The Case of the

Scientific Aristocrat

“1 10PE FOR YOUR $aKE, WaATSON, that popular science does not rot
the brain.”

I looked up from the illustrated scientific magazine I had been
reading. Sherlock Holmes lounged opposite me in the more com-
fortable of our armchairs, idle save for his pipe.

“I am trying to broaden my mind a little,” I said with some
asperity. “No doubt you consider me incapable of grasping the
subtleties—"

“Not at all, Watson, perish the thought! I was merely about to
express the hope that your article is not written in the style of a
lecture, as is sometimes the case, but provides enough information
to allow an intelligent reader such as yourself to apply his own mind
to form his own opinions.”

Holmes’s eyes scanned the cover. “Which article are you in fact
reading? The one on the nature of the stars? That on the origins of the
Earth?”

I felt myself blushing. “Well, in fact, Holmes, the magazine is
also currently serializing one of Mr. Herbert George Wells’s works,
The Time Machine, and I was just glancing—"
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My friend snorted.

“Really, Holmes, I am trying my best!” I cried. “But if you are
attempting to educate me, you must make some allowances. For
one thing, the subtleties of mathematics are quite beyond me.”

Holmes smiled, then raised his right hand solemnly with the
palm toward me. “Agreed, Watson. You have my word upon it:
whatever else 1 may seek to tax your brain with, definitely no
mathematics. In fact, the mathematical details are usually secondary
to the logic of scientific inquiry. It is understanding the principles,
not the calculation, which is the important thing.”

“My other problem, Holmes, is that the subject matter can really
be a little dry. It is human affairs and conflicts that interest me,
however petty they may be in the grand cosmic scheme.”

“1 quite agree with you there, Watson, as my own choice of
work should tell you. But it is always possible—"

However, at that moment we were dramatically interrupted. We
had been too involved in our conversation to take much note of
noises below; now the door was flung open, and a smartly dressed
but wild-eyed young man burst in upon us.

“Mr. Sherlock Holmes? You must help me, sir, I implore you. It
is my father. We must go to him at once.”

| I sprang up. “He is ill?” I said.

“He is dead! And, sirs, the only person who could possibly have
done it—the person the police will be certain has done it—is
myself!”

Sherlock Holmes raised his eyebrows. “And who are you,
pray?”’

“I am Viscount Forleigh. My father is Lord Forleigh. You may
well have heard of him. He has long been famous as a classical
scholar, and more recently as a philanthropist. His great project is
the Universal Planetarium, now nearing completion not two miles
from here.”

We both nodded. No resident of London could have missed
seeing the imposing structure which had been under construction
on the South Bank of the Thames. A huge dome of green glass, it
was a match in size for St Paul's Cathedral opposite, although
unkind critics had likened it rather to an overgrown railway station.
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The building was to house an exhibition of scientific devices and
models, for the edification of the public, but the precise nature of the
exhibits had remained a well-kept secret.

“As you no doubt know,” the Viscount continued, “my father
wished the contents of the building to remain a surprise until its
formal opening, scheduled for the day after tomorrow. To this end,
the workmen have been sworn to secrecy, and there are only two
keys to the main door of the building. One was in my father’s
possession, one in mine. The other entrances have been kept
blocked up, so one of us must always be present at the start and
finish of the day’s work, to permit the artisans access and then lock
up behind them.

“Today is of course a Saturday, but my father was at the Plan-
etarium making a final inspection. He had asked me to join him
there at noon. I arrived a few minutes early, and found the main
door locked. I opened it to enter, then relocked it behind me. I went
forward onto the floor and called out. There was no reply. I assumed
my father had been delayed, and started to inspect the layout for
myself. All appeared in order. Then I turned a corner, and lying face
down upon the floor before me, the back of his head caved in by
some powerful blow . . .”

He stopped, his shoulders shaking.

“Your father?” asked Holmes quietly.

“Yes. He had evidently been coshed, American gangster style,
by someone who had been lying in wait for him. The shock was
considerable, although I shall not conceal from you, Mr. Holmes,
my father and I were no longer on entirely friendly terms. I had
made no secret of the fact I considered he was squandering too
much of the family fortune, my inheritance-to-be, on his various
projects.

“And so it dawned upon me that things looked rather black for
me. The lock to the building is of Swiss design, quite unpickable. Of
course I checked the premises carefully, but there was no sign of
forced entry, nor any intruder. The only person who could have
entered the building besides my father was myself. My father’s key,
incidentally, was still on the chain round his neck, where he always
kept it.
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“I thought that if I went to the police, they would inevitably
arrest me. And so I locked the dome again and came to you.”

My companion rose, rubbing his hands. “A capital puzzle,” he
exclaimed. “I have dealt with locked-room murders before, but this
is certainly my first locked-museum mystery. We will have to involve
the authorities before long, but we can assuredly go there first and
make our own inspection. As you say, the police can be unimagina-
tive, and I would not wish you to suffer the unpleasantness of
detention.”

DeserTE THE URGENCY, our client insisted on first calling past Univer-
sity College to let the project’s chief scientific adviser, one Professor
Summerlee, know what had occurred. But Summerlee was not to be
found, and further time was consumed in writing a note for him.
The fastest way from there to the Embankment was to take an
Underground train from Euston. This we did, but there was some
snarl-up with the signals, and we sat alongside another train in the
darkened tunnel for several minutes, while our client grew ever
more agitated.

“Ah. We are moving!” I exclaimed in relief, as the windows of

“the adjacent train started to slide past ours. No one contradicted me,
but a few moments later the end passed us, and it suddenly became
evident that we were in reality still stationary: it was the other train
which had been in motion. I started to apologize for my error.

“It is an easy mistake to make,” said the Viscount, “in the
Universe at large as well as on a train. Indeed, since all the stars and
planets traverse the skies at differing velocities, there is in a real
sense no absolute state of rest or motion. You see Mass fly along at
tens of kilometers per second, but a Martian observer would prefer
to believe that he is at rest and the Earth is rushing headlong. We
could even say you were right: the other train could be considered
still stationary, and our own and the Earth in motion.”

I thought the shock must have unhinged him slightly. The point
might have some childish philosophical validity, but several million
Londoners would agree unambiguously which train was at rest for
practical purposes. But he continued:






