. Heather wasn’t ugly, but she didn’t possess the class she has today. And she appeared quite drab compared to the high-spirited Zoe with her unbridled sensuality—almost like a wild beast.’



‘And how did it all end?’ asked Owen with a feigned detachment. ‘Badly for the baron—or well, depending on your point of view!’ smiled the publican. ‘The Bulgarian lady met up with someone fresh off the boat, a gypsy like herself with no visible means of support. The baron was not pleased and there were violent scenes. Then, one fine day, she ran off with the gypsy and was never heard of again. Apparently the baron had a rapid recovery because he married young Heather Ellis shortly thereafter.’



After having ordered another round, we sat around the table, perplexed. We had been expecting our investigation to turn up that sort of revelation, but were nevertheless concerned. For it seemed like one more proof of the incredible powers of divination of the phantom passage.



‘This time,’ I fumed after a long silence, ‘the baron has to talk. He lied to us. He can’t have forgotten all that.’



‘His embarrassment was a confession in itself,’ said Owen. ‘But now that I think about it, Ralph, your vision that night wasn’t limited to a lovers’ quarrel. Later on you saw the woman, inert on the ground….’



‘I don’t know what I saw that night,’ replied the American, clenching his fists. ‘Right now I want to forget everything! Look where we are right now! Digging up old stories and covering up old scandals. If only I hadn’t had the crazy idea of coming to see you that night.’



‘Look here, Ralph, calm down. It’s not the moment to lose your
 sang froid
 . We’re on the right track, I feel sure. Try and make an effort of memory.’



‘But I’ve being doing nothing but that for the last few days! Since I came to this country of fog and ghosts.’



‘Think about the beautiful baroness. Think about the beautiful Bohemian as well.’



Ralph closed his eyes and took a swig of beer. Then he sighed:



‘You’ve the gift of finding the best arguments, Owen.’



‘Try to think about her as she lay on the ground with her beautiful hair spread out.’



‘I’m trying.’



‘There was a man next to her. Who was he? What was he doing?’



‘I don’t know. I think I only saw his legs, or a part of him….’



Owen looked up suddenly at the clock on the wall and snapped his fingers:



‘I know what we’re going to do. We have a good half-hour left. We’re going back to see the baron and ask him if he’ll let us look round the house. That way, Ralph, you should be able to find the room in your vision.’



No sooner said than done. But, as expected Baron Everton balked at our request, although he seemed more weary than upset.



‘Please believe Mr. Tierney is more embarrassed than you, Baron. He’s a very busy man who’s already made a lot of sacrifices for this investigation. We’d greatly appreciate it if you’d let him look around, after which we can relieve him of his duties as a citizen. His time, as I said, is very precious.’



The baron gave in. Nerves on edge because of the wait, we wasted no time. Ralph ferreted around all the ground floor rooms in vain. He shook his head several times, repeating that he couldn’t remember anything except the couple quarrelling and the Bohemian woman’s sudden attack. A tour of the entire first floor and then the attic proved just as fruitless. That left the cellar: vaulted, damp and badly lit, except for one part which had been converted into a billiard hall and a spacious adjoining room with a bar. Ralph looked at the billiard table, shrugged his shoulders and proceeded to the other room which was entirely panelled and decorated with hunting trophies. Aside from the bar there were a couple of armchairs and an upright piano.



‘I wasn’t the one who shot all the game,’ said the baron, nervously. ‘It was my father, who was a noted marksman. Personally, it’s never interested me.’



‘Really? Didn’t you say you’d been wounded while hunting?’



The baron shrugged and said nothing; meanwhile Ralph had stopped in a corner of the room near the bar, in front of a large terra cotta pot, oriental in style.



‘Mesopotamian?’ enquired Owen, addressing the baron.



‘My father always claimed it was, but it’s just a copy. I had it valued after his death.’



‘It’s a magnificent piece nevertheless.’



Ralph seemed more intrigued than admiring. The pot was decorated with friezes and grimacing lions’ heads. The light from the bar threw the features of the lions into relief, giving them a frightening aspect which would only have disturbed a child. Ralph, however, stared at them and turned as white as a sheet. Pointing at the amphora with a trembling finger, he stammered:



‘It must have been here. The woman was lying beside this amphora. I remember those grimacing lions’ heads….’
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15 The Body in the Thames







‘This is crazy,’ muttered our host as he sat slumped in an armchair by the fireplace after we were all back in the lounge. ‘The whole thing is crazy.’



‘Still, you’ve read today’s papers haven’t you, Baron?’ asked Owen. ‘The clairvoyant properties of that passage have been proved several times, notably with regard to the sad business of Sir Herbert’s suicide.’



‘There’s nothing like the press for blowing things out of all proportion.’



‘No doubt. But this time they didn’t exaggerate at all, as we’re well placed to know. There are quite a few mysterious phenomena here which defy our understanding and even our imagination. There are quite a few inexplicable cases buried in the archives at Scotland Yard. By the way, do you still deny ever having known the young woman whom we’ve described?’



The baron seemed to have aged a few years. He glanced briefly at his impassive wife, who was keeping a discreet distance on a chair n the corner.



‘I never said I hadn’t known her. It’s an old story and very painful, a youthful error which I see no point in revisiting.’



‘A few helpful details from you could settle the matter, Baron. We’re simply trying to clarify the point in regard to our investigation, to see if the testimony corresponds to reality, and which reality. Her name was Zoe, was it not?’



‘Yes,’ intervened Lady Everton with a hard edge to her voice. ‘Zoe Petrovna, an adventuress from who knows where, who had the good taste to clear off after having wrought a considerable amount of havoc.’



‘So it was an old relationship?’ asked Owen of the head of the household.



‘Richard lost his head,’ replied Heather Everton. ‘She threw herself at him, using all her wiles and without the slightest modesty or restraint. Must I draw you a picture, Mr. Burns?’



‘She’s been described as very impetuous.’



‘That’s the least you can say,’ sighed the baron.



‘So you had several clashes with her.’



‘That’s putting it mildly.’



‘And you don’t remember having been attacked as our friend described? With a pair of scissors, perhaps?’



‘No,’ said the baron, his head in his hands. ‘It was a knife, all right. A kitchen knife. She was in such a rage—one of her innumerable fits of jealousy—that she ended up stabbing me in the shoulder. A savage blow, but not serious, fortunately. I hope that satisfies you. It’s a very embarrassing souvenir, particularly for a man.’



‘Where did it happen? Here in the house? In the cellar?’



‘No, not in the cellar. I think it was here, actually.’



‘Were there any witnesses?’



‘No. Just myself and the girl.’







At eight o’clock the
 Black Swan
 was bursting to its smoke-filled rafters and the noise was deafening. Owen and I were seated in a corner together with Colonel Francis Bristol, a man of impressive bearing, who clearly had all his wits about him despite his eighty summers. His ruddy face and thick white hair seemed as much part of the furniture as the tiger’s head over the bar.



After having left the Evertons, following the embarrassing admissions of the master of the house, we had kept our five o’clock appointment with our coachman, but only Ralph had climbed into the cab. Owen had felt he needed more information before leaving Lindale. He had said goodbye to the American, who had shot him a suspicious look as he was departing, as if Owen’s sudden change of plan constituted some kind of treason. For our part, we had gone to the
 Black Swan
 to reserve two rooms.



Colonel Bristol was an inveterate gossip with an opinion about everything under the sun and an elephantine memory—or else he had an unbridled imagination, for he embroidered each of his stories with an astonishing amount of detailed description, even olfactory. He had returned from India twenty years earlier, which made him a prime witness of the baron’s “scandalous liaison,” to use his expression—for like his ideas, his principles were devoid of subtlety. A man was either good or evil, even more so when it came to a woman. And it was evident he didn’t regard Zoe Petrovna as a saint. His opinion was unequivocal on the subject. Nevertheless, one could discern, from one or two of his remarks, that he was not wholly impervious to her charm.



‘Do I remember her arrival in Lindale? As if it was yesterday. You didn’t see a beautiful young girl like her, with exotic features and long black hair, every day—at least round Lindale. Her arrival caused a sensation. Richard Everton had just lost both his parents and he was expected to marry the rich and fair Heather Ellis, who had been promised to him, who was far from ugly and blessed with good manners. In a word, the perfect match for the young baron, who had inherited an estate buried in debt from his parents. For her part, Miss Ellis did not appear wholly indifferent to his charm. By an extraordinary coincidence, she also had just been orphaned and was the sole heiress to her late parents’ estate.



‘Then, one fine day, young Richard turned up with a ravishing young Bulgarian dancer and her younger brother. He had brought them under his roof because they were political refugees who hadn’t been able to find decent lodgings in London. At least, that’s what he claimed. A few people believed it, but only at the beginning. Miss Petrovna’s younger brother, who must have been six or seven years old, constituted an alibi of sorts, but it rapidly became evident that Everton’s actions were not as altruistic as he claimed and that Zoe’s natural attributes had played a larger role in his decision to offer them shelter.



‘Upon further examination, Zoe had actually been a music-hall dancer who had never set foot in the West End as she had claimed. Nobody knew where she had come from, even if her story about fleeing the revolutionaries of Budapest, who had slaughtered her parents because they suspected them of being Turks, had a ring of truth about it. What appeared obvious was that she was a gold-digger who would stop at nothing. She had obviously pinned her hopes on the young baron, and particularly on his fortune, which she assumed was solid.



‘After a few weeks, things took a turn for the worse. There were frequent quarrels, often violent in nature. In fact it was almost always she who provoked the scenes. She had doubtless discovered that the baron’s financial situation was not what it had seemed. Miss Ellis, who seemed to have taken the baron at his word, came to visit him regularly during the day, when Zoe was in London. At night, on her return, the baron was subject to terrible reprisals.



‘I neglected to tell you that Miss Ellis’s parents, as well as those of the baron, had perished in the same dramatic circumstances which had occurred the previous summer during a cruise in the
 Tyrrhenian Sea. Their boat had capsized following a fire and they were not amongst those rescued. The tragic event had naturally cemented the relationship between the two young people, particularly as regards Heather, who had just turned twenty-one. Because of her young age, her innocence, and perhaps her grief at having lost her parents, Miss Ellis was the last person to understand the nature of the bonds uniting the baron and the dancer. She didn’t live in the village, but came two or three times a week to visit and must have asked herself why Richard Everton hadn’t asked her for her hand in marriage.’



‘In other words, Zoe Petrovna had absolutely no reason to be jealous?’



The colonel smiled in amusement.



‘It’s not necessary to have a reason to be jealous, Mr. Burns. In any case, the roles became inversed and it was the baron’s turn to find himself in fits of uncontrollable rage. For some time, a young man with black hair and a swarthy complexion had been seen in the tavern, that is to say, here. He wasn’t very sociable, except with the dancer, and they had been seen several times together in the woods. All that was known about him is that he was called Oleg.’



‘An old friend of the dancer?’



‘I don’t think so. They seemed to have met each other recently. He must have been a gypsy, one of those detestable good-for-nothings that women fall for. It lasted two or three weeks and the baron was not the same. He lost all dignity. Once he had even slapped Zoe Petrovna in public. He was like a madman, enslaved by the demon of passion. It seems he even beat her… One day, Zoe Petrovna packed her bags. She took her brother and, presumably, her new lover, because he was never seen in the village since. For a few days we feared for the baron. He was only a shadow of his former self, but at the same time he seemed to have been liberated.



‘Miss Ellis came to see him more frequently. Two months later they were married. The lovely Zoe had turned his life upside-down, but once she left everything returned to normal.’



On that note, the colonel drained his beer while Owen remained thoughtful, eyes half-closed, enveloped by the smoke from his cigar.



‘You say he beat her?’ I asked. ‘How did anyone know? Did Zoe complain to anyone?’



‘No, that wasn’t her style. Simply rumours stemming from the baron’s bursts of anger. But, now I think about it, someone did see him at work. A young couple, friends of the baron, whom he had occasionally invited over. The evening had passed pleasantly enough, but had finally erupted in a new dispute between Zoe and the baron. I can’t tell you exactly what happened, because the couple in question chose to remain silent, but it appeared to be quite serious that time.’



We returned to London the following morning. Colonel Bristol hadn’t been able to tell us any more, but he remembered the name of the young couple, Mr. and Mrs. Frears, who were now living in the capital. We went straight to Scotland Yard, as much as to make our report as to find out the latest news. Inviting us into his office, Inspector Wedekind informed us that his men had just fished a body out of the Thames. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that of Jack Radcliffe. It was that of the unfortunate Basil Baker.
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16 A Game of Chess







‘It’s astonishing what you can find on a river bed,’ grumbled the inspector, his face drawn and his shirt collar open. ‘There aren’t just corpses down there. Anyway, we thought we’d caught the big one, but it wasn’t Jack Radcliffe, as it turned out. The body had been in the water quite a while, perhaps two months or so, which coincides with Baker’s disappearance. We notified his daughter and she was able to identify him, despite the state he was in. She recognised a few personal objects in his pocket.’



‘Whereabouts was this?’ Owen enquired.



‘Half a mile downstream from where Radcliffe jumped.’



‘What did he die of?’



‘A blow to the head, apparently. There’s no doubt it was murder.’



‘Was he floating on the surface?’



‘No. In fact his jacket had been weighed down with stones.’



‘That’s odd. That changes the nature of the problem,’ said Owen, his eyes half closed. ‘It’s already peculiar enough that our sea monster, “The Kraken,” spat out its victim after it swallowed him…But now it somehow loaded his pockets with stones so we couldn’t find him. What do you think, Inspector?’



‘You’re talking about the phantom passage?”



‘I don’t’ know what to think anymore,’ replied the inspector, staring down at an ashtray overflowing with cigar stubs and cold ashes. ‘This whole business has me tearing my hair out.’



‘And you haven’t heard the rest of it,’ declared Owen. ‘Ralph Tierney’s vision has also been authenticated.’



The policeman’s face darkened as he learned the facts.



‘It’s obvious this business requires a different kind of investigative science from ours. There can no longer be any doubt about the passage’s prophetic powers, as the Todd affair, the baron’s story and Sir Herbert’s suicide prove conclusively.’



‘Do you think your superiors will be happy with that explanation?’



‘Unfortunately not! No more than they were with Baker’s body. They want Radcliffe’s, and as fast as possible. I don’t think they fully understand…My men and the river police are at the end of their tether, and I am, too. I hardly got any sleep last night, nor the night before.’



‘Is it possible that Radcliffe’s still alive?’ asked Owen pensively.



‘Most of the men involved think he drowned, because there have been no more sightings. But you know as well as I do that until we find the body we can’t be sure.’



Owen nodded and replied:



‘All well and good, but it doesn’t help us find our lost passage. Have you kept that investigation going?’



The inspector frowned.



‘Yes. The whole neighbourhood has been thoroughly searched and every fountain recorded, but there’s been no real progress. Nothing corresponds to the plan you drew up. Some areas seem more likely than others. We even took the pastor around with us, despite his apprehension. The ideal would have been to do it at night, but he was too fearful. He hesitated at one or two places, and at one in particular he seemed to get a strange impression and his anxiety increased notably—.’



‘Where was that?’



Wedekind paused to light a cigar.



‘Wouldn’t it be a good idea to take that young American there? That way, if he gets the same impression at the same spot, they would confirm each other’s testimony. Then we could concentrate our efforts….’



‘Excellent idea,’ replied Owen, beaming. ‘Now I’ve a suggestion to make. Because whatever powers the mysterious Kraken Street may possess, I have a sneaking suspicion someone is pulling the strings behind the scenes. Someone who may well be using accomplices from time to time. What strikes me about all these testimonies is how similar they are to one another in the way they unfold, not at all like the curse of Kraken Street, in which a sea monster appears and disappears more or less randomly to claim its victims. Here, everyone arrives by the same route, after having met the same strange individuals on the way. It seems almost like a practical joke.’



‘A practical joke?’ echoed Wedekind, his eyes narrowing. ‘After Sir Herbert’s suicide and Baker’s body? They’re hardly practical jokes!’



‘Of course not. But the three colourful people we keep hearing about: the tart dressed in red, the “madman” and the blind fruit seller seem to me more like actors hired to play a part.’



‘Professionals?’



‘Not necessarily. Each part was very limited. Almost anyone could have been paid to do it. They shouldn’t be hard to find.’



‘We’ve already taken the necessary steps. The press has told everyone to call the police with any information.’



‘Yes, but you also need to scour the underworld and shady cabarets with second-rate actors. Somebody somewhere knows something. And it only needs one of the three to confide in a friend. Given the prominence that’s been given to this whole business….’



Wedekind nodded gravely.



‘You’re right. If there are accomplices, the truth will out. We’ll look into it. Now, Owen, how do you plan to continue your own investigation?’



The detective chewed his lip.



‘First identify that damned passage, which seems like a priority. Then there’s the Everton case. There’s more there than meets the eye.’







***







As we left Scotland Yard, I went to take care of some personal business. I relaxed for a few hours in my flat, wishing to make sense of recent events with a clear head. But I was more tired than I realised, for it was past nine when I awoke. I hailed a cab to the Hades Club, where Owen and I had arranged to meet.



There was a chill in the air and fog engulfed most of the streets. I sat forward in my seat and tried to make out the double row of street lamps as the vehicle moved slowly along Shaftesbury Avenue. I was relieved when I saw the red sign of the club loom suddenly out of the fog. I was happy when I stepped inside and was once again able to bask in the comfortable warmth of the interior, despite the decorations, which were scarcely calculated to put one at one’s ease.



Owen was in his usual spot, opposite Ralph Tierney, both so absorbed in a game of chess that they hardly noticed my arrival. The American nodded briefly and Owen made a sign indicating he didn’t wish to be disturbed at such a critical moment. I went to order a beer and sat down next to them. The game appeared to be finely balanced, which was effectively a defeat for Owen, who was used to winning easily. From time to time one or other of them spoke, the subject being the exquisite Lady Everton.



‘Admit it, Owen, you only stayed on in Lindale because of her,’ teased the diplomat. ‘Even if it was only for a few minutes.’



‘What are you driving at, Ralph? It’s true she has agreeable features, but I’m only concerned about our investigation. And that was very fruitful, as I explained just now.’



‘So what exactly are your suspicions?’



‘I have a hunch Linley Manor has a secret, not necessarily connected to our case, which I intend to uncover eventually.’



‘I’ve never doubted your hunches,’ replied Ralph, ‘any more than I’ve doubted your taste in beautiful women.’



‘My word, Ralph. Anyone would think you were jealous.’



‘Not at all.’



‘So tell me what you see in her.’



The American was thoughtful for a moment.



‘I don’t know. There’s something magnetic about her eyes. They’re gentle and inspire you with confidence.’



‘That wasn’t the feeling I had!’



‘And when she came up to us to say that her husband’s youthful indiscretions were of no interest, her perfume was more delicate than the roses surrounding us.’



‘I saw anger rather than softness at that moment.’



‘It’s obvious you lack subtlety, Owen. Or should I say sensitivity?’



It was exactly what not to say to my friend, who rolled his eyes in surprise. He seemed about to reply but refrained, faced with the American’s admiration for Lady Everton, so sincere and so profound.



‘May I remind you of our bet?’ he asked.



I hadn’t been present when the wager was made, but it was obvious that the field would be free for the victor to court the fair baroness.



‘Let me remind you the lady is married.’



‘You’re only saying that because you’re about to lose.’



‘By the way, do you plan to return to the manor soon?’



‘Probably, but first there are a few people I wish to interview. Old friends of the baron who knew Zoe Petrovna previously.’



‘You’ll let me know if you do?’



‘That remains to be seen. Frankly, you seem to be too sentimental lately. You might torpedo the investigation. Anyway, you just lost the game, so the field is free now.’



‘How cruel you are, Owen.’



‘No, just rational. The fate of our investigation hangs on affairs of the heart. Now it’s time to get back to work.’



‘What are you planning to do?’ I asked.



‘Look for the lost passage.’



‘Tonight?’



Owen looked up at a clock on the wall, then turned to look sternly at me:



‘It’s rather too late now. If you hadn’t been so tardy, Achilles… Well, it’ll just have to wait another day. Ralph, are you free tomorrow evening?’



The American nodded, then asked smilingly:



‘Do you feel like a revenge match?’



‘If you insist. But there’s no shame in losing to an adversary like me, you know.’


[image: ]






[image: ]









17 The Mark of Satan







October 29







Mr. and Mrs. Frears lived in an imposing house to the south of Regent’s Park. From the windows of their lounge a thick carpet of dead leaves could be seen under the plane trees which lined the street. Their yellow, ochre and orange hues matched those of the chintz curtains and well-stuffed armchairs. As the hostess served us tea I reflected that the high season was definitely over. The chill in the night air confirmed it as did the general impression of sadness that permeated the environment and even the people’s faces. Our investigation, too, seemed trapped in the general gloom. It seemed lost in the autumnal mists and the greyness of an ever-expanding labyrinth. Since the start of our investigation we had visited dozens of places, from the peaceful countryside of Kent to the squalid banks of the Thames. We had interviewed scores of witnesses, each providing precise information seeming to shed new light on the mystery, while at the same time obscuring it further, to the point where we were more and more bogged down in the shadowy imbroglio of which Kraken Street was the epicentre. The phantom passage appeared ever more elusive.



Listening to Mr. and Mrs. Frears, a mature and amicable couple, I experienced once again a feeling of utter powerlessness.



‘Yes, of course we know the Evertons,’ replied our host to Owen’s question, ‘and we certainly haven’t forgotten the tumultuous affair with Zoe Petrovna. Isn’t that right, dear?’



‘Quite. Who could ever forget that panther?’ answered his wife, a woman of angular features and sharp eyes, wearing a housecoat of autumn colours.



‘So you knew them well,’ continued Owen sipping his tea delicately.



‘That’s putting it a bit strongly,’ replied the husband. ‘We met her once or twice with Richard Everton, because we were pretty well the only friends he was seeing at the time. Miss Petrovna’s profession wasn’t particularly appreciated by Lindale society and we were regarded as being very modern in our tastes, weren’t we, darling?’



‘Quite. I think they even held a grudge against us. My God, how depressing that place was! How did we manage to stay there so long?’



‘According to Colonel Bristol, you left the year after Miss Petrovna?’



‘Yes,’ agreed Mrs. Frears. ‘But even that was too long.’



Owen placed a finger to his lips and looked thoughtful.



‘What kind of person was Zoe Petrovna? Everyone seems to agree she was a sort of
 femme fatale
 who set her cap at the baron. Is that your view?’



‘Well, she certainly had a lot of character,’ said Frears. ‘She always got what she wanted. The baron was easy prey for her. She could have led him by the nose for a long time if she hadn’t humiliated him with that young gypsy.’



‘A little slut, in other words?’



‘Not at all. She had a lot of gumption. She used it to manipulate people. She just went too far. She was just a victim of her own success.’



‘A panther, a beautiful panther, that’s what she was,’ said his wife, laughing. ‘I can still see her with her tousled hair, supple and lively like all southern women.’



‘Did she look Spanish?’



‘Not really. She came from the Balkans. She had light olive skin, but it was her skirts and gaudy boleros which gave her the gypsy look. And maybe the green fire in her eyes when Richard chided her for her indiscretions.’



‘In front of you?’



‘They both had lost their dignity, due to their incessant wrangling. Richard invited us to the manor twice, The first time was just for a drink. On that occasion, she was the one who caused a scene. The second time, he was the one who saw red.’



‘Just before Miss Petrovna left, wasn’t it?’



‘Yes,’ confirmed Tom Frears. ‘Incidentally, it was because of Richard’s behaviour that she decided to pack her bags. The poor fellow, he wasn’t himself. The evening started off well enough, with plenty of laughs during dinner, after which we went to the bar.’



‘In the cellar?’



‘Yes. We drank there as well, perhaps a bit too much. Zoe asked Richard to go to the piano, so she could show us her talents as a dancer. She laughingly called it a “free concert,” while Richard went through the motions, no doubt used to her fantasies. I have to admit she danced damned well.’



‘It was a special number she called The Dance of Salome,’ Mrs. Frears interjected mischievously, ‘which left little to the imagination. If I remember rightly, Tom, you were embarrassed for poor Richard.’



‘Well, actually, I only had eyes for her at that moment. But Richard thought she had gone too far. He stopped playing, placed himself in front of her and tore away the scarf she was waving about in front of her. After that, he ripped open part of her shirt, exposing her further.’



‘“What is it, Richard?” she asked in a whistling, arrogant voice.



‘“That’s enough. You’ve made a big enough spectacle of yourself.”’



‘“No, not enough,” she said, ripping away her shirt and revealing the wine mark she had at the base of her neck, while she stared back at her companion with studied defiance. Prompted by who-knows-what impulse, I said, indicating her birthmark: “It’s the mark of Satan, Richard. There’s nothing you can do for her.” Richard had not welcomed my intervention, but he soon rallied to my cause:



‘“You’re right. There’s nothing we can do for her.”



‘He had accompanied those words by a violent slap. The young woman was scarlet but she refused to move and continued to defy him. She said something in a low voice, in which I could only decipher the word Oleg. This time it wasn’t a slap he launched her way, it was a punch to the face. Zoe wobbled and fell to the ground. I can see the scene as if it were yesterday. She was laid out on the ground in her colourful costume with her long, thick hair spread out around her.’



‘Did this happen next to a large antique vase?’ asked Owen.



‘I don’t recall, but it’s possible. I seem to remember something like that near the bar.’



‘Zoe wasn’t moving,’ said Mrs. Frears. ‘And we were sitting there like statues, unable to react. After a while, Richard leant down to examine her. He told us she’d only fainted and she’d soon be herself again. We had the impression he was trying to reassure himself. It took longer than expected… five or six minutes or maybe longer. Anyway, it seemed a long time. We were all very relieved when she regained her senses. We left as soon as we could after that.’



‘And two or three days later she left Lindale,’ added her husband, nodding his head. ‘Not that I didn’t agree with her. She couldn’t accept such treatment and retain her dignity. And she’d obviously found someone else to console her.’



‘The famous Oleg, who accompanied her?’



‘Yes, I assume, because he was never seen again in the village, either.’



Rubbing his cheek, Owen asked:



‘At what time of day did Miss Petrovna leave? In the early morning, I imagine?’



Tom Frears looked at his wife.



‘You’ve got me there. Do you remember, darling?’



The mistress of the house shook her head.



‘So neither of you saw her go?’



‘No,’ said Frears, ‘but you’re probably right, it must have been early in the morning. She must have got her things together while the baron was still sleeping… Despite the shock it must have been to him, there’s no doubt in my mind it was a good thing for him. He might not have had the courage to send her away himself.’



‘And luckily the plucky and patient Miss Ellis came to console him,’ added his wife.



‘She couldn’t wait, dear, let’s face it.’



‘Even so, without her tenderness the baron may never have recovered.’



‘Did you know her well?’ asked Owen, casually.



‘Yes, at the beginning. We were more or less friends. I have to say she never spoke about her rival. Heather has always been calm and discreet, with a comportment the exact opposite of Zoe’s. I saw her regularly, especially after the Bulgarian left. But less so after they were married.’



‘Naturally, dear, because they went off on honeymoon I don’t know how many times and after that we moved here!’



‘Did you ever see Zoe afterwards?’



‘Here? In London?’



‘Yes, in a music-hall, for example?’



‘To tell you the truth, those are not the establishments we frequent.’



‘True enough,’ agreed Mrs. Frears, ‘but we did go once, just to see her. Alas! She was no longer there. We were disappointed. I remember asking the management. They told me she hadn’t been there for a year, corresponding roughly to her departure from Lindale.’



‘If you want my opinion,’ said Tom Frears, ‘she went back to her native country, where the situation had improved. No doubt with Oleg, who may well have come to Lindale in search of her. Don’t you think so, Mr. Burns?’



Owen shook his head sombrely.



‘No. I don’t think so. There must be another explanation.’



I couldn’t get any more out of my friend as we took our leave of the Frears. Owen was scarcely more talkative during our trip to Scotland Yard. He still seemed pre-occupied as we found ourselves in Inspector Wedekind’s office later that morning and he asked mechanically if there was any news.



‘Yes, there’s news all right,’ replied the policeman, puffing contentedly on his cigar. ‘We’ll be able to dedicate ourselves completely to the investigation because a large burden has been lifted from our shoulders. Radcliffe was captured this morning in the home of one of his accomplices, who had judged it more prudent to give him up. Not only is he safe and sound, but he’s in the best of health. Not even a slight cold after his long bath in the chilly waters of the Thames. Talk about good health!’
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18 The Night in the Passages







Around nine o’clock at night a cab dropped us off at the
 Old Street
 pub, the departure point for our first inspection of the quarter. There was a fairly light mist, just as on Ralph Tierney’s first hectic night. It was also at about that time our friend had discovered he was lost. So Ralph would be carrying out his search in the most propitious conditions; I say this tongue in cheek, for the narrow alleys we were rapidly walking along did not inspire me with any confidence. At each corner the baleful light of a street lamp revealed the entrances to other passages, each darker and more mysterious than the one before. It was no stretch of the imagination to envisage a sinister criminal rising out of the shadows to slit your throat. I must admit that the news of Radcliffe’s arrest had been somewhat reassuring. Not that he was a particularly bloodthirsty criminal, but his had been a disturbing presence, invoking fears of hidden dangers.



Wedekind had been right to remain cautious as long as his body had not been found and I had shared that view. It had seemed astonishing that Radcliffe had been able to survive after his dive into the Thames, but he had admitted, after his arrest, that he had been the great Cockney swimming hope. Owen had been to see him in his cell, accompanied by Wedekind, and seemed amused by his brief encounter with the criminal.



‘He’s not unlike us. I’d underestimated him. In spite of his situation, he’s kept his sense of humour,’ he observed.



‘You surely don’t sympathise with him, I assume?’



‘Almost. He makes a favourable impression. His father was a gardener and he himself loves flowers. So not all is lost….’



As I listened to our footsteps resonating on the damp cobblestones, I contemplated the strange labyrinth of bricks into which we were penetrating more and more deeply. Owen was marching in front and it was he who was directing the operation. He planned to take Tierney into three suspect areas, about which he had told us nothing. Three similar streets, each with a small fountain in a recess. One of them should theoretically be the mysterious Kraken Street identified by Reverend Steel. But which? That’s the question Ralph was to answer, based strictly on his own impressions without influence from us. At least, that was Owen’s pretext for keeping me in the dark, following his time-honoured custom.



After a quarter of an hour we found ourselves on St. Peter’s Street, a thoroughfare of middling size. It was sparingly illuminated by street lamps set wide apart, and featured a few small shops. We had walked about a hundred yards when Owen indicated a fountain in a recess. Ralph stared at it thoughtfully for a few minutes, then cast his eyes around, following which he walked about fifty yards in an easterly direction. He kept his eyes riveted to his left because it was on that side that the entrance to the phantom passage would appear. After a while he retraced his steps, shaking his head.



‘Hard to say, but I don’t think so. Next.’



It took us less than ten minutes to reach Radnor Street which, to my eyes, looked identical to St. Peter’s Street. Ralph went up and down the street several times indecisively and we went into Duck’s Row, a somewhat larger alley than most. There, the American stated emphatically it was not the place.



We returned to Radnor Street. Owen and I stationed ourselves by the fountain while Ralph walked up and down, looking around furtively.



Indicating an opening ten yards away, Owen confided:



‘That porch over there could be the one Steel described. That’s where he could well have seen the man with the torch.’ He turned to look at Ralph, who was still pacing up and down. ‘What’s more, our friend seems undecided.’



‘So this is the spot favoured by the pastor?’ I asked.



Owen lit a cigarette. In the brief light I caught him nodding to himself.



‘The passage isn’t at this exact spot,’ said Ralph as he rejoined us. ‘But it might well be around here somewhere.’



‘Did you recognise the fountain?’



‘No more than the others. It’s just a general impression I have.’



‘Just like the pastor,’ replied Owen. ‘Regarding passages, I can see three from here which look promising. One close by, another thirty yards away and a third just beyond that.’



Ralph turned and considered Owen’s remark.



‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘Kraken Street might have been one of those. But unfortunately there’s no billboard and no pub on the corner. I looked twice.’



The nearest one to where we were standing had been baptised White Lane, perhaps in the hope of banishing the darkness prevalent there. The walls at the entrance were bare. Tortuous and narrow, it ran between two rows of two-storey terrace houses which appeared to be unoccupied. We walked along it for a hundred yards, to a position which corresponded roughly to where the blind man and the woman in red should have been. While Owen struck a match, Ralph studied a door to his right and shrugged.



‘Impossible to say. All the doors look alike….’



Owen grimaced in agreement, then turned round:



‘You can’t see Radnor Street from here because of a slight twist in the road. Do you remember such a detail?’



Ralph sighed, as if any demand on his memory necessitated a supreme effort.



‘Yes, it’s quite possible. I seem to remember the passage wasn’t completely straight, just like this one. But I can’t tell you more than that, because I was in such a state of agitation….’



Nothing distinguished the next passage from White Lane. With its uneven surface and kink in the road, Moon Alley was just as dark and empty As before, we walked down it far enough to where the entrance to the house with the strange powers should have been. Looking up, we could see a covered gallery connecting the houses which faced each other across the street. Ralph didn’t recall that detail, while freely admitting he may well not have noticed it in the first place. As for everything else, he was just as indecisive.



Mouse Row, the third passage, had a shop with closed shutters on the corner, but it hadn’t a corner door like the pub described by the witnesses. Owen admitted he couldn’t see how anyone could have modified the shop to pull the wool over the witnesses’ eyes. They examined the passage as thoroughly as they had the others, without a definitive result.



‘This place seems a better fit than the others,’ muttered Owen, ‘but that’s about all you can say for it. I still don’t see how three respectable witnesses could have been fooled.’



He went over to the left corner where the alley met the street and examined the wall.



‘We need to return in the daylight and, if there is the slightest trace of a nail that could have been used to affix a billboard to the wall, I guarantee I’ll find it. Speaking of which, Ralph, are you quite sure you saw the clown Achilles Ramona on the poster?’



‘Yes. Thanks to the lighting from the pub opposite, I could see its bright colours quite clearly.’



‘Which means you stepped back nineteen years in the past, to the time when the baron fell into the panther’s clutches.’



The American shrugged:



‘That’s what people are trying to make me believe.’



‘Finding or fabricating that kind of poster is child’s play compared to everything else that’s been going on. What’s stupefying is that we have three similar testimonies which seem to indicate that the impossible did actually happen hereabouts, because the two remaining witnesses also confirm it.’



Owen straightened up and pointed to the west.



‘Just like the pastor and Basil Baker, Ralph, you approached this spot from that direction, from Radnor Street.’



‘Yes, if this is indeed the right place.’



‘You went past the fountain to your right. Shortly thereafter you turned to your left—somewhere around here—into a passage entrance between the poster and a pub. You went down that passage, where the familiar events took place, after which you left the same way; you turned right into Radnor Street, walked to the fountain, turned to look back and…poof! Kraken Street had disappeared, as if it had gone up in smoke!’



‘That’s right.’



‘But it’s impossible!’ exploded Owen, raising his eyes to the heavens as if witness to the miracle. ‘A passageway cannot disappear in space and time!’



‘I know that as well as you do,’ muttered the diplomat. ‘It’s a bit like the notion of infinity, which has neither a beginning nor an end.’



‘Let’s keep our feet on the ground. Try to remember more detail so we can locate this damned passage more precisely.’



‘Very well,’ replied Tierney, somewhat miffed by his friend’s outburst.



He walked back along Radnor Street to a point between Moon Alley and Mouse Row. Owen and I joined him.



‘Here,’ declared Ralph. ‘Based purely on my personal impression. Now are you satisfied?’



So saying, he pointed to a high brick wall without the slightest nook or cranny, as far as one could tell in the pale light of the nearest lamp.



Owen looked at the blank wall furiously for a moment, then kicked the masonry violently a few times.



‘Hell’s bells, it’s enough to drive one mad! Achilles, you will please record for posterity that I was a sane and rational being before taking this case.’



‘But just what is it that’s driven you into such a state?’ I asked calmly, inwardly savouring the pleasure of seeing Owen lose his legendary composure for once.



‘It’s a plot! The fates have conspired against us! It’s a conspiracy by the divine maker! This solid wall I’ve been kicking does indeed seem to be the site of that damned passage. When I asked the parson the same question, he picked this very same spot!’
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19 Owen’s Experiment







That moment marked a turning point in our investigation. For afterwards Owen became even more secretive and frequently worked alone. I assume he had not appreciated my calm and even less my ironic remark as he continued to kick the wall furiously, asking what we had to do to uncover the secret. To which I had replied: ‘Why not try “Open Sesame”?’



The next day he informed me that the area we had just visited had been earmarked for demolition and was therefore uninhabited, which confirmed our suspicions. He also apprised me that he planned to question the baron further, but that my presence would not be required. Having other things to do myself, I didn’t object, which means that this chapter is only an approximate reconstruction of his visit to the manor, based on his subsequent remarks. It is likely to be pretty accurate, however, because Owen had no reason to hide anything from me.







The detective arrived at Lindale the following afternoon at approximately the same time as our previous visit. I may add that since then the press had relentlessly pursued the story of the lost passage and its visions.



Owen had been invited to wait in the lounge and was contemplating the reproduction of
 The Arcadian Shepherds,
 hanging near the fireplace, when the baron arrived. He appeared tired and anxious, but Owen’s interest in the painting seemed to relax him somewhat.



‘It was because of this painting you went to London the other day, was it not?’



‘Correct.’



‘The frame is elegant and discreet, as befits a work of this class.’



‘It’s a reproduction, you understand.’



‘Even so, it was executed with great care and remains faithful to the original.’



‘Those were my instructions to the artist. Do you like Poussin, Mr. Burns?’



‘Yes, indeed, and this work in particular.’



‘Then we share at least one common interest,’ replied Richard Everton. ‘I put it here so I could contemplate it at my leisure.’



‘To breathe the delicious scent of the past and recall the happy days of one’s childhood…
 Et in arcadia ego
 .’



‘Yes, Mr. Burns, you’ve understood perfectly. When my parents were still alive I enjoyed a sweet happiness, a carefree existence detached from the permanent battle which is life….’



‘The battle which started with the arrival of Zoe Petrovna?’



The baron nodded.



‘Yes, if I had to pick a starting-point, that would undoubtedly be it. Particularly as I had just lost my parents at the time. I had already grasped the fact that we weren’t living in opulence, but I didn’t know to what degree our properties were mortgaged. It came as quite a shock. But it was nothing compared to what I felt when I met Zoe. It was in London, in a rundown music-hall in the East End. I’d been out with a friend, simply to get away. That day I thought the sun, usually so scarce in our country, was shining more brightly than I had ever seen, on the precise spot where we were standing....’



Without uttering a word, Owen listened to the baron’s account of the initial euphoria which had dissipated with time. It was a common enough story, but something in the baron’s attitude intrigued him. On the one hand he seemed angry with Zoe and only too happy to be rid of her; on the other he still seemed under her spell.



When Owen finally broke his silence to ask about the last night spent in the company of the Frears, his face darkened.



‘So you know all the details,’ he sighed, sinking down into an armchair.



‘Only some,’ replied Owen. That night must have been very important, because that passage with the extraordinary powers conserved the scene.’



‘You’re talking about the vision of that American?’



‘Yes.’



‘I’ve already told you what I thought about that,’ replied the baron uneasily. ‘It must have been a coincidence, with its origins in that incident in which we found ourselves face-to-face in front of the cab.’



‘A coincidence? Miss Petrovna’s knife attack and her fainting in front of the cellar bar? No, the facts are too precise for that. I’d like to go back to that last scene and assess its importance; find out why the occult powers of the passage chose to reconstitute it nineteen years later in the form of a spectral image. A simple fainting doesn’t seem to be worth all that interest.’



‘I wasn’t myself, Mr. Burns and it’s really painful to recall such moments.’



‘Does the baroness know about it?’



‘Yes, alas! I have been frank with her and she hasn’t disavowed me. But we’ve agreed to draw a curtain over the past. I’d prefer not to go over that episode with her, if possible.’



‘I’d still like to ask her a few questions, Baron,. But first I’d like you to take me through what happened in detail.



The baron complied, albeit painfully. His account corresponded largely with that of the Frears, but Owen challenged him on the differences.



‘They say she was unconscious for ten minutes?’ asked Everton in astonishment. ‘No, that’s too much: half as long, if that. I realised immediately that it wasn’t serious. Zoe was tough. I told my friends that and the three of us went upstairs to get a bottle of cognac, for the one at the bar was empty. We took care of Zoe and she made a rapid recovery, thanks to my excellent cognac. Nobody was worried, but come to think of it, it might have taken ten minutes in all. But what difference does it make?’



‘How did Miss Petrovna react when she came round?’



‘She was angry but jubilant. I’d lowered myself by striking her in front of others, and there’s no doubt that’s what she wanted. To humiliate me once and for all, before discarding me like an old sock.’



‘So could she have feigned her fainting?’



‘Quite possibly,’ admitted the baron, ashamedly. ‘She was a good enough actress for that. But it did appear she had been knocked out. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I did strike her quite hard.’



‘When did she leave you?’



‘Two days later, in the morning.’



‘Without warning?’



‘Not a word. But I had sensed she was planning something.’



‘Did you see her preparing her things?’



The baron thought for a moment.



‘No. She must have done it at night. It wouldn’t have taken her very long, because she didn’t own much.’



‘She must have left early, because nobody seems to have seen her leave.’



‘No, that’s not quite right. Someone saw her that morning. Colonel Bristol told me as much. Why don’t you ask him? He has an excellent memory.’



‘And she took her brother with her?’



‘Of course. It would have been too much if she’d lumbered me with him.’



‘So you’d put him up all the time Zoe was here?’



‘Yes,’ sighed the baron. ‘Poor lad. Nobody took care of him, not even his sister. Even so, at the time I’d assumed he would be staying under my roof. He was six or seven years old and we put him in the village school. He tried hard, but he’d started rather late. He was reserved by nature and had scarcely any friends. He thought of his big sister as his mother, which was quite normal in the circumstances, but she wasn’t cut out for the part. She had other priorities in her life… Now I think of it, she must have planned her departure, because the day after the evening with the Frears, she asked me to take him to London, where she’d enrolled him in a boarding school. I went back there some time later, but he’d been placed elsewhere.’



Owen nodded his head several times, lost in contemplation of the Poussin copy. There was a long silence, after which he asked to see the cellar.



Richard Everton went pale.



‘But haven’t you already seen it?’



‘Yes, but this time I’d like to try an experiment.’



‘An experiment? What kind of experiment?’



‘To banish the curse of the phantom passage.’



As he left the lounge, Owen noticed Heather Everton descending the stairs. He greeted her respectfully and asked if she could spare him a few minutes.



Flashing him a charming smile, the baroness replied that she was very busy. On the other hand, she would be in London the next day. If the detective wished to join her for lunch, she would be very honoured.



Owen, quite taken aback, turned to Richard Everton:



‘Yes, that would certainly be suitable. Will you be joining us, Baron?’



‘Alas! no. I need to be in the manor. Our gardener is leaving us at the end of the month and I must meet his replacement.’



Owen professed to be disappointed by the news, but the next comment by the baroness served to dampen his secret delight.



‘It would give me great pleasure to meet your friend at the same time.’



‘Mr. Achilles Stock?’



Lady Everton’s smile widened.



‘I was thinking more of the young diplomat.’



Owen cleared his throat and his face reddened.



‘I can’t promise anything, because he’s very busy at the moment.’



On these words, the rendezvous was set for the following day at twelve o’clock, and Owen followed his host down into the cellar. They traversed the first rooms, vaulted and damp, and reached the parts which had been decorated.



‘May I offer you something to drink?’ asked the baron, moving behind the bar. ‘A small cognac, perhaps?’



‘An excellent idea, for it will reinforce our experience.’



‘Well, now, what’s it all about?’ asked Richard Everton, having served two glasses.



Owen stepped forward a few paces, his eyes scanning the panelled walls, then opened the door through which they had just come.



‘We’ll start by extinguishing the lights, or just leaving a minimal illumination. After that, you will take my hand and lead me through the entire cellar.’



The baron put down his glass and rolled his eyes in amazement.



‘But that’s insane! What on earth…?’



‘There must be an evil spirit here powerful enough to communicate with that of the phantom passage. I’m a medium, among other things, and I intend to detect its presence….’
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20 Lady Everton







I saw Owen again that very night. At that point, he hadn’t mentioned his strange experiment, merely summarising his talk with the baron and a brief conversation he’d had with the colonel just before leaving Lindale. The old soldier had remembered seeing Zoe Petrovna the morning of her departure as she was waiting for her transportation to Maidstone, with two large suitcases by her side.



‘You seem disappointed by his statement,’ I observed.



‘Frankly, yes,’ he replied sombrely. ‘I would have preferred that he hadn’t seen her.’



‘Was he sure it was she?’



‘That’s what he claimed. But I’m beginning to wonder if, with the years, he hasn’t become over-confident in his powers of recollection.’



Owen made sure not to miss his important rendezvous the following day. I must say, however, that he wasn’t entirely open with Ralph Tierney, withholding the fact the baroness had expressed a desire to see him again. Perhaps he thought that winning the chess game granted him exclusive access. When I questioned him later, he insisted his
 tte--tte
 with her had been a necessity of the investigation. I shall leave the reader to judge.



Ralph and I spent the afternoon together, exchanging our respective points of view on the affair, without coming to any firm conclusions. Hoping to find Owen there, we made our way to Scotland Yard, only to find that Inspector Wedekind was also waiting for news from him. The inspector was obviously preoccupied and made it clear that he was keen to get on with his business, pausing only long enough to inform us that an important witness had been found, without supplying any details. We left the Yard feeling that we’d been abandoned not only by the police but also by our friend Owen, who was acting more and more like a lone knight.



The reader may well feel that I am fantasising in the narration which follows, with some reason. For it is certain that what Owen told me subsequently was what he wanted me to hear. I have been obliged, therefore, to reconstruct events to the best of my ability, for lack of more precise information.



While they were being served tea in the Regent Street salon where they had arranged to meet, Owen discreetly observed Heather Everton. She must have been over forty, but didn’t look it. She had one of those exquisite faces that time cannot change. The dimples in her chin and cheeks were adorable, as was the curve of her neck and the charming dcollet framed in lace. On the other hand, Owen felt, her dress was hardly becoming. A softer material would have suited her better. She held herself upright and with distinction; she and her elegant companion made a handsome couple. Owen didn’t refrain from speaking his mind.



‘I hope you won’t think me impertinent, but I cannot remain silent before such a beautiful picture.’



‘What picture, Mr. Burns?’



‘You, Madam. You do me the honour of being a privileged witness. Even the most talented of painters could not do justice to your dazzling beauty.’



The baroness hesitated for a moment, then laughed prettily:



‘Coming from a renowned art critic, I must take that as a compliment. But I assume that’s not why you wanted to talk to me?’



‘No, alas! It’s about someone else, whose own beauty once captivated your husband.’



‘I see.’



‘I don’t believe it’s necessary to dwell on the distressing evening which preceded Miss Petrovna’s departure. The baron told me he’d mentioned it to you.’



There was a gleam in Lady Everton’s eye.



‘The woman got what she deserved that night. Richard expresses regret for his action, but he’s wrong. I thought he showed a lot of courage, because he’s not violent by nature. He instinctively felt it was necessary. And, quite frankly, she asked for it. Remember she had stabbed him once in a fit of jealousy.’



‘Yes, indeed.’



‘She was the devil incarnate. She had completely bewitched Richard, who’d had no experience with women. He didn’t deserve to fall for that kind of creature. She was nothing but a gold-digger after his fortune.’



‘Didn’t you see through her at once?’



‘No, I was as nave as Richard at the time, maybe more so. I truly believed it was a charitable action on Richard’s part when he brought her under his roof. At least at first, for I did begin to have my doubts when others tried to open my eyes. But I took quite some time to admit it… and to realise the damage being caused. She had made Richard her slave, no more and no less.’



‘Did you ever manage to talk to her?’



‘Yes, a few times. She always smiled at me, but I was too young to recognise her hypocrisy. She must have hated me. I was a potential rival, even though she was far more gifted at that sort of game.’



‘She was older than you, wasn’t she?’



Heather Everton sighed:



‘I don’t know. She was certainly much more mature.’



‘Did you ever see her afterwards?’



The baroness shook her head.



‘No. She was wise enough never to set foot in Lindale again. In fact Richard was the only thing we had in common. We didn’t move in the same circles. It must be said that after our marriage Richard and I travelled extensively. First on our honeymoon, but then we wanted to break with the past, put that painful incident behind us and start a new life.’



‘But you did eventually come back to Lindale?’



‘Yes, and we were content to return after seeing so many countries. It made us realise there’s no place like home.’



‘Did you go to Capri?’



‘Yes, among other places. But why do you ask?’



‘Because I went there myself a few months ago and I still remember the marvellous landscapes bathed in azure blue.’



Owen cited a number of other remarkable places, concluding that one must always keep a dream in one’s heart. He appeared to have his neighbour’s in mind, for he was staring dreamily at her
 dcollet
 .



The baroness remarked in astonishment:



‘Why, Mr. Burns, what do you find so fascinating? Is it my pendant?’



‘Um, excuse me. Those aquamarines set in silver remind me of the scintillating sparkle of the Mediterranean.’



‘You have a lot of imagination!’



‘Yes. It can be both a strength and a weakness. Now, where was I?’



‘You were asking me about Zoe Petrovna.’



‘Quite. So you never saw her again? Did you know she was a remarkable dancer?’



The response was sharp.



‘So I’ve been told. Even her most severe critics acknowledge her grace and the slenderness of her waist. Most of them men, actually.’



‘Were you thinking of Colonel Bristol?’



‘Amongst others, yes. But I’m sure if you asked Richard the same question, his response would be the same.’



‘Do you know the music-hall where she performed?’



The baroness replied haughtily:



‘I’ve never set foot in the place. I’m told it’s near Spitalfields.’



‘Yes, and it’s still there. I went there a few days ago. The manager was able to find Miss Petrovna’s name in the records, together with her last bookings, for which she didn’t appear. Nobody saw her after the end of February 1883, which corresponds to the date she left Lindale. Don’t you find that curious?’



‘To be honest, I never bothered my head about her.’



‘The reasons for her departure appear logical,’ mused Owen. ‘The baron’s brutality was perhaps an element, but it was the precariousness of his fortune which was the determining factor.’



‘That’s what I believe, too. But now I think about it, there was also that strange boy staying there. What was his name?’



‘Oleg.’



‘Yes, that’s it. I thought about it afterwards. Maybe it was her husband or an old lover who came to find her.’



‘That’s the most likely answer. That’s why I rejected it. I have a horror of simple solutions and preconceived ideas. I am rigorously opposed to the straight line.’



‘You like detours?’



‘Yes, I love curves and tracery, and complex and finely wrought work such as the remarkable embroidery of your dress.’



‘Oh, Mr. Burns!’ protested Lady Everton, lowering her eyes modestly as a waiter approached their table with a plate piled with desserts.



Then a strange thing happened. As if propelled by a mysterious force, the waiter lost his balance and fell with his plate on top of the baroness, who promptly toppled over as well. Owen angrily castigated the employee and demanded to see the manager on the spot. When the waiter claimed to have been pushed, Owen became even more furious and threatened to write numerous articles in order that the whole of London would know which Regent Street salon to avoid so as not to be treated to a Wild West show. He remained intransigent until the management promised to replace the dress covered in cream and marmalade.



He then accompanied the baroness personally back to Lindale. Taking her leave of him in front of the manor, she confessed to having been highly entertained.



Bowing respectfully, Owen replied:



‘I’m pleased you took the incident, for which I feel largely responsible, in such a spirit. If I can do anything more….’



Lady Everton looked imploringly at the detective:



‘Yes, Mr. Burns. Treat Richard carefully. This affair and your investigation have affected him deeply. The mystery of that passage haunts him….’



‘Then you should know, Madam, that it is on the point of being solved.’



Her eyes widened in surprise.



‘Have you found an explanation for the strange visions, then?’



‘No, alas! I’m afraid that puzzle may never be solved. It’s probably a question of paranormal phenomena which are beyond the competence of the police. I was speaking of Miss Petrovna’s disappearance, which probably has a more mundane explanation. I will contact you later, once I’m sure.’







The baroness was lucky, for Owen did not confide in Ralph or myself. Three days went by without further incident. Then a sequence of events was unleashed like a tempest, as violent as it was unexpected.



I had just taken tea alone in my flat and was at the window watching the fog starting to roll across London. I was startled out of my reverie by the sound of my door bell. It was Ralph Tierney. He had a haggard look on his face and seemed every bit as anxious as when he had appeared on Owen’s doorstep. He went straight to the point, waving a message that the postman had just delivered to him:



“If you want to know more about Kraken Street, come ALONE to Radnor Street at ten o’clock tonight.”


[image: ]






[image: ]









21 The Strange Rendezvous







November 5







‘No, you can’t go, Ralph. It’s out of the question,’ repeated Owen, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, his hands behind his back.



It was six o’clock in the evening. We had come to see our friend to alert him as soon as Ralph had shown me the message. Reading it had sent him into a state of profound perplexity.



‘I don’t understand, I don’t understand, I don’t understand,’ he kept repeating as he moved about like a lion in its cage. ‘I thought I was beginning to see the truth and now…. Who the devil could have sent you this?’



‘Unfortunately there’s no signature.’



‘And to what end?’



‘Apparently to help us,’ I offered hesitantly.



‘You may well say “apparently.” Whom do they take us for? Do they think we’re going to fall into this grotesque trap, hook, line and sinker?’



‘I’m willing to take the risk,’ declared the American courageously.



‘It’s out of the question, Ralph. You haven’t got enough experience. You’re pretty good at chess, but that’s not enough.’



‘For what it’s worth,’ I suggested, ‘I don’t think we should let this chance slip through our fingers. I agree it looks very suspicious, but it might be a witness trying to keep his identity secret, or not in a position to go to the police, who wants to help anyway.’



‘Yes, you’re right,’ acknowledged Owen, clenching his fist. ‘If I were built like you, Achilles, I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment, but now that I think of it….’



He turned to me and looked me over from tip to toe.



‘You’re the man of the hour, old sport. You have the build, the experience and a dash of common sense which I’ve been cultivating since we met.’



He came over to me, planted his hands firmly on my shoulders and turned to Ralph:



‘Our friend has the experience. He spent his youth on the veldt, you know, which is crawling with savages. There’s nothing like it for making a man out of you, one of those hardened types nobody wants to take on. Just to look at him, you know he didn’t get his name by accident. Isn’t that right, Achilles?’



I couldn’t get out of it. To have done so would have placed the burden on Ralph, who had already had more than his fair share of torment. Besides, it was true I was the best one for the mission.



‘That’s it, then,’ I said firmly. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t be leaving any loved ones behind, should something happen to me.’



‘Nothing’s going to happen to you, Achilles,’ replied Owen, with a confidence I was far from sharing. ‘It’s not just luck that you’re still alive after twenty-six years. Of course, it’s going to require constant vigilance and following a careful plan of action, which I will think about.’



That same evening in the
 Old Street
 pub, there was such a racket that the sound of the clock striking half past nine was barely audible. Everyone seemed joyful, perhaps in contrast with us, seated soberly at a corner table, putting the finishing touches to our plan. Owen had nonetheless paid for several rounds to raise our spirits. Outside, the fog was so thick you could cut it with a knife, and we’d barely been able to find the tavern.



‘How am I going to find my way in this pea-souper?’ I had asked Owen. ‘I’m not even familiar with the neighbourhood.’



‘Make yourself a plan,’ he’d replied. ‘I’ve brought a map of London with me. We’ll look at it in the pub. The fog won’t necessarily be a handicap, Achilles. Quite the opposite. It will afford you great cover in case you need to make a run for it.’



‘Thanks. That’s very reassuring.’



Once in the pub, I studied Owen’s map and drew a sketch for myself.



‘That’s amusing,’ observed Ralph. ‘It makes me think of the plans sent to Baker and Steel. I imagine they were similar to what you’re jotting down: Take the first left, then turn right, etc….’



‘Let our friend concentrate,’ said Owen as he returned from the counter with more beer. ‘He needs all his faculties to complete his mission. Here, I’ve brought you a special beer. This will buck you up.’



‘Thanks,’ I replied curtly as I finished my plan and put it in my pocket. ‘Now tell me precisely what are my orders.’



‘First of all, go to Radnor Street. There, you’ll walk about keeping your eyes and ears open. Your mysterious correspondent will undoubtedly try to find a way to contact you. You’ll keep your collar up and your cap pulled down to your eyes. You mustn’t run the risk of being recognised. Don’t forget, you’re supposed to be Ralph Tierney. The fog, as I said before, will be your friend. Try to imitate the delectable American accent of our friend here. Afterwards, needless to say, you’ll have to improvise according to events. That’s when you need to live up to your reputation. Don’t forget you’re the assistant and confidant of Owen Burns. My honour is at stake as well. Generally speaking follow the flow of things as much as possible; don’t take risky initiatives. Only use your plaything in case of extreme emergency. You’re Ralph Tierney the Yankee, of course, but don’t play the cowboy by shooting at anything that moves.’



‘Don’t worry,’ I replied, tapping my jacket at the level of the inside pocket where I had secreted a small calibre gun. ‘I know how to use a weapon.’



‘Yes, yes, but be careful all the same,’ said Owen who appeared strangely anxious at that moment.



‘Caution is the mother of safety,’ I said, downing the rest of the glass.



A quarter of an hour later I left the warm and cosy atmosphere of the pub, leaving behind my two friends, who had orders to remain there until my return. I was immediately assaulted by the chill of the night and the thickness of the fog. Visibility was no more than six yards. With a resolute step I turned right, but I had no heart for it.



The street lamps barely penetrated the fog. Their milky light formed white patches in the fog, almost as impenetrable as the darkness itself. I proceeded almost blindly, occasionally tripping on a raised cobblestone, vainly trying to read the street signs. I complimented myself on having made a plan, or I would never have found Radnor Street that night. My mysterious correspondent had judiciously chosen the meeting time.



I passed hardly anyone on the way, but occasionally a shadow would emerge from the fog, preceded by the sound of footsteps on the cobblestones. The fog seemed slightly thicker closer to the ground, so the legs appeared first, followed by the silhouette and then the head, usually with a cap jammed down over the eyes. Despite the fresh night air, I started to feel hot inside my coat. I had walked quickly but it was the apprehension that had put my nerves on edge. I told myself I should have refused Owen’s generous last rounds.



When I finally found the small recessed fountain on Radnor Street I breathed a sigh of relief. I was on the right track. Given the weather conditions, it was quite an achievement. In the silence of the night I heard a church bell strike ten o’clock. I was actually on time! I crossed to the spot supposed to be the location of the enigmatic Kraken Street, almost expecting to see a gap in the wall, flanked by a poster and a brightly-lit pub. But there was only a high wall of bricks.



I continued on my way. At the level of one of the streets to my left—which I supposed to be Moon Alley or Mouse Row, it being impossible to read the names—I stopped, having just heard the noise of a footstep. The footsteps of several people, coming towards me. I saw their legs emerging from the fog, then their silhouettes. There were two people. A couple, seemingly young.



When they drew level with me I looked at them with curiosity. Were they my mysterious correspondents? No, they paid no attention to me. That’s when I recognised them. For a brief moment my brain refused to process the information, for their presence in the area seemed too odd. And, above all, the fact they were together. They passed by without a glimmer of recognition, but I was sure I wasn’t mistaken. I’d seen their faces quite clearly, despite the half-light, because they had passed very close to me. It was Sylvia Baker, accompanied by Michael Jensen, the nephew of the late Sir Herbert.



What were they doing here? And why were they together? Was it just another coincidence? That was hard to believe. Should I catch up with them to ask? No, I was in no position to do that. I was supposed to be Ralph Tierney. To reveal myself would be a mistake, possibly with grave consequences. I watched the couple disappear in the fog, telling myself my questions would all be answered in good time.



I continued on my way, but was unable to put the strange event out of my mind, and was becoming more and more anxious. I turned into the first passage to my left, where it was pitch dark. When I arrived at the end, I had the curious impression of finding myself back on Radnor Street. All the streets looked the same around here, I told myself, wiping the back of my sleeve across my moist forehead. On the other side of the street, under a well-lit porch, a woman in a red cape was walking up and down. A cold shiver ran down my spine: she looked just like the tart described by all those who had landed in the phantom passage!



As I crossed the street she smiled at me and disappeared into the doorway. Was this an invitation to follow? I walked faster, but when I reached the arched passageway I couldn’t see anyone. I cautiously entered a dark rear courtyard and, after a brief exploration, found a second exit. I went under a second porch and came out into another alleyway.



I caught a brief glimpse of the woman in red before she darted into yet another passage. I ran after her but she had once again disappeared. Was this she-devil playing hide-and-seek with me? It seemed so, especially after I saw her for a third time. I put every effort into catching her, but she had the advantage of knowing the terrain and I abandoned my efforts after ten minutes, out of breath and dripping with perspiration.



Whilst I was catching my breath, an astonishing thing happened—truly incredible. I had run a lot, and probably in circles. I didn’t know where I was, yet at the same time I sensed I had returned to my starting point. Looking up, I could see, several yards ahead of me on the opposite side of the street, the bay windows of a pub. It stood on the corner of a passageway, illuminating its surroundings and diffusing the sound of the hubbub within. And on the other side of the passage was a circus poster with a clown in the foreground….



Kraken Street!



I couldn’t believe my eyes… I had just found the phantom passage!



A miracle had just happened. I had returned to Radnor Street and an opening had appeared in the wall. All my instincts warned me against going in, but it was such an extraordinary moment I couldn’t just walk away. The mirage might disappear at any moment. My heart beating wildly, I crossed the street and walked past the noisy and brightly lit pub, certain it was not an illusion. I was also able to read the name of the clown on the poster, the celebrated and late lamented Achilles Ramona. Then I entered the passage.



It was in every way the same as the one described by the rare witnesses who had traversed it, of which I was now one. After a slight bend I was able to see a splash of light in the fog a short distance away. I kept moving forward until I was able to distinguish the source of the light, a lantern over a doorway to my left. History was repeating itself….



There was the woman in red and a man, undoubtedly the blind merchant. I felt as though I was living a dream as I approached them. This time the woman didn’t run away. She gave me a welcoming smile. As I got closer I could see she was neither a ghost nor an illusion, but a real flesh-and-bone creature of some forty years of age, seductive enough, even though her face was partly covered by her bonnet. The merchant, who seemed equally real, offered to sell me some grapes at a reasonable price.



‘Care to spend a little while in paradise, ducky?’ asked the woman, inclining her head.



Owen’s instructions sprang to mind: “play the game.”



‘Why not?’ I replied in a voice which I hoped sounded natural.



‘So go into the house opposite. Take the staircase to your right, go up to the second floor and turn left. You won’t be able to see much, but once you’ve gone through two rooms you’ll find another with a light in the window. Wait for me there.’



‘All right,’ I replied, returning her smile and going over to the doorway opposite.



What I was doing was sheer madness. I was walking straight into the lion’s den. Nonetheless, I went through the door indicated and found a spiral staircase on my right. The steps were dimly illuminated by a glimmer of light from above. It was cold and damp. I shut the door behind me and waited for a short while. I drew my revolver before proceeding. My insatiable curiosity had increased my boldness, but I hadn’t gone mad yet. Not at that point, anyway….



With great caution I reached the second floor. As instructed, I took the corridor on my left, which was only lit by the lantern at the top of the stairs above. Knowing the layout from previous witnesses’ descriptions, I had the sensation of reliving familiar events, a story which repeated itself time and time again, even across centuries, according to legend….



The floor under my feet seemed less firm and I experienced a sensation of emptiness and vertigo, as if I were floating on air. Crossing the next two rooms in almost total darkness proved to be a test of my nerves; some doors were blocked, others not, but I did eventually find my way to a room with some light.



It came from a window, but outside was a sort of tunnel. And, on looking out, a void. By now, I was perspiring profusely. There was something not right about the place. I should have spent more time inspecting my surroundings, but the illuminated end of the short tunnel drew my attention. Wisps of fog obscured the view for a while, but as they dissipated the scene at the end came clearly into focus. It was as if I had a privileged view of a specific place at some point of time in the past… A man on his knees was working on a wall with a trowel and a bucket of mortar. I couldn’t see his face but it looked very much like the baron!



A cold shiver gripped me even before I saw the whole of the strange scene. The rest of it froze me with fright. I clenched my fists and gritted my teeth and then rubbed my eyes to convince myself I wasn’t dreaming. Then there were more wisps of fog, followed by total darkness.



Fear gripped me in its vice. I waited in silence, body tense, my hand gripping the revolver, sensing the warm breath of danger on the back of my neck. Shortly thereafter the illumination returned. The baron had disappeared. It was a new scene. For a moment I felt reassured by the return of the light. But what I saw next boggled my mind: Owen and Ralph Tierney were seated at a table playing chess. I could see them as if they were a few yards away!



I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and tried to dispel the torpor which had seized me. I tried to convince myself someone had put a spell on me or had hypnotised me. But, when I opened my eyes again, my two friends were still there playing. They seemed perfectly real and not images manipulated by who knows what magic lantern trick. Their movements were those of real human beings. I could even recognise the sour expression which appeared on Owen’s face whenever he lost.
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22 The Wait







Darkness descended a second time. But this time no light appeared to relieve it. I called to my friends through the dark opening, to no avail. Panic overcame me. I became more and more aware of the danger lying in wait. Now was the decisive moment, if previous victims of the malevolent passage were to be believed. I had been witness to extraordinary events, but now I had to think of saving my skin. In total darkness I retraced my steps, not without difficulty. I must have left through a different room, because this time I came out right next to the spiral staircase, still dimly illuminated. I went down the steps four at a time and ran out of the hovel. The woman in red and the blind man were still in their places. They seemed astonished to see me, and a little worried, as if they feared my reactions.



Without a word I hurried back up the passageway. My temples were throbbing. I was living a crucial moment, that of my safe return… I prayed that the ground would not give way under my feet… I could still see my friend’s chess game in my mind’s eye, as if the cobblestones represented squares on the board, alternately black and white… Was I going mad? What I had seen made me think it was possible. But I was still lucid enough to realise the danger. I was almost running.



At the end of the passage I rushed into Radnor Street, practically with my eyes closed. I didn’t want to return, to see that cursed passage, or witness its disappearance… That brought bad luck… I thought of Lot’s wife, who disobeyed the warning not to look back and was turned into stone.



I reached the recess with the little fountain without seeing a soul and judged myself to be safe. Starting from there, I was sure to find my way to the pub where my friends were waiting for me. I stood there for a while, regaining my breath. As I was just about to leave, as if moved by a diabolical force, I looked back at Kraken Street.



It had disappeared!



Without further delay, I left as quickly as my legs would carry me. I lost my way two or three times, but thanks to my plan I was able to find the
 Old Street
 pub in twenty minutes. It was half past eleven when I went through its doors and the place was almost deserted. The table where my friends had been sitting was empty. I started to take leave of my senses: was it still the same day as when I left? The same century?



I went over to speak to the landlord, my forehead dripping with perspiration from the anxiety, and ordered a whisky.



‘Your friends left, sir.’



‘Have they been gone long?’



‘They didn’t leave together. The taller one, the better dressed one, left shortly after you did. Somebody brought him a telegram. He seemed very surprised and didn’t seem to know what to do next. The other one with the short hair stayed on for quite a while after he left. In fact he left not long ago. I remember he kept looking at his watch… Wait a minute! I almost forgot. That Mr. Burns left you a message.’



Feverishly, I almost tore the paper from his hand as he brought it out of his pocket. The words my friend had written in haste danced before my eyes as I attempted vainly to understand.



“Achilles, an important event has occurred which requires my presence at Scotland Yard. If you’re reading this message it means that Ralph could not wait for you. Go straight home and don’t move until you hear from me. Don’t leave, barricade yourself in and don’t open the door to anyone except me or someone bearing a telegram from me. It’s a question of life or death.”



‘When did my friend with the short hair leave?’ I asked after a silence.



‘About a quarter of an hour ago, sir.’



I finished my drink, left a large tip and went out. As luck would have it, a cab was just dropping off a customer in front of the house opposite. Twenty minutes later I was in my flat, ensconced in my armchair, with a multitude of unanswered questions buzzing in my head. What was the important news which had obliged Owen to leave? What were Michael Jensen and Miss Baker doing in the neighbourhood? But, above all, how to make sense of the events I had witnessed: my discovery of the passage and the two extraordinary visions I had seen, one of which was very disturbing?



I had placed a bottle of whisky within easy reach, which I consumed without moderation. If I hadn’t got the right to leave the flat, then I had got the right to seek refuge in alcohol. Obviously that solution did nothing to clarify my ideas, but it did at least have the merit of helping me go rapidly to sleep.







It was ten o’clock in the morning when I was awoken by the sound of my doorbell. It took me several seconds to regain consciousness, leap out of bed, throw on my dressing-gown and rush to the door in the expectation of seeing my friend.



I was about to cry ‘Owen, it’s not before time,’ when I saw it was a postman, who asked me for some identification and made me sign a receipt before handing me a telegram:



Rendezvous at Lindale Manor this afternoon. Take the 3.47 from Charing Cross. Affair solved. Owen.



Affair solved? I repeated to myself in astonishment as I boiled some water for the tea. What did that mean? The mystery had taken a totally inexplicable turn, but Owen declared it had been solved? It was utterly absurd. His explanations couldn’t have anything to do with the puzzle of the street, since he was naturally unaware of the most recent occurrence. I was the only witness. So what was it all about? The Slav dancer nobody had seen again? Or some other scandal regarding Baron Everton? The rendezvous at Lindale seemed to indicate that, but how could there be talk of “affair solved”? It seemed too presumptuous. There must be something else…



After swallowing my tea, I paced around my flat, more confused than ever and uncertain as to what to do. I needed to do something: to report on my incredible testimony. Unable to bear the situation any longer, I put on my coat and went out.



I had expected to find Ralph at the embassy, but I was told he’d taken a day’s leave. He wasn’t in his hotel, nor at Owen’s residence, where no one responded to my repeated ringing of the doorbell. It was after noon when I arrived at Scotland Yard. Wedekind wasn’t there either. One of his colleagues told me he had left early that morning and was planning to go Lindale later that day. I tried to learn more, but in vain, discretion being the order of the day. I was beside myself as I left the Yard: furious about over-zealous bureaucrats; furious with Ralph for having the gall to be absent; and furious with Owen who, more than ever, revelled in maintaining a mystery. Keeping me in the dark was one of his principal missions in life!



I returned to my flat, where I champed at the bit for the next couple of hours. At half past three I was at Charing Cross, nerves on edge because of the agonizing wait. In the train to Maidstone and during the trip to Lindale, things became even worse. I forced myself to stop thinking in order to preserve my sanity.



The sun was going down as I arrived in Lindale and I experienced an indescribable relief when I arrived at the manor. The servant who opened the door said that I was expected. He escorted me to that part of the cellar which had been converted. As I entered the room with the bar I caught my breath: there was a crowd. At least a dozen people: the baron and baroness, Owen, Ralph, Wedekind, two police officers in uniform, the Reverend Steel, Colonel Bristol, Miss Sylvia Baker, Michael Jensen and a blonde woman whom I vaguely recognised.



‘Achilles, my friend,’ cried Owen, dressed in an impeccable alpaca suit. ‘There you are at last. We’d almost given you up!’



I briefly acknowledged the baron and his guests, then took Owen to one side and replied without ceremony:



‘Owen, I need to talk to you.’



‘Later, my friend, later.’



I raised my voice:



‘No, now. I found the phantom passage.’



‘How? Did your mysterious correspondent lead you there?’



‘In a sense. What’s more I was witness to two stunning visions.’



‘Really?’



‘Why didn’t you wait for me?’ I asked vehemently.



‘Didn’t you receive my message? The Yard notified me that… But I was just about to talk about that. It’s actually the purpose of this impromptu meeting, for I am here to reveal to the protagonists the secret of the phantom passage.’



‘But Owen,’ I begged, ‘it’s not possible. It’s not possible. There’s something we still don’t understand. I was a victim yesterday, I tell you. I saw you:
 you, Ralph and the baron
 .’



Somewhat upset by my manner and lack of respect, Owen replied briefly:



‘There, there, you’re talking rubbish. You shouldn’t have taken that last drink before you left. Anyway, how could you have seen me after I left for the Yard?’



I turned to Ralph Tierney, who shrugged his shoulders:



‘I was at the pub, waiting for you to return. After that, I went straight to Scotland Yard to meet Owen. Sorry.’



The baron, who had come over to us, confided to me in a compassionate voice:



‘I didn’t leave here the whole evening. My wife and the servant will bear witness, if my word isn’t good enough.’



I lowered my head, distraught:



‘Nevertheless I saw all three of you. So, it mustn’t have been the same period.



Owen placed a comforting arm around my shoulder:



‘Come, my friend, let’s have a drink. You need something to fortify you. Listen to my explanations and you’ll feel better. You’ll see things from another angle and much more calmly.’



Looking around in desperation, I caught sight of Miss Baker and Michael Jensen. I had a sudden recollection. Drawing myself up to my full height I pointed at them, shouting:



‘They were there as well. I saw them!’ Everyone turned to look at the young couple, who appeared very embarrassed.



‘Is that so?’ asked Owen, obviously intrigued.



Jensen nodded his head and Miss Baker followed suit.



‘What?’ exclaimed my friend. ‘In such a neighbourhood, at night, in thick fog? What the devil were you doing there?’



The late Sir Herbert’s nephew cleared his throat before answering:



‘Well, we were looking for the disappearing street.’



‘What? You as well? By my word, everyone was after the same thing last night. Why?’



‘Because we found the mystery intriguing. And we are personally involved.’



‘Well then, it’s lucky that I’m going to wrap it up and solve it for you.’ He frowned. But do you know each other?’



‘Yes,’ replied Sylvia Baker. ‘We’re going to become engaged soon.’



‘What? And you didn’t tell me?’



‘But I did,’ protested the young woman. ‘Don’t you remember you asked me the question, and you even said my fianc was very lucky.’



Owen cleared his throat.



‘That’s true enough. But you didn’t tell me it was Michael Jensen.’



‘You didn’t ask.’



Owen turned to the future fianc:



‘And you, Mr. Jensen, you didn’t think it necessary to say you were seeing Miss Baker. Was she the blonde fairy?’



The young man frowned:



‘Yes, but so what? Did I commit a crime?



Owen took a cigar out of the box, lit it languidly, and continued:



‘You admit, then, to knowing each other even before we came to question you? So, even before your uncle’s demise and therefore before the sequence of strange events began, you were seeing Miss Baker. Well, what a coincidence! Up until now there’s been no link between the victims of the phantom passage, but you’ve just created one. A very solid link which only death can part, as they say, because you’re planning on getting married. I’d like the two of you to convince me that it’s not a coincidence: that you had good reason to be there. And I hope for both your sakes you’re very convincing….’
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23 The Cross







A long silence followed, during which Owen puffed voluptuously at his cigar. The couple looked at each other in surprise. It was Michael who spoke:



‘There’s no mystery about it, Mr. Burns. It’s the business itself which brought us together. There’s been at least one happy outcome from all these tragedies… If you recall, I did tell you I feared the death of my uncle, having read in the press about Reverend Steel’s vision. It had been quite a surprise, obviously, and I’d searched the newspaper archives for relevant articles. That’s where I met Sylvia, who was doing the same thing because she felt the police weren’t doing enough in regard to her father’s disappearance. You see, our curiosity was perfectly legitimate. We went for a walk in the area last night, because the conditions seemed right for a reconstruction. There had been a thick fog when Sylvia’s father and Reverend Steel discovered the lost passage. The whole affair has caused great anguish, Mr. Burns, and we want it solved so we can marry. We’re so happy you claim to have succeeded.’



‘Yes, we’re impatient to hear what you have to say, Mr. Burns,’ echoed the lovely Sylvia Baker, placing her hand on her future husband’s arm.



For a moment Owen appeared disconcerted, then he smilingly nodded his head.



‘I’m pleased to say your explanation is convincing, for otherwise I would have been embarrassed. I won’t make the same mistake twice. Now, before explaining the mystery of the street, I’d like to hear what my friend Achilles has to say, who has one final testimony to make regarding the affair. Yesterday we entrusted him with a delicate mission at the scene of these events. In fact, someone had made an appointment there on the pretext of providing us with further information. So much has happened in the last few hours that it’s been impossible to keep up.’



He crushed his cigar and turned to me:



‘Achilles, old friend, can you describe calmly and objectively what happened to you. You seem to have recovered enough to give a coherent description. We’re all ears.’



I took a deep breath before launching into my story. It was an uncomfortable moment. All eyes were on me, suspicious and incredulous, to the point that I left out certain parts of my account. When I had finished, Owen let out a great guffaw, which the entire assembly echoed, even including the most reserved members such as the baron and the inspector. Utterly mortified, I stopped speaking altogether.



‘It’s absurd, Achilles!’ declared Owen between hiccups. ‘Neither I nor Ralph nor the baron could have been there, as we already told you. And the “woman in red” can also testify to that, for she is here in person this evening. Her name is Mrs. White.’



So saying, Owen bowed slightly in the direction of the blonde woman, who smiled mischievously. Now I knew why she looked familiar. If she wasn’t the woman who’d made advances to me the previous night, she was her double.



I offered no comment when she claimed she’d been at Scotland Yard at the time I was travelling the alleyways of Shoreditch. At this stage of incomprehension, it hardly mattered. One impossibility more or less made no difference. They could have produced a dozen witnesses claiming to have seen me on the other side of the world and it wouldn’t have surprised me.



‘My dear friend,’ continued Owen, ‘at this stage some material proof in support of your claims would be highly appreciated.’



‘I was infected by the madness of that passageway,’ I sighed, downing the second whisky the baron had served me. ‘I can’t think of any other explanation.’



‘Quite,’ said Owen. ‘It would be very hard for me to imagine Mr. Tierney beating me at chess, even though it did happen once.’ Ralph started to say something, but changed his mind, smiling. ‘And your tale about the baron playing at bricklayers is even more curious. Could you repeat it, as precisely as possible?’



I took another gulp of whisky before replying.



‘I didn’t see his face, but I’m sure it was the baron. The same hair, the same clothes and the same kind of scene as reported by Mr. Tierney. There was a woman’s body visible through a gap in the wall but I didn’t see it straight away. The man was busy blocking the gap, but something was preventing him. He removed several bricks and moved an obstacle inside and that’s when I saw the lifeless hand through the gap. When it was over he stood up. Afterwards someone came to join him. A woman, whom I only saw from the back. She had dark hair and brightly coloured clothes. They left together, but the baron came back shortly afterwards. At least, I think it was he because I only saw an arm and a hand. As if inspired by a thought, he picked up a tool—a screwdriver, I think—and cut a cross in the freshly cemented bricks.



‘A cross?’
 exclaimed Owen in astonishment, turning to the master of the house. ‘You traced a cross? Wouldn’t that be absurd if you’d just walled up a body, as the story would have it?’



‘Utterly and completely absurd,’ replied the baron, as white as a sheet.



Lady Everton, sitting beside him, shrugged her shoulders pointedly, but she, too, had gone deathly pale.



‘What do you think, Inspector?’ asked Owen, turning to Wedekind. ‘No criminal would make such a mistake, surely? It would be like signing his own death warrant, particularly in his own home.’



The latter looked thoughtfully at the baron, then observed:



‘It wouldn’t cost much to check, would it?’



The baron emitted a forced laugh:



‘No, of course not. My cellar is at your disposal, inspector. But I warn you, it’s very badly lit.’



‘Don’t worry. A couple of oil lamps will do the trick. My men are used to it. They could find a hair with a candle.’



The old servant retuned shortly with two lamps. The uniformed police left the bar, looking serious in anticipation of a long and meticulous search. But in less than five minutes they were back.



‘Come and see, sir,’ said the older of the two. ‘I thought it would take a while but we spotted it right away.’



Everyone present followed them to the darkest part of the cellar, in the northwest corner and under a vaulted ceiling. The lamps projected our distorted shadows on to the walls. A cross had been crudely traced on the bricks next to a rusty old furnace.



The baron seemed about to have an apoplectic fit:



‘It’s not possible… Someone’s playing a joke, inspector, a joke in very bad taste.’



‘Maybe,’ said Wedekind, shooting me a suspicious glance. ‘But given all the troubling incidents in this case, I’m going to have to verify.’ He turned to his two men:



‘Buckley and Johnson, open up the wall down to the cross. You’ll find some tools at the front of the cellar. Meanwhile, Owen, you can start your explanations….’
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24 Pickaxes to the Ready!







We had all gone back to the bar. The panelled room was far more comfortable than the rest of the cellar, particularly the sinister corner marked with a cross. Given the accusing look Wedekind had shot me, I was almost hoping they would find a body behind the bricks. Suspecting me of perpetrating a farce was the last straw. The baron’s attitude did not bode well. His face was drawn and he seemed lost in thought as he went through the motions of serving new drinks. Whilst Owen was preparing to explain everything a deathly hush came over the proceedings, the only interruption being the muffled sound of pickaxes being wielded with a steady regularity that got on everybody’s nerves.



My friend moved to the centre of the room, cleared his throat to ensure everyone’s attention—although it was completely unnecessary—and began:



‘I have to admit that the riddle of the passage’s disappearance had me stumped for quite some time because of an erroneous testimony, which was quite understandable in view of the extent of the mystery and its impact on the witnesses. Even before hearing what Mrs. White told me last night, however, I had finally worked it out by walking around the three suspect passages and noticing that one of them, Moon Alley, was different from the others. In one spot, it had a covered wooden gallery connecting houses on opposite sides of the narrow street at the second floor level. Up to that point I had already rejected the possibility that the witnesses had gone into the house from one passage and come out another, because they all admitted they had gone round in circles once they had reached the upper floor via the spiral staircase. Furthermore, Mr. Ralph Tierney claimed to have noticed the fountain on Radnor Street on his arrival, but in fact it was on the way back, like all the other witnesses, wasn’t it?’



The American nodded his head glumly.



‘Coming or going, it all seemed the same to me.’



‘Not at all. But let’s move on. I’d already noted that the three witnesses, Mr. Tierney, Reverend Steel and the late Mr. Baker behaved in exactly the same way. They all entered the passage from the same end, went into the house, came out, and returned the same way they had come. Or at least that’s what they thought. They believed they’d come out of the same house, which wasn’t true, although they did come out at the same spot in the passage. And there lay the trick. In fact, they came out through the door opposite the one through which they had entered, where the woman in red and the blind man had been seated. They had quite simply crossed over to sit on the opposite side of the street whilst the witnesses were going round in circles upstairs.



‘They all naturally turned left when they exited, thinking they were returning the way they had come. But in fact they were turning right relative to the spot they had entered on the opposite side, and, continuing along Moon Alley, they reached the corner of Radnor Street—which was not the way they had come in! If they’d had their wits about them—but how could they have, in the confused and frightened state they were in?—they would have noticed the pub on the corner was not there. The pub in question was actually at the other end of the passage, where it met Chapman Street—which ran parallel to Radnor Street and looked quite similar—which had in fact been their original point of entry into the “phantom passage.”



‘Obviously, somebody made arrangements for the witnesses to make the appropriate turn during their flight in the fog. In Mr. Baker’s case, it was the “madman” who ordered him to drink from the fountain; in the reverend’s case it was someone with a blazing torch; and in Mr. Tierney’s case it was happenstance. Obviously, when you think you’ve retraced you steps and you’re looking for familiar signs—such as the billboard and especially the pub—and you don’t see them, you conclude the passage has disappeared! An impression strengthened by the disappearance of the three strange inhabitants and the total darkness of the surroundings, after one of the culprits in the farce extinguished the light over the door. And it only needs one person to say the passage disappeared in the middle of a blank wall for everyone who hears it to repeat it mechanically….’



Here, just like Ralph, I was treated to an accusing stare from Owen, who continued:



‘Let me go back to the particular construction which made the trick possible, namely identical rows of houses opposite each other, connected by a covered gallery overhead, which would seem like a corridor to anyone walking there, especially at night, and create a sensation of floating due to its suspension above the street. I’ve created a couple of sketches to help you understand better.’ (Figures 2 and 3)



‘Turning to the left after climbing the spiral staircase A, one unwittingly crosses the gallery, having instead the impression of walking along a corridor. After that, one traverses two rooms, groping in the dark, before arriving at a third, where the strange visions were seen. I’ll return to them later. During that time, our joker will close some doors and open others and move the lamp over staircase A to staircase B in the house opposite, where the witness actually is at that point. Previously, the door leading to the staircase was shut, preventing someone seeing it. On the way out, the witness senses he’s not following exactly the same path as on the way in, although he does think he’s back to staircase A when he’s actually at B.



‘But he knows he hasn’t travelled very far and assumes he’s just gone through different rooms to get back to where he started. When he goes down staircase B in this house—which is perfectly symmetrical with the one he started from—and sees the woman in red and the blind merchant opposite, sitting in the light of a lamp, he quite naturally assumes he’s coming out of the door where he went in. At night, the trick works perfectly. One more thing: Moon Alley isn’t perfectly straight. There are a couple of slight bends, which means one can’t see either end of the street when standing in the middle. That’s why the lights of the pub couldn’t be seen from there.’



‘Ingenious and simplicity itself,’ I agreed, ‘but it means that the woman in red, the blind merchant and the madman were all accomplices.’



‘Exactly. And I used the word “joker” because all three of them thought they were participating in a farce. At least in the case of the blind man and the woman in red, alias Mrs. White, an actress. For the “madman” hasn’t yet been found, or the individual who recruited them all. The first to contact Scotland Yard was the fruit merchant, via an anonymous letter which, without giving any details, insisted it was a practical joke for which he’d been paid. But it’s above all due to Mrs. White, who contacted us yesterday, that we’ve had our suspicions confirmed. Mrs. White, you have the floor….’
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 Figure 3








The woman, still smiling and very relaxed, explained:

‘I was recruited by letter, accompanied by a generous advance, all in cash. I had to go to a particular tea salon if I accepted. I went, but there was no one. The next day I received detailed instructions, also by letter.’



‘When was that?’



‘About three months ago. I played my part, as you’ve described, one day at the end of August.’ She turned to Miss Baker with a contrite air. ‘It was your father, miss, as I learnt afterwards. The following month I was recruited in the same way to play a trick on Mr.—excuse me, Reverend, but I was unaware of your profession at the time. And the month after that, two weeks ago, it was the turn of this young man.’



She gave an apologetic smile to Ralph, who returned it.



‘But that’s when things didn’t entirely go to plan,’ observed Owen.



‘Not entirely. This gentleman didn’t correspond at all to the description I’d been given. But since he was there and we didn’t know what else to do, we played the trick on….’



Owen spoke reproachfully to Ralph:



‘Yes, old man, you took someone else’s place, just as we suspected. But it didn’t really matter. It was the visions which were important.’



The pastor interrupted just then, with a look of retrospective fear on his face:



‘So the person who bound me and tormented me with a revolver was a vision as well?’



‘No, Reverend, it was the joker-in-chief so to speak. I believe he hit you and frightened you to unbalance you more, so that nobody would take what you said seriously. But let’s examine more closely what he did. It was certainly he who put up, and subsequently removed at an opportune moment, the old circus poster featuring Achilles Ramona. And possibly put up and took down the street sign, changing Moon Alley to Kraken Street and
 vice versa
 . Unless it was the “madman.” Maybe the joker-in-chief and the “madman” are one and the same. It doesn’t matter for the moment. It’s enough that the man got into the house, perhaps by a different entrance, and followed the witness in order to open and shut doors behind him, change the staircase lights and all the little details that could be done in no time by someone familiar with the premises and who had so carefully prepared everything.



‘But that’s not all. His role consisted above all in acting the various scenes, the famous “visions”: departure for Capri, suicide, perhaps with the aid of an accomplice. There also, I had the opportunity to study the layout in detail to understand how things had been staged. The window of the “visions room” overlooks a small courtyard surrounded by several buildings, a little like an atrium. Directly opposite, fifteen or so feet away, is another window. To increase the dramatic effect, our man had constructed a sort of wooden tunnel connecting the two windows, but without a floor, such that anyone leaning out of the window would have the impression of looking into a void. Obviously, during the day, it wouldn’t fool anyone. But at night, amidst those totally deserted buildings, with carefully arranged lighting and judicious use of smoke, maybe even from a fat cigar, it’s completely different. Magic comes into play, accompanied by fear and anxiety. All our man has to do is to create the various scenes which have been witnessed.’



‘Including those last night?’ I enquired, determined not to yield the point. The scathing reply left me speechless:



‘Be quiet, Achilles. You were drunk and not in your normal state. I let you speak earlier, but now it’s my turn, if you please.’



It was Ralph who came to my rescue.



‘Just a minute, Owen. There’s something bothering me as well. Everything you say is plausible and in line with my experience. But there weren’t just three of us. Before Mr. Baker, Reverend Steel and myself there were others like the antique dealer and the painter. Yet Mrs. White said she was only hired three times.’



Owen nodded his head, smiling.



‘I was waiting for that question… But wait, have those pickaxes stopped?’



‘And not just that,’ I intervened. How could the joker know about the subjects of all those scenes? Was the tower of Pisa incident known to others than senior Yard officials? And the quarrel between the baron and the Bulgarian dancer? And Sir Herbert’s suicide?’



‘I’ll get into all that later, including how he was able to glean all the information and what happened with Sir Herbert. For the moment—.’



He was interrupted by the return of the two police officers. There sombre expressions did not augur well.



‘Have you finished?’ asked Wedekind curtly. He seemed annoyed by the disturbance.



‘Yes, sir,’ replied Sergeant Buckley.



‘Did you find anything?’



The officer nodded his head gravely.



‘A body.’
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25 Confessions







The baron had collapsed into an armchair. His head nodded from side to side as if he could not believe what was happening. He seemed to have aged ten years, looking as if he was Heather Everton’s father, rather than her husband. The baroness seemed equally shocked but retained her self-control nevertheless.



Roughly twenty minutes had elapsed since the discovery of the body, now reduced to a skeleton. I shan’t dwell on those painful moments during which the police shared their discovery with us… An open hole in the wall, revealing a shallow cavity. At their feet, the pile of bricks and rubble which they had excavated. The acrid and noxious odour which pervaded. The flickering light of the lamps… I was not the only one thinking of the scene I had described from yesterday, with the murderer bricking up his victim behind a wall. An expression of unspeakable disgust was on every face.



‘The remains of Zoe Petrovna,’ Wedekind had declared in a manner clearly implicating the baron, who seemed to have acquiesced without raising his head.



The police had made it clear that anything he said might be taken down and used in evidence against him, but that any voluntary confession would count in his favour.



We returned to the bar where a deathly silence reigned. All eyes were on the baron, who sat with his head between his hands. The looks were as disgusted as they were horrified. One in particular burned with a hatred, ferocious to the point of jubilation, seemingly curious coming from that person. At the time, I hadn’t attached much importance, waiting along with everyone else for the explanations of the baron, who swallowed several times before speaking.



‘That woman was the devil incarnate. She never admitted it, but I’m sure she made other types suffer the same way that I did.’ He looked dolefully at Colonel Bristol. ‘Francis, tell them what she was like, how she could make men lose their heads.’



‘Yes, she was pretty enough, all right. But not having known her intimately….’



‘Thank your lucky stars! She drove me mad with jealousy. And when I realised what she was—when I’d found the courage to throw her out after she’d humiliated me with a passing tramp for several weeks—she threatened to make a scandal if I abandoned her. A scandal from which I would never recover—.’ He looked pitifully at his wife. ‘And would prevent me from ever marrying Heather. For she was madly jealous of Heather, knowing that nothing would hurt me more than ending our friendship and nipping our growing love in the bud. So one evening I came to a decision….’



‘To kill her,’ said Wedekind coldly.



‘Yes, but it was really legitimate defence. It was she or I. Letting her live would have been like destroying myself. I think my vengeful hand acted on behalf of other martyrs. The violent argument we’d had in the presence of the Frears seemed like a favourable circumstance, because after that it would appear perfectly reasonable that she had packed her things and left. The following evening she suffered the fate you know about….’



‘And you walled her up in your cellar,’ said Owen. ‘But, come to think of it, she was seen the next morning, wasn’t she?’



‘Yes,’ confirmed the colonel. ‘I remember seeing her with her bags.’



‘It wasn’t Zoe,’ said the baron, rather too hastily.



‘Then who was it?’



While all eyes turned to Lady Everton, the baron went on:



‘It was I. I donned her clothes and brought along two large suitcases. It was foggy that morning, Francis, remember? You could only have seen a silhouette.’



‘Hell’s bells! And I prided myself on knowing women. You fooled me completely.’



‘And what did you do with her young brother?’ asked Wedekind. ‘Don’t tell me….’



‘No, don’t worry. I took care of him, took good care of him. I made sure he had a first class education and he would finish up forgetting about his sister and me. In fact, I did what you said, Mr. Burns. He went to a London boarding school, but it was at my initiative, not Zoe’s.’



‘We can check that,’ replied Wedekind.



‘Please do. What do you take me for, inspector? I’m no monster, just a man who was facing a cruel dilemma.’



‘Justice will decide, sir. It appears to have been a
 crime passionel
 and possibly your voluntary confession will reduce your sentence.’



After a long silence, Owen came over to me and slapped me on the back.



‘The English justice system owes you a debt of gratitude, Achilles. For it’s thanks to you that a light was finally shone on this affair.’



‘Yes, this horrible affair,’ agreed Ralph.



‘But I had nothing to do with it.’



‘Come, now,’ replied Owen with a smile. ‘You can speak freely now that the baron has confessed.’



‘To say what?’



‘That you invented everything about last night.’



‘But I can assure you that everything I said was true. I saw that painful scene with my own eyes.’







Owen took me by the shoulders, shaking his head:



‘And you saw Ralph and me and you spoke to Mrs. White? Who was at Scotland Yard at the time….’



‘Yes, Mr. Stock,’ said the latter, with a regretful smile. Believe me, if I’d played the role of the cheap tart for you last night, I would certainly have remembered!’



I clenched my fists and wanted to scream.



‘So,’ I retorted, ‘that must mean the phantom passage really and truly exists. Kraken Street is not just a legend.’



‘Be serious, Achilles,’ said Ralph. ‘Owen just brilliantly demystified the whole business.’



‘No, he didn’t explain everything. Far from it. We still don’t know who organised everything, or how he managed to learn the secrets of the baron and George Todd’s postcard, or predict Sir Herbert’s suicide. And whether he was responsible for the first two victims whose bodies were never found.’



Owen nodded as he lit another cigar.



‘I’ll try to answer all your questions and put this business to bed finally, for I’m sure everyone here has the same desire: to forget all about these sad events. It’s true I don’t yet know the identity of the master organiser, but does it really matter? I know he’s a very capable individual who has exploited a favourable situation to the maximum, such as the article attributing the disappearance of the antique dealer Richard York to a “phantom passage.” I suspect that was the starting point, a news report which gave our man the idea. It was easy after that to exploit the disappearance of the young house painter Peter Brown, which was just a normal disappearance such as occurs every day in London. All he had to do is to whisper in the ear of one of the young man’s friends that he had a rendezvous in Kraken Street. That was six or seven months ago, which proves he already had a plan in place. So only the three cases which followed required detailed preparation.



‘It seems extraordinary that he could have been aware of Todd’s postcard from Pisa to Scotland Yard, but indiscretions can occur even at the highest levels. The baron’s secrets are harder to explain, but the Frears could have talked….’



‘And what about the stabbing?’ I interrupted. ‘When Zoe drove a knife into the baron’s back? The Frears weren’t there. There weren’t any witnesses.’



‘Fair enough, Achilles. Good point. I haven’t an answer. You’re right, maybe that passage does have some vague powers... On the other hand I’m quite sure about Sir Herbert’s so-called suicide. It was definitely murder. Our man must have found out about Sir Herbert’s predilection for playing Russian roulette in moments of depression and exploited it. Shortly after having acted out the tragic scene in the Kraken Street theatre, he killed Sir Herbert in cold blood and disguised the crime as a suicide. Incidentally, he must also have been obliged to silence Basil Baker by knocking him out and throwing him in the river because he had apparently worked out the secret of the passage.



‘Here, I would point out that the criminal—for we may now call him that—must have rubbed shoulders with your father, Miss Baker, in his favourite pub. The objective being to get him to repeat his story over and over again so that all his drinking friends knew it by heart, down to the smallest detail. Amongst other things, he must have reminded him about the melody which Todd was in the habit of humming. Because it was important his friends remember all those little facts when the time came and the police started investigating. The same goes for you, Reverend, and you too, Ralph. If you both emerged unscathed, it’s because the criminal wanted it that way. The mystery of the phantom passage, after a slow start, gained momentum the more witnesses there were. Furthermore, it wasn’t by chance that the three actors played eccentric characters: it was so they would be remembered. You have to understand that it was vital that all the details of the astonishing “visions” of the witnesses collectively made an impact.’



‘But why?’ thundered Wedekind.



Owen gave a deep sigh before answering:



‘Probably to bring you here. Probably to arouse the police’s interest in the baron and lift the veil which masked his crime, which had gone unpunished for nineteen years.’



‘But who would be crazy enough to have gone to all that trouble?’



‘It wouldn’t be the first time a criminal used such a method to attain his ends. It’s the tree hidden by the forest; the real motive is drowned in the multitude. But I agree you have to be more than a little mad to construct such an extraordinarily complicated mechanism. That’s why I think that the “madman” seen in the street and our master criminal are one and the same.’



‘But who?’



Owen turned to the baron, slumped groggily in his armchair, and suggested:



‘Why not the young brother? Who knows, maybe he surprised you in the act of killing Zoe Petrovna?’



‘No, that’s impossible. I’d sent him away one or two days earlier.’



‘What was his name?’



‘Thomas. But he wouldn’t be called that today. I gave instructions about that to the school.



‘Why?’



‘So that he would forget his sister for ever.’



‘His sister….’ Owen repeated in a strange manner.



He wandered over to the piano and thoughtfully picked out a few notes, which seemed incongruous at that particular moment, then returned to the centre of the room.



‘Between you and me, Baron Everton, I don’t believe the boy was her brother. I’m sure he was her son.’



‘So, you knew that as well?’



‘By a simple process of deduction. Zoe Petrovna was probably twenty-three or twenty-four years old, and at that age a woman can already be the mother of a six or seven year old child. Even earlier, biologically speaking. I understand why she went to such lengths to hide the fact, for it provided her with a virtue she had lost and protected her from wagging tongues. Her beauty was intact and she was young, which helped. With the best will in the world, however, I couldn’t help asking myself whether a son avenging the murder of his mother wouldn’t be a more credible explanation. And it might explain the tortured madness of our master criminal.’



‘I was ready to accept the child if she herself had behaved normally,’ moaned the baron.



Owen started to pace up and down the room, making an irritating noise on the tiles, which could have been an expression of his own discontent. For obviously something was bothering him.



‘I’m finally starting to ask myself, Achilles, whether you weren’t indeed witness to the extraordinary powers of the passage.’



He’s finally admitting it, I thought, then replied:



‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you the whole evening.’



‘In that case, what conclusion can we draw?’



‘The cross scratched on the cellar wall seems to speak volumes,’ retorted Wedekind.



‘That wasn’t all. Remember, once the hole was sealed, a woman came to join the baron.’



Lady Everton intervened in a cutting voice:



‘I suppose you’re alluding to me?’



‘According to Mr. Stock, the woman didn’t appear to be dressed like you. And, Achilles, didn’t you say she had dark hair?’



‘Yes, but I can’t be sure. On the other hand, her dress was very colourful, such as gypsies wear.’



‘In other words, it could have been Miss Petrovna?’



‘That was my impression, yes.’



Owen approached the baroness, who remained as cold and motionless as a marble statue.



‘But that obviously seems absurd. Because, if so, who’s the body we’ve just discovered? If you weren’t here in the flesh, we might think it was you, Baroness,
 ne
 Heather Ellis…If you follow that line of reasoning, in other words that Heather Ellis was killed instead of Zoe Petrovna, the case takes on a whole new aspect. What was a
 crime passionel
 becomes cold-blooded murder, and a particularly sordid one at that.’



Lady Everton’s expression hardened and became scornful.



‘What are you getting at?’



‘That you could be a usurper, in other words… Zoe Petrovna!’



The answer came as a sarcastic laugh.



‘Prove it!’



‘No sooner said than done,’ replied Owen, suddenly ripping the aquamarine pendant from her throat. ‘The wine birthmark you always hide so carefully is ample proof.’
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25 The Noose Tightens







The baroness, who had hitherto demonstrated great self-control, burst into tears and sought refuge in her husband’s arms. Anticipating desperate measures, Wedekind signalled to his men to watch the two closely.



‘I shall speak for you, madam, for I fully believe that neither you nor your husband—who has tried to cover for you right up to the end—are in a position to do so any longer. Yes, you are Zoe Petrovna, who has turned so many heads but none more so than your spouse, whom I nevertheless do not excuse. Your act does not merit a pardon. You no longer have the excuse of acting in the heat of the moment. Far from it. For the two of you concocted a diabolical plan to capture the Ellis family fortune through its last survivor. A fortune destined to revive the baron’s own.



‘Because you, Baron, wanted to have your cake and eat it. You wanted the dowry of Miss Ellis while keeping the lovely Miss Petrovna in your arms. For that, you didn’t hesitate to eliminate the unfortunate young woman who had been promised to you, by means of a Machiavellian scheme. Your accomplice was formerly a very impulsive person, I’m quite prepared to believe. It’s quite likely the knife she aimed at you was not a simulation, given that, by your own admission, there were no witnesses. But all the rest of it was just a series of carefully prepared acts: arguments heard throughout the village, and the punch followed by a bout of unconsciousness. The rough treatment of Miss Petrovna was reason enough for her departure. Better still, you invented a sort of passing fancy with someone who had been vaguely seen in the pub, always alone and away from the crowd. I’m willing to bet that Bohemian caricature was none other than yourself, Baron. The part didn’t require any acting skill, just a black wig and a touch of powder to darken the skin.



‘But the real Heather Ellis wasn’t killed immediately. Miss Petrovna did indeed leave the day she was seen with her bags. The colonel wasn’t mistaken. She spent some time secretly in London and returned a few weeks later, undoubtedly just before the newly-weds were about to leave on their honeymoon. That’s when young Heather was murdered and you took her place, Baroness. Ever since then, you’ve been obliged to look like her. It was made easier by certain common features, such as a beautiful face and light blue eyes. It’s true Heather didn’t have your wasp waist and slender lines, but it’s much easier to lose a slim figure than the opposite. You’re still obliged, even today, to wear unbecoming dresses to make you look heavier. You’ve acquired good manners and dyed your hair blonde. People probably attributed your slightly darker skin to your prolonged stay in hot climates before your return. That said, you haven’t really got olive skin, so a pale foundation sufficed. Anyway, you were careful to avoid anyone who knew Heather well, such as the Frears. If they hadn’t left Lindale, it’s likely that you would have. You became a discreet and retiring couple, and it’s easy to understand why.



‘As for you, Baron, despite everything, I admire your gallantry. You’ve done everything to protect your accomplice and taken sole responsibility for your crime, playacting to the end. In a way, you were comforted to see me barking up the wrong tree—the murder of Zoe,
 crime passionel
 , almost excusable in view of the victim’s reputation. A good lawyer might even have been able to get you off.’



There was a heavy silence. But Owen still hadn’t finished. Going over to the piano, he struck a dissonant chord, which made us all jump, then continued:



‘You lived in peace for nineteen years, that counts for something. But justice finally caught up with you, divine justice, the justice of the phantom passage… I don’t know what to make of it all any more, but I wonder if all the sacrifice was worth it.’



‘What sacrifice?’ I asked.



‘That of the diabolically ingenious individual who constructed this whole plan. Your son, Miss Petrovna, who wanted to avenge you! The more I think, the more I believe it, for only such a profoundly deep motive as filial vengeance could push someone to nurture such a ferocious hatred and conceive such a complicated and tortuous plan to bring justice to Baron Everton, whom he believed—wrongly—had murdered his mother. Here I’m making a simple speculation, but hear me out.



‘Imagine this lad of six or seven who’d been alerted by your cries and had watched part of your quarrel, here in this room, through the keyhole. He’d seen you lying inert on the floor. Maybe he’d seen you regain consciousness, maybe not. He must in any case have been sure something bad had happened to you. The next morning, we know he’d been taken away by the baron and placed in a boarding house, waiting to be placed under a private tutor abroad. It’s possible he hadn’t seen her since the night before. His last sight of her may well have been of her unconscious on the floor, or at least that brutal quarrel. He’d never seen her since. If he’d managed to find out about her once he became adult, he’d learn that she’d disappeared around that time. Therefore, in his mind, there’s no doubt the one responsible for her disappearance is Baron Everton, who had rapidly consoled himself by marrying Heather Ellis.’



‘I understand,’ I declared. ‘He’s been savouring vengeance for many years now.’



