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Holmes laughed like a Bedlam escapee.

Condgderably startled by his outburst, | lowered my Times, where | had been engrossed in an article
about anew geometrical pattern discovered in thefields of Surrey. | had not yet decided whether to
bring it to Holmess attention.

"What amuses you s0, Holmes?"

No interesting case had challenged Holmes of late, and | wondered, fearfully, if boredom had led him
to take up, once again, the habit of cocaine.

Holmesslaughter died, and an expression of thoughtful distress replaced the levity. Hiseyesreveded
none of the languorous excitement of the drug.

"l am amused by the delusions of our species, Watson," Holmes said. "Amusing on the surface, but, on
reflection, distressing.”

| waited for his explanation.

"Can you not discern the reason for my amusement, Watson-- and my distress? | should think it
perfectly obvious"

| consdered. Should he encounter an article written particularly for its humorous content, he would
pass straight over it, finding it as usdless to him asthe orbits of the planets. The description of some bruta
crime surely would not amuse him. A trace of Moriarty would raise him to anger or plunge himinto
despair.

"Ah," | said, certain | had divined the truth. ™Y ou have read an account of acrime, | beg your pardon,
the resolution of acrime, and you have seen thefailingsin the analysis. But,” | pointed out, somewhat
disturbed by my friend'sindifference to the deeper ramifications, "that would indicate the arrest of an
innocent victim, Holmes. Surely you should have some other reaction than laughter.”

"Surdly | should,” Holmes said, "if that were the explanation. It isnot.” He shook the paper. "Hereisa
comment by Conan Doyle on Houdini's recent performance.”

"Quiteimpressiveit was, too," | said. "Thrilling, | would say. Did Sir Arthur find the performance
compdling?'

"Conan Doyle," Holmes said with saturnine animosity, "attributes Houdini's achievementsto,” Holmes
sneered, "'mediumistic powers.™

"Hisachievements do strain credulity,” | said mildly.

"Pahl" Holmes said. "That isthe point, Watson, the entire and complete point! Would you pay good
money to see him fail to escape from aseded coffin?’

"| supposethat | would not," | admitted.

"Were Houdini to tell you his methods, you would reply, 'But that is so smple! Anyone could achieve
the same effect-- using your methods!™

As Holmes often heard the same remark after explaining his methods, | began to understand his
outburst.

"1 would say nothing of the sort,” | said. "1 should say, instead, that he had brought the technique of



stage magicianship to as near an exact science asit ever will be brought in thisworld.”

Holmes recognized my comment with abrief smile, for | had often said as much to him about his
practice of detection.

"But it istrue, Watson," Holmes said, serious once more. "Anyone could achieve the same effect--
werethey willing to dedicate their lives to devel oping the methods, to studying the methods, to perfecting
the methods! Then itis'so smple.™

When Holmes deigned to lead an amazed observer through his deductive reasoning, the observer's
reaction was invariably the same: His methods were "perfectly obvious'; anyone, including the observer,
could duplicate them with ease.

"Conan Doyle clamsfriendship with Houdini," Holmes said in disgugt, "and yet heinsultshisfriend. He
dismisses Houdini's hard work and ingenuity. Despite Houdini's denids, Conan Doyle attributes Houdini's
successto the supernaturd. Asif Houdini himsdlf had very littleto do with it! What agreat foal, this
Conan Doyle"

"Easy on,” | sad. "Sir Arthur isan intelligent man, abrave man. Aningpired man! Hisimagination is
every bit as exalted asthat of Wellsl His Professor Challenger stories compare favorably to War of the
Worlds--"

"l never read fiction,” Holmes said. "A failing for which you berate me continudly. If | did read fiction,
| would not doubly waste my time with the scientific romances you find so compelling. Nor am |
interested in the mad fantasies of aspiritudist.” Holmes scowled through a dense cloud of pipe smoke.
"The man photographsfairiesin hisgarden.”

"Y ou are too much the materidist, Holmes," | said. "With my own eyes| saw amazing things,
unbdievablethings, in Afghanistan - "

"Ancient deight of hand. Snake charming. The ropetrick!" He laughed again, though without the
hysterical overtones of his previous outburst. "Ah, Watson, | envy you your innocence.”

| was about to object to hisimplications when he stayed my comment by holding up one hand.

"Mrs. Hudson is here-- "

"--with our teg," | said. "Hardly deservesthe word 'deduction,’ as her footsteps are plainly audible,
anditis, after al, teartime-- "

"-- to announce aclient.”

Mrs. Hudson, our landlady, knocked and opened the door. " Gentleman to see you, Mr. Holmes," she
sad. "Shdl | set an extracup?'

Thefigure of aman loomed behind her in the shadows.

"Thank you, Mrs. Hudson," Holmes said. "That would be most kind."

Mrs. Hudson placed a cdling card on the tray by the doorway. Holmes rose to hisfeet, but did not
trouble to read the card. Asour visitor entered | rose aswell, and made to greet him, but Holmes spoke
fird.

"| observe, Dr. Conan Doyle," Holmes said coolly, "that you were caled abruptly into the fields, and
have spent the morning investigating the mystery of the damaged crops. Investigating without success, |
might add. Has anew field theorem appeared?’

Conan Doyle laughed heartily, hisvoice booming from his powerful chest.

"So you've introduced me adready, John!" he said to me. ™Y ou were looking out the window when my
carriage arrived, I've no doubt." He smiled at Holmes. "Not such aclever deduction, Mr. Holmes." He
wrinkled his noble brow and said to me, "But how did you know I've just come to town, and how did
you know of my involvement with the field theorems?*

"I'm afraid | had no ideayou were our visitor, Sir Arthur,” | said. "1 did not even know we had a
vigtor until Holmes surmised your approach.”

Sir Arthur chuckled. "1 understand,” he said. "Bad manners, revedling the tricks of the trade. Even
those as smple as prior knowledge."

Holmes concedled his annoyance; | doubt anyone who knew him lesswell than | would have noticed
it. He gazed steadily at Sir Arthur. We seldom had visitorstaler than Holmes, but Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle exceeds six feet by four inches. Unlike my friend Holmes, who remained dender, indeed gaunt,



even during his occasiona periods of dothful depression, Sir Arthur dominated the room with his hearty
presence.

"How did you know about our visitor, Holmes?' | asked, trying to salvage the introductions.

"I heard Sir Arthur's carriage arrive,” he said dismissively, "as you would have done had you been
paying attention.”

Though somewhat put off by hiséttitude, | continued. "And Sir Arthur's outing? His identity?"

"My faceishardly unknown," Sir Arthur said. "Why, my likenesswasin the Times only last week,
accompanying areview-- "

"l never read the literary section of the Times," Holmes said. "As Watson will attest.” He pointed the
gem of hispipeat Sir Arthur's pants cuffs. "Y ou are afastidious man, Sir Arthur. Y ou dresswdll, and
carefully. Y our shave this morning was leisurely and complete. Y our moustacheisfreshly trimmed. Had
you planned your excursion, you would surely have worn suitable clothing. Therefore, your presence was
required on short notice. Y ou have wiped the mud of the fields from your boots, but you have left a
smear on the polish. Y ou have confronted a puzzle that has distracted you from your customary
appearance, which | can easily see-- anyone could easily seel-- isimpeccable. Asto the nature of the
puzzle, unripe seed-heads of Triticum aestivum have attached themselvesto your trouser cuffs. | amin
no doubt that you investigated the vandaism plaguing fieldsin Surrey.”

