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      This book is dedicated to all those who have kept alive in print, on the stage and on film, the memory of the great detective and his faithful companion and biographer.

      Especially, I would like to dedicate this volume to the late Philip Jones, whose dedication to the Untold tales of Sherlock Holmes was unparalleled, and whose wisdom was of great assistance in the adventures recounted in this volume.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Editor’s Notes by Hugh Ashton

        

      

    

    
      The first deed box sent to me from London containing some of the untold cases of Sherlock Holmes was a source of wonder to me as I explored the various documents within it. When I had come to the end of the cases, though, I confess to having been somewhat disappointed that not all the cases mentioned by Watson in the published works were present. Was it possible, I asked myself, that the box that had been sent to me was not the box that Watson had mentioned in “Thor Bridge”? Perhaps there was more than one box that had been deposited in the vaults of Cox & Co?

      As it turned out, my guess was correct.As I was in the final stages of editing The Darlington Substitution, I received another message from my friend in the bank in England. Amazingly, another box had been discovered, also with Dr Watson’s name painted on the outside. She asked if this should also be sent to me. You may guess at my answer!

      When the box arrived, I opened it with some excitement, which rapidly turned to an initial sense of disappointment. While the first box had contained neatly sorted papers, for the most part concerned with the ­cases of Sherlock Holmes, and complete adventures described in a style which required little work before they could be published, the contents of this new box, the physical appearance of which which came far closer to the description of the dispatch-box described by Watson, were different. This box seemed to have been used as a storage place for all Dr. Watson’s papers, and not only those relating to Sherlock Holmes. I found myself confronted by laundry lists, old wedding invitations, press cuttings relating to medical colleagues (or so I assumed), and very little which marked John Watson as the intimate friend and biographer of the famous detective Sherlock Holmes.

      But my disappointment soon turned to excitement. In the manner of an archæologist who has dug his way through layers of modern refuse, eventually to discover a Roman mosaic or some similar treasure, I discovered at the bottom of the dispatch-box a cardboard box, stuffed to overflowing with records of Sherlock Holmes and his cases.

      To be sure, these papers were in nowhere near the condition that I had discovered the papers in the first of the boxes. Some were rough notes, some were completely contained in notebooks, obviously fair copies which had been intended for publication, but for some reason had never seen the light of day, and there were several packets of loose papers. One of these packets contained many papers written in a hand that I failed to recognise; it being neither that of John Watson, with whose writing I was now unhappily familiar (“ unhappily” on account of its splendid illegibility), nor that of Sherlock Holmes, samples of whose hand I had encountered in the previous box. Of this packet, more below.

      Out of these treasures, I have picked three episodes. All of these have connections to the adventures that Watson published.

      The first of these is the “Affair of the Vatican ­Cameos”. This is quite an extraordinary tale, involving as it does low crime and high politics. It also shows to us that Sherlock Holmes was by no means invulnerable. Intelligent and resourceful he may have been for the most part, but this is probably the master detective at his lowest point. Watson, however, does make the excuse for him that he was suffering from a cold, and anyone who has felt their judgement to be similarly impaired by such an infection will sympathise with this.

      The next episode that I have picked is puzzling. I have given it the title of the “Reigate Poisoning Case”, although the name that is given here for the major protagonist somewhat contradicts the case associated with that name, as given by Watson in the canon. I have given my thoughts on this confusion in my notes at the beginning of this piece.

      The final episode that I have chosen to include in this volume is extraordinary. I could hardly believe my eyes when I recognised what I was reading. The name of John Clay is of course familiar to those who have studied the works of John Watson. He is described as “murderer, thief, smasher, and forger” in the Red-Headed League. As I leafed through the pages, I realised that I was reading the story of the “fourth smartest man in London” told in his own words, and his relationship with Sherlock Holmes as his career progressed. I did not have to wonder how this had come into the possession of Dr Watson, as Watson himself has given a complete explanation of these circumstances.

