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CHAPTER ONE


MARCH COMES IN WITH A ROAR


“I thought it was the end of the world.”


“Come now, darling,” I said, gently admonishing my wife. “Merely supply Mrs Hudson with the facts. There’s no need to over-egg the pudding.”


My former landlady peered over half-moon glasses and fixed me with the look she usually reserved for pedlars of dubious merchandise. “Over-egg the pudding? Doctor, what is it they say about men in glass houses? Remember, I’ve read those stories of yours. As has Mr Holmes.” She paused, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “What did he call them again?”


I sat back in my old armchair and nursed the glass of brandy that Mrs Hudson had pressed into my hand on our arrival.


“He thought they read very well,” I lied.


“Really? That’s not what I remember. Wasn’t it something about ‘sensationalised twaddle’?”


“Mrs Hudson,” my wife gasped, although I could tell by the amusement in her voice that the reprimand was anything but genuine.


I smiled despite myself. “That sounds… rather familiar.”


Mrs Hudson was not about to let me get away with it that easily. “So if the doctor’s worried about the pudding being over-egged, maybe we should head down to the kitchen and introduce Mr Pot to Mr Kettle.”


I raised my hands in mock surrender. “Like the eggs themselves, I know when I am beaten.”


At that Mary laughed, and the sound warmed my frozen bones more than the fire that roared in the hearth.


“I’m sorry, Doctor,” Mrs Hudson said, an apology I immediately waved away.


“Mrs Hudson, who else is going to put me in my place while Holmes is on the continent? Now, Mary, please, the stage is yours.”


I sipped my brandy as Mary continued her tale. It began, like so many stories told by the English, with the weather. The February of 1891 had been surprisingly mild and March had looked as if it would follow in its predecessor’s footsteps. I had been reminded of the old saying that March comes in like a lion, and goes out like a lamb. Little did we know how wild an animal it would be.


The morning of Monday 9 March had started pleasantly enough. The barometer that hung in the hallway of our Kensington home had been rising steadily, promising a fine and pleasant day. There had been reports of a smattering of snow elsewhere in the country, but nothing more than moderate winds were expected. Mother Nature, however, is a fickle mistress. As if to punish mankind for daring to predict her ways, she turned on us, sending a storm to end all storms.


“I was glad when John shut up the surgery,” Mary admitted to Mrs Hudson. “The windows were already rattling in their frames, and the snow falling hard.”


Mrs Hudson placed a hand on my wife’s arm. “I was caught out in it myself. Nearly lost my hat on Bickenhall Street.”


“We dined and retired to the sitting room, where John lit the fire. I tried to distract myself with needlepoint, but my attempts to relax were punctuated by the sound of roof tiles smashing on the road outside. John was at the hearth when it happened, adding more wood to the fire. An incredible squall thundered through the house, and before I knew what was happening the chimney stack fell through the ceiling. John was nearly crushed.”


Again I felt the need to interject. “I was able to throw myself clear.”


“But not before taking that bang to your head,” Mrs Hudson pointed out. Instinctively, my hand went to the bandage she had helped my wife apply.


“All that mattered was that Mary was safe,” I said. “We couldn’t stay at home with a gaping hole in the ceiling…”


“…so you came here,” Mrs Hudson said, completing my sentence in a manner she had picked up thanks to years of looking after Sherlock Holmes, a necessity if she wanted to get a word in edgeways. “And I’m glad you did. 221B is a fortress, always has been. You can return home when the storm has passed, and see what the damage is.”


My wife made to reply, but the thought made her voice catch in her throat. I put aside my glass and went to her, kneeling in front of the settee where so many clients had revealed their woes. “Try not to worry, my dear. I’m sure it won’t be half as bad as we imagine.”


As if to contradict me, the sounds of the tempest outside intensified. The journey across town had been traumatic. I had bundled my wife, maid and housekeeper into a cab and we had held on for dear life as the poor horses negotiated the snow-bound roads. The wheels of the carriage stuck fast not once, but three times on the way to my former lodgings in Baker Street. On the third occurrence, I was forced to disembark and help the beleaguered cabbie dig us out. Smashed tiles littered the freshly fallen snow, windows were blown out and gates hung loose from railings. It struck me that the only folk who would welcome the storm were the slaters, carpenters, glaziers and gardeners who would no doubt find themselves in gainful employment for many months to come.


By the time we neared Baker Street, the roads had become impassable. Paying our courageous cabbie, we braved the last part of the journey ourselves, crunching through snow that was already up to our knees. It was slow progress, our extremities chilled and our hearts low. I had never been so glad to see 221B in all my life, although the steps leading up to that well-remembered door were completely covered with snow.


Mrs Hudson had taken one look at us and ushered us in. We were soon ensconced in the cosy sitting room, drinks delivered into our hands and the fire stoked, while our staff warmed themselves in Mrs Hudson’s kitchen.


As the flames danced in the grate, Mary glanced furtively at the ceiling, as if expecting 221B’s own chimney breast to follow the example of its counterpart in Kensington and come crashing down.


I, myself, had never felt safer. Sitting here, with the paraphernalia of Holmes’s singular life all around, made me feel that nothing could touch me. From my friend’s eternally chaotic desk to that damned Persian slipper stuffed with tobacco, it was as if Holmes himself were with us, holding back the storm. Little did I know that the events of this calamitous evening would pale into insignificance compared with the perils that lay ahead.


And so we settled in for the night, holed up in these most familiar of surroundings. Mrs Hudson made a comfortable nest for our own housekeeper and maid in her rooms downstairs, while Mary would sleep in my old bedroom, the single bed meaning that I faced a night on the settee. The windows were secured against the elements and the curtains drawn. As Holmes’s grandfather clock chimed midnight, I lounged on the sofa reading a long-forgotten adventure novel I had found upstairs, Mary having retired some hours before.


The house was at peace, save for the wind whistling a merry tune down the chimney and the steady tick of the clock. Everything felt so familiar that I half expected the sound of Holmes’s Stradivarius to emanate from his empty bedchamber in the adjoining room.


Cocooned in a blanket, I forced myself to turn off the light when I realised that I had read the same paragraph three times. I extinguished the lamp, plunging the sitting room into darkness. Sleepily I turned over, trying to make myself comfortable, when an unexpected sound catapulted me back to my senses. I sat up, eyes wide in the gloom. Where had it come from? Not from the steps that led up to my old room, or from the narrow landing on the other side of the sitting-room door. I was suddenly aware of every creak and groan in the house. What had it been?


As nothing out of the ordinary happened, and the seconds turned into minutes, I relaxed. I lay back, laughing at myself nervously. What a fool I had become, jumping at shadows.


I closed my eyes… and there it was again. A tap, followed by a scrape, metal against wood. I leapt from the settee, nearly upsetting the lantern from the table beside me. I froze, listening intently.


There. It was coming from Holmes’s bedroom, not the scrape of horsehair against violin string, but that of a window being opened, followed by a great gust of wind that rattled the bedroom door in its frame.


The blood boiled in my veins. An opportunistic thief was using the storm to invade Holmes’s inner sanctum. How dare he!


Not wanting to alert the intruder to my presence, I took up the poker and crept forwards, the weapon raised in my hand, ready for action.


I paused by the door and listened to the creak of the floorboards on the other side of the wood. I reached for the doorknob, but it was pulled from my hand, the door opened from within.


A tall, lanky frame slammed into me and I tumbled back, the poker tumbling from my hand. My already injured head made contact with the floor and stars spiralled across my vision. My arm was pinned to the ground, a grip like iron grasping my wrist. Light bloomed in the darkness and I turned to see Mary rushing down the stairs from my former bedroom, a lantern in her hand.


“John?”


“Mary, stay back,” I warned, before I looked up at my attacker and the voice caught in my throat. Sharp grey eyes were staring down at me, thick eyebrows raised in amazement on a large domed forehead.


“What the devil are you doing sneaking around in the dark, Watson? exclaimed Sherlock Holmes. “I could have killed you!”




CHAPTER TWO


THE MORNING AFTER


Those of you who have read my earlier work will know that I previously claimed not to have seen Holmes at all during the winter and spring of 1891. For this deception I must apologise. While it is unlikely that this manuscript will ever see print, I feel now more than ever that I should commit to paper all the adventures I shared with Sherlock Holmes. This includes that handful of cases which, due to their sensitive or potentially scandalous nature, I have vowed never to enter into the public record.


Of course, as Holmes helped me back to my feet, I had no idea that the affair in which we would soon be embroiled would be one that Holmes’s brother Mycroft would deem inappropriate for publication.


“Holmes,” said I, brushing myself down, “I thought you were overseas.”


“I am, or rather I was. I have been working in France, Watson, at the behest of Monsieur Marie François Sadi Carnot.”


“The President?” Mary exclaimed, recognising the name from the papers.


“The very same,” Holmes replied. “Although please do not ask me the nature of my case.”


“A matter of national security, eh?” I asked, drawing a look of reproach from my friend. “Sorry. Say no more, old chap.”


“The work has reached somewhat of a natural lull, and so I took the opportunity to return to England and deal with several matters at home.”


“Your timing could have been better.”


“Thankfully the crossing was relatively calm, although the journey from Dover was positively hellish. The thought of Baker Street drove me on, and yet on arrival I found 221B’s front door behind three foot of snow.”


“Did you not think to wake Mrs Hudson?”


“And face her wrath? Come, Watson. Not even the residents of Bedlam would attempt to rouse our redoubtable landlady from her slumber. I deduced that it would be far safer to shimmy up the drainpipe and enter through my bedroom window.”


Holmes’s account was interrupted by the sudden appearance of Mrs Hudson at the sitting-room door, and her delight in seeing her prodigal lodger. I could not help but recall the dull October afternoon three years previously when Holmes had occupied his not-inconsiderable mind by attempting to break into every window and door of 221B Baker Street in order to ascertain the security of the house. That was until Mrs Hudson had returned home to find him hanging from the roof. Her expression, and indeed her language, was far more congenial today, although both Holmes and I glossed over the true nature of his ingress.


Energised by Holmes’s sudden appearance, all thought of sleep was banished from my mind. The ladies returned to their respective beds while the two of us sat opposite each other by the fire, talking into the early hours. The conversation was as effortless as ever; Holmes sat puffing away at his noxious black shag while I enjoyed the subtle delights of my own Arcadia mix.


Eventually, when our tobacco pouches were as exhausted as our limbs, we retired to bed, Holmes to his room and I to the settee. This time I slipped easily into the arms of Morpheus, despite the valiant efforts of the storm outside.


* * *


The following morning saw welcome helpings of Mrs Hudson’s renowned kedgeree before Holmes and I braved the weather to scope out the fate of my Kensington home. The wind had subsided although a powdery flurry of snow fell steadily from the grey skies. London was returning to life, the roads already cleared by the enterprising unemployed ready and willing to earn an extra penny from businesses and cab companies keen to get the capital moving once again.


On arrival at my modest practice, I was pleased to discover that the damage was less extensive than I had feared. In fact, I even managed to send a boy to find my usual handyman. Kennet was pleased to raise me to the very top of his list of repairs thanks in part to the chance it offered to meet Holmes. My friend’s celebrity had grown much these last few years, not least since the publication of A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of The Four.


The work in hand, we returned to Baker Street, safe in the knowledge that the house was secured. Mary and I were not homeless, thanks to the generosity of both Holmes and Mrs Hudson, who said we could stay indefinitely.


“Indeed,” Holmes said, “I will be returning to Paris on the first ferry so you can have the place to yourself.”


It was a prediction that would soon be confounded.


While Mary was understandably concerned to return home, our plight was nothing compared to that of the poor wretches who had suffered most at the cruel hands of the great blizzard. According to The Times, the west of England had been most seriously hit. Devon and Cornwall were cut off from the rest of the country, railway lines buried beneath drifts of some eighteen feet or more. Entire trains had been entombed and were being dug out by the army, the rescued passengers understandably shaken after their chilling ordeal. There were also reports of ships lost at sea, and in the weeks to come the cost to the agricultural community would be keenly felt, thousands of animals lost in one abominable night.


I was reading of these terrible events as there came a knock at the front door. I exchanged a look with both Holmes and Mary as we listened to the stately tread of Mrs Hudson in the hall below. How many cases had begun with a sharp rap on the door such as this? I glanced at my watch. It had just turned seven o’clock and the wind had picked up again. The streets outside were abandoned through fear of another tumultuous night. Who had braved the weather to arrive on our doorstep?


There was a cry of alarm from Mrs Hudson, followed by the sound of someone stumbling up the stairs. Holmes and I were on our feet as the door crashed open. A corpulent man lurched into the room, broad shoulders covered with snow and a gloved hand clutching his chest. He was dressed in the red-lined robes of a Catholic priest, a silver cross around a full neck and eyes so wide that they looked as though they were trying to escape from their sockets. Jowls wobbled as the man gasped for breath, a strawberry-tinged birthmark livid against ashen skin. He looked wildly around the room, his gaze finally settling on my companion.


“Signore Holmes,” the priest wheezed in a voice barely more than a whisper. “Il corpe…”


And without another word our unexpected guest pitched forward and landed lifeless at our feet.




CHAPTER THREE


NEW SCOTLAND YARD


For the second night in a row I found myself buffeted by a cold easterly wind, although this time I was not looking for sanctuary, but being whisked towards the mortuary in a hansom.


I had rushed to our visitor’s side as soon as he fell, seeking a pulse, while Mary held his head in her lap. Holmes had raised the alarm as soon as I had confirmed that the man was dead and, thanks to the detective’s standing with the Metropolitan Police, none other than Inspector Lestrade had arrived at 221B within the hour. Statements were taken and the body removed, although Lestrade had made it perfectly clear that Holmes was to remain exactly where he was.


“We will be in touch as soon as there is any information regarding the identity of the corpse, Mr Holmes.”


“Which information do you mean exactly? The fact that the deceased holds the rank of Monsignor in the Holy Catholic Church, that he has recently travelled to England from the Vatican, or that he suffered dreadfully from gout?”


“I’m in no mood for your parlour games, Mr Holmes—” Lestrade responded.


“Parlour games!”


Lestrade continued as if Holmes hadn’t spoken: “—and must insist that you do as I have asked.”


Lestrade made his farewells and departed, leaving Holmes to pace the floor and inform all of Baker Street just what he thought of the inspector.


“Holmes, please,” I entreated, sitting on the settee beside Mary, her hand held tightly in mine. “My wife is upset.”


“So am I!” came the indignant reply.


“I am quite well, John,” Mary said, although I believed not a word of it. Holmes, to his credit, deposited himself in his customary chair and made a concerted effort to hide his impatience. We ate dinner in near silence, Holmes barely touching his food, his eyes flitting constantly to the clock on the mantel. It was only after dessert, when Mary insisted that she was over the worst of the shock, that Holmes leapt from his chair and grabbed his long coat, hat and scarf.


“Mary, I—” I began, but she stopped me.


“Go with him. You won’t be able to settle otherwise.”


Kissing her on the cheek, I grabbed my outerwear and hurried down the seventeen steps to the front door to join Holmes on Baker Street.


Before long we were rattling through the darkening streets of London, our hansom cab swaying in the wind.


Not wanting to prompt another diatribe regarding Lestrade, I returned my colleague’s attention to his earlier deductions.


“So, our visitor…” I ventured.


Holmes let out an exasperated sigh. “Please do not humour me, Watson,” said he, guessing where this line of questioning was going. “You know my methods better than anyone. That the man held the station of Monsignor was obvious by the red piping and buttons on his cassock.”


“But that he had travelled from Rome? Could he not be part of the Cardinal’s retinue here in London?”


“Not according to the shoes the unfortunate fellow revealed as he sprawled across Mrs Hudson’s carpet. Black leather with gold buckles and red appliqué. According to the stitching I would venture that they were manufactured by Ditta Annibale Gammarelli, clerical tailors to the Vatican since 1798.”


I chose not to point out that a London policeman would have little reason to be familiar with the minutiae of Italian ecclesiastical tailoring. At least the diagnosis of gout had been as clear to me as it was to Holmes. The Monsignor’s left ankle had been roughly the size of a cricket ball, which, Holmes pointed out, would also account for the choice of Oxfords over boots.


We fell into silence as we approached New Scotland Yard. Upon our arrival on the Victoria Embankment, Holmes marched into the large red and white building. Bustling past the bemused constable on the front desk, we made straight for our mysterious clergyman’s temporary resting place.


As if expecting our approach, Lestrade appeared in the dingy corridor and raised his hands in the manner one would use to try to halt a speeding locomotive. Thankfully, Holmes stopped in his tracks.


Lestrade sighed. “I thought I told you to stay put.”


“You did,” Holmes conceded, “and I ignored you. I will see the body now.”


He moved to continue along the corridor, only to be restrained by a hand on his shoulder.


“No, you will not. While you have served us well in the past, Mr Holmes, may I remind you that this is Scotland Yard. You are a guest here, a welcome guest most of the time, but one who should be careful not to overstep the mark.”


I decided it was best to intercede. “Inspector, with all due respect, a man died on our doorstep tonight.”


“I thought it was your sitting room.”


“In Holmes’s lodgings then. Is it any wonder that we are curious about what brought him to Baker Street? Can you at least tell us if he has been examined by the police surgeon?”


Lestrade narrowed his eyes, before shaking his head in defeat. “Oh, very well. Yes, he has been examined.”


“And has the cause of death been ascertained?” “Unfortunately, God help us all.”


I was tiring of these games. “Then spit it out, man. What killed him?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” said Holmes. “The police surgeon believes that the Monsignor died of complications arising from cholera.”




CHAPTER FOUR


MONSIGNOR ERMACORA


“Cholera?” came my horrified reply. “Are you sure?”


“The symptoms are clear for the police surgeon to see,” said Holmes. “The man had obviously been suffering from some kind of stomach complaint. There were traces of vomit on his cassock, which he had endeavoured to wipe clean. Then there was the smell. Even accounting for the evacuation of the bowels post mortem…”


“Mr Holmes, please,” Lestrade said, his discomfort obvious.


My companion raised a disparaging eyebrow. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I thought this was a mortuary. Surely such conversations take place as a matter of course.”


Lestrade let out an exasperated breath, and beckoned us over to a closed door on the other side of the corridor. Opening it, he led us into a small windowless room. At its centre were a table and four chairs, although I noticed Holmes’s eyes flick towards the modest leather case that sat against the wall.


Lestrade walked around the table and pulled out a chair, indicating that we should sit opposite him.


“Are we being interrogated?” I joked, eager to break the tension.


Lestrade did not smile. “According to the cabbie who brought the priest to your door, the man was feverish, almost beside himself with pain. He doubled over almost as soon as he’d entered the cab, clutching his stomach. As Mr Holmes said, he was… unwell on the way to Baker Street.”


“Did the cabbie attempt to clean up?” I asked, concerned for the poor chap.


Lestrade nodded. “Unfortunately so. He’s been quarantined, just in case.”


“May I question him?” Holmes asked.


Lestrade’s lips were tight as he replied, “I assume you know what quarantine means, Mr Holmes?”


Holmes’s lips tightened. “Where did he pick up the gentleman?”


“In Tyburnia, staggering down the Bayswater Road.” The inspector pulled out his notebook and flipped through its pages. “‘At last, at last,’ he said, when the cab stopped to pick him up. ‘Take me to Baker Street, at once.’”


“I see. And he was carrying that case?”


Lestrade viewed the article with suspicion, as if it were liable to jump up and bite him like a rabid dog. “You can tell from the leather, I suppose? Italian, is it?”


“I can tell from the address label,” Holmes replied, cocking his head to read the graceful handwriting from his seat. “Monsignor Ermacora.”


“Of the Holy City?” I guessed.


“Quite so.”


Lestrade was looking distinctly unimpressed. “As you suggested, the Monsignor had also…” he paused, in a display of squeamishness surprising for a policeman, “…soiled his undergarments.” He turned to another page in his notebook. “‘A thin, watery diarrhoea’ according to the police surgeon.”


“I would examine the vestments,” Holmes announced.


Lestrade looked up sharply from his notebook. “For what reason?”


“Clues, Lestrade. What else?”


Lestrade flipped the notebook shut and returned it to his pocket. “Then you’re out of luck. They’ve already been burned.”


“Standard procedure,” I interjected, “in cases of cholera.”


“If this is a case of cholera,” Holmes said.


“But you said…” I began.


“I said that the police surgeon believes it to be cholera. Cramps, vomiting and diarrhoea, followed by a heart attack. Am I right, Inspector?”


“You’ve hit the nail on the head, as usual.”


Now Holmes turned his attention to me. “Doctor, tell me – when was the last outbreak of cholera in London?”


“I don’t know. Sixty-two? Sixty-three maybe?”


“1866,” Holmes informed me, “and almost entirely confined to the East End. Inspector, may I?”


Lestrade’s brow furrowed. “May you what?”


“Examine the late Monsignor’s luggage? Or is that also due to be consigned to the furnace?”


Lestrade scratched his dark-brown sideburns. “I’m not sure.” “It should be quite safe,” I assured the policeman. “The leather itself won’t be contagious.”


“And even if it were, I still wear my gloves,” Holmes said, raising his hands to show the inspector. “You may burn them afterwards if it helps you sleep at night.”


Huffing, Lestrade waved Holmes to continue. The detective was out of his seat in an instant. He recovered the case and placed it on the table. I suppressed a smile at the scrape of Lestrade’s chair as he pushed himself back an inch or two.


Holmes examined the lock; satisfied, he pulled out his trusty lock picks. The case was open in a jiffy and Holmes was rifling through the Monsignor’s possessions as if they were historical artefacts rather than the effects of a man who had recently shuffled off this mortal coil.


The priest had obviously been a believer in travelling light. The case contained only a few items of clothing, a Holy Bible and a small black notebook, fixed with a clasp. The clothes were examined, the Bible thumbed through and the notebook read in silence.


Finally, Holmes uttered two short words: “Saint Nicole.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


Holmes passed me the notebook. “The last words Monsignor Ermacora wrote before meeting his maker.”


“Not quite, Holmes,” I pointed out. “There’s a number, 930.”


Holmes addressed the inspector. “Lestrade, was a ticket found upon his person?”


“A ticket?”


“A train ticket. The Monsignor was picked up while transporting a case through Tyburnia. Surely it is no great leap to suggest that he had recently arrived at Paddington Station.”


“Why not hail a cab at the station?” I asked.


“The station, like the rest of the city, is still recovering from the events of Monday night. What was it he cried on finding a cab, Inspector?”


“At last, at last,” Lestrade provided.


“Suggesting that up to that point he had been searching in vain. Plus, the poor fellow was running a fever and in great discomfort. He would have been disorientated, confused; lost in a foreign city. But what of Saint Nicole?”


“A study of his?” I suggested.


“Quite possibly,” Holmes conceded, taking the notebook back from me. “Saint Nicole; also sometimes known as Saint Colette. She lived the life of an anchoress in Picardy, France; Corbie Abbey to be precise.”


“An anchoress?” Lestrade asked.


“Walled into a cell with only a small window to connect her to the outside world.”


“Good heavens,” said I.


Holmes continued flicking through the notebook. “While she certainly lived an interesting life, I do not believe she was the subject of the Monsignor’s devotions. This notebook contains nothing but dates, times and locations. The Monsignor obviously used it as an aide-mémoire, jotting down his appointments as they were made. The entry before ‘Nicole’ is an itinerary, detailing his journey across Europe. I hope his journey to Dover was less traumatic than my own.”


“Does it tell us his intended destination?” Lestrade asked. “When he arrived in England, I mean?”


Holmes shook his head. “Sadly not. Although look at the numbers that Watson so dutifully noticed: 930.” He held the page to his nose. “There is an indentation between the nine and the three, where the pen pressed into the paper but no ink flowed. Nine thirty then.”


“A train time!” I realised.


“A reasonable hypothesis, Watson. I believe that we are searching for a place bearing the saint’s name, an abbey or parish church, located somewhere between here and Taunton.”


“Taunton?” asked Lestrade.


“According to The Times, the line below Taunton is still impassable due to the snow. Lestrade, have you a register of Catholic churches, primarily in the west of England?”


Like a bloodhound with a new scent, Lestrade vanished from the room to reappear ten minutes later. Panting heavily, he slammed a heavy leather-bound tome on the table.


“Here,” he said, opening the book to the appropriate page. “The Church of St Nicole.”


“Corn Street, Bristol,” Holmes read. “Excellent work, Lestrade.”


The inspector positively beamed, like a child praised for tying his own shoelaces.


“We must send a telegram to your counterparts in Bristol,” Holmes announced, “to discover if there have been any recent cases of cholera in that great city. Will you do that for me?”


Lestrade said that he would.


“Excellent. Dr Watson and I shall return to Baker Street. Send a boy as soon as you have word.”


* * *


It was the following morning by the time a note was delivered to our door. Mrs Hudson brought up the envelope as Holmes was enjoying the latest in a long line of cigarettes.


Excitedly he called to me. “Watson, we’re in luck. A Father Kelleher has fallen sick and is being treated at Bristol Royal Infirmary. Look,” he thrust the paper into my hand. “Suspected cholera!”


“I doubt Father Kelleher finds it lucky,” my wife commented, not looking up from her needlepoint.


Holmes purposely ignored her. “Don’t you see what this means, Watson? Two Catholic priests, both with suspected cholera, but no other cases on record? Tell me, is that likely?” “Well, if it is the beginning of another epidemic—”


“Of a disease many acknowledge as a disease of the poor.”


“Only they are stupendously misinformed. Cholera pays no heed to class or position, Holmes. It kills rich and poor alike.”


“True, but statistically the impoverished are more likely to fall prey to its symptoms. Take the last outbreak in London – why the East End and nowhere else?” He continued without pausing for me to answer. “Because work on the sewers had yet to reach the affected areas. Over two thousand dead within eleven weeks, all because they were exposed to untreated water. Now, you saw Monsignor Ermacora… Did he look the kind of man who, despite his calling, lives with the poor and needy? Did he look like the kind of man who regularly consumes untreated water?”


“He looked the kind of man who was very, very sick.”


“But not from cholera, and neither is this Father Kelleher. I am sure of it, Watson, as sure as I am that you hurried shaving this morning, and your wife made a catastrophic mistake three rows back but has yet to notice.”


On the settee, Mary peered quizzically at her needlework. Holmes meanwhile was in full flow.


“Two men, Watson, both priests; one from the Holy City, one from Bristol. One is dead, one is dying. And why? Because they were poisoned, Watson, and I shall prove it!”




CHAPTER FIVE


SOMETHING ROTTEN


At times like this I often wondered what hold Holmes had over me. Why was I always so willing to go charging off into the unknown with the man, no matter what?


This was especially true during my all too brief time with Mary. If I had known then what I know now, how our life together would be cut so tragically short, I should like to think that I would have stayed at home, to cherish what little time we had left.


Not that she would have let me. Mary knew as well as I that when there was a mystery I would follow my friend to the ends of the Earth.


“Go with him, John,” Mary said, as Holmes announced that he was going to Bristol. “Until the repairs are completed we cannot return home, and Dr Mann will look after your patients as he has so many times before. Besides, you will be unbearable until he has returned.”


She smiled kindly, and I loved her all the more for it.


“Thank you,” I said, rushing to pack the case that the maid had only emptied two nights before.


Before long, we were on a train, heading for Bristol. In London, the snow had all but vanished from the roads, great heaps of slush piled high on the pavements. However, travelling west was like plunging into winter all over again. A thick blanket covered the English countryside, and sheep were huddled in the cold.


The news in the paper was no better. As Holmes studied a map of Bristol, I read of ships lost off the south coast, the death count already in the hundreds. Of particular concern was an American steamer known as the Suevia. According to The Times, she had arrived at Prawle Point on Monday afternoon only to have a valve of her low-pressure boiler give way. The strong east wind took her straight into the path of the storm. Another steamer, the Acme of London, responded to her SOS, but was too small to tow the Suevia to safety. Instead the Acme transported the chief officer to Falmouth. He set sail again, this time in a powerful tug, but the Suevia was nowhere to be found. Fears were growing that she had gone down, taking all hands with her.


I let the newspaper fall into my lap and sighed.


“Watson?” Holmes asked. “Are you quite all right?”


“It’s just this damned storm, Holmes. It’s brought with it such tragedy—”


“That it makes you wonder why we are charging across country to investigate the death of two men we do not know?”


I nodded, and Holmes smiled, drawing a folded piece of thick paper from his pocket.


“What is this?” I asked, as he handed it to me.


“A papal decree, found nestled in the pages of Monsignor Ermacora’s Bible.”


I looked at him askance. “You stole it?”


“I liberated it from Lestrade’s dunderheaded investigation. While I respect many things about the man, he has already made his mind up about this case. As soon as I recognised the paper stock, I removed the letter while the good inspector was fetching the register.”


“And you didn’t think to tell me what you were up to?”


“Watson, your talents are legion, but the keeping of secrets is not one of them.”


Affronted, I unfolded the paper. Naturally, Holmes was right. The decree bore the crest of his Holiness Pope Leo XIII. I scanned the text, pleased that my command of Latin remained unwithered since my university days. According to the missive, the Monsignor had been given the right of full access in the investigation of the miracle of one Edwyn Warwick.


The name was familiar and I said so.


“I availed myself of the index on our return to Baker Street,” Holmes said, referring to the vast catalogue of newspaper clippings and reports that he had carefully curated over the years. “Edwyn Warwick was a philanthropist and merchant, whose great fortune has more than benefited the city of Bristol since his death in 1721, as he died unmarried, his enemies insisting with relish that, despite his many charitable works, no woman in her right mind would consent to be his wife.”


“Good Lord,” I said. “And did he have many enemies?”


“He was exceptionally wealthy, and the green-eyed monster is a powerful master, especially when the person in question flouts social conventions. A man of means without an heir? To a certain stratum of society, such a thing is unthinkable. Of course, there is also the questionable manner in which Warwick amassed his fortune.”


“And that was…?”


“Slavery. Edwyn Warwick was one of the foremost slave traders of his time. Now, a century after his passing, his name is celebrated all across Bristol. There are streets, schools and even a concert hall named in his honour. His legacy is forever assured, thanks to the generosity of his estate.”


“Which some claim is tainted money?”


“As General Booth has been known to say, the only thing wrong with tainted money is that there’s jus’ taint enough of it. The people of Bristol have profited nicely from Warwick’s riches, that is for sure.”


“That’s a little heartless, Holmes. So much suffering—”


He waved away my admonition. “Watson, we are not here to debate the morality of Warwick’s chosen trade, or for you to judge me. Have you forgotten so easily my efforts to dismantle the slave ring of Bethnal Green?”


How could I? The investigation had nearly cost Holmes his life.


“I speak only of history. My own views on the matter are neither here nor there. What is of interest is the miracle. A senior member of the Vatican’s staff is dispatched to Bristol to investigate one of England’s most divisive figures. Instead, the priest ends up in a London mortuary, struck down by a disease many hope has been consigned to the history books. And remember his last words, Watson…”


“Il corpe,” I recalled.


“The body,” Holmes translated, his eyes sparkling. “Something is rotten here, Watson; rotten to the core, and I shall discover what it is.”




CHAPTER SIX


THE BRISTOL REGENT


Fortunately, our journey was not too heavily delayed by the weather. We arrived at Bristol Temple Meads only forty-five minutes after our due time, and were met by the cab that Holmes had arranged to whisk us to the Bristol Regent Hotel on nearby College Green. I could not help but be impressed as we ascended the short flight of steps to the palatial lobby. It really was as fine a hotel as any I had seen in the capital, the smell of polished mahogany furnishings greeting us as soon as we set foot through the doors.


The grandeur was only slightly spoiled by an argument that was in full flow at the reception desk. A man in his early thirties was giving a handsome woman in a navy dress what for. She in turn listened intently, her hands clasped together patiently, nodding in agreement even though she must have been the angry fellow’s senior by a good decade or more.


Not wanting to add to her embarrassment, we hovered by a display of boot blacking and tools advertising the hotel’s in-house polishing and repair service, and waited for the disagreement to come to an end. Thankfully, the aggrieved gentleman was soon stomping past us to exit through the revolving doors.


“Mr Holmes,” proclaimed the lady in the navy dress as she swept towards us. “I do apologise. That you should arrive when I’m caught in the middle of a… disagreement…”


“The fellow did seem a trifle upset,” Holmes noted.


“And that is a trifle of an understatement. A mix-up of dates, unfortunately. Part and parcel of running a hotel. Still, seeing you puts a smile on my face. I’m so glad you have come to stay with us once again.”


“And I am glad to be here.” My companion turned to bring me into the conversation. “Dr Watson, may I introduce Mrs Mercer, manageress of the Bristol Regent.”


“Enchanted,” I said. “You have stayed here before, Holmes?”


“Mr Holmes came to the rescue of my husband,” Mrs Mercer told me.


“Mr Thomas J. Mercer,” Holmes explained. “The former manager of this fine establishment.”


“You took over from your husband?” I asked.


“After the dear Lord took him from us, yes.”


“Oh my dear woman, I do apologise. You have my sincere condolences.”


The manageress smiled sweetly. “Please, there is no need. Thomas passed two years ago now. I miss him terribly, but he lived well, and was a happy man. I am determined to remember him in the same way.” She returned her gaze to Holmes. “Now, I have placed you in two of our finest rooms, overlooking the green no less. I think you will be most comfortable, and before you argue, there is no charge.”


“Madam,” Holmes began, “I must insist—”


“I insist,” said she with a voice used to being obeyed, “as would Thomas if he were still with us. You served him well. The Regent owes you a great debt.”


“Nonsense,” Holmes insisted. “Your late husband paid handsomely for my services, but I thank you for your generosity all the same.”


“Whatever you wish, you need only ask.”


“Including a peek into your extensive library?”


Mrs Mercer laughed. “Of course. It would be my pleasure.”


“You collect books?” I enquired.


“Local history,” the lady replied. “It is something of a passion of mine. A hobby. You’re a literary man yourself, aren’t you, Dr Watson?”


“Oh, I dabble. The odd story here and there.”


“Mostly about me, unfortunately,” Holmes commented. “But do not concern yourself, Mrs Mercer, Watson always changes the names to protect the innocent.”


“Or the guilty?” she asked with a smile.


“There is something you may be able to help us with,” I said, remembering the contents of the Pontiff’s letter. “Do you know the Church of St Nicole?”


“On Corn Street?”


“Yes. I don’t suppose you know anything of interest about the place?”


“You’ll find it within the walls of the Old City,” she told me, “dating back to either the eleventh or the twelfth century, I believe. I’m afraid I have never visited myself; although it is, of course, the last resting place of old Warwick.”


“Edwyn Warwick?” Holmes asked.


“The very same. There is a rather impressive monument; you should see it for yourself.”


“An excellent idea,” Holmes said with a bow. “An excellent idea indeed.”


* * *


My room was as sumptuous as Mrs Mercer had suggested. The bed was carved from the most exquisite English walnut and the dressers topped with Sicilian marble. The Bristol Regent was living up to its regal name.


That evening, we dined in the Regent’s equally grand restaurant, before making for the lounge to sample the hotel’s fine collection of brandies. It was little wonder that, when we eventually retired to our rooms, I slept like the dead.


However, I was awoken at first light by a knock on the door. Thinking it was a maid, I called out that she should come back later.


“I think not,” came Holmes’s voice in reply.


I went over to the door and let him in, finding my friend fully dressed. He took one look at me and tutted.


“Really, Watson. What would your wife say if she caught you lounging around at such an hour?”


I looked to the clock on the mantel. “It’s seven a.m.”


“Precisely, and we have work to do. Get yourself dressed and come to my room.”


“What about breakfast?” I complained.


“I think you ate your fill last night.” He glanced at his watch. “Time is ticking, Watson.”


Calling my companion every derogatory name under the sun, and a few of my own creation, I washed and dressed, and made my way across the hall to his suite. He opened the door at my first knock and I was treated to a veritable cornucopia of delights: a food trolley laden with cold meats and cheese.


“You have ordered room service,” I said gratefully.


“Well, you know what they say about armies and their stomachs. I assume the same rules apply to retired surgeons.”


I pulled up a chair and helped myself to a slice of bread and butter. “So, what’s the plan?”


“The plan is that you pay a visit to St Nicole’s.”


“Me? What about you?”


“Unfortunately, I have matters to attend to. As you know, I was due to return to Paris. There is nothing that cannot wait, but my employer has questioned why I chose to jaunt across England’s not-so-green and pleasant land rather than make my way straight to the City of Lights. A few carefully worded telegrams will assuage their concerns, but time is not on my side. We must discover who poisoned Monsignor Ermacora and return to London tout de suite or they may well introduce me to Madame Guillotine.”


“What do you need me to do?”


“Good man,” Holmes exclaimed, clapping me on the back. “As soon as I have dispatched my telegram, I intend to pay a visit to our Father Kelleher. You, in the meantime, will follow Mrs Mercer’s advice and visit the final resting place of Edwyn Warwick.”


“The Church of St Nicole. But what exactly am I looking for?”


“Nothing, absolutely nothing,” Holmes said. “John Watson will not even set foot in the place.”


“But you just said—”


“I know what I said. It is time for a disguise!”


* * *


In the ten years I had known Sherlock Holmes, I had seen my friend don all manner of disguises. He had stepped out onto the streets of London dressed as pedlars and princes, sailors and heads of state. Once, he had even spent a week as the Bearded Lady of Professor Spindleberry’s Gallery of the Grotesque on Hampstead Heath.


I had never expected, however, to don a disguise of my own!


As you can imagine, I did not go quietly into the make-up chair. Even as Holmes later wheeled the depleted room service trolley out into the corridor for collection, I pointed out that I was no actor, and, as he had so recently commented, incapable of keeping secrets.


“Nonsense,” said he. “You wear different masks every day, depending on whom you are with: Watson the general practitioner; Watson the ex-serviceman; Watson the dutiful husband; Watson the Boswell. This is no different. You already inhabit the characters in your stories. Think of it as a writing exercise, a fiction made flesh.”


His prattle did little to calm my nerves, even as he went to work on my appearance. Little by little, as I stared into the mirror, John Watson disappeared, to be replaced by a man I did not recognise. My own moustache was joined by a full fake beard, my then-healthy head of hair hidden beneath a bald cap, a few straggly strands combed over my newly barren crown. A large mole appeared on my right cheek while brows almost as bushy as Holmes’s own bristled above hooded eyes. The effect was completed by a pair of pince-nez that rested on the bridge of a thick nose. The transformation was incredible, although I still failed to see the point of such blatant subterfuge.


“Like it or not, Watson,” Holmes said, revealing the next stage in my transformation, “your name is known thanks to your repeated insistence on bringing us both into the public eye. If Monsignor Ermacora was poisoned in Bristol, he had an enemy in these streets. That same enemy may have known of his fateful journey to 221B Baker Street. Imagine their surprise when who should appear in Bristol but Dr John Watson, associate and friend of the world’s greatest consulting detective.”


“But, Holmes, half the staff in this hotel know who we are. If you wanted to remain inconspicuous—”


“I have my methods, Watson. Please, do not question them.”


“And here I was thinking that only the Lord worked in mysterious ways.”


“Well, you should know,” Holmes said cryptically. “Or rather, so should Father Morell of the Roman Catholic Church.”


With that, Holmes opened the large trunk on his bed to reveal the vestments of a priest.




CHAPTER SEVEN


THE MEMORIAL


To say that I was feeling self-conscious as I walked the cobbles of Bristol’s financial district was something of an understatement. This was preposterous. While Holmes would have taken the theatrical world by storm, I would have been booed off the stage. Who in their right mind would believe that I was a man of the cloth?


No sooner had the thought crossed my mind, than a passing gentleman touched the brim of his hat.


“Good afternoon, Father,” he said, before continuing on his way.


I was amazed. Perhaps I could carry this off, even with the ridiculous limp Holmes had insisted I adopt. The maniac had gone so far as to place a small pebble in my right boot to remind me which was supposed to be my weak leg.


Before long I had reached the Church of St Nicole. It was a curious building, far smaller than I had expected, and nestled between the quarters of financial institutions on both sides. It was as though the neighbouring buildings were trying to bully the diminutive house of worship for daring to remind the faithful that the love of money is the root of all evil. It certainly looked far from grand enough to house the remains of such an influential figure as Edwyn Warwick. I placed a shaking hand on the ornate wooden door and, fighting the urge to cross myself, pushed it open.


While it had been cold on the street, the temperature in the church itself was positively glacial. My breath misted as I called out, ignoring Holmes’s advice to adopt an Irish accent. Enough, after all, was enough. I was having sufficient trouble remembering my nom de plume. Surviving a conversation without a slip of my accent would be next to impossible.


“Hello, is anyone there?”


My call echoed around the church and was immediately greeted by the sound of hurried footsteps. A fresh-faced young priest appeared at a door in the north transept. He saw me and a flicker of confusion and surprise crossed his features.


“I’m sorry, I did not hear you come in,” he said, striding across the nave to greet me. While consternation was still written across his face, his handshake was considerably warmer than the frosty atmosphere of his church. I felt a twinge of guilt over my deception.


“Father Ebberston,” he said. “And you are…?”


I stammered for a minute, hoping that young Ebberston would put it down to the cold.


“Father James Morell, of the Catholic Herald.”


Ebberston’s smile faltered. “The Herald? From London?”


“The very same,” I replied, appalled to realise that I had subconsciously adopted the Irish accent after all. “It’s a pleasure to be here. A pleasure indeed.”


Ebberston continued to look unsure. “Well, I enjoy reading your periodical of course, but I’m mystified to know what would bring you to our little church, especially during such inclement weather.”


Before I could answer, the door crashed open behind us. We turned to see a man in threadbare clothes stumble into the vestibule. His body was twisted, and what little we could see of his dirty face beneath a matted white beard, was cadaverous and pinched. The old tramp was wheezing like a grampus, his rheumy eyes wild and staring.


The man took but two steps before his arthritic knees gave way and he collapsed to the floor, striking his head on the cold flagstones.


“Good heavens,” exclaimed Ebberston, rushing to the newcomer’s aide.


I am ashamed to say that my first reaction was not one of concern for the stranger’s health, but annoyance that my investigation had stalled before it even had begun.


However, my training soon kicked in as Ebberston attempted to roll the fellow onto his back. “No, don’t move him,” I advised, somehow remembering my false brogue. “If he has hit his head…”


The tramp let out a phlegm-filled cough and pushed himself up on shaking arms. “Don’t worry about I,” he said in a broad West Country accent. “Old Pete’s survived worse than a knock on me ’ead.” He groaned, and looked as though he was about to pitch forward again before Ebberston grabbed the fellow’s arm.


“Help me with him, Father,” the young man asked, and I reluctantly deferred to the priest’s request, helping the surprisingly heavy man to a nearby pew. The stink from the chap was intense, a heady mix of sweat, gin and other aromas designed to turn a civilised man’s stomach. I went to examine Pete’s head, but he jerked away as if afraid to be touched.


“Please,” Ebberston pleaded with the man, “we only want to help.”


“Bless you, Father,” the man wheezed. “All I asks is to warm these old bones for a moment, like.”


Ebberston placed a kindly hand on Pete’s shoulder, and this time the tramp flinched not at all. “Well, I am not sure I can help with the temperature. St Nicole’s is an ice box all year round, but at least we can shelter you from the wind. Jack Frost won’t be able to find you in here. Father Morell will stay with you while I find you some blankets.”


Before I could stop the earnest young man, Ebberston was striding back to the north transept, and had disappeared through the door again. I was left alone with the vagrant. He stared at me with suspicion.


“Ain’t seen thee around ’ere before…”


“Er no, I’m… I’m just visiting.” I looked around, trying to make conversation. “It’s a lovely old church.”


“That it is,” old Pete agreed. “Visiting, eh? From Scotlan’, by the sounds of it.”


I was momentarily confused. “Scotland? Oh, you mean my accent. No, um, Ireland. Yes, definitely Ireland.”


The old man was not about to let me off the hook. “Ireland, you say. S’funny. I’s travelled the length and breadth of Ireland…”


My heart sank. “You have? Well, they say that travel broadens the mind…”


“And I’s never ’eard an accent like thee’s.”


I wondered if Pete could see my face blanching beneath the make-up. Fortunately, the sound of the transept door halted the interrogation.


“Father Morell, could you lend a hand?”


“Gladly,” said I, and meant it. I rushed over to the door where Ebberston handed me a blanket.


“If you could give that to our guest,” said he before disappearing again.


“Of course,” I said, walking back to the vagrant, who was still peering at me in a worryingly sceptical manner. Yet he seemed grateful enough as he took the proffered blanket.


“Thank ’ee kindly,” he said, wrapping it around his narrow shoulders. “Lovely bit of wool that.”


“A gift from the League of Merchants,” Ebberston announced as he reappeared once again. “You must take it with you. But before you go…”


A glorious aroma filled the church, old Pete eyeing the soup in Ebberston’s hands greedily.


“That smells delicious,” I commented as the priest passed it over.


“My own take on Scotch broth,” the priest explained, smiling benevolently as Pete tucked noisily into his meal. “My father was from Aberdeen.”


“You cooked it yourself?”


An embarrassed smile passed over the young priest’s face. “It helps me relax. Somehow preparing food brings me closer to the Lord. After all, did he not provide for his flock?”


I fished a notebook and pencil from my pocket. “The cooking curate, eh? My readers will find that fascinating, to be sure.”


“Ah yes,” Ebberston said, with a hint of a sigh. “Your newspaper.”


“A few questions, Father, that’s all.”


Beside me, old Pete gave a prodigious belch.


“’Scuse me!”


“I’m glad to see you are enjoying it,” Ebberston said, smiling benevolently.


I manoeuvred myself so I was standing between the priest and the gauche diner. “It’s about the miracle, you see?”


That gained Ebberston’s attention. “I beg your pardon?”


“You were visited by Monsignor Ermacora recently, from the Holy City.”


The name had a startling effect on the young man. He immediately retreated to the pews on the other side of the nave and busied himself with a pile of already perfectly stacked hymnals.


“I don’t think so,” he said, examining the spine of the topmost book. “No one has been here for weeks, I’m afraid.”


“Are you sure?”


He let out a sharp laugh. “I think I would remember a monsignor walking through those doors.”


I felt a pang of disappointment. Perhaps Holmes’s hunch had been wrong. Perhaps the reference to St Nicole in Ermacora’s notebook had not referred to this church at all.


Behind me, Pete decided to butt his way into the conversation. “This Monsignor of yours. Was ’ee a gurt big fellow, with more chins than ’er Majesty?”


I turned, trying to make sense of the vagrant’s peculiar vernacular. “The Monsignor is certainly… rotund, yes.”


“And ’ee had a mark ’ere, on the side of ’is face?” Pete tapped his cheek, in the exact location of Ermacora’s birthmark.


“That’s the man,” I said. “Did you see him?”


“See ’im? An angel, that’s what ’ee is. Gave me a sovereign, right out there on the street.”


“So he was here.” I turned to Ebberston, my eyebrows raised. The young priest was clutching his crucifix so hard that his knuckles were as white as his ashen face.


“Yes,” he admitted, nodding sharply. “He was here. I’m sorry.” I took a step towards the agitated priest. “Then why say he was not?”


“The Monsignor asked me to keep his visit a secret,” Ebberston said quickly. “I don’t think it was entirely official.”


“Official?” I said. “He was carrying a papal decree.”


“Was he?” the priest replied, sweat glistening on his brow despite the low temperature. “I’m not sure. I mean, he wasn’t here long. An hour at the most. Probably not even that. I’m afraid I couldn’t help him.”


“About Edwyn Warwick?” I prompted.


“Edwyn Warwick?” Pete parroted behind me, rising from his pew, his blanket still clutched tight. “Buried in this very church, ’ee is. Ain’t natural, if you ask I…”


“What isn’t?”


“How they found ’im; in ’is grave, see.”


“How do you mean?” I asked, intrigued, as Ebberston rushed to bundle the old man back towards the door.


“I pray that the broth will fortify you, but now I must ask you to leave.”


“Leave?”


“I’m afraid so. I am about to lock up for the night. But the blanket is yours. As I said, it is a gift from the Worshipful League of Merchants.”


“Wait,” I said, stepping forward. “What do you mean? How did they find him?”
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