"Amazing," Conan Doyle whispered, hisruddy face paing. "Absolutely amazing."

| could see that Holmes was both pleased by Conan Doyl€'s reaction, and surprised that Sir Arthur
did not laugh again and announce that his methods were smplicity itself.

Holmesfinished hisrecitation. "That you havefaled to solve the mystery is sdf-evident-- else why
cometo me?'

Sir Arthur staggered. Leaping forward to support him, | helped him to achair. | was astonished to
percelve any weaknessin aman of his congtitution. He was quite in shock. Fortunately, Mrs. Hudson
chose that moment to arrive with the tea. A good hot cup, fortified with brandy from the sideboard,
revived Sir Arthur considerably.

"l do apologize," he said. "I've spent the morning in the presence of strangeness beyond any I've ever
before witnessed. Asyou divined, Mr. Holmes, the experience has distracted me. To perceive your
supernaturd talents so soon thereafter-- "

Hetook adeep draught of histea. | refilled his cup, including rather more brandy. Sir Arthur sipped
histea, and let warm, pungent steam rise around hisface. His color improved.

"'Supernatura ?" Holmes mused. "Well-honed, certainly. Extraordinary, even. But not in the lesst
supernaturd.”

Sir Arthur replied. "If John did not tell you who | am, and you did not recognize my face, then you
could only have discovered my name by-- reading my mind!"

"I read your name," Holmes said dryly, "from the head of your walking stick, whereit is quite clearly
engraved.”

* * *

Since the end of spring, the newspapers had been full of articles about mysterious damage to growing
crops. Wheat stalks were crushed in greet circlesintersected by linesand angles, asif acyclone had
touched down to give mere humansalesson in celestial geometry. Though the phenomenawere often
accompanied by strange lightsin the sky, the weather wasinvariably fair. If the lightswere lightning, it
was lightning unaccompanied by thunder! No wind or rain occurred to cause any damage, much less
damage in perfect geometrica form.

Many suggestions had been put forth asto the cause of the unexplained diagrams, from hailstormsto
electromagnetic disturbances, but blame had not yet been fixed. The patterns were the mystery of the
year; the press, in amisnterpretation of modern physicsin genera and the theory of Maxwell in
particular, had taken to cdling the devices "field theorems.”

Holmes had clipped and filed the articles, and painstakingly redrawn the figures. He suspected that if



the patterns were the consequence of anatural force, some common element could be derived from a
comparison of the designs.

Onemorning, | had come into the sitting room to find him surrounded by crumpled paper. The acrid
bite of smoke thickened the air, and the Persian dipper in which Holmes kept his shag lay overturned on
the mantel among the last few scattered shreds of tobacco.

"l haveit, Watson!" Holmes had waved a drawing, annotated in hishand. "I believe thisto bethe basic
pattern, from which dl other field theorems are derived!”

His brother, Mycroft, speedily dismantled his proof, and took him to task for failing to complete
severd lemmas associated with the problem. Holmes, chagrined to have made such an eementary (to
Holmes), and uncharacteristic, mistake, appeared to loseinterest in the field theorems. But it was clear
from hiscommentsto Sir Arthur that they had never completely vanished from his attention.

* * *

After packing quickly, Holmes and | accompanied Sir Arthur to the station, where we boarded the
train to Undershaw, his estate in Hindhead, Surrey.

"Tel me, Sir Arthur,” Holmes said, as our train moved swiftly across the green and gold late-summer
countryside, "how cameyou to beinvolved in thisinvestigation?"

| wondered if Holmes were put out. The mystery had begun in early summer. Hereit was nearly
harvest time before anyone caled for the world's only consulting detective.

"It ismy tenants who have been most troubled by the phenomenon,” said Sir Arthur, recovered from
his earlier shock. "Fascinating as the field theorems may be, they do damage the crops. And | fed
respons ble for what has happened. | cannot have my tenants lose their livelihoods because of my
actions”

"So you fed the vanddismisdirected a you,” said |. Sir Arthur had involved himsdlf in severd crimind
cases, generally on the side of a suspect he fdt to be innocent. His efforts differed from those of Holmes
inthat Holmes never ended his caseswith ill-advised lega wrangles. No doubt one of Sir Arthur'sless
grateful supplicants was venting hisrage againgt someimagined dight.

"Vanddism?' Sr Arthur said. "No, thisisfar more important, more complex, than vanddism. It's
obviousthat someoneistrying to contact me from the other sde.”

"The other Sde?’ | asked. "Of Surrey? Surdly it would be easier to use the pogt.”

Sir Arthur leaned toward me, serious and intense. "Not the other side of the country. The other side
of... lifeand death.”

Holmes barked with laughter. | sighed quietly. Intdligent and accomplished asmy friend is, he
occasionaly overlooks proprieties. Holmeswill dways choose truth over politeness.

"You believe," Holmessaid to Sir Arthur, "that a seance brought about these field theorems? The
crushed crops are the country equivalent of ectoplasm and levitating silver trumpets?'

The scorn in Holmess voice was plain, but Sir Arthur replied camly. He has, of course, faced disbelief
innumerable times since his conversion to spirituaism.

"Exactly 50," he said, his eyes shining with hope. "Our loved ones on the other Sde desireto
communicate with us. What better way to attract our attention than to offer us knowledge beyond our
reach? Knowledge that cannot be confined within an ordinary seance cabinet? We might commune with
the genius of Newton!"

"l did not redlize," Holmes said, "that your family has a connection to that of Sir |saac Newton."

"I did not intend to claim such aconnection,” Sir Arthur said, drawing himsdf iffly upright. Holmes
could makelight of hisspiritua beliefs, of hisperceptions, but an insult to thefamilid dignity fell beyond
the pde.

"Of coursenot!" | said hurriedly. "No one could imagine that you did."

| hoped that, for once, Holmes would not comment on the contradiction inherent in my statement.

Holmes gazed with hooded eyes at Sir Arthur, and held hissilence.

"It'swell known that entities from diverse places and times-- not only relatives-- communicate from the



other sde," | said. "How extraordinary it would be, were | saac Newton to return, after nearly two
centuries of pure thought!"

"'Extraordinary,” Holmes muttered, "would hardly be theword for it." He fastened his gaze upon Sir
Arthur. "Dr. Conan Doyle," he said, "if you believe spirits are the cause of this odd phenomenon-- why
did you engage meto investigate?"

"Because, Mr. Holmes, if you cannot lay the cause to any worldly agent, then the only possible
explanation isaspiritua one. "'When you have diminated the impossible, whatever remains, however
improbable, must be the truth!" Y ou will help me prove my case.”

"l see" Holmes said. "Y ou have engaged me to diminate causes more impossible than the visitations of
spirits. Y ou have engaged me... to fail."

"1 would not have put it so," Sir Arthur said.

Thetrip continued in rather strained silence. Sir Arthur fdll into arestless doze. Holmes stared at the
passing landscape, hislong limbs taut with unspent energy. After an eternity, we reached the Hindhead
gtation. | roused Sir Arthur, who awoke with a grest gasp of breeath.

"Madam!" he cried, then came to himsdf and apologized most sincerely. "'l was dreaming,” he said.
"My dear, late mother came to me. She encourages usto proceed!”

Holmes made no reply.

Sir Arthur's carriage, drawn by apair of fine bays, awaited us.

"The automobile can't be started, sir," the driver said. "We've sent to London for the mechanic.”

"Very well, James," Sir Arthur said. He shook his head as we climbed into the carriage. " The motor
was quite astonishingly reliable when first | bought it. But recently it has broken down more often than it
hasrun.”

The comment drew Holmess attention. "When, exactly, did it begin to fail ?*

"Eight weeks past,” Sir Arthur said.

"At the same time the field theorems began to appear,” Holmes said thoughtfully.

Sir Arthur chuckled. "Why, Mr. Holmes, surely you don't believe the spiritswould try to communicate
by bresking my autocar!"

"No, Sir Arthur, you are quite correct. | do not believe the spirits would try to communicate by
breaking your autocar.”

"Merdly acoincidence.”

"1 do not believe in coincidences.”

Holmes was anxious to ingpect the field theorems as soon as we arrived at Undershaw, but by then it
wasfull dark. Sir Arthur showed the strain of along and taxing day. He promised that we should legp out
of bed before dawn and be a histenant'sfield asthe first rays of the morning sun touched the dewdrops
of night.

And so we did; and so we were.

The descriptions and newspaper engravings of the field theorems did not do justice to the magnitude of
the patterns. We stood on a hillsde above the field to gain an overview of the damage. Three wide paths,
perfectly circular and perfectly concentric, cut through the waving stalks of grain. A tangent, two radii,
and a chord decorated the circles. | had to admit that the pattern resembled nothing so much as the proof
of some otherworldly geometric proposition.

"The theorems appear only inwheet fields" Sir Arthur said. "Only in our most important crop. Never
infieds of oats, nor in Indian corn.”

Holmes made an inarticulate sound of acknowledgment.

We descended the hill, and Holmes entered thefield.

Sir Arthur looked after him. "John," he said to me, "will your friend admit it, if he can find no natura
explandion?’

"Hisdlegianceisto thetruth, Sir Arthur," | said. "He does not enjoy failure-- but he would fail before
he would propose a solution for which there were no proof.”

"Then | have nothing to worry about.” He smiled abluff English smile.

Holmes strode into the swath of flattened green wheet, quartering the scene, ingpecting both upright



and crushed staks, searching the hedgerows. He muttered to himsdlf, laughed and snarled; the sound
crossed the field like avoice passing over the sea. He measured the path, the width of the stalks | eft
standing, and the angles between the lines and curves.

The sun crept into the clear sky; the day promised hedt.

"Canyou fed it?' Sr Arthur said softly. "Theresdua power of the forcesthat worked here?' He
dretched out hishands, asif to touch an invisblewall before him.

And indeed, | felt something, though whether it was energy spilled by unimaginable beings, or the
Earth's quiet potential on asummer'sday, | could not tell.

While Sir Arthur and | waited for Holmesto finish his search, arough-shod man of middle years
approached.

"Good morning, Robert,” Conan Doyle said.

"Morning, Sir Arthur," Robert replied.

"Watson, thisis one of my tenants, Robert Holder."

Robert's work clothes were shabby and stained with sweet. | thought he might have taken more care
with his appearance, when he came to speak to hislandlord.

To Robert, Sir Arthur said, "Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson have come to help uswith our mystery.”

"Mr. Holmes?' Robert exclaimed.

He glanced out into the field, where Holmes continued to pace and stoop and murmur.

"And you're Dr. Watson?' Robert's voice rose with the shock of finding himsdlf in the presence of
celebrity. "Why, it'sapleasure to meet you, Sir," he said to me. "My whole family, we read your
recountingsin the evenings. The children learned their letters, Sitting in my lgp to listen to your tales.”

"Er... thank you," | said, somewhat nonplussed. Though he was well-spoken for afarmer, | would not
have marked him as a great reader; and, more, | consider the perils encountered by Holmesto be far too
vivid for impressionable young children. However, it was not my place to correct Robert's trestment of
his offpring, particularly in front of hislandlord.

"Have you found the villains?' Robert asked. "The villains who have crushed my best whest field!"

Holmes strode across the field and rejoined us, afrown furrowing his brow. He appeared not even to
notice the presence of Sir Arthur's tenant.

"Usdless," Holmes said. "Perfectly usdess! Here, the artist stood to sketch the scene” Heflung his
hand toward a spot where gray dust covered the scuffed ground. "And there! A photographer, with his
camera and flash powder. Fully six reporters and as many policemen trampled whatever evidence might
have been left." He did not pause to explain how he could tell the difference between the footprints of
reporters and those of policemen. "And, no doubt, when the sightseers arrive by the next train-- "

"| can eadly warn them off," Sir Arthur said.

"To what purpose? The evidenceis destroyed. No! | could conjecture, but conjectureisonly half the
task. Proof, now-- that's a different story."

Heglared out into thefield asif it had ddliberatdly invited careless vigitorsto blur the story written
there.

"If only," Holmes said softly, "the scene were fresh.”

He turned abruptly toward Robert. He had taken the measure of the man without appearing to
observe him.

"Y ou saw thelights," Holmes said. "Describe them to me."

"Areyou Mr. Holmes?'

| blushed to admit, even to mysdlf, that the rough farmer had a better grasp of common manners than
did my friend.

"Of coursel am. The lights.”

"The night was calm. A bit of fog, but no rain, no sorms. | heard astrange noise. Likeamusica
instrument, but playing no melody | ever heard. And eerie.... It put the chills up my back. Made the baby
cry. | went outdoors-—- "

"Y ou were not frightened?’

"I was. Who would not be frightened? The Folk have fled London, but they till live in the countryside,



inour hearts"
"You are ascholar and afolklorist,” Holmes said without expression.
"l know the stories my family tells. Old stories. The Folk-- "
"Thefaeriefolk!" Sir Arthur said. "I've photographed them, they do exig."

"The Folk," Robert said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with Sir Arthur. "The oneswho lived in this
land before us.”

"Thelights, man!" Holmes said impetiently.

"Atfirgt | saw only aglow againg thefog. Then-- aring of lights, not like candles, flickering, but
seady like the gadights of the city. All different colors. Very beautiful .

"Foxfire" Holmessaid.

"No, sr. Foxfire, you seeit in the marsh. Not the field. It'sa soft light, not abright one. Theselights,
they were bright. The circle spun, and | thought-- "

He hesitated.

"Go on, man!"

"Youll think I'm mad.”

"If 1 do, | shall keep it to mysdif.”

Robert hesitated. "I thought | saw... ahuge solid object, floating in the sky like aboat in the water.”

"A flying seamship?’ | said.

"An aeroplane,” said Sir Arthur. "Though | would have thought wed hear of apilotinthe area”

"Morelikeacoracle," Robert said. "Round, and solid.”

"Did you hear itsmotor?' Holmes asked. "A droning, perhaps, or asound like the autocar?'

"Only themusic,” said Robert.

"I've never known an apparition to make a sound like amotorcar,” Sir Arthur said.

"What happened then?' said Holmes. "Where did it go, what did it do?"

"It rose, and | saw above it the stars, and Mars bright and red in the midst of them.” Robert hesitated,
congdered, continued. " Then the lights brightened even more, and it vanished in aburst of flame. | felt the
fire, smelled the brimstone-- At first | thought | was blinded!”

"And then?' Holmes said.

"My sght returned, and the fog closed around me.”

"What have you left out?' Holmes asked sternly. "What happened afterward?’

Robert hesitated, reluctance and distressin every line of his expression.

"Thetruth, man,” Holmes sad.

"Not afterward. Before. Before the coracle disappeared. | thought | saw... aflash of light, another
flash."

"From the coracle?"

"From the sky. Likeasignd! Whitelight, white, not red, from... from Marsl" He drew in adeep
breath. "Then the coracle replied, and vanished.”

| managed to repress my exclamation of surprise and wonder. Holmes arched one eyebrow
thoughtfully. Sir Arthur stroked his mustache.

"Thank you for your help, Robert,” Sir Arthur said, asif Robert had said nothing out of the ordinary.
"And your good observation.”

"Sir Arthur," Robert said, "may | have your permission to salvagewhat | can from thefidd? Thegrain
can't be threshed, but | could &t least cut the stalks for hay."

"By no meand" Sir Arthur roared in darm.

Robert stepped back, surprised and frightened.

"No, no," Sir Arthur said, caming himsdf with visible effort.

"Sir-- 1"

| was astonished by the tone of protest in which Robert addressed the landowner.

"It'simperative that no one enter thefield!" Sir Arthur said. " The pattern mustn't be disturbed till we
undergtand its meaning.”

"Very wel, Sir Arthur,” Robert said reluctantly.



"And st little Robbie and his brothers to keeping the sightseers out of the patterns. They may walk
around the edge, but under no circumstances may they proceed insde.”

"But, Sir Arthur, thisfield, every year, has paid your rent. Thisfield kegpsthe roof over my family's
head! Sir Arthur, the crop prices have been low going on two years-- "

| did not blame him for his distress, and he was fortunate that Sir Arthur isa humane and decent
gentleman.

"You'll not worry about therent,” Sir Arthur said. "1 relieve you of the obligation for thisyear."

On Robert's open face, gratitude and obligation warred.

"] cannot accept that offer, Sir Arthur,” he said, "generousthoughiit is, and grateful though | am to you
for making it. You and I, we have an agreement. | cannot take charity.”

Sir Arthur frowned, that his tenant would not accept such asimple solution to the difficulty.

"WEell discussthisanother time,” Sir Arthur said. "' For the moment, keep the sightseers out of the
fidd." Histone brooked no disagreement.

Robert touched the bill of hisragged cap in acquiescence.

Wereturned to Sir Arthur's mansion, where his gracious wife Jean, Lady Conan Doyle, presided over
afine, if long-ddlayed, breskfast. After our excursion, | was famished, but Holmes merely picked at his
food. This meant the mystery aroused him. Aslong asit kept hisinterest, he would hold himsdlf free of
the embrace of cocaine.

For the rest of the day, we accompanied Sir Arthur to other fields where theorems had mysteriously
appeared over the past few weeks. They were al, according to Holmes, sadly trampled.

We spoke to tenants who had also seen lightsin the sky, but the gpparitions frightened the observers;
each gave adifferent description, none as coherent as Robert's. | could not imagine what they had
actualy seen.

My mind kept returning to Robert's description. Cogent though it had been, something about it nagged
at my memory. | put my unease down to the mystery of the phenomenon. And to my wonder. Holmes's
skepticism notwithstanding, it would be quite marvelous if we were visted by beings from another world,
whether physical or spiritual. Naturally one would prefer friendly beingslike those Sir Arthur described,
over theinvading forces of Mr. Wellss scientific romances.

Holmes dutifully explored each damaged field, and listened to the descriptions of flashing lightsin the
sky. But as he was presented with nothing but old and damaged evidence, his inspections became more
and more desultory as the afternoon wore on, his atention more and more distracted and impatient. He
aso grew more and moreirritated a Sir Arthur's ruminations on spiritualism, and nothing | could do or
say could divert the conversation. Like any true believer, Sir Arthur wasrelentlessin his prosdytizing.

Toward the end of the afternoon, as | began to hope for tea, we rested beneath an ancient oak near a
patterned field.

"Look," Sir Arthur said, "a how the grain has been flattened without breaking. The stalksin the pattern
are as green as the undisturbed growth. Don't you think it odd?”

"Quiteodd,” | agreed.

"Not odd at all,” Holmes said.

He leapt from the carriage, snatched a handful of the crop from the edge of thefield, and returned with
aclump of unbroken sems till sprouting from their origina earth. He held the rootsin one hand and
smashed the other againg the stems, bending them at aright angleto their origina postion. Clods of dirt
flew from hishand in reaction to the force of hisblow.

But the ssems did not break.

"Triticum aestivum at this stage of growth isexceedingly tough,” Holmes said. "Exceedingly difficult
to break."

Holmes pulled out one stem by itsroots and handed it to me, then another for Sir Arthur. | tried to
break my stem, and indeed it took considerable force even to put akink in the fibrous growth. Sir Arthur
bent his stem, folding it repeatedly back and forth.

"The field theoremswould be moreimpressive," Holmes sad, "if the crops were broken."

"But, Mr. Holmes," said Sir Arthur, "the forces we are dedling with are mighty. A stem | cannot break



would be like afragile dry twig, to them. Do you not think it amazing that they can temper themselvesto
gentleness?’

Holmes stared at him in disbelief. "Sir Arthur! First you are impressed with afeat that appearsto be
difficult, then, when the action proves smple, you claim yourself impressed becauseitissmple! Y our
logic dudesme.”

In Holmes's powerful hands, several stalks ripped apart.

We returned to Undershaw. We drank Earl Grey from delicate porcelain cups, surrounded by heavy,
disagreeable slence. Lady Conan Doyleand | tried in vain to lighten the conversation. When Sir Arthur
announced a seance to be held that very evening, Holmess mood did not improve.

A loud knock on the door, followed by shouting, broke the tension. Sir Arthur rose to attend to the
commoation.

"One of your tenantsto seeyou, Sir Arthur,” the butler said.

Robert had followed the butler from the front door; to my astonishment he crossed the threshold of the
stting room. Then he remembered his place and snatched his battered cap from his head.

"There's been another field done!™ he exclaimed. "Little Robbie just discovered it, coming hometo get
his brothers some bread and cheese!"

Holmeslegpt to hisfeet, hisgray mood vanishing in aningtant. Sir Arthur called for his autocar and we
hurried off to see the new phenomenon.

The automobile, newly repaired, motored smoothly until we turned down thefinal road to the new field
theorem. Suddenly it died. Robert stepped down from the running board to crank it, but none of his
effortsrevived it.

Sir Arthur revedled aknowledge of colorful oathsin severd languages.

"Bushman,” Holmes muttered after aparticularly exotic phrase.

| reflected that Sir Arthur must have acquired this unusud facility during his servicein the Boer War.

Wewaked the lagt haf-mileto thefield. The afternoon’s heeat lingered even in the shade of the
hedgerows. Birds chirped and rustled the branches.

"Well, Robert," | said, "you'll have the chance to observe Mr. Holmesin action, and he can hear your
story in'your own words instead of mine. Holmes, Robert isa great enthusiast of your stories.”

"I am flattered,” Holmes said, "though of course the credit goes entirely to you, Watson, and to your
craft.”

We had no more opportunity to chat, for we reached the newly patterned field. Robert's children--
including Little Robbie, who was considerably taller and larger than hisfather-- had arrived before us,
despite our use of the motorcar. They stood in order of descending height on the bottom rail of the fence,
exclaming over the pattern crushed into the grain.

Sir Arthur made asif to plunge into the very center of the new theorem, but Holmes clasped him by
the shoulder.

"Stay back!" Holmes cried. "Raobert! To the lane! Keep away the spectators!”

"Very well, Mr. Holmes." Robert and his children tramped away down the path.

| marveled at the efficiency of the country grapevine, to give everyone such quick notice of the new
field theorem.

Holmes plunged past Sir Arthur. But instead of forging into the field, he climbed the fence and
balanced atop the highest rail to gaze across the waving grain. He traced with his eyesthe valeys and
gulches etched into the surface. Only after some minutes, and acomplete circumnavigation of thefield,
did he ventureinto the field theorem itsdlf.

Sir Arthur observed Holmes's method.

"You see, John?" Sir Arthur said. "Even your Mr. Holmes acknowledges the power-- the danger--
present here."

"Sir Arthur," | said in the mildest tone possible, "why should danger result, if the communication isfrom
those who loved you, in another life?"

"Why..." he said, momentarily awkward, "John, you'll understand after the seance tonight. The other
gdeis.. different.”



Robert ran down the path, panting.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Holmes, Sir Arthur," he said. "We kept them away aslong as we could. Constable
Brown ordered usto stand aside.”

"More devotion to duty than to sense" Sir Arthur muttered. He sighed. "I'm sure you did your best,”
said he to Robert.

A group of curious people, led by Constable Brown and minimally constrained by Robert's children,
approached between the hedgerows. Holmes was right: Someone, somehow, had derted the public.
Sghtseerswho had come to see the other field theorem now found themselves doubly fortunate.

The constable entered the field just as Holmes | ft it. The sSightseers crowded up to the fence to view
the new theorem.

Holmesrgoined Sir Arthur and mysdlf.

"l have seen what | needed,” Holmes said. "It's of no matter to meif the tourists trample the fields.”

"But we must survey the theorem!" Sir Arthur said. "We till do not know its meaning!" He ordered
Robert to do his best to prevent the sightseers from marring the designs.

"If we depart now," Holmes said, "before the constable redizes he is baffled by the phenomenon, we
will be spared interrogation.”

Dinner being far preferable to interrogation, we took Holmess advice. | noticed, to my amusement,
that Robert's children had lined the spectators up. Some visitors even offered the boystips, or perhaps
entry fees. At least the family would not count its day an utter loss.

A photographer lowered his heavy camerafrom his shoulder. He set it up oniitstripod and
disappeared beneath the black shadow-cloth to focus the lenses. He exposed a plate, setting off a grest
explosion of flash powder. Smoke billowed up, bitter and sulfurous.

The journalists began to question Constable Brown, who puffed himsalf up with importance and
replied to their questions. We hurried away, before the journalists should recognize Sir Arthur-- or
Holmes-- and further delay us.

"If the motor starts,” Sir Arthur said, "wewill bein timefor the seance.”

For amoment | wondered if Holmeswould turn volte face, return to the field, and submit to
questioning by Congtable Brown and the journdidts, in preference to submitting to the seance.

To our surprise, the motorcar started without hesitation. As Sir Arthur drove down the lane, Holmes
puzzled over something in hishands.

"What isthat, Holmes?'

"Jugt abit of wood, astake," Holmes said, putting it in his pocket. "1 found it in the field."

Ashewasnot inclined to discussit further, we both fell silent. | wondered if we had to contend with--
besides the field theorems, the ghostly lights, and the seance-- with wooden stakes and vampires.

"Tdl me, Sir Arthur,” Holmes said over the rhythmic cough of the motor, "are any of your spirits
knownto liveon Mars?'

"Mars?' Sr Arthur exclaimed. "Mard! | don't believe I've ever heard one mention it. But | don't
believe I've ever heard one asked." He turned to Holmes, his eyes bright with anticipation. "We shal ask,
this very evening! Why, that would explain Professor Schigpardlli's'candli,’ would it not?"

"Perhaps," Holmes said. "Though | fail to understand what use channels would be-- to dead people.”

Darkness gathered as we motored down the rough lane. Sir Arthur turned on the headlamps of the
autocar, and the beams pierced the dimness, casting eerie shadows and picking out the twisted branches
of trees. Thewind in our face was cool and pleasant, if tinged somewhat by the scent of petrol.

The engine of the autocar died, and with it the light from the headlamps.

Sir Arthur uttered another of his exotic curses.

"I supposeit will be of no use" he said, "but would one of you gentlemen kindly try the crank?'

Holmes-- knowing of my shoulder, shattered by a Jezail bullet in Afghanistan and never quiteright
snce-- legpt from the passenger seat and strode to the front of the automobile. He cranked it severa
times, to no avail. Without aword, he unstrapped the engine cover and opened it.

"It'stoo dark, Mr. Holmes," Sir Arthur said. "WEéll have to walk home from here."

"Perhaps not, Sir Arthur,” said . "Holmessvisionisacute.” | climbed down, aswell, to seeif | could



be of any assstance. | wished the automobile carried akerosene lamp, though | suppose | would have
had to hold it too far away from the engine, and the petrol tank, for it to be of much use.

"Can you seethe difficulty, Holmes?' | asked.

Hislong fingers probed among the machined parts of the engine.

"Difficulty, Watson?' he said. "Thereisno difficulty here. Only enterprisng cleverness”

The automobile rocked, and | assumed Sir Arthur was getting down to join usand try to help with the
repairs.

"Cleverness?' said |. "Surely you can't mean-- Ah!" Light flickered across his hawkish face, and for a
moment | thought he had repaired the engine and the headlamps. Then | thought that Sir Arthur must
have an innovative automabile, in which the headlamps gained their power from an independent battery
rather than from the workings of the motor.

But then, | thought, they would surely not have failed at the same moment as the motor.

Andfindly | redized that the headlamps were dark, the engine till, and the lights on Holmessface
emanated from a separate source entirely.

| raised my eyesin thedirection of the flickering lights. An eerie radiance lit the forest beyond the road.
As| watched, it descended dowly beneath the tops of the trees.

"Sir Arthur!™ | cried.

His slhouette moved quickly toward the mysteriouslights.

Holmesand | ran after him. | felt ashiver, whether of fear or of unearthly chill, I could not have said.

Suddenly agreat flash of light engulfed us, and agreat shock of sound. Dazzled, | sumbled and fell,
crying, "Sir Arthur!™ | thought | heard one of Sir Arthur's exotic oaths, thistime in the voice of Sherlock
Holmes.

| cameto mysdlf, my sght flickering with brilliant black and white afterimages. When my vison
cleared, | found myself staring straight up into the night. Among the constellations, Mars burned red in the
darkness. | shivered in sudden dread. | sat up, groaning.

Holmeswasingantly a my side.

"Stay quiet, Watson," he said. "Y ou'll soon beright. No injuries, | fancy."

"And you, Holmes? And Sir Arthur?!

"My sght hasrecovered, but Sir Arthur does not answer my hdlo."

"What happened, Holmes? What was that explosion?”

"It was... what Robert cdled aflying coracle” Holmes said. "Buit it has vanished, and with it Dr.
Conan Doyle"

"We must return to Undershaw! Cdl out a search party!"

"No!" Holmes exclaimed. "He has been spirited away, and we have no hope of finding the location
unless| can ingpect the Site of his disappearance. Before searcherstrampleit.”

"But Lady Conan Doyle!" | said. "Shell be frantic!”

"If we return now," Holmes said, "we can only tell her Sir Arthur islost.”

"Kidnapped!" | only wished | knew who-- or what-- had done the kidnapping.

"Perhaps, though | doubt he believes s0."

"He could bekilled-- "

"Heissafe, | warrant,” Holmes said.

"How can you be sure?'

"Because," Holmes said, "no one would benefit from hisdeath.” He settled into the seat of the autocar.
"If wewait till dawn, we may retrieve him and return him safely to the bosom of hisfamily. Before they
have any more concern than afew hours of wondering where we have got to."

"Very wdl, Holmes" | said doubtfully, "but the responsbility for Sir Arthur's safety lies on your
shoulders”

"l accept it," Holmes said solemnly. Suddenly, he brightened somewhat. "I fear we shdl missthe
seance.”

| confessthat | dozed, in the darkest hours of the night, cold and uncomfortable and cramped in the
seet of the disabled motorcar. My last sight, before | dept, was the scarlet glow of Mars sinking beneath



the tops of thetrees. | dreamed of arace of beings so powerful that the canas they built could be seen
from another planet.

When | woke, shivering, tiny dewdrops covered my tweeds. The silence of night gave way to the
bright songs of dawn. The scent of wet grass and sulfur wafted into my nogtrils. | tried to remember a
particular point of my dream.

Holmes shook me.

"I'm awake, Holmed!" | said. The snatch of memory vanished without atrace. "Have you found Sir
Arthur?’

"Not yet," he said. "Hold this, while | crank the motor.”

He handed me a bit of metal-- two strips sintered together to form one curved piece.

"What about Sir Arthur?' | asked. "What about your search?"

"My searchisfinished,” Holmessaid. "I found, overhead, afew singed tree-leaves. At my feet, adusty
spot on the ground. Marks pressed into the soil, forming the corners of aparallelogram-- " He snorted.
"Not even asquare! Far less eegant than the field theorems. Savory food for speculation.”

"But no trace of Sir Arthur?”’

"Many traces, but... | think wewill not find hishiding place.”

| glanced up into the sky, but the stars had faded and no trace of light remained.

Holmesfdl slent. He would say no more until he was ready. | feared he had failed-- Holmes, failed!--
and Sir Arthur lay dead in some kidnapper'slair, on or off our world.

The autocar started without hesitation. | had never driven amotorcar-- it isfolly to own onein the city,
where ahansom isto be had for ahandwave, a shout, and afew shillings. But | had observed Sir Arthur
carefully. Soon we were moving down the road, and | fancy the ruts, rather than my driving, caused what
joltswefdlt.

"And what isthis, Holmes?' | asked, giving him hisbit of metal. He snatched it and pointed straight
ahead. | quickly corrected the autocar's direction, for in my brief moment of inattention it had wandered
toward the hedgerow.

"The bit of metal, Holmes?"

"Itis"" hesad, "abit of metal.”

"What doesit mean?' | said irritably. "Wheredid you find it?'

"I found it in the motor,” he said, and placed it in his pocket. "And may | compliment you on your
expert driving. | had no ideayou numbered automobile racing among your talents.”

| took hisrather unsubtle hint and dowed the vehicle. Hedgerows grew close on either side; it would
not be pleasant to round aturn and come upon a horse and carriage.

"| dreamed of Mars, Holmes," | said.

"Pahl" hesaid. "Marg"

"Quite awonderful dream!™ | continued undaunted. "We had |earned to communicate with the
Martians. We could converse, with sgnds of light, as quickly and aseasly asif wewereusing a
telegraph. But of course that would beimpossible.”

"How, impossible?' Holmes asked. " Always assuming there were Martians with whom to converse.”

"Light cannot travel so quickly between theworlds" | said.

"Light transmission isingtantaneous,” Holmes said in adismissive tone.

"Onthe contrary,” | said. "Asyou would know if you paid the least attention to astronomy or physics.
The Michelson-Morley experiment proved light has afinite speed, and furthermore that its speed remains
constant-- but that is beside the point!"

"What is the point, pray tell?' Holmes asked. "Y ou were, | believe, telegraphing back and forth with
Martians"

"The point isthat | could not converse ingtantaneoudy with Martians-- "

"l do seeacertain difficulty in stringing thewires,” Holmes said dryly.

"-- because it would take several minutes-- | would have to do the arithmetic, but at least ten-- for my
'halo!" to reach Mars, and another length of timefor their 'Good day to you' to return.”

"Perhaps you should use the post,” Holmes said.



"And that iswhat troubled me about Robert's description!™ | exclaimed.

"'Something troubled you?' Holmes said. ™Y ou have not mentioned it before.”

"I could not think what it was. But of course! He thought he saw asigna from Mars, to the coracle, at
the instant after its disappearance. Thisisimpossible, you see, Holmes, because a message would take
s0 long to reach us. He must have been mistaken in what he saw.”

Holmesrode beside mein silence for some moments, then let his bresth out in along sigh.

"Asusud, Watson, you shame me," he said. "Y ou have provided the clue to the whole mystery, and
now dl isclear.”

"I do?' | said. "'l have?1tis?" | turned to him. "But what about Sir Arthur? How can the mystery be
solved if we have lost Sir Arthur? Surely we cannot return to Undershaw without him!™

"Stop!" Holmes cried.

Fearing Holmes had spied asheep in the road while my attention was otherwise occupied, | engaged
the brake aoruptly. The autocar lurched to ahalt, and Holmes used the momentum to legp from the seat
to the roadway.

Sir Arthur sat upon a stone on the verge of the track.

"Good morning, Dr. Conan Doyle," Holmes said. | trust your adventure has|eft you none the worse
for wear?'

Sir Arthur gazed up with a beetific expresson, his eyeswide and glassy.

"l have seen things, Mr. Holmes" he said. "Amazing things..."

Holmes hel ped him to the automobile and into the passenger seat. As Sir Arthur settled himsdlf,
Holmes plucked a bit of materid from Sir Arthur's shoe.

"What have you found, Holmes?" | asked.

"Nothing remarkable," replied Holmes. "A shred of dusty silk, | believe." Hefolded thefabric
carefully, placed it into his pocket, and vaulted into the autocar.

Sir Arthur made no objection to my driving us back to Undershaw. It was asif he had visited a
different world, and ill lived init in hismind. He refused to spesk of it until we returned to hishome, and
hisworried wife.

A paragon of womanhood, Lady Conan Doyle accepted Sir Arthur's assurances that he was
unharmed. She led usto the morning room and settled usall in deep chairs of maroon velvet.

Sir Arthur commenced his story.

"It wasamazing," Sir Arthur said. "Absolutely amazing. | saw thelights, and it was asif | were
mesmerized. | felt drawn to them. | hurried through thewoods. | saw thering of illumination, just as
Robert described it. Brighter than anything we can manufacture, 1I'd warrant-- never mind that it floated in
the sky! | saw the coracle. A flying vehicle, turning dowly above me, and windows-- and faces! Faces
peering down a me."

Holmes shifted and frowned, but said nothing.

"Then | saw aflash of light-- "

"Wesaw it, too,"” said I. "We feared you'd been injured.”

"Far fromit!" Conan Doyle said. "Uplifted, rather! Enlightened! | siwooned with the shock, and when |
awoke-- | wasinside the coracle!™

"How did you know where you were?' Holmes demanded. " Could you see out the windows? Were
you high above the ground?”

"l wasin around room, the size of the coracle, and | could fed the wafting of the winds-- "

It occurred to me that the previous night had been nearly windless. But perhaps the flying coracle had
risen higher and the wind aoft had freshened.

"What of the portholes?' Holmes asked.

"Therewere no portholes,” Sir Arthur said, still speaking in adreamy voice. "The walls were smooth
black, like satin. The portholes had closed over, without leaving atrace!”

"Sir Arthur-- " Holmes protested.

"Hush, Mr. Holmes, please," Lady Conan Doyle said, leaning forward, her face alight with
concentration. "Let my husband finish hisstory.”



"l wasnot at al frightened, strangdly content, and immobile,” Sir Arthur said. "Then... the people came
in and spoke to me. They looked like-- like nothing on this Earth! They were very pale, and their eyes
were huge and bright, shining with otherworldly intelligence. They told me-- they told me, without
gpeeking, they spokein my mind, without moving their lipg™

"Ah," Holmes murmured, "o at least they had lips.”

"Shh!" Lady Conan Doyle said, dispensing with courtesy.

"What did they tdll you, Sir Arthur?' | asked.

"They wished to examine me, to determineif their people and ours are compatible, to determine if we
can livetogether in peace.”

"Livetogether!" | gaculated.

"Y es. They did examine me-- | cannot describe the processin polite company, except to say that it
was... quite thorough. Strangely enough, | felt no fear, and very little discomfort, even when they used the
needles”

"Ah, yes"" Holmes murmured. "The needles.”

"Who were these people?' | asked, amazed. "Where are they from?"

"They are" Sr Arthur said softly, "from Mars”

| felt dazed, not only because of my exhaustion. Lady Conan Doyle made a sound of wonder, and
Holmes-- Holmes growled low in histhroat.

"From Mars?' hesaid dryly. "Not from the spirit relm?"

Sir Arthur drew himsdlf up, brigtling at theimplied insult.

"I'll not haveit said | cannot admit | waswrong! The new evidenceis overwhelming!"

Before Holmes could reply, Sir Arthur's butler appeared in the doorway.

"Sir Arthur," he said.

"Tell Robert," Holmes said without explanation, "that we have no need to examine any new field
theorems. Tl him he may natify the constabulary, the journdists, and the king if he wishes.”

The butler hesitated.

"Andtell him," Holmes added, "that he may charge what he likesto guide them.”

The butler bowed and disappeared.

"They'll trample the theorem!™ Sir Arthur objected, rising from his chair. "We won't know-- "

"But you adready know, Sir Arthur,” Holmes said. "The crestors of the field theorem have spoken to
you."
Sir Arthur relaxed. "That istrue,” he said. He smiled. "To think that I've been singled out thisway-- to
introduce them to theworld!" He leaned forward, soreading his handsin entreaty. "They're nothing like
the Martiansof Mr. Wdlls" he said. "Not evil, not invaders. They wish only to be our friends. Therésno
need for panic.”

"We're hardly in danger of panic,” Holmessaid. "I have done as you asked. | have solved your
mystery." He nodded to me. "Thanksto my friend Dr. Watson."

"Thereisno mystery, Mr. Holmes," Sir Arthur said.

Holmes drew from his pocket the wooden stake, the metal spring, and the scrap of black silk. He
placed them on the table before us. Dust drifted from the silk, emitting aburned, metallic scent and
marring the polished table with afilm of gray.

"You are correct. Thereis, indeed, no mystery.” He picked up the stake, and | noticed that afew
green stalks remained wrapped tightly around it. "I found thisin the center of the new field theorem, the
onethat so conveniently appeared after | expressed adesire to see afresh one. Unfortunately, its
creators were unduly hurried, and could not work with their usua care. They Ieft the center marker, to
which they tied arope, to use as acompass to form their circles."

Holmes moved hislong forefinger around the stake, showing how aloop of rope had scuffed the
corners of thewood, how the circular motion had pulled crop stalksinto atight coil.

"But that isn't what happened,” Sir Arthur said. "The Martians explained dl. They weretrying to
communicate with me, but the theorems are beyond our mental reach. So they risked everything to spesk
to medirectly.”



Holmes picked up the spring.

"Metd expandswhen it heats," he said. "Thiswas cunningly placed so its expansion disarranged a
connection in your motor. Whenever the temperature rose, the motor would stop. Naturdly, you drove
rapidly when you went to investigate each new field theorem. Of course your motorcar would overheat--
and, consequently, misbehave-- under those circumstances.”

"The Martians disrupted the eectrica flux of my motorcar-- it's an inevitable result of the energy field
that supportstheir coracle. It can fly through space, Mr. Holmes, from Mars to Earth and back again!”

Holmes sighed, and picked up the bit of black silk.

"Thisisal that isleft of theflying coracle," he said. "The hot-air balloon, rather. Candles at its base
heated the air, kept the balloon aoft, and produced the lights."

"Thelightswere too bright for candles, Mr. Holmes," Sir Arthur said.

Holmes continued undaunted. "Add to the balloon a handful of flash powder." He shook the bit of
black slk. Gray dust floated from it, and afaint scent of sulfur wafted into theair. "It ignites, you are
dazzled. Thedilk ignites! The candles, the balloon, the siraw framework-- all destroyed! Leaving nothing
but dugt... adust of magnesium oxide." He stroked his fingertip through the gray powder.

"It did not burn me," Sir Arthur pointed out.

"It was not meant to burn you. It was meant to amaze you. Y our abductors are neither malicious nor
supid." Holmes brushed the dust from his hands. "We were meant to imagine a craft that could fall from
the sky, balance on itslegs, and depart again, powered on flame, like a Chinese rocket! But it |eft the
tracks of four legs, awkwardly spaced. | found this suspicious. Threelegs, spaced regularly, would lead
to more gability.”

"Very inventive, Mr. Holmes, but you fail to explain how the Martians transported me to their coracle,
how the portholes sedled without atrace, how they spoketo mein my mind.”

"Sir Arthur," Holmes said, "are you familiar with the effects of cocaine?’

"In theory, of course,” said Sir Arthur. "I'm amedical doctor, after al.”

"Persondly familiar,” Holmes said.

"I've never had occasion to use it mysdlf, nor to prescribeit,” Sir Arthur said. "So, no, | am not
personally familiar with the effects of cocaine.”

"l am," Holmes said quietly. "And you show every Sgn of having recently succumbed to itsinfluence.
Y our eyesare glassy. Y our imagination is heightened-- "

"Areyou saying," Sir Arthur said with disbelief, "that the Martians drugged me with cocaine?"

"Thereareno Martiand" Holmes said, raising hisvoicefor thefirst time. "There are hoaxers, who
created aclever illusion, dazzled you, drugged you, and took you to a hiding place-- araft, no doubt, that
would mimic the motions of aboat floating in the air. They disguised themselves, spoke from behind
masks-- or behind a curtain!-- taking advantage of your distracted consciousness. Y ou saw the needle
yourself, the second needle that drugged you again, so they could place you where you would be sife,
and soon found!™

Sir Arthur gazed at Holmes for along moment, then chuckled softly.

"l understand,” he said softly. "1 do understand.”

"Y ou understand that you have been tricked?' Holmes asked.

"l understand al. Y ou need say no more. Some day, in the future, when you're persuaded of my
complete goodwill, well have occasion to spegk again.”

Sir Arthur rose, crossed the room, and opened his desk. He drew out a sheet of paper, returned, and
presented the paper to Holmes.

"Thisisaletter of credit,” hesaid, "in payment for your services. It's sufficient, | hope?”

Holmes barely glanced at the paper. "More than sufficient,” he said. "Most generous, | would say,
from aclient who believes | have been made afool of by Martians.”

"Not at al, Mr. Holmes. | understand your reasoning. Y ou are very subtle, sir, | admire you."

"Then you accept-- "

"| accept your explanation as proof of my hypothesis" Sir Arthur said. "And | admire you beyond
words." He smiled. "And now, we are dl very tired. | must rest, and then-- to work! To introduce the



world to the wonders approaching us. I've taken the liberty of hiring aprivate train to return you to
London. A token of my esteem.”

Speechless, Holmesrose.

"Y our luggageisin the autocar. Jameswill drive you to the station. The autocar will not misbehave,
because our visitors have gone home for the moment. But-- they will return!”

Sir Arthur and Lady Conan Doyle accompanied usto the drive, so gracioudy that | hardly felt we
were being shown the door. | climbed into the motorcar, but Sir Arthur held Holmes back for amoment,
gpeeking to himin alow voice, shaking hishand.

Holmesjoined me, nonplussed, and James drove us away. The motorcar ran flawlessy. Aswe passed
afied that yesterday had been asmooth swath of grain, but today was marked by afield theorem more
complex than any before, we saw Robert and Little Robbie directing spectators around the crushed
patternsin the field. They both had taken more care with their gppearance than the previous day, and
wore clothes without holes or patches.

His expression hidden in the shade of his new cap, Robert turned to watch us pass.

"Holmes-" | sad.

Holmes gently silenced me with agesture. He raised one hand in farewell to the farmer. Robert sal uted
him. A smdl smile played around Holmesslips.

Assoon aswewere donein the private train car, Holmes flung himself into aluxurious leather
armchair and began to laugh. He laughed so hard, and so long, that | feared he was a candidate for
Bedlam.

"Holmes!" | cried. "Get hold of yoursdlf, man!" | poured him a glass of brandy-- Napoleon, | noticed
in passing.

Hislaughter faded dowly to an occasiona chuckle, and he wiped tearsfrom his eyes.

"That'sbetter,” | said. "What isso inferndly funny?”

"Human beings," Holmes said. "Human beings, Watson, are an endless source of amusement.”

"I do not like leaving Sir Arthur with a misapprehension of events. Perhaps we should return-- seek
out the raft on which he was held captive.”

"It has, no doubt, been sunk in the deepest part of the lake. We would never find it... unlesswe could
engage the services of Mr. Verne's Captain Nemo."

"I'm astonished that you've read Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea," | said.

"l have not. But you did, and you described it to me quite fully." He sipped the brandy, and glanced at
the glowing amber liquid in appreciation. "Hmm. Thelast good year."

| poured cognac for myself, warmed the ball oon glass between my hands, and savored the swest,
intoxicating bite of its vapors. It wasfar too early in the day for spirits, but thisonetime | excused
mysdf.

"When we return to Baker Street,” said Holmes, "I might perhaps borrow your copy of War of the
Worlds, if youwould be so kind astolend it to me."

"I will," I said, "if you promise not to rip out its pages for your files. Bertieinscribed it to me
persondly.”

"l will guard itsintegrity with my life"

| snorted. Thetrain jerked, wheds squedling against the tracks, and gathered speed.

"What about Sir Arthur?' | asked, refusing to be put off again. "He believes he's been visited by
Martiand"

"Watson, old friend, Sir Arthur isawilling participant in the hoax."

"Y ou mean-- he engineered it himself? Then why engage your services?'

"An innocent, unconscious participant. He wants to believe. He has exchanged Occam's razor for
Occam's kaleidoscope, complicating smple facts into explanations of impossible complexity. But he
believesthey aretrue, just as he bdieves spirits visit him, and Houdini possesses mediumistic powers,
and |..." He tarted to chuckle again.

"I don't understand the purpose of thishoax!" | said, hoping to distract him before he erupted into
another bout of hysteria. "Nor who perpetrated it!"



"Itisadifficult question. | despaired of solving it. | wondered if Sir Arthur wished to pit hisintellect
againgt mine. If the journaists and photographers conspired to create astory. If Constable Brown wished
to draw more resourcesto his district-- and found he enjoyed the limelight!™

"Which of them wasiit, Holmes? Wait! It was the photographer-- only he has accessto flash
powder!"

"And an intimate knowledge of Surrey fields? No. The flash powder iseasily purchased-- or
purloined. It was no one you mention.”

"Then who?"

"Who benefits?*

| consdered. If Sir Arthur wrote of the events, he might make atidy sum from abook and lecture
tour. But Holmes had dready stated that Sir Arthur wasinnocent. Still, what benefited Sir Arthur would
benefit hiswhole family...

"Not Lady Conan Doyle!" | exclaimed, aghast.

"Certainly not,” Holmes said.

"The butler? The driver? He would know how to sabotage the car-- "

"Robert Holder, Watson!" Holmes cried. "Robert Holder! Perhaps-- indeed, certainly-- with help
from James and the butler and other tenantsin the neighborhood. But Robert was the mastermind, for all
his rough appearance. A veritable Houdini of the countryside!" Holmes considered. "Indeed, he used
some of my own techniques. And he amost defeated me!”

"Herisked dl by chalenging you!"

"| was unforeseen-- surely heintended Sir Arthur to conduct the investigation. When you and |
arrived, Robert must have redized he would stand or fal by his boldness. He offered Sir Arthur a
compelling reason to dismiss my solution-- and me. Sir Arthur accepted the offering. How could he
resg?'

Holmes gazed out the window of the train for amoment. Unmarred fields rippled pagt, like miniature
green sess.

"I not for Robert's misapprehension about the velocity of light," Holmes said, "amisapprehension that
| shared, | would have known what happened, and | would have known how-- but | never would have
been certain who."

"Y ou sound curioudy sympathetic, Holmes," | said with disapproval.

"Indeed | am, Watson. Robert is clearly an honorable man."

"Honorable!™

"Herefused Sir Arthur's offer to relieve him of the year's rent. He hasno wish to stedl "

"Only tolie"

"Like Houdini. Like any entertainer, any storyteller. Shakespearelied. Y ou havelied yoursdlf, my
friend, in your descriptions of our adventures.”

"I havedisguised individuas," | said, taking offense. "'l have, yes, perhaps, dissembled occasiondly...”
| hesitated, and then | nodded. "Very well. | havelied."

"Lifeishard for people who work theland. Y ou and | are prosperous, now, but remember what it
was like when we were younger, scraping along from season to season, with never anew shirt or apair
of bootsthat did not let in the rain. Imagine seeing no better prospects. For the rest of your life.”

| suddenly remembered father and sons, and their new clothes.

"Who can blame them for creating adiverson, amystery to attract sightseers, people of leisure with
money to spare. People,”" Holmes added, "with ablind eye to turn to the evidence lying plain before
them.”

"Wheat of your commitment to the truth, Holmes?' | asked with some asperity.

"I know thetruth," he said. "Y ou know it. Sir Arthur knowsit, but rejectsit. | have kept the solution to
other mysteries confidentid; it is part of my duty. How isthis different?’

| suddenly understood. Holmes's sympathy was not so much directed toward the hoaxers as away
from the curiosity seekers who were willing, indeed eager, to be fooled.

"Very well, Holmes" | said. "I am content, if you are.”



Werodein silence for some miles, lulled by the rocking of thetrain, enjoying Sir Arthur's excellent
cognac and the peaceful English countryside. | wondered what the world would belike if beings from
another planet did vist us

"Holmes" | said.

"Y es, Watson?'

"Why was Sir Arthur so willing to pay you, when he did not believe your solution? What did he say to
you, just aswe |eft?"

"Hesaid, 'l understand why you are such an extraordinary person. Like Houdini, you have good
reason to hide your abilities, your true nature. | understand why Sherlock Holmes cannot be the oneto
reved thetruth about our vigtors. | will do it, and you may trust me to keep your secret.'"

"Your secret?’

"Yes, Watson." Holmes smiled. "Sir Arthur Conan Doyle believes| am aMartian.”

Published by AlexandriaDigitd Literature. (ht t p: / / www. al exlit. com )

Returnto.


http://www.alexlit.com/
http://www.alexlit.com/