      There are still many documents in this box relating to Sherlock Holmes that will repay close examination, and I am sure that in the near future I will be able to release more of John Watson’s unpublished works to the world.

      For now, please accept the first offerings from the second box of John H. Watson, M.D.

      Note to the j-views edition

      Originally, “The Reigate Poisoning Case: Concluded” was published as a separate volume, given the circumstances under which the original manuscript was discovered. However, it is included in this edition in order to tie up the loose ends that some may feel were missing.
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          The Affair of the Vatican Cameos

        

      

    

    
      Editor’s Notes

      The story I have reproduced here comprised the contents of a small black notebook, written in Watson’s hand, and also containing a letter, unique in my experience, the contents and origin of which are explained in the appropriate place. Since there are very few corrections and changes, we may guess that this notebook formed the final manuscript of an adventure that Watson intended for publication. It is not difficult, however, to guess why this adventure never saw the light of day. Almost certainly, Sherlock Holmes would not have been happy to see an account of the humiliation that he suffered as described here made public. After all, he made his living through his skills as a detective, and for these skills to have been revealed as having been lacking (even though there is some excuse here) would hardly have served as an advertisement for his business.

      Even so, this case is of great interest, not only to those who follow the adventures of Sherlock Holmes, but also to those who are interested in the politics of the times in which he lived. This adventure will certainly shed some light on some of the secrets of the British government of the day.

      This case is alluded to in “The Hound of the Baskervilles”. Holmes says, “I was exceedingly preoccupied by that little affair of the Vatican cameos, and in my anxiety to oblige the Pope I lost touch with several interesting English cases”. This is a puzzle to Sherlockians. Was Holmes speaking in some sort of metaphor when he talks about his “anxiety to please the Pope”?  We can see from this account that he was “preoccupied” by the affair – this seems to have been his euphemism for his capture and detention. But was he actually employed by the Pope directly, or does he use His Holiness as a metaphor for the whole Church?  And why would Holmes, who expresses little interest in religion, and so often took cases on their merit, rather than primarily for financial reward, be “anxious” to oblige the Pontiff? 

      The theory to which I am rapidly starting to subscribe is that Holmes was brought up as a Catholic, possibly educated at one of the great Catholic schools of England, such as Ampleforth or Stonyhurst, and to avoid rivalry and comparison with Mycroft, who was almost certainly an alumnus of Trinity College, Cambridge, Sherlock Holmes chose to attend Trinity College, Dublin.

      Although such a choice of educational establishment would be far from popular with the Catholic Church, and it is almost certain that Holmes’ analytical mind would reject much Church dogma, making him a lapsed Catholic, we may assume that his upbringing left him with some respect for the institution, if not for all its beliefs, which made him utter the words above.
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      Of all the adventures I experienced with Sherlock Holmes, few had a more dramatic beginning than the one I relate here.

      It was a chill winter’s day, and the snow which had fallen all night, and continued to fall still, lay heavy upon London like a shroud. Sherlock Holmes was warming himself crouched in front of the fire, following a fruitless expedition earlier in the morning, during which he had been on the trail of the principal witness in the case of the Tankerville Club scandal.

      “The fellow slipped away from me in Bond-street,” he complained to me. “It is impossible that he could have known that I was following him, and yet...”  He sighed deeply and fell a-coughing. “The wretched cold has seeped into my bones,” he declared, and sank down in front of the fire in silence, a posture from which he did not move for a good twenty minutes.

      “I had no idea that Trapstall’s was now selling throat lozenges,” he remarked suddenly. “Have the goodness to pass me one, if you please.”

      “How did you—?”  I asked.

      “Simple. I remarked a copy of Collier’s as I walked into the room. Since this is not a magazine that is delivered to us by the good Richardson who owns the newsagent’s around the corner, I must assume that you walked to Trapstall’s, the nearest vendor of the journal to us, to purchase it, a fact that is also demonstrated by the dampness of your overcoat, occasioned by the snow.”

      “I follow you so far,” I said, extending to him the packet of lozenges that I had indeed purchased not two hours earlier at the store. “But these lozenges?”