‘He’s only lived for that. It’s for that reason I tell myself that if he were to learn today that his mother was still alive, and that once upon a time she had cold-bloodedly decided to abandon him, sacrificing him on the altar of the Ellis fortune, he would suffer the most cruel of delusions! All of his sacrifice in vain. All of his efforts, the meticulously mounted plan to avenge a mother who wasn’t worthy of the effort, in vain. A mother whom he had thought had been murdered and whose disappearance he had so tearfully lamented. The secret and bitter tears of a child who had barely known maternal love and who had clung to his project of vengeance like a lifebelt….’ He observed a short silence, then turned to me with a humble and respectful look. ‘Achilles , please accept my apologies for having treated you so unjustly as a liar. It’s now clear that your visions from last night were not the ramblings of a drunkard, but two real and true omens.’



‘Two?’



‘Yes, for remember you also saw me playing chess with Ralph, who appeared to beat me hollow and crowed about my defeat. A brilliant victory whose significance still escapes me. On sober reflection, however—.’



‘Be quiet, you filthy hypocrite!’



I turned towards the speaker of these scathing words, who was none other than our diplomat friend, almost unrecognisable with his scarlet face and protruding eyes.



‘Ralph, what’s got into you?’ I asked anxiously.



‘Be quiet as well. You’re as big a liar as your friend.’



‘Me, a liar?’



‘Exactly. Whom do you take me for? You couldn’t have seen me in the passage last night. It’s impossible. You’re lying. It’s a trap! I’m not falling for it…. I’m not a fool.’



‘Ralph, I assure you it’s true. You have my word.’



Owen cut me off with a gesture, placing himself between me and the American, who was beside himself with rage.



‘Now that I think about it, Ralph, the lost son could be you. The ages match and, looking closely, you have certain points of resemblance… The black hair, the same regular features of your dear mother, for whom you have wept so much and done so much… I understand now why you found her scent so alluring and why you felt such an inexplicable attraction for her… Ralph, what are you waiting for? Why don’t you kiss her? It’s a time of great discoveries. Ah, I see, it’s her odious crime that disgusts you, or perhaps her callous abandonment? Or maybe both….’



Seized by violent convulsions, Ralph Tierney screamed:



‘Someone get that viper out of my sight! Let her disappear forever… or I swear I’m capable of killing her with my own two hands!’



In spite of the efforts of the two policemen, Ralph advanced towards her but stopped in his tracks. As if assailed by invisible demons, he folded in two and fell to the floor. Shaking with convulsive sobs, he rolled up into a ball and cried like a child.


[image: ]















27 Epilogue







The following evening, after a difficult day full of dispositions and other formalities, Owen and I found ourselves in his flat at almost exactly the same moment that, a fortnight earlier, Ralph Tierney had burst in like a hunted beast with Scotland Yard on his heels. I still recall perfectly his haggard and frightened expression. Owen, who had had the same thought, offered me a glass of port to banish the painful memory.



‘No,’ I replied firmly.



‘Curious. It’s not like you to refuse such an offer.’



‘I accept the port, Owen, but not to close the case. There are still too many grey areas. Besides this case is so incredibly complicated I need to recap it in chronological order, for my own sake.’



‘Not so hard, when the culprit has confessed.’



Ignoring that remark, I settled down in my armchair and began:



‘Since the disappearance of his mother, Ralph Tierney had firmly believed the baron had murdered her and thought only of avenging her. That idea is what drove him and undoubtedly helped him become a brilliant student. His hatred was so strong that a simple denunciation or settling of accounts would not suffice. The baron had to be made to suffer, to die little by little, with a growing sentiment of fear and anguish, in order that he perish full of remorse.



‘Visiting London and intrigued by a newspaper article, he looked up the case of the vanishing street in the archives, which gave him the idea for his revenge: resurrect the legend and give credence to its prescient powers through a steady accumulation of astonishing testimonies. In such a way that the baron, once implicated in the affair by the vision of a new witness, began to feel the noose tightening, as if in the grip of divine justice.



‘His encounter with you, Owen, when you were in the United States, also played an important role, as he was able to observe your astounding powers of deduction he’d already read about in the newspapers. He told himself that you were just what he needed: the brilliant detective who would follow the tenuous trail to the baron. He also hoped, while you were unravelling the murder from the past, you might discover the tangible proof that he himself was lacking.’



Owen pulled a face and sniffed:



‘What an utter imbecile I was. He manipulated me from start to finish, or almost….’



‘I won’t go back over the way he exploited the first two disappearances of the antique dealer and the painter. In mid-August he came back to London and stayed about two months to arrange for the next occurrences, namely the visions of Baker and Steel. I won’t dwell on those either, except to say he arranged for the events to take place on foggy nights, so that his two victims couldn’t see the street names. It was he who played the role of the madman in the top hat, and also Todd and Sir Herbert in the “visions” seen by the drunkard and the pastor. He’d only needed a few simple accessories such as a photo of the tower of Pisa, a bronze she-wolf paperweight and a curtain painted to look like the tapestry in Sir Herbert’s study.



‘Then he returned to the United States. At that point, the affair hadn’t exploded in headlines, but it only needed one more straw to break the camel’s back. That would occur at the next stage, when he returned again to England and the third astounding testimony would be heard—his own.’



‘That, Achilles, was a masterstroke!’ intervened Owen, with a gleam of admiration in his eye. ‘Because he could just simply have come to us and told us the strange story. But no, he actually simulated it, hiring the accomplices, speaking to them, going into the house and coming out… Of course he didn’t need to act out the vision: all he had to do was describe it to us in great detail. It was criminal art at its finest! He’d anticipated the accomplices would start talking once the affair gathered notoriety. If they didn’t, he could always denounce them anonymously. Once the trail leading to the baron was under way and suspicions were beginning to be aroused, the revelations of his accomplices would absolve him, Ralph, of all suspicion and officially authenticate his incredible testimony. He’d told the truth, however incredible, and must therefore be completely innocent.’



‘There were a few things he hadn’t counted on, however,’ I pointed out. ‘First, Jack Radcliffe’s escape. Seeing his photograph in the newspaper, he realised how it might be helpful. Stumbling on the phantom passage in a moment of panic, while running from the police, would be far more credible. All he needed to do was to act suspiciously in front of a couple of officers on duty so that they recognised him and ran after him. It looks risky at first sight, but if he were caught, all he would have to do was produce his diplomatic papers, claim mistaken identity, and act in high dudgeon about the misunderstanding. In fact, all went well and… Look who turns up here!’



‘And we fell for it, hook, line and sinker,’ sneered Owen, mocking himself. ‘But that wasn’t the only unforeseen event of the day, Achilles. Before that, he’d run into the Evertons at his hotel. He knew they were in the habit of coming to town on that day of the week, at about that time, and that the baron frequently went to the bank to withdraw money. The seemingly unexpected encounter was of crucial importance, because the link between the baron and the vision had to be made in order to lead me to him eventually, after a chain of deductions he more or less foresaw. He’d expected me to go to the bank and not the frame-maker and had even tried to steer me in that direction, if you recall.



‘The element of surprise in the encounter in front of the cab was, in fact, Lady Everton. Obviously he didn’t know she was his mother and didn’t recognise her because she’s altered her appearance. But he experienced a strong emotion when he saw her, which he mistook for sensual desire, due to her beauty and grace. We know now that the uncontrollable attraction was no more and no less than filial love. He felt it without understanding it. For her part, the false Lady Everton felt a similar attraction. It pleased her to be in the presence of that young man. She even preferred his company to mine, if you can believe it.’



‘Well, imagine that,’ I replied drily. ‘Only a deep bond like that could explain such a thing. But tell me, Owen, now we’ve established the basic facts, how did you sort out the mess and unmask such an ingenious criminal?’



My friend settled down in his chair, thought for a moment and replied:



‘Simply put, I proceeded via successive inferences, as is my habit. I must admit, however, that it was an exceptional case, given the extraordinary cunning of my adversary, who used me for his own ends at the beginning. But let’s begin at the beginning. Despite his cleverness, Ralph Tierney made several mistakes. I noticed them without attaching any great importance, for it seemed inconceivable he could be the guilty party.



‘The least significant was his testimony about the fountain. He couldn’t resist the pleasure of leading us astray by claiming he’d seen it on his arrival. It wasn’t possible, because he was supposed to be on Chapman Street and not Radnor Street, where it was actually located. I even pointed it out to him, but I put it down to the state of panic he was supposedly in. There was also that colourful poster on the corner of Kraken Street. It was not only a landmark necessary for the illusion but also an element lending plausibility to his account, because the pastor had noticed it as well. But, more than that, he wanted us to believe that, in entering the passage, he had gone back nineteen years, to the time the baron had committed the murder! That coincided with his own “vision,” but what about the pastor, who witnessed a future event, Sir Herbert’s “suicide”? Why would the cleric have gone back in the past like him? And to the same period? It didn’t make sense….



‘The third was far more serious: so as to appear innocent, he’d pretended not to know Sir Herbert when he learnt of his suicide. He, a young diplomat, just posted to London, hadn’t heard of Sir Herbert, a leading member of parliament? It wasn’t possible, and it had even shocked me at the time. But once again, I didn’t jump to any conclusions.



‘The fourth only occurred to me later. But it was one of the most enlightening. He pretended he’d arrived purely by chance in Kraken Street, where he’d seen the baron, albeit much younger, getting stabbed. That’s extraordinary enough in itself. But on top of that, he himself had seen the same man in the middle of the afternoon. That was just too enormous a coincidence! That alone should have put him on my list of suspects. It still surprises me that he made such a flagrant error, in view of the cold precision he demonstrated during an almost flawless performance. He could easily have invented another subterfuge to put me on the trail of the baron. But he doubtless thought he’d got the measure of me, for I’d gone along with everything else.’



‘Let’s face it, the case was moving in so many different directions at the time and that detail was drowned out by everything else.’



‘That said, the vision of Everton being stabbed was extremely adroit. He’d witnessed the scene in the same way he’d witnessed his mother lying unconscious: through the keyhole. The image of his mother brandishing a knife at her lover in a fit of jealousy had made an indelible impression. The baron obviously thought, wrongly, that there had been no witnesses and had forgotten about it over time. And one can readily imagine the impact it must have had on him to have such a painful memory resurrected through the astonishing “visions” of Kraken Street. Although he’d defended himself vigorously, the poor man must have been flabbergasted by the famous passage’s divinatory powers nineteen years after the event.



‘Once I started to suspect Ralph, it dawned on me that his profession would allow him to sniff out certain indiscretions. Those of the highly placed officials at the Yard, regarding the postcard from Todd, for example. He could also have approached Sir Herbert or his close relatives and discovered he was a ruined man given to playing Russian roulette. As a diplomat, he could even have made an appointment to meet him on the morning of his death, on the pretext of some state secret or another. Also, Chelsea wasn’t far from his hotel. Two circumstances which meant he was well placed to stage the murder disguised as suicide, one month after acting the same scene in front of the pastor.



‘There remained the puzzle of his own visions in the passage, namely the baron being stabbed and the inert Slav woman on the floor, apparently murdered. But if he were guilty, I told myself, those events merited another look and could even uncover the roots of the whole affair. The trail leading to the manor confirmed it. It’s true it took me quite a time to get to the bottom of the mystery, but all the signs indicated I was on the right track. As soon as I learned of the existence of Zoe’s false brother, I made a simple calculation about the dates. Tierney was the same age as the child would be if he were still alive. By the way, I’d noticed he was very happy to see I suspected the baron. The sly fellow knew that I would solve the mystery for him. He’d thought of everything, except for one small detail: his mother wasn’t a victim, she was a murderess.’



‘But how did you unmask her?’



Owen looked down sheepishly:



‘I hardly dare to tell you, my friend. It sometimes happens… Let’s say my aesthete’s eye has the habit of falling on the harmonious curves of the female form, such as the those revealed by the dcollet of pretty women.’



‘Owen!’



‘It’s the artist who’s speaking, not the satyr, I’ll have you note. To cut a long story short, as a result of my discreet examination, I thought I glimpsed a birthmark carefully hidden by the pendant. I squinted as much as I could, but it wasn’t enough. I had to resort to another stratagem to be sure. I had to arrange for her to fall from her chair. A helpful waiter accomplished the deed and will have quite a souvenir to tell his grandchildren about: “With the help of Owen Burns, I was able to unmask a murderess.” From that information, it was easy to reconstruct the rest.’



‘But you never told me. Not ever!’



Owen took offence.



‘That’s quite true. You upset me, remember. I didn’t at all appreciate that sarcastic “Open Sesame” while I was taking out my frustration on that wall. On top of that, I resented the duplicity of Ralph Tierney who used me and my talent to achieve his own ends. In some ways it was flattering, it’s true, but it was a lesson on the depths of his trickery. That’s when I had the idea to use his own weapon, the story of the prophesying passage, against him. And for that, my dear Achilles, I was obliged to use you, for you were perfect for the part: a good witness, confident, honest and very stubborn. Whatever you saw, I knew you wouldn’t deny later. I counted on that to unsettle the culprit, or culprits I should say, for both the baron and the baroness were equally the target of the tale of the cross on the wall. That evening I made sure you drank just enough to inflame your imagination.’



‘So the unexpected rendezvous at Scotland Yard was a pure invention?’



‘Of course. It was I who arranged for the mysterious message to myself. I asked him to wait a certain time in the pub for you, while I went to Moon Alley to prepare my role as a chess player.’



‘Mrs. White was let into the secret?’



Owen shrugged his shoulders.



‘Of course. She’d come to see us a couple of days earlier at the Yard. She had no objection to resuming her prior role, coupled with a few extras, such as playing hide-and-seek with you in the alleyways to make sure you reached the right spot. The fruit merchant was a police officer. Another constable played the baron. His wife was only too happy to play the gypsy woman. And Wedekind was able to dig up an old poster of Achilles Ramona to stick on the billboard.’



‘I see. Everyone was in on the secret except me. That’s good to know. I’ll bear it mind for the future.’



‘Come, come, don’t sulk. It’s all credit to you, Achilles. You played the most important part and the most difficult. There’s no professional actor I know who can hold a candle to you, and that’s the truth. Your unwavering repetitions of the truth, with a faith only found in evangelists, caused the guilty parties to collapse, one after the other. The perfect description of the murderer walling up his victim, with the hand of justice tracing a cross on the wall, and the evocation of my chess game with Tierney….’



‘Come to think of it, how did you trace the cross on the actual wall?’



‘One of the police officers drew it at the last moment.’



‘How did he know the precise spot where the body lay?’



‘Ah, that’s an old magician’s trick for finding an object hidden by someone. You need some training and a sensitive touch, but it works every time. I did an experiment with the baron on some pretext or other. I heard his heart beat faster when we went past the spot where Heather Ellis was entombed. There was nothing to it. No, you who were the principal architect of our success. In fact, you were perfect.’



‘A perfect imbecile, you mean. And to think I never thought for a single moment that it was you yourself playing chess in the room of that hovel.’



‘Yet you never stopped saying the opposite!’



‘Yes, but I thought it was a double, the result of some evil spell. I believed you. But now I think about it, Tierney was in the pub at that time… so who played his part? I could have sworn it was he.’



‘It wasn’t easy, believe me. I had the devil of a time convincing Wedekind, but he eventually agreed. But I had no trouble convincing the actor himself. He’s a pretty decent fellow. I plan to go back and see him often.’



‘Owen, don’t tell me it was….’



‘Jack Radcliffe? But of course. He and Tierney are as like as two peas. He had to serve some useful purpose in the story, for heaven’s sake!’










[image: ]
 THE END
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