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   Letter sent from Mrs. Colette Lomax to Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 3rd, 1902. 

			My only darling,

			You cannot possibly comprehend the level of incompetence to which I was subjected today.

			You know full well I never demand a private dressing room when stationary, as the very notion implies a callous disrespect for the sensitivities of other artists. However, it cannot pass my notice when I am engaged in a second class chamber en route from Reims to Strasbourg. The porter assured me that private cars were simply not available on so small a railway line as our company was forced to book—and yet, I feel justified in suspecting the managers have hoaxed their “rising star” once again. The reek of soup from the dining car’s proximity alone would depress my spirits, even were my ankles not confined one atop the other in a padlock-like fashion. 

			I do so loathe krautsuppe. Hell, I assure you, my love, simmers with the aroma of softening cabbage.

			The little towns with their sloping roofs and single church spires whir past whilst I write to you as if they were so many picture postcards. It’s dreadfully tedious. Loss of privacy for my vocal exercises notwithstanding, my usual transitory repose is impaired by the snores of a typist en route to a new position as well as a mother whose infant does us the discourtesy of weeping infinitely. Bless fair fortune that our Grace has already grown to be guiltless of such alarming impositions—though as you often remind me, I am not present at our home often enough to state so with scientific certitude. The fact you are right pains me more than I can express. Please pull our daughter close, and know in the meanwhile that I have never been more revoltingly ungrateful to be engaged in an operatic tour.

			How have your colleagues responded to your request for a more appropriate wage as sublibrarian? The Librarian in particular? I cannot imagine a more worthy candidate than you for promotion, and thus live in hope that you have been celebrating so ardently that you simply neglected to inform your wife of the good news.	

			All my love, infinitely,

			Mrs. Colette Lomax

			Note pasted in the commonplace book of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 3rd, 1902. 

			Papa,

			This morning after chasing butterflys in the back area with the net you gav me I was asked by Miss Church if I wanted to go inside and record the shapes of their wings as I remembered them, I wanted to but more than that thought if there are butterflys why not faeries? You’ve allways said they don’t exist apart from our imaginashuns but I know we must use the sientific method to find out for certain and maybe they are real after all. I tried to find proof they weren’t real and didn’t manage it. 

			Love, Grace

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 3rd, 1902. 

			I have been pondering imponderables of late. 

			How comes it, for instance, that within mortal viruses like anthrax and rabies, potions can be extracted from poisons, and a doctor the caliber of Pasteur can create a vaccine from the disease itself? How comes it that my wife, Lettie, who apparently loves me “infinitely,” accepts operatic contracts removing her from my presence for the foreseeable future? How comes it that a sublibrarian constantly assured of the value of his scholarship cannot so much as afford to keep his own carriage, let alone an automobile, and more often than not travels via Underground?

			I’ve always adored paradox but, admittedly, some are far more tedious than others.

			Take this contradiction, for example: compliments, at least insofar as my position at the London Library is concerned, have become a decided blight. The moment I accept a semi-public compliment from the Librarian—a press of his withered hand to my shoulder as we pass amidst the stacks, a wet and fibrous cough of approval when he is within earshot of my advice to our members—I am automatically consulted upon countless further topics. Last week it was rare species of maidenhair ferns, this week the principles of bridge engineering. Next week, I brace myself to field queries upon monophonic chants and perhaps the dietary habits of the domestic black pig.

			The life of a sublibrarian surely wasn’t intended to be quite this difficult? Walking through St. James’s Square towards the queerly narrow building, the fog’s perennial grime painting a thin veneer upon the Portland stone and the many windowpanes distorting movements of blurred, faceless strangers within, I feel worn after merely setting boot upon the Library’s foyer rug. By the time I’ve hung my overcoat in the cloakroom, I’ve practically exhausted myself. I adore learning of all types, but one cannot imagine that Sisyphean labour was countenanced in Carlyle’s day. 

			Or perhaps it was, and the sublibrarians present wisely elected not to record their woes. 

			To boot, Lettie’s travels leave me the indisputable guardian of little Grace’s heart and mind. I find myself fretting over this critical task more often than is remotely necessary, given that 1) I am a scholar of some note, and an intellectual omnivore, and thus should act with confidence 2), Grace is a singularly apt and gentle child, and 3) Lettie has not been at home for longer than a fortnight in six months’ time, so I ought to be accustomed to this by now.

			Her absence is far more wearing than her presence is costly. Mind, I knew when we wed that her tastes ran more to champagne and cracked oysters than beer and peanut shells. But Lettie is brilliant in her own whimsical fashion, and back when I rhapsodized more over lights flickering across her hair arrangements than what was beneath the tiara, we hadn’t a daughter demanding to know whether moonbeams possess the quality of weight. Lacking Lettie, who would have delivered a wonderfully silly answer, I found myself at an absurd crossroads this morning between wanting to assure Grace that one could feel the weight of a moonbeam if sensitive enough and to tell her that, according to recent postulations, velocity is much more relevant to the subject than density.

			Well, never mind Lettie. I ever want to think of her as happy, and I’ve told her so numberless times, and she is happiest when singing. Therefore the rest of us will toddle along on our own and no one the worse for it. I shall think of Lettie with her golden hair piled atop her head, smiling in a sly, knowing fashion over the footlights, and be content.

			After all, I find myself effortlessly contented when with Grace. And she with me, shockingly. All is watercolours and learning to whistle, and nothing extraneous to distract us from the immediate bright sun of the rear yard or the cheerful green ivy paper of the nursery walls. Arrogantly, I suspect spending more time with Grace will prove a benefit to her. I trust that Miss Church does her best, but she is neither a close reasoner nor an artist, and thus as a governess cannot be expected to shape a child into anything other than a prosaic mouse. 

			Earlier today, speaking of mice, I enjoyed a bizarre appointment with one at the London Library. Mr. Theodore Grange entered my little office with the stated purpose of consulting me upon the subject of ceremonial magic, but he could as easily have wondered where the best cheese rinds were to be found (either way, I am armed with sufficient books to oblige him). His thin lips twitched following every pronouncement, his eyes were dull and brown, his hair without shine, his blinks frequent, the skin beneath his eyes too loose, his aspect altogether melancholy. 

			“I was sent to you upon the very best recommendation, Mr. Lomax,” he squeaked, mopping the sweat from his upper lip though it is quite frigid in the library for September, and the light through the windows tinged coolly blue. “It’s imperative you tell me everything you know about black magic—and at once.”

			“In that case, I shall,” I answered hesitantly, this request being without precedent. “Mr. …?”

			“Grange, sir, Mr. Theodore Grange. Thank heaven,” he exhaled. “I feared lest you hadn’t the time. I have it from the head Librarian himself that you are positively encyclopedic in your studies, sir!” 

			“Do you,” I sighed.

			“Indeed so! You are my last and best hope—the Brotherhood of Solomon may not exist in a year, sir, without your expert support. We are tearing apart as a society! Ripping at the very seams, and even as its newest member, my heart breaks at the prospect.”

			“Then we cannot allow such a thing to happen,” I said dubiously, leading him through tall byways of polished wood shelves and worn leather binding to the appropriate stacks.

			Whilst eager folk demanding I tell them definitively whether faeries or dragons or succubi exist are often fanciful simpletons (leaving aside little Grace, who ought to be asking such things), I found myself feeling strangely sympathetic towards Mr. Grange. The man seems fragile as antique paper, and I lent him a friendly ear as we went, our boots singing softly against the wrought iron stairs. Specifically, Mr. Grange is interested in grimoires and their efficacy. I felt nearly as delicate in telling him their efficacy was negligible as I would discrediting Father Christmas to Grace, so determined not to press the issue. We’ve several occult texts within the collection which ought to suit him admirably well.

			“With your expert help, I can now prove or disprove the validity of The Gospel of Sheba once and for all!” he proclaimed, shaking my hand.

			“I should like nothing better,” I assured him, as in the dark as previous and increasingly amused by the fact. 

			Mr. Theodore Grange lingers in my memory still, brandy in hand and feet stretched towards the hearth as Grace flips through my astronomical charts. I admit my preoccupation strange, for I cannot know whether I shall exchange words with him again at all; I lent him our most reliable books upon the dubious topic of dark magic, and I may not be present when he returns them to the collection. My curiosity over the man is likely to go unslaked. In any case, I must assist Grace in constructing a mobile of the solar system at her request and then pen a reply to Lettie. Mr. Grange’s intentions are by no means the business of a sublibrarian after his duty has been executed. 

			Unsettling, the way a man’s mind can wander from subject to subject. I sit here adoring every aspect of Grace which makes her unmistakably Lettie’s this evening—pale skin pearlescent in the firelight, the nearly stubborn pout of her lip, the green-tinged blue of her eye—while simultaneously experiencing a joy akin to relief that she owns copious soft brown curls like mine, that her hands are steady and deft as mine are, and that her chin is square and without cleft.

			What an altogether unworthy observation, though I suppose a predictably paternal one. Who the devil else should Grace look like? I shall make every effort never to repeat such a brutish study and consider the subject well closed.

			Letter sent from Mrs. Colette Lomax to Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 8th, 1902. 

			My only darling,

			Have just attempted to rectify a ghastly nightmare in which my production company saw fit to house me in a dwelling which could rock the scientific community were mould studies a lucrative exploit. (Are they, love? Hasten to me and capitalize upon a fresh source of riches!) In lieu of longer explanation, I shall state that the colour of the bedclothes were not typical and leave the remainder to your fertile imagination.

			How is Grace faring? The picture she sent of the star system you were studying through your telescope was such a comfort to me. Shortly before I come down with fatal pneumonia—as seems inevitable when I allow myself to study the state of this place in any detail—I’ll mark down the constellations I can see from my thin little window and request you quiz her on the subject.

			Performing Massenet’s Sapho in a European pretension of a city is not the activity I wish to be engaged in during my final days, alas. Think of me fondly, and know that I suffered for my art.

			All my love,

			Mrs. Colette Lomax

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 9th, 1902. 

			“It’s absolutely no good, Mr. Lomax!” Mr. Theodore Grange piped shrilly this morning, reappearing after an absence of six days and dropping the magical texts I’d recommended upon a table from emphatic height. “This grimoire of Mr. Sebastian Scovil’s is the genuine article. I have researched extensively along the lines which you suggested and am forced to conclude that a hitherto undiscovered demonic text of great power and possibly greater malevolence has been unearthed!”

			Looking up while removing my set of half-spectacles, I took a moment to goggle at the poor fellow. He’d discovered me in the reading and periodicals room. I’d tucked myself out of immediate sight under one of the tall white pillars in a commodious leather armchair, subtly hiding from the Librarian as I studied ancient Celtic coins on behalf of a member. Mr. Grange landed in the chair opposite, the hearth’s glow illuminating the unhealthy sweat upon his brow.

			“Your friend Mr. Scovil is likewise interested in occult studies?” I hazarded, glad to see him again in spite of my preoccupation. 

			He waved an unsteady hand before his face. “All of us are, to a man—the Brotherhood of Solomon exists to study the supernatural. I am its newest member, as I told you, and thus less tutored than my fellows in what ignorant folk term the dark arts. The club is a small one, and consists of influential men of business, you understand. My firm invests in a wide variety of securities, and thus cultivating acquaintances with such people is essential to me—and really, what is the difference between forming friendships over whiskey and cigars at a horse race versus whiskey and cigars hunched over magical manuscripts?” 

			There seemed to me to be quite a bit of difference, but I neglected to point this out. 

			“I was a skeptic, I’ll admit as much,” Mr. Grange said hoarsely, shuddering. “A grimoire which poisons all who dare to study it, save for those with the purest of intentions and keenest skills? Preposterous. And yet, I am convinced. The Gospel of Sheba is a text of extraordinary power, and a power Mr. Scovil alone can wield.” 

			Tapping my spectacles against my lip, I pondered. Grimoires are paradoxes after my own heart. They tend to contain explicit instructions as to the rituals necessary to summon demons and, having summoned them, bind them to the magician’s will. Ceremonial magic to an enormous extent, however, is said to depend upon the virtue of the sorcerer—his altruism in calling upon angels or their fallen brethren to do his bidding—and by definition, to my mind, a chap whistling for Beelzebub is likely to be up to no good. 

			“A book which poisons those who study it?” I repeated, fascinated. “Surely that is impossible.” 

			Mr. Grange shook his head, pulling a small square of silk from his pocket and mopping the back of his neck. His appearance was, if anything, more unhealthy than the man I’d met six days previous. An ashen quality dulled the limp folds of his throat, and his eyes reflected steady pain. 

			“I am myself suffering from the effects of reading The Gospel of Sheba,” he assured me. “After reaching the conclusion, thanks to the volumes you lent me, that its provenance is undoubtedly genuine, I lost no time in returning the wretched thing to Mr. Scovil. He is a great scholar of the esoteric, the discoverer of the gospel, and the one man who suffers no ill effects from it.” 

			A numismatist, perhaps, would have absorbed this madness with aplomb and returned to the study of the lyrical golden images stamped upon the coinage of the Parisii. I am not a numismatist, however, and thus closed the volume on Celtic coinage and begged Mr. Grange to tell me more. The poor man seemed eager to unburden himself. He shifted in his chair, darting glances along the sparsely populated reading room as if he feared being overheard. 

			“It’s been two months since I joined the Brotherhood of Solomon,” he murmured. “An acquaintance of mine, a Mr. Cornelius Pyatt, recommended it to me as a worthy hobby—one followed by men of intellect and character and means. I attended a meeting and found the company and the wine cellar both to my liking, and the subject to be of considerable interest. Are you familiar with the types of ceremonial magic? I confess I was not, and have since grown quite obsessed, sir.” 

			“Somewhat familiar,” I owned, wiping my half-spectacles upon my sleeve. “Spellcasting is divided in the broadest sense into white magic and black magic, which differ less in execution than in intention. White magic attempts to summon good spirits, and to a good purpose—black magic evil spirits, and to a wicked purpose. Other categorical distinctions are regional, of course. One would find different instructions in a text of Parisian diabolism than in the Hebrew Kabalah, but all are paths to mastery of the spirit realm. Or so they claim.” 

			“Just so!” he approved. “Just so, sir, and the Brotherhood of Solomon’s express purpose is to explore the sacred mysteries recorded by the legendarily wise Biblical King Solomon.” 

			A less than comfortable thrill wormed its way through my belly. “You should study S. Liddell Mathers’ eighteen eighty-eight English translation of The Key of Solomon the King, in that case. I read it with interest when I was at university.”  

			“Did you indeed? Wonderful! What drew you to it?”

			“I felt I needed to see for myself what the fuss was about, probably because all types of knowledge interest me and that one seemed marvelously forbidden. I’m sorry to tell you I didn’t find much sense in it.” 

			The Key of Solomon the King is the monarch of all the grimoires, the eldest surviving copies dating from the Italian Renaissance, though its purported author was the great Hebrew ruler himself. The Latin codex translated by Mathers resides at the British Museum. It’s full of orations, conjurations, invocations, and recitations, some of them for the purpose of summoning spirits and others for tricking one’s enemies or for finding lost objects. I never went so far as to write anything out in bat’s blood, but I do recall, as a more than half-humourous experiment, searching for a lost penknife by means of reciting: 

			O Almighty Father and Lord, Who regardest the Heavens, the Earth, and the Abyss, mercifully grant unto me by Thy Holy Name written with four letters, YOD, HE, VAU, HE, that by this exorcism I may obtain virtue, Thou Who art IAH, IAH, IAH, grant that by Thy power these Spirits may discover that which we require and which we hope to find, and may they show and declare unto us the persons who have committed the theft, and where they are to be found. 

			The penknife never turned up, but I felt suitably irreligious afterward that despite owning no very strong godly passions, I plunged myself into a study of the early Christian martyrs until I felt that some balance had been restored to my soul. And Lettie, upon being told the tale when we were courting, had a heartily fond laugh over my foolishness. 

			“The Brotherhood of Solomon revere his teachings above all others.” Mr. Grange loosened his necktie. He seemed feverish, a bright red flush adorning his cheeks. “We’ve all been thrown into such disarray since Mr. Scovil found the Sheba text. Our meetings generally consist of debate over particular ceremonies found in The Key of Solomon the King—whether incenses and perfumes are of any tangible efficacy when enacting spells, study of the Order of the Pentacles, the proper preparation of virgin parchment and whether blood sacrifice is truly evil if enacted for a noble purpose, that sort of thing.”  

			Fighting not to laugh, I gestured with the spectacles in my hand to continue.

			“But then Mr. Scovil announced that a secret library had been found within his very own townhouse in Pall Mall, and that it was full of magical texts, and that one of them—The Gospel of Sheba—was an unprecedented find. Mr. Sebastian Scovil is from a very long line of esoteric scholars, Mr. Lomax, so we greeted his discovery with ardent interest. But the book itself is cursed, I assure you, sir! There is no other explanation.” 

			“A little slower,” I requested. “As a bibliophile, not to mention a lover of conundrums, your story is terribly interesting. Let me be certain I understand you?” 

			“By all means, Mr. Lomax.”

			“First, speaking historically, King Solomon was renowned for his great wisdom, and for his closeness to God, and the hopes of those studying grimoires ascribed to him are that his words remain largely intact. The Queen of Sheba was the monarch of a lost African kingdom who appears in the Koran as well as the Bible and traveled to meet with King Solomon after tales of his great wealth and wisdom reached her people. Have I got the proper context?” 

			“As concise as any encyclopedia and as accurate, sir! The gospel purports to be written in her hand, revealing ceremonial rites more powerful than any King Solomon developed before meeting her. Apparently the King and the Queen were lovers, Mr. Lomax, and brought the study of ceremonial magic to new heights.” 

			“The text is in Hebrew?” 

			“The text is in Latin, sir, transcribed by a sixteenth century monk, we believe.” 

			“And you claim it has made you physically ill?” I demanded, awed. 

			Mr. Theodore Grange did, to give him credit, look very ill indeed. Even were his colour not similar to candle wax and his limbs not all a-quiver, he seemed to have shrunk somehow in the six days since I’d seen him, his skin shrugged on as if a child were wrapped in its father’s coat. His navy blue suit was likewise too large, twiglike wrists obscenely thrusting out from gaping cuffs. 

			“Not just me!” he protested. “First my friend Cornelius Pyatt took the volume home to study, and he fell ill almost instantly. Then Huggins had a crack at it, and we’re all three in the same sad straits. No, I tell you, that gospel is the genuine article and Mr. Sebastian Scovil is the single man worthy of its powers.” 

			“Oh, there you are, Mr. Lomax, at last I’ve found you.” 

			The gentle, rasping tones of the Librarian startled me out of my rapt attention. My head shifted upward to take in his bowed back, the genial tufts of hair about his ears, the air of absentminded benevolence that wafts about with him like the aroma of his sweet pipe smoke, and prayed that I would not be complimented. 

			“Apologies, sir, did you want me?” I asked.  

			“Oh, no, no, my boy, you appear engaged. But Mr. Sullivan, I should tell you, was most pleased by your assistance with his geological studies. He claimed that you identified a book which shed all manner of light upon his research into sedimentary facies. You are to be congratulated again, Mr. Lomax.” 

			There is a many-paned window at the end of the periodicals room, and reflected in its glass I could see Mr. Grange and the Librarian, my own slender seated figure with its mop of wildly curling brown hair, and the six or seven members who had perked up and were now eyeing me with interest, wondering what arcane knowledge I could gift them before tea time. 

			“Thank you, sir,” I said, rubbing at my eyes. “I did my best.” 

			“Quite right, quite right. Carry on, then! You do us credit, Mr. Lomax, and I don’t care who knows it.” 

			Chuckling in resignation, my eyes drifted back to the volume I’d abandoned when Mr. Grange arrived. It was nearly lunch hour and time for a hastily procured sandwich or at least the apple in my greatcoat pocket. I didn’t know nearly enough about Celtic coinage to assist Mr. McGraw yet, and he was due at the Library at one o’clock sharp. Outside, a thin patter of rain had commenced, darkening the paving stones of St. James’s Square and quickening the steps of the shivering pedestrians below. 

			“Mr. Grange, I should love to hear more about The Gospel of Sheba, truly, but my mind is spoken for at the moment.” Rising, I gathered the magical volumes he’d returned, meaning to check them in. “When is the next meeting of the Brotherhood of Solomon? Might a stray bibliophile be welcome in your company?” 

			“Oh, undoubtedly, Mr. Lomax!” Mr. Theodore Grange cried, mirroring me. Grasping my hand in his palsied one, he shook it. “I was about to propose the very thing. Tuesday next is our regular gathering. We dine at the Savile Club in Picadilly. The works of scholarship you were kind enough to lend me introduced no doubts in my mind as to the authenticity of The Gospel of Sheba, but I would greatly value a fresh pair of eyes. We have been at each other’s throats over this discovery, and two chaps have quit the club entirely, claiming outright Satanic influence at work regarding our sudden poor health. I shall look forward to seeing you at eight o’clock sharp, Mr. Lomax, and in the meanwhile wish you a very good week.” 

			Frowning as I watched Mr. Grange depart, I went to check in his returns, placing them upon a cart to be shelved. A book possessed of such occult power that it worked upon the reader like a disease? Impossible. 

			And yet, I had witnessed the decline of Mr. Grange myself. The man appeared to be shriveling before my very eyes into a grey husk. 

			Could poison be at work here? Something more pedestrian but no less sinister than demonic influence? 

			The very question is unnerving. I am not callow enough to suppose that books are not powerful—on the contrary, a book is the most delicious of paradoxes, an inert collection of symbols which are capable of changing the universe when once the cover is opened. Imagine what the world would look like had the Book of John never been written, or On the Revolutions of Celestial Spheres, or Romeo and Juliet? One day I attended the opera and was captivated by a beautiful blonde soprano with a mocking blue eye and a milk-white neck with the loveliest smooth hollows, but I fell in love with Colette when she admitted to me that she couldn’t read Petrarch’s poems to Laura without weeping and had never bothered over being ashamed of the fact. 

			I look forward to Tuesday with the greatest interest. Meanwhile, Celtic currency calls to me and I’ve a new set of picture-books to bring home to Grace this evening.

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 15th, 1902. 

			What a ghastly day this was. 

			My friend Dr. John Watson stopped by the London Library in need of my assistance late in the evening, looking battlefield-grim. All the newspapers have been screaming that his friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes was attacked by men armed with sticks outside the Café Royal a week ago today and is languishing at the door of death. Whatever they were investigating, they still seem to be in the thick of it. I berated myself at once for not having wired asking after Watson’s well-being. He little considers the topic himself. 

			“My God, Watson, how are you?” I whipped my half-spectacles off when the doctor came into sight cresting a spiraling staircase. Lost in thought in a peculiarly narrow Library byway, I stood seeking out a book on native Esquimaux art for a member. “More to the point, how is Mr. Holmes?” 

			Watson smiled, a sincerely meant expression that nevertheless failed to meet his eyes. As a collector of dichotomies, I am rather fascinated by Watson. I met him four years ago, before being hired at the London Library, when I used to frequent his club prior to my marriage to Lettie. We share an interest in cricket, and I think the kaleidoscopic quality of my studies amuses him. Watson is a doctor and a soldier, about two decades my senior but no less hearty for that, and the man is so utterly decent that he ought to be the most appalling bore in Christendom. The fact that he is just the opposite is therefore rather baffling. He is well-built and sturdy, a bit shorter than I am, with a neatly groomed brown moustache and an air of rapt attention when he is listening to you. But this evening he looked exhausted, a solid line etched between his brows and his hat clutched a bit too hard in his fingers.

			“Between the two of us, Lomax, Holmes is better than can be expected, which … frankly, is still not well at all,” he sighed, shaking my hand. “I’m to lay it on thick for the papers, but I trust in your discretion. He’ll make a full recovery, thank God.” 

			I have never been introduced to Sherlock Holmes, but, like the rest of London and possibly the world, am deeply intrigued by Watson’s accounts of his exploits. “His attackers are known to you?” 

			Watson’s determined jaw tightened as he nodded once. “The case is a complex one, with the safety of a lady at stake, or I should have horsewhipped them by this time.” 

			“Naturally. Can I do anything?” 

			“As a matter of fact, you can. I’m to spend the next twenty-four hours in an intensive study of Chinese pottery.” 

			“To what purpose?” 

			The smallest hint of mystified good humour entered his blue eyes. “Surely you know better than to ask. I haven’t the smallest notion.” 

			Laughing, I waved the doctor further into the labyrinthine stacks. He left with a mighty book under his arm, making promises of an evening of billiards. Watson has a brisk military stride, and I could not help but compliment myself that it appeared more buoyant as he exited than when he’d first appeared. 

			I saw the two of them once, outside of a tobacconist’s in Regent Street. I’d have known Mr. Holmes from his likeness in the newspapers, not to mention the Strand Magazine, but when Watson appeared in his wake, I was sure of myself. Sherlock Holmes and John Watson were exiting with replenished cigarette cases, Dr. Watson casting about for a cab, and they were so complete together. Wanting no other company save themselves. Watson, just as their hansom slowed, stopped to flip a coin to a crippled veteran by the side of the road—and Mr. Holmes, who cannot be a patient man at the best of times, rather than pull a face, simply called out to the driver to ensure they kept their cab. They reminded me of my wife alongside her cohorts at the end of a lengthy curtain call, air reeking of hothouse roses and the heat sending trickles of sweat down the faces of worshipful spectators—and all the while, the performers in perfect, casual tune. 

			They are just as Grace and I are together, I’ve decided. The harmony. The friendship, the complete ease. Mr. Holmes’s genius seems the icy sort, all edges and angles, but despite his legendary prickliness, he is most certainly held in the highest esteem. I don’t like to think of how Watson looked this afternoon. 

			I must turn the lamp down and retire shortly. What odd connections we make as we pass through life—old friends, new ones, perhaps if we’re lucky even ones we’ve brought into being. But why do I remain so pensive over such a happy topic? I must confess, though camaraderie of the highest level is deeply satisfying and fatherhood still more so, I miss Lettie terribly. The romance which so bafflingly visited a bookish scholar’s life has departed, leaving bare halls with traces of magic swept away under carpeting. It has been so long since the early days of our marriage, when we lay entwined with the windows open, breakfasting upon stale bread and returning hastily to mussed bedclothes, hours lost in poetry and skin. 

			It has been so very long since Lettie chose to stay.

			Tomorrow at least I shall have the distraction of the Brotherhood of Solomon. What on earth can the matter be with these people and their accursed new acquisition? I’ve been dying to discover the truth, and I don’t mind admitting it. One hopes that the morrow will reveal all.

			Letter sent from Mrs. Colette Lomax to Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 16th, 1902.

			Dearest,

			I fear that I write with as much speed as affection today. The sudden epidemic of stupidity which appears to have beset our company managers has led to our being double-booked: both at the theatre where we are paid to sing, and at the country home of a Bavarian duke who has decided that I am a better English interpreter of Germanic music than many of my predecessors, where we are not paid to sing. 

			You can imagine I am both flattered and furious. But the Duke himself is charming enough despite being pasty and made all appropriate apologies for my being forced to attend a champagne fête when in a state of such exhaustion, so I suppose complaints are unworthy of me. The repast was admittedly beyond reproach—I haven’t tasted caviar this fine in a twelvemonth or more.

			More anon, love, and kiss Grace for me, 

			Mrs. Colette Lomax

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 16th, 1902. 

			I’ve emerged victorious, with a terribly queer book upon my desk. But I shall tell it in order, I suppose, or never recall it correctly. 

			Not having been there previous, I noted that the Savile Club is done in the traditional style, its walls teeming with textural flourishes and a quiet pomp in the mouldings accenting its ivory ceilings. Art abounds, as does crystal, as does the sort of furniture inviting terribly expensive trousers to be seated. There was quite a grand fire in the dining room we occupied, and the requisite set of picture-windows—all the details one expects when one comes from old money, not actually possessing any. But that is the lot of having a great many brothers, I suppose, and when one is younger, and a natural scientist, one is trusted to do well on one’s own. I arrived at ten minutes to eight, rather at a loss over introductions after handing away my coat. But I was prevented any awkwardness by Mr. Grange, who charged (well, made weak haste, anyhow) towards me within seconds. 

			“Mr. Lomax!” he cried. His complexion, previously grey, had gained a slight touch of pink in the week we were apart, though his appetite clearly had not returned and his upper lip twitched tremulously. “Just the man we wanted—here, may I present my friend Mr. Cornelius Pyatt, another investor like myself and the one who introduced me to the Brotherhood of Solomon.” 

			As I entered the dining room fully, I shook hands with a sallow man of perhaps forty years with a calculating expression and a crow’s sable hair. Mr. Pyatt, according to Mr. Grange, likewise suffered the ghastly effects of The Book of Sheba, but he seems to have made a full recovery if so. His handshake was certainly firm enough, and his aspect one of clear, cutting focus. 

			“Delighted to meet you, Mr. Lomax,” he professed. “I hear you’ve consented to get to the bottom of this business. And high time, too, though I am by now convinced we are dealing with mighty supernatural forces. I was quite prostrate with the effects of studying this volume some weeks ago.” 

			“So I have heard. I’m happy to see you are well again,” I answered. Another man stepped forward from the depths of the carpeted dining room, and I stepped aside to include him. “But I cannot understand how such a thing could be possible outside the realm of ghost stories. The best sort of ghost stories, of course.” 

			“I thought precisely as you did, Mr. Lomax,” admitted the newcomer. “Especially since I failed to suffer the symptoms associated with exposure to the book myself. It all seemed the merest coincidence, or else an especially grim fairy tale. But as the evidence mounts, I grow ever more convinced that my find was a monumental one. Mr. Sebastian Scovil, at your service, and eager to hear your conclusions.” 

			If I come from old money which leaked away from the Lomax family in small but steady trickles, surely Mr. Scovil’s funding commenced with the Pharaohs and built its way upward from there. He was a small man, very quietly dressed in grey, with every seam and tuck so perfectly tailored in the finest traditional taste that you could have made a model of the chap based solely upon his clothing and not the other way round. His brown eyes twinkled, his apple cheeks shone with cheer, and the pocket watch he consulted after shaking my hand cost a hundred quid if it cost a shilling. Which it probably hadn’t, since the initials etched upon it ended duly in S. An inheritance, no doubt, to the diminutive yet decisive heir apparent. Mr. Sebastian Scovil was so very small, as a matter of fact, and so very wealthy in appearance, that he brought to mind a Lilliputian dignitary. 

			“I am eager to see it, as I’ve dedicated my life to books of all sorts,” I owned, my pulse quickening. 

			“Come, come sir!” Mr. Grange exclaimed. “I told Mr. Scovil as much, and you shall examine it at once! Right this way.” 

			We passed further into the dining area, towards a table where several well-to-do fellows stood muttering—some angrily, some raptly—over a cloth-veiled object. They were successful businessmen on the clubbable model, warm when it came to handshakes and ruthless when it came to figures. The fact they didn’t suppose consorting with the devil to be any particular blemish so long as the chequebook balanced at the end of the day failed to shock me; the acquisition of money is a high virtue indeed in some circles. 

			I was such a man myself once, at university. For a month after I was given to understand there would be a small allowance but no inheritance from the Lomax estate, I studied with the deliberate intent of becoming a tycoon. Then a fellow cricketer left a book upon Persian stonemasonry lying about and I was lost to the world for days save for the classes I could not miss. After coming out of my trance by means of finishing the final page, I realized that I didn’t actually desire the rare objects money could procure me—I only wanted to know all about them. I told Lettie that tale, on one of her tours when I scandalously joined her in Paris before we were wed, and she smirked and reached in all her bare glory for her wine glass and said it was all right, we could have the smallest house in the West End. 

			“But in the West End, mind,” she’d added mock-sternly, pulling her fingertips down the planes of my chest. 

			“Mr. Lomax is here as an impartial expert!” Mr. Grange squeaked. “Please, gentlemen, step aside and allow him to view The Gospel of Sheba uninhibited. Your questions and comments will be answered in due course.” 

			“It’s not much to look at,” Mr. Scovil said ruefully as the Brotherhood parted and he flipped aside the black velvet wrapping. A pair of white cotton gloves rested next to the shabby volume he uncovered, and I donned them after sliding my half-spectacles up my nose. “Which to my way of thinking—as a connoisseur and never a professional, mind—stands in its favour. I’ve a wretchedly old townhouse the family expects me to care for, eighteenth century, you know, impossible to heat, and I discovered this in a secret room behind a sliding panel along with many other books of esoteric medicine and alchemy. Here is The Gospel of Sheba, Mr. Lomax, make what you will of it. Apparently I’m the only chap it’s taken a liking to thus far.” 

			Leaning down with pale gloves hovering, I eased back the cover. The Brotherhood of Solomon behind me engaged in muttered speculations—questions as to my presence, accusations of the book’s fraudulence, warnings over the dangers in dabbling with ancient vice. 

			The Gospel of Sheba certainly looked like a sixteenth century document to me. It still does, here upon my desk, while Grace slumbers down the hall with her stuffed rabbit clutched to her neck. It was re-bound around two hundred years ago, I believe, with crackling blue animal hide stamped in black, but the paper seemed very old indeed and the penmanship typically cramped and mesmerizing. Books can own a curiously hypnotic draw, and this is one of them, whatsoever its occult capacities may be. 

			Conscious of many eyes boring into me, I moved with care through the pages, noting esoteric symbols paired with line drawings of recognizably African beasts, and recalled that the Queen of Sheba was the all-powerful ruler of her Ethiope empire. There was something electrifying about thinking it possible—that here were her occult studies, combined with King Solomon’s, over the sort of giddy intimacy Lettie and I used to share, preserved by an obscure Christian monk without a name or a legacy many centuries later. I said as much. 

			“Yes, precisely!” cried one of the Brotherhood. “It’s the most important discovery since The Key of Solomon the King itself.” 

			“It’s a bloody hoax,” sighed a bearded banker. 

			“It’s evil made manifest, Mr. Jenkins, and you ought not to be playing with such fire,” whimpered a third man, who kept himself well away from the proceedings and had poured himself a large glass of claret. “We are scholars, mystics, men who seek the ancient insights of a Biblical king—we are not sorcerers, scheming to unleash the furies of hell upon our enemies.”  

			“I can think of one or two enemies I’d not mind lending that book to, as a matter of fact, if it weren’t a fraud,” quipped the banker called Jenkins, and several chuckled.

			“Stop touching it, I tell you. No purity of soul could withstand the summoning of the creatures listed in that blasphemous thing.” 

			“It’s a little thick, don’t you think, Huggins, whinging over blasphemy at this point?” drawled a City type with a waxed moustache. “By Jove, next he’ll be trying to wring spells out of the Sermon on the Mount. I say let a scientist study it rather than we financial types—it isn’t as if we have any clue what we’re talking about in the forensical sense.” 

			To tell the truth, neither do I. I am a student of all disciplines, a kite upon the wind of the rare and the beautiful. I only know that something in me loved this book from the beginning, wanted to peel back its feather-soft pages and lose myself in the gentle curlicues of its embellished borders. I confess I am doing so now between jotting down these notes, my amber lamplight lost eternally the instant it hits the void-like black of The Gospel of Sheba’s ink. The Latin is lyrical enough never to be tedious, and I just translated:

			Come further into the night, O spirit longing to serve me, O Many-Eyed, Hairy-Tongued Beast of Burden. Come further. Come into me with your seven furred tongues and your single hand beckoning, place your hand in my darkest place and be made flesh among the living, as you were living, as you are dead, as you were gone, as you are returned, as you are summoned, as you are MINE TO COMMAND.

			It isn’t Shakespeare exactly, but it gets the point across.

			At the Savile Club earlier, after I’d completed a cursory examination, I closed the book and glanced over my shoulder. Hunger must have burned in my gaze, for Mr. Scovil behind me winked a single genteel eye and gestured at the book, tilting a shoulder in question to Mr. Pyatt. Mr. Pyatt, his black head cocked at me like a magpie’s, grinned suddenly and called out to the small assembly.

			“Mr. Huggins, it seems your fears will soon be tested against the facts,” he announced, proffering Mr. Scovil a flute from a waiter’s champagne tray and taking another for himself. “Our visiting scholar is having a turn with the blasted thing. You’ll see for yourself, as I promised you, Mr. Jenkins—there is an otherworldly presence in this book, and Mr. Lomax will prove it to you. Is not electricity a real, if unseen, force? Is not magnetism, is not gravity? Does not the earth travel round the sun despite our inability to sense the fact, and are these not universally acknowledged to be ancient and wholesome laws of nature?”

			“I think Galileo would have words with you on that subject, were he here,” I observed, earning a few appreciative grunts.

			“Just so!” Mr. Pyatt nodded sagely, his inky hair gleaming. “We men of mettle cannot allow ourselves to be hampered by outdated morals and petty superstitions. It seems this book has chosen a master for itself, and if that is the case, well, we must have Mr. Scovil upon our side in the future. That’s all I can say upon the subject. In fact, let none of us argue any further and come to regret it before our impartial judge has returned with an assessment.”

			Understanding I was definitely allowed to take The Gospel of Sheba home for study, I wrapped the gloves within the covering and placed all in a leather satchel I’d carried thither in hopes of just such an event. Mr. Grange hobbled on unsteady legs towards me, breathing heavily.

			“I am most grateful,” he whispered as the others turned to more usual talk of business and of ritual. “You’ll save us yet, sir, deliver us the hard facts, and we’ll make a judgment accordingly. All this political bickering will be a thing of the past.” 

			“Bickering can be ruinous to any club, I quite under—wait, did you say political?” I questioned, a bit bemused. But Mr. Grange had already teetered off to herald the cold pheasant’s arrival. 

			“Bickering aplenty. He means the role of the book and its potential spiritual dangers, obviously, but he also refers to my possible election as president of the club.” Mr. Scovil appeared at my elbow, passing me a frothing glass of champagne. “There are whispers. We’ve never had one previous, you see. I don’t want any such thing, I’ll tell them no outright if they force me, but it would be rather piggish of me to decline a position I haven’t been offered yet.” 

			Taking the drink, I nodded. I don’t have to employ many words for men of his type to peg me. Old money, bit of a poet, younger son, has to make his own way. They can read it all in my manner and clothing, likely spy reflections of silver spoons in my disordered hair follicles even as my mended kerchief screams penury. 

			“Frankly, it’s a rotten situation to be placed in.” He took a discreet pull of sparkling liquid, his eyes dancing—an aristocrat, yes, but one who exuded affability. “I can’t explain why the book doesn’t hurt me, no more than I can explain why Mr. Grange has been so pallid since he studied it. Nor why Mr. Huggins developed severe heart palpitations, nor why Mr. Pyatt fell so dreadfully ill. It wasn’t even my idea to lend the book out after I’d presented it to the company. Oh, you’ll take every care with it, won’t you? If nothing else, it’s an antique curiosity as well as an esoteric wonder. I’m pleased to have found the thing no matter what sort of trouble it causes. I’m mad for such treasures. Isn’t it beautiful, in a simple way?” 

			“Yes,” I said, thinking of calmly drawn letters in perfect horizontal lines, the hours spent making words appear by hand and will. “Yes, I agree with you. I’ll use the gloves, as a matter of course.” 

			“Obliged,” he said, raising his glass. 

			Prior to dinner, I inquired as to the health problems suffered by each of The Gospel of Sheba’s borrowers chronologically—Mr. Pyatt first, then Mr. Huggins, and finally Mr. Grange. Each reported identical symptoms: freakish numbness, chest pains, the virulent inability to digest foodstuffs. But I am no doctor, so such details meant little to me. After dinner and talk of stocks, banks, acquisitions, and rites enacted within sacred circles chalked by holy madmen, I made my goodbyes. As I departed, I passed Mr. Scovil and paused to ask him the question which had been nagging me. 

			“Why this hobby, Mr. Scovil?” I inquired. “You’ve the means to explore any field you desire, and then add more—form Arctic expeditions, excavate tombs. Why dark magic?” 

			He shrugged in the fashion very rich people do, when the slight flex of a muscle is pleasing to their own bodies. 

			“It’s in the family, as it were. Anyway, why art?” he replied, smiling. “Why hospitals? Why battle and conquest? Why patronage or charity? A man has to have something to work for, doesn’t he, besides money?” 

			I thought so, too. I think so now. And yet …

			I want to know whether or not Lettie believed me when I told her we would never be well off all those years ago. Is it reasonable to wonder if perhaps she imagined me overly modest, or afraid of designing females, or simply a liar? She may have thought me the branch of a great tree which would flower in its due course, showering her with perfumed blossoms that glimmered in the sun. 

			When in fact, as is becoming heartrendingly clear, I am only a sublibrarian.

			Note pasted in the commonplace book of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 17th, 1902. 

			Papa,

			I wonder if you could say when mother is coming home I only ask becaz Miss church wants me to pick new clothes for spring and when mother is heer it’s a lark. If you tell me, Ill paste it in my small calendur she sent from Florents.

			Love, Grace

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 18th, 1902. 

			My life has taken a stark turn towards madness.

			The Librarian approached me in the stacks today, exuding pipe smoke and benevolence, and I seized my opportunity. 

			My wife is beautiful, and she is kind, and she is witty. She deserves better than cold meat picnics in Regent’s Park. So does Grace, for that matter, even if she is quite content when in the company of bread and ducks. Is it humiliating for a man of my breeding to ask for money? Exceedingly. But I cannot always be sending Lettie accounts of new research projects and old books, not when she is art to be held up and wondered over and praised by dukes and even kings—sometimes, I must write to her of victories. Even of salary increases. 

			The Librarian opened his mouth to compliment me, and I mine to request a larger wage, one Lettie might consider livable and may even bring her home, when suddenly he stopped. 

			“Are you all right, Mr. Lomax?” he asked. “You seem very pale, my dear boy, and your expression … I’ve never seen it before. Are you resting quite enough?”  

			Standing there, dumb, I found he was correct. I was wearing a look painted by an unknown artist—and I found it singularly difficult to adjust my features into my usual warm if somewhat harried expression. My heart was racing for no earthly reason, and my fingertips had gone decidedly numb.

			The Librarian clucked sympathetically. “I fear my great enthusiasm for my most admirable sublibrarian has led to overwork on your part. Go home, Mr. Lomax, and leave a list of your appointments upon my desk. I shall see to everything.”

			I obeyed him and, after returning home and resting for an hour, drew out The Gospel of Sheba and returned to studying it, translating the Latin as I went into a separate notebook:

			When summoning the Nameless Crone who Birthed the Five Pale Ones, suffer a virgin lamb to be drugged but not killed. And after calling unto the Crone, take up the iron needle you have forged, and sew into the live lamb’s flesh the words … 

			To my shock, I grew dizzy midway through my third paragraph. I tore my half-spectacles off my face, panting. My heart leapt like a fish on a glad summer’s day. The nausea I have been feeling and ascribed to purposely cheap meals and poor cuts of meat increased.

			Is an ancient tome to cause my demise? Can such an object actually send evil through its ink into my person? It would prove ironic, I grant, for a lover of books to be murdered by one—and yet, stranger things have happened. I study paradoxes, after all. 

			Abandoning the project, gasping for air, I threw open a window in my study and hid The Gospel of Sheba in its dark cloth. There must be a scientific explanation for this phenomenon. There simply must, for the two remaining options are quite untenable: either I am a lunatic, or the world’s delicate mechanism has smashed to pieces before my eyes.

			Meanwhile, the relations between the Brotherhood of Solomon were rather peculiar, I think. Their conversation nags at me just before sleeping, when usually I am dreaming of Lettie’s rare guileless smile or of Grace’s belly-shaking laugh. 

			The pressure in my chest, a sensation I’d attributed to the sudden steep fall in London temperatures, tightened to a bone-crushing ache just now, as if an iron crowbar had struck my heart. 

			Perhaps I ought to seek a doctor after all. Or barring that, some sort of priest.

			Letter sent from Mrs. Colette Lomax to Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 19th, 1902. 

			Darling,

			It is horrible, it is unfair to you, but I cannot write at any length just now. Forgive me. There are no canals in Strasbourg, and you know how the sight of water always calms me when I am distressed, and I am engaged yet again to be paraded like a show pony before the Duke. I long so for home, and a good pint of bitters though you know I cannot palate beer generally, and for a little stillness.

			Love,

			Mrs. Colette Lomax

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 19th, 1902. 

			The numbness in my hands is increasing. Every time I pick up The Gospel of Sheba, it sinks into my veins and spreads outward like bad liquor in the gut.  

			I cannot bring myself to care. There, I have set it down at last, hours after I should have done. The post arrived this morning as usual, I sorted my correspondence, we sat down to dinner, I read One Thousand and One Nights to Grace, I worked at the translation, and finally I have opened my journal and hereby admit that I cannot care whether or not I am being poisoned by a blighted book of spells. I want to fight, desperately. It shames me, this lack of will, this sorrow. Grace is beginning to notice, and Grace deserves none of this. Who is meant to shield her from such things if not her father? 

			I hope most ardently that Grace will never be exposed to a document as wicked as The Gospel of Sheba. Nor learn after I have read her mother’s latest letter to us aloud that there are in fact plentiful canals in Strasbourg. 

			Where in the world has my wife taken herself?

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 20th, 1902. 

			A light glimmers, though a dim one, and one which gives no appreciable warmth. Casting my mind back throughout the day, I recalled every nuance of conversation I could glean from the gathering of the Brotherhood of Solomon, and I believe an answer may be close to hand. The Librarian commented again upon my haggard looks, but I blamed it on the daggerlike turn in the weather and my wife’s extended absence. 

			The latter cause of my symptoms, I will confess here if only here, is not far from the honest truth.

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 21st, 1902. 

			Casual herbalism and knowledge of where to find the best books on the subject within my intellectual anthill of a workplace has never served me so well as today, which already makes this date worthy of note. And this evening for the first time—which must be of some significance, if only to me personally—I consulted the celebrated Mr. Sherlock Holmes of 221B Baker Street.  

			To my great happiness, after ringing the bell and being shown upstairs by a porcelain figure of a snowy-haired old woman, I found Watson occupying the rooms he once called his own. Indeed, it was he who opened the door to the first floor flat, just as Mr. Holmes was chuckling, “No, it’s a positive crime you weren’t there. I tell you that Lestrade couldn’t breathe for laughter and Hopkins will never look at a pennywhistle the same way again in his life.” 

			Into this easy merriment I intruded, just as Watson was laughing his fullest. Despite my devastating circumstances, I could not help but smile at him in return as I clasped his hand.  

			“You’ve solved it, then?” I said to the doctor. “The … Chinese pottery matter?” 

			“Lomax! I’d meant to wire you on the subject—we have indeed, and no small thanks to you, my good man. Am I already delinquent in returning your book? Well, well, that’s all right, then, I didn’t suppose you lot made house calls. Come in at once, it’s ghastly out there. Take the chair nearer the fire,” Watson greeted me, shutting the sitting room door.  

			“Thank you.” 

			“Did you see the results of the Kent match last night?” 

			“I’ve been terribly occupied, I’m afraid,” I admitted, entering the room in a sort of numb daze.

			Their hearth was roaring like a chained beast, and the gleefully untidy parlour smelled of tobacco and the remnants of a curry supper. Mr. Holmes was stretched full out upon the settee, his head thickly bandaged, only trousers with white shirtsleeves and a dressing gown covering his gaunt frame. If Mr. Holmes is a bit of a scarecrow, I grant he is an impressive one—a wiry, hawk-nosed giant with a queerly abrupt grace in his movements. Seeing me, his smile dimmed but failed to disappear. 

			“Mr. Arthur Davenport Lomax of the London Library,” he drawled, taking a pull from the cigarette in his hand. Closing his eyes, he settled further back into the furnishings, careful of the cloth bound over his brow. “Watson’s friend the sublibrarian. Cambridge, I think, cricketer, economical, genteel, bearing an object of some import—probably a book—and suffering from hyperopia, of all the vexing ailments for a bibliophile. Do sit down.” 

			Watson, moustache twitching in amusement, took my coat. Then his face adopted a darker cast. “By George, Lomax, have you fallen ill?” 

			“I think not,” I said carefully, “but that is for Mr. Holmes to determine.” 

			My friend took no offense, for I meant none. “I am at your service should you want me. You truly don’t need a doctor?” 

			“I need a detective. More specifically, a detective who is also a chemist.” 

			Mr. Holmes half-opened one eye as I sat across from him in an armchair. I learned then that it is a quirk of his to feign boredom, for that is the best way to draw some subjects out. I had the man’s full attention—from the slight quirk of his pale brow to his naked toes. 

			“Cambridge, cricketer, economical, bearing an important object, and hyperopia I can work out myself based on the way Watson just greeted me and the physical clues I present,” I remarked. “I read the Strand, everyone does. The last is the most venturesome, and even when I’m not wearing my spectacles, their imprint is probably on my nose. Why genteel? We’ve never had a conversation.” 

			Whatever else I expected the great detective to do, I did not expect him to dissolve into helpless laughter, wincing at his injured ribs. Somehow managing to bow to me from a fully supine position using only the stub of a cigarette, he cast a glance at Watson as the doctor passed me a generous spill of brandy. Sherlock Holmes would have been famous, or perhaps infamous, in any field he chose, I think. His eyes are positive razors. 

			“My dear fellow, what have you brought into our establishment?” he asked without desiring an answer. His gaze returned to me. “Of course you’re genteel; Watson thoroughly enjoys your company. Out with it, then. You are being poisoned. How and by whom?” 

			Watson’s jaw dropped in dismay as he settled into his chair with his own glass, having refilled the sleuth’s en route. “Good heavens. Is this true, Lomax? What on earth can have happened?” 

			I told them. Watson sat, eyes bright, nodding at my every pause, mouth twisting in muted but obvious sympathy at turns in the plot. Mr. Holmes reclined, motionless, carved into his own ivory statue, his fingertips steepled before his closed eyes and his bare ankles demurely crossed at the other end of the sofa. When I reached the end, he placed one arm under his head and rolled to face the room. 

			“I am at your service, Mr. Lomax, but you must tell me,” he said in a slightly theatrical whisper, “what you would have me do to bring about resolution? Take this to the Yard? Decide my own penances? Watch those involved for greater misdeeds and take no action yet, only to pounce at a later date? Justice lies in your hands, you know.” 

			“Holmes,” Watson chided, shifting in his chair as if it were a very old argument. 

			“Watson,” the detective returned, eyebrow quirked. 

			“It’s a serious matter.” 

			“I am treating it seriously.” 

			“No, you are playing at judge, jury, and executioner, and it’s not even October yet. He gets this way in winter, especially close to Christmas, but not usually so early,” Watson added to me, shifting a rueful hand across his moustache. “He just ruined a wedding by breaking and entering, followed by theft, and I confess I’d hoped it might hold him for a week.” 

			“You were every particle as dead set against that wedding as I was, and a fully apprised participant in the charade!” Mr. Holmes exclaimed in an affronted tenor.  

			“Chinese pottery,” Watson explained to me on a sigh. “Fully apprised, Holmes? No, that is not quite right, something sounds amiss about your phrasing … ah, yes, the word fully. And also the word apprised.” 

			“You have never previously shrunk from such tactics. Why grow squeamish over feigning an expertise in Chinese pottery of all things?” 

			“Because, Holmes, such enterprises on our part do not usually dissolve into utter chaos. Usually, when I am assisting you at housebreaking, you are not badly injured and subsequently questioned by the police on the topic, having allowed the man of the house to discover you in the act of stealing his lust diary. And let me remind you that the only reason Baron Gruner failed to shoot us both is that he was the victim of a vitriol–throwing enacted by your accomplice Miss Winter. No! No, not a single word from you about my lack of aptitude when impersonating a lover of Oriental antiquities. I haven’t the stomach at present.”

			Mr. Holmes had the grace to look, if not chastened, then magnanimously sympathetic regarding his friend’s chaotic whims. Frowning, he splayed his fingers across his breast in an unconvincing but nevertheless droll protestation of innocence. “I am not playing at judge, jury, and executioner. I am asking your friend Mr. Lomax to do so—he solved the crime, he knows best what’s to be done about it.”

			“No, he doesn’t!” Watson exclaimed, waving his brandy glass. “No offense, Lomax, there’s a good fellow.”

			“None taken.”

			“You aren’t following me. If he’s right about this crime, which he is, which I shall determine once and for all tonight, I presume, or else why would he be here, none of it can be proven in court,” Mr. Holmes protested, a scowl distorting his lean features.

			Watson sat forward, moustache bristling. “Why the devil can’t it be? Attempted murder I should think would do nicely. Any one of these four men—Pyatt, Huggins, Grange, and now Lomax—could easily have been killed over this dirty business.” 

			“Not Pyatt,” I suggested, sipping at the brandy. Its pleasant burn distracted me from other, deeper aches. 

			“No, I rather think not,” Mr. Holmes agreed, his thin mouth quirking. 

			“Why …” Watson began, and then his eyes lost themselves in the crackling flames. “Oh!” he said softly, glancing back at Mr. Holmes. “The swiftness of Pyatt’s recovery. The dismissive attitude Scovil evinced towards presidency of the Brotherhood of Solomon. Yes, I see.” 

			“Do you really, or shall your sublibrarian friend explain it?” Mr. Holmes asked pettishly. “Go on, Mr. Lomax, I believe your reasoning is quite sound. Put it in order, and tell me whether you think a jury would swallow it.” 

			Hesitating, I turned to Watson, who sat with his head angled in expectation. If he was piqued by the detective’s remark, he failed to show it. 

			“Scovil really did discover a centuries-old grimoire hidden in a secret room in his family manse and saw a rare opportunity,” I said slowly. “The book itself is genuine. I honestly don’t think he believes in ritual magic himself—it’s a pastime, not an art. If he could introduce his grimoire to the Brotherhood and then insinuate that he was the only mage righteous and disciplined enough to wield it, however, they’d naturally desire him for their leader. So he picked the right toxin and sent the book off with his comrades one by one, poisoning them. But lest he be suspected of a power grab, and lest he create an obvious motive for himself which would be noticed should a death occur, he brought Pyatt into his scheme. Scovil would shun the presidency as a true holy priest might—but Pyatt, who had believed in him, would be chosen in his stead. Pyatt claimed to have suffered the same symptoms when he studied The Gospel of Sheba, but he was probably shamming all along, spreading rumours so the club would be primed when Huggins fell ill. Pyatt and Scovil meant to rule that club with an iron fist.”

			“To what specific object, I wonder, though I doubt not you are right,” Mr. Holmes mused, tapping his index fingers together.

			“Would you like my friend the sublibrarian to explain it to you?” Watson asked in a tone dryer than their fireplace. 

			Mr. Holmes’s head drew back fractionally. “Yes, do go on, Mr. Lomax,” he suggested, and I knew it a peace offering, for all that the entire exchange had been encoded. Watson smiled briefly before returning his attention back to me.  

			“Money,” I said. I twisted my shoulders in apology for my class. “There are some for whom it is a religion. More money, always more. Scovil was of the type who hide the avocation well—outwardly open, inwardly grasping. He loved treasures, he told me, and such objects have their price. Pyatt was more obviously greedy, but no matter; Scovil’s mask was complete enough that they could milk the Brotherhood for all they liked. It was always more of a businessmen’s club than an occult academy. As for potential challengers, well, send The Gospel of Sheba home with any upstarts and they would at once fall ill and surrender. Frankly, though, Mr. Holmes, I agree with Watson—I don’t see why they shouldn’t be prosecuted for poisoning their supposed friends.” 

			The sleuth waved his hand in the air bonelessly. “Watson does, though, now you’ve stated the case so clear. Explain the legal difficulties to your friend the sublibrarian, there’s a good fellow.” 

			Watson’s face gave the oddest twitch imaginable as he stifled a laugh while half-rolling his eyes. “I am afraid,” he confessed when the fond exasperation had passed, “that no one can say when or where the poison itself was introduced. The book was discovered, the book was presented to the group, and later the book was lent out. Therefore, among the Brotherhood—” 

			“Everyone touched it, thus everyone is a suspect,” I realized, wincing. “After all, they are convinced Pyatt likewise was sickened by the text. And Scovil professed to abhor the notion of presidency to me, but later, he could simply claim he failed to study his find altogether due to business obligations or some such, and thus escaped unscathed. Nothing ties him to the poison directly.” 

			“When did you suspect him first?” Mr. Holmes inquired, head listing towards me as he pulled a cigarette case from behind a settee cushion. “You’ve a keen eye and a wit to match, but you’re no detective. As a fellow man of science, I can understand your hesitancy to believe a supernatural agency at work, but what led you to decide Scovil was the mastermind?”

			“He warned me to handle the book with care explicitly when he lent it to me,” I recalled. “I found it … superfluous. I’m a bibliophile and a sublibrarian. It was a nonsensical thing to say.” 

			Nodding, Mr. Holmes pulled matches from the pocket of his dressing gown and lit a fresh cigarette, watching the smoke spiral upwards. Watson crossed his legs, cogitating. We were quiet briefly. 

			“There’s something else troubling you, Mr. Lomax,” Mr. Holmes said after several long seconds. “Can I help?” 

			“Not unless you can remove all the canals from Strasbourg.” 

			“Pardon?” 

			“No,” I said hoarsely. “You can’t.” 

			A quicksilver flash was all it was, without any movement of his pale profile, but the famous detective glanced at me. There was a great deal in that peripheral stare—catlike curiosity, intellectual interest—but also sincere goodwill, which confirmed what I had long suspected as a reader. Dr. Watson tolerates the company of Mr. Holmes not because they are very different and thus complimentary, but because they are at heart very similar. 

			A disquieting thought occurred. I would have to like Mr. Holmes, in that case, I realized. I’d have to like him despite his theatrics, his glib remarks, and his almost childlike demand that all attention be riveted upon him perennially, achieved alternately by fluid, frenetic movement and by absolute stillness. I’ll confess the prospect was a little daunting. 

			“Never mind, then,” Mr. Holmes said, half-stifling a yawn with the back of his hand, and once again it was a cryptic message. He did not mean he was uninterested; he meant that I need not speak of what pained me. Almost at once, I relaxed my brittle bearing. 

			“Friend Watson, are you yet convinced we are clearly the law of the land in this matter?” the detective continued in a more grave tone. “I ask for efficiency’s sake as much as anything. Do we pass judgment ourselves, or do we tie up the courts with aristocrats who’ll be declared innocent after all of three minutes of jury deliberation? I leave the matter to you and the sublibrarian.” 

			The appellation “the sublibrarian” was ostensibly dismissive, of course. But it was not an empty compliment, as I have so often experienced. It was instead a tribute disguised as a dismissal. Despite myself, I laughed. Neither noticed me. Mr. Holmes resumed contemplating the ceiling as he smoked while Watson rubbed at his brow with his knuckles. 

			“All right,” Watson said, finishing the last of his brandy. “Holmes, you’ll test Lomax’s assertions tonight?” 

			“Oh, supposing he wants me to,” Mr. Holmes said airily. 

			“Supposing he wants you to, and supposing he is right, might I suggest the following courses of action?” 

			“By all means,” I prodded. 

			“You know I follow you in these matters as much as the converse is true,” the sleuth said nearly under his breath. 

			“First,” Watson declaimed, holding up a finger, “we inform Mycroft Holmes—my friend here’s brother, who moves in very high circles indeed—to keep an eye on Mr. Sebastian Scovil and to hamper him whensoever he sees fit.” 

			A tiny grin flashed to life on the detective’s face, which, at lightning speed, returned to composed neutrality. 

			“Second,” Watson continued, adding another digit, “while we cannot see Pyatt gets quite what he deserves, perhaps an inspector might visit the next meeting of the Brotherhood of Solomon following an anonymous complaint? This inspector would know all the true facts of the case and be instructed to make a very public show of believing Pyatt poisoned his comrades. Dark hints would surface, apt accusations. If nothing else, it would be humiliating. There would be a … lessening of trust among the brothers towards Pyatt, and in business, trust is everything. I say make a deal of noise at the Savile Club, maybe even clap a pair of derbies on the scoundrel, and thoroughly trounce his reputation. Might even scare a confession out of him, but it doesn’t matter if we don’t. The horse will already have fled the barn.” 

			“Bravo!” Mr. Holmes exclaimed, a wide smile crinkling his eyes as he raised himself upon one elbow. “I hadn’t thought of that, but it would prove a most effective stopgap measure.” 

			“Well, one can’t think of everything,” Watson returned. 

			Standing, I approached the settee with the peril in question. I passed it to Mr. Holmes, who covered his bare hand with the kerchief stuffed in his dressing gown pocket before accepting my evidence. He consigned it to the side table behind him. When he turned back to me, his grey eyes were pinched worriedly at the corners. I knew what he was about to ask, and dreaded it.

			“You want me to test for poison tonight?” he asked softly. I nodded. “The symptoms you recorded and, I fear, suffer from, speak clearly enough—you want me to confirm aconitine?” 

			“I consulted a book upon herbaceous poisons this afternoon so as not to waste your time, and yes, that was my amateur conclusion, Mr. Holmes,” I agreed. 

			“Aconitine!” Watson said, gasping. “Lomax.” 

			“I was … not very long exposed,” I half-lied. 

			“But my dear chap—” 

			“He’s young and vigourous and sturdy of constitution, Watson,” the detective pronounced as if blessed with the authority to decide such things. “Why, he must be twenty years our junior. How old are you, Mr. Lomax?” 

			“Twenty-nine,” I allowed. 

			“Ha! You see?” Mr. Holmes demanded, as if a point had been scored. He jerked his thumb at Watson. “The doctor here was twenty-nine when we met, and after a bullet on the battlefield didn’t manage to kill him, enteric fever couldn’t finish the rogue off either. I’ve every expectation of your full recovery, Mr. Lomax. When you are twenty-nine, you are invincible.” 

			“A fact I have multiple times stressed when making a different point entirely,” Watson muttered with a harried glance at the detective’s bandaging. 

			Laughing, I gave them a small wave. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, gentlemen. As well as the assistance.” 

			“Won’t you stay for another brandy?” Watson asked in a measured tone as I donned my coat. 

			He wanted only to cheer and reassure me, but I didn’t find myself in a very expansive humour any longer despite his gracious intentions. For of course, there is no cure whatsoever for aconitine poisoning. There is only rest, and will, and perhaps fate. 

			“I must be getting home—my daughter will be worried,” I said.  

			“It was a pleasure,” said Mr. Holmes. Strangely enough, he sounded sincere. “Get some rest, my good man, and I shall see to the remainder.” 

			I took my leave of the pair, and—living in the West End a very short distance from Baker Street indeed—chose to walk home. As I strolled, I thought of the architects who had built the houses I passed. The impressive stone facades, the careful masonry, the uniformity of the scarlet bricks. Did those paying to erect the grand townhouses, I wondered, spare any thought towards the actual makers? The men with rock-steady grips and calloused fingers? Did capitalists of Scovil’s sort see beauty in work and skill, or was everything denuded into pounds and pence? If the latter, how could they live that way?

			Not that I’d any sound advice to offer regarding how to live life, apparently.

			Constructing a house is a craft, I concluded as I walked, one boot before the other, in a sort of trace. Constructing a life, meanwhile, is an art, and one I’d apparently lost the knack of. And could I countenance shaping a human—a living, breathing human called Grace, who’d survived an acute bout of croup at age two thanks only to her mother’s ferocity and my mute, terrified assistance—alongside someone who clearly didn’t love me and had perhaps never intended to do so? 

			The biting wind filled my nostrils with an ephemeral bitterness, and the occasional harmless raindrop all but lashed against my skin. I was in a vicious mood, I recognize now, and a dangerous one. 

			For the first time in my life, I wanted to hurt somebody. 

			So, as any sublibrarian would do, I categorized the sensation. 

			What sort of hurt was I after, exactly? A senseless public house brawl soon forgotten? A rash act harming my own person? A delicious personal revenge? 

			Then the word divorce hit me like a physical slap. 

			An ugly event, divorce—a rare one, and still uglier for being so rare. Were more people officially divided, one might not be so very shamed by it. I could never put Lettie through such a trial, I comprehended in that moment. I was still in love with her, after all. Her sideways smile understood my jokes too well, and her top notes were too pure for me to throw her out upon the unpoetic streets. 

			No, I realized. That premise was grossly incomplete. I would never put Grace through such a thing. No matter who her mother was, or where for that matter. 

			An arrangement will have to be made. 

			I’ve just arrived home, and all the house is asleep. For some reason, I’ve pulled The Gospel of Sheba out of its covering and brought it with me as I retire to bed. The spells are absurd, the propositions either dreadful or ridiculous despite the elegance of the Latin used, and ceremonial magic is all comprehensive nonsense anyhow. 

			Nevertheless. The book is a marvel. It is a very old copy of very old spells made by a long-dead scholar, even if the Queen of Sheba had nothing to do with its provenance. 

			But what if she had? What if an African queen, arrayed in scarlet and purple and orange silks, skin oiled until it shone brighter than the gold dripping from her every appendage, heard a rumour of another monarch far away who loved knowledge the way other men loved gemstones? What if she scryed him in a polished quartz and saw in him her double, though they ruled two distant lands, and knew she had to meet with him or regret his absence forever? And what if, when she came before Solomon’s throne, divinity crackled like thunder in the air between them, and they set about recording their sinister secrets? 

			The Gospel of Sheba resides upon Lettie’s pillow now, but I shall find a safer resting place for it on the morrow. I hate to think of returning it. 

			Exhaustion claims me even as I pen this, and my body revolts against the poison saturating it. Whether I will awaken after sleep takes me tonight is by no means a certainty. If I do, I must live better henceforth, of that much I am certain. I have caught glimpses of true happiness—in Lettie, who expanded my dreams; in Grace, for whom I can live to see hers be realized if I am lucky. But just now my heart dully throbs, pumping naught but cinders and grief, and I must consign myself to oblivion hoping I land in the proper sphere. 

			If I fail to wake on Earth, pray God Lettie never sees this. I did so desire ever to see her happy, and always told her so from the beginning.

			Telegram from BAKER STREET to LISSON GROVE, September 22nd, 1902, marked URGENT. 

			EXAMINED WHITE PROTECTIVE GLOVES FOUND HIGH CONCENTRATION OF MONKSHOOD THEREIN STOP ACONITINE NEED NOT BE INGESTED, ABSORBED THROUGH TOUCH PARTICULARLY HANDS THUS ALL YOUR THEORIES CONFIRMED STOP INSIDIOUS BUT YOU MUST ADMIT VERY CLEVER STOP HAS YOUR CONDITION IMPROVED? STOP GLOVES WILL RETURN TO YOU BY AFTERNOON POST, ADVISE WHEN YOU MEAN TO RETURN ALL TO BROTHERHOOD AND I SHALL HAVE AN INSPECTOR AT THE READY PER WATSON’S PLAN —SH

			Telegram from STRASBOURG, GERMANY to LISSON GROVE, September 22nd, 1902, marked URGENT. 

			SIR WE REGRET TO INFORM YOU OF SERIOUS EMERGENCY OVERSIGHT STOP YOUR WIFE MRS. COLETTE LOMAX HAS BEEN FOR NEARLY TWO WEEKS LYING ILL WITH PNEUMONIA IN STRASBOURG STOP SHE ASSURED US THE ISSUE WAS FATIGUE AND VOCAL OVERWORK STOP PLEASE PROCEED WITH HASTE TO THE HOTEL JOSPEHINE, AS SHE IS UNABLE TO TRAVEL ALONE, OR WIRE FUNDS FOR AN ESCORT —MDW, ESQ, COMPANY MANAGER

			Letter sent from Mrs. Colette Lomax to Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 22nd, 1902. 

			Oh my Arthur,

			I’ve lied to you, which is absolutely horrid, and forces me to see myself as I am—a woman who would rather invent a duke than admit to sleeping in mould. By this time even lifting a pen is a challenge, so I must confess quickly: I am really sincerely unwell, to my honest dismay. I haven’t so much as set foot in Strasbourg proper yet, only hidden in this rathole of a hotel they booked for me, but I hope so that you will take me to see the sights when you come. If you do come.

			Forgive me, I beg you. You said you only wanted me to be happy, you see, and I turned it into something false and dreadful, imagining you wanted a meadowlark in a cage and not a free songbird. At any rate, I’ve invented an entire duke at this point to stop you from fretting and I cannot continue in this vein any longer. A bit of pride was at work as well. I know you didn’t wish for me to accept this tour, but I so wanted to feel valued in my profession, and I couldn’t admit that you were right, and a better-organized engagement would have come along sooner or later. Even if you are angry, which you’ve every right to be, please take me away from this small corner of hell.

			Always, 

			Mrs. Colette Lomax

			Excerpt from the private journal of Mr. A. Davenport Lomax, September 22nd, 1902. 

			I fairly ran through the tiny spaces between the stacks today, breathless and dizzy, having been told by a new hire that my governess wanted to see me urgently in the foyer (Miss Church not being a member). Subtle iron finials were subjected to brutal treatment upon my part as I raced to what was certainly—I imagined—more unhappy news, this time involving my little girl. 

			Seeing Grace safe and quiet and clutching her doll next to Miss Church, my heart commenced beating in the usual manner again. Well, not quite usual, yet suffering from aconitine poisoning absorbed through monkshood-laced gloves and all. Still, closer to hale than its condition the night before. While weak and willowy, I find myself harder to kill than I’d imagined, if not nearly so hard to kill as Watson.  

			“What the devil has happened?” I exclaimed, advancing towards Miss Church’s ruddy, slightly obstinate countenance. 

			“You can read, I think, or do y’want the likes of me to open your mail?” she desired to know. It was a fair answer to a stupid question. “These said urgent. What’s happened, then? Where’s the missus?” 

			I read my correspondence, hardly daring to breathe. 

			I gasped aloud. 

			After making arrangements with Miss Church to tend Grace for the next few days without me, and kissing my darling girl goodbye, I rushed for the exit. I was stopped by an elderly gentleman returning from lunch with several equally grey peers. The Librarian’s hair curled invitingly, his merry brown eyes sparked, and he held out a hand as if preparing to compliment me before his cronies. 

			I was having none of it. There are more important things in this world—though not very many—than a position at the London Library. I surged ahead. But the Librarian was surrounded by men I now recognized as donors, and the group blocked my path. 

			“Are you all right, Mr. Lomax?” the Librarian questioned. 

			Laughing, I nodded. “Yes, everything’s marvelous! My wife is very ill, you see. I’m to fetch her home from Strasbourg.” 

			“Ah,” he answered, eyes wide. “I am sorry to hear it.” 

			“Don’t be sorry, I’m alive this afternoon to go to her, and she has been bedridden for a week, so things really couldn’t be going any better,” I assured him. “I’ll be back in three or four days, sir. Farewell!” 

			“But I mean to speak with you!” the Librarian called after me as I edged past baffled patrons. 

			“No time!” 

			“But I mean to increase your wage, given your unprecedented work ethic, Mr. Lomax! Allow me to make you an offer at least.” 

			“I accept!” I cried happily as I reached the door, throwing my arms wide. 

			“Marvelous!” exclaimed the Librarian. We were really making far too much noise for the foyer of the London Library, for arriving members were turning to stare in dismay alongside the shocked donors. “Magnificent! I shall adjust your figures accordingly and enter them in the books. Strasbourg, you say? Godspeed, Mr. Lomax!” 

			I write this from a second class train, retracing Lettie’s path. My fingertips are still numb, and thus clumsy, but I have never cared less for penmanship. The little towns with their church spires do resemble picture postcards, just as my wife said, and upon viewing them I know they bored her dreadfully. How tedious her travels must have been, and still worse her confinement to unhygienic chambers. If Lettie insists upon one thing, it is absolute cleanliness. 

			Details continue to flood back to me as I draw closer to her—the tiny gap in my wife’s front teeth, the faint spice to her skin, the fact that if she wishes to raise a single eyebrow, it will assuredly be the left one. So many of her aspects are unusual. She is as vain as any artist, and yet ferociously protective of her fellow singers, and refuses to put on any airs they are not likewise entitled to. She is gleefully dismissive of works others deem important and she thinks trite. She is nearly always ruminating over food and drink and luxurious surroundings, and she reads Shakespeare when in the dumps. She doesn’t want more children and asked me, “But darling, how much toll do you expect my body to take?” but would tear apart a wolf with her bare hands if it threatened Grace. She is absent, but she loves me.

			I honestly cannot conceive how I could have forgotten: when it comes to studying complex subjects, Colette has always been the most satisfying paradox of them all.
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