      “There is really only one way to reach Trapstall’s on foot from here, unless you pass by way of the Park, a route that does not recommend itself in this weather. As you know, it is a little hobby of mine to have an exact knowledge of the streets of London, and there is no chemist’s or other shop likely to sell these lozenges that lies along that path that you took today. Here in the grate, I see a scrap of the very distinctive wrapper for these patent lozenges, which I know to have been purchased today. Earlier this morning you were complaining of a sore throat and lamenting the fact that there was no medicine here to relieve the symptoms. Ergo, I conclude that you went to Trapstall’s, purchased the magazine, and your eye lit upon these lozenges which, if I remember correctly, were not available from there in the past.”

      “You are absolutely correct,” I responded, laughing. “What a far-reaching deduction you have made from such trivial details.”

      “No detail is trivial,” he reproached me, “when it is a question of a crime having been committed. Such so-called ‘trivial’ details can then easily become matters even of life and of death.”  He filled his pipe, and was about to light it with a spill, when he flung the flame back into the fireplace. “For once, thanks to this throat of mine, I feel that tobacco would provide little solace.”

      I glanced at him sharply.

      “No, Watson, I am not about to resume my self-poisoning habits. Your concern is duly noted, however.”  He rose from his cramped position in front of the fire and stretched his long frame. At that moment, the front door-bell rang violently, and shortly after, the door burst open to reveal a man whose height exceeded even that of Sherlock Holmes, but who lacked his wiry musculature. He was dressed well, but given the weather, a little eccentrically, with no overcoat or hat, and I noticed that one of his boots was brown, and the other black. He appeared to be in a state of extreme agitation, which was confirmed when he stopped in the doorway, and gazed wildly about him before his eyes came to rest on Sherlock Holmes.

      “You must help me!”  he cried, his eyes fixed on my friend. “My reputation!  My job!  My life!  All ruined!”  So saying, his face turned a ghastly pale colour, and he collapsed in a crumpled heap on our bearskin rug. I bent to succour him, dashing a little water into his face, and forcing a little brandy down his throat when he stirred. At length, he was able to rise unaided and I settled him in an armchair, facing Sherlock Holmes.

      “You came from Bloomsbury by cab, of course?”  Holmes asked him.

      “Yes, indeed I did so. I felt that it was unwise to incur any delay, such as might be occasioned by public transport.”

      “You must surely feel the cold outside, after the warmth of the Museum?”

      “I do. My office is well-heated, and today’s inclement weather was an unpleasant shock to my system when I stepped outside.”  He paused, and regarded Holmes quizzically. “I did not inform you of where I work, or from where I came or how, before I... before I lost my wits, did I?”

      Holmes chuckled. “You did not tell me in words, but your dress and other little matters informed me of these things. For example, I see the tip of a season-ticket between Holborn and Parson’s Green protruding from your waistcoat pocket. It seems to me to be far more likely that you work close to Holborn and live in Parson’s Green than the other way round. As for the cab, you have come here without a hat or a coat, which I would regard as being essential for any type of travel in today’s weather, excepting a hansom cab. The fact that your boots do not match tells me several things. Firstly, that you were in a hurry when you put them on.”  The other nodded. “Secondly, that you wore boots this morning when you went to your place of work, but removed them and wore more comfortable shoes or even slippers there. You do not always do this, but sometimes return home in your lighter shoes, leaving the boots at the office.”

      “How do you know this?”  asked our visitor.

      “One boot is splashed, and the other is relatively clean,” Holmes informed him. “Since it snowed this morning, and the snow is still on the ground, indeed, still falling, I assume that you wore a black pair of boots to work, which became wet. However, in your haste to come here, you seized two boots, not caring if they were of the same pair.”

      “Well, that is all perfectly true,” replied our visitor. “And the Museum?”

      “Your appearance, if I may say so, my dear sir, is that of a man who tends to an academic mode of life, rather than a commercial one. Both your physiognomy and your mode of dress mark you out as a man of intellect. Given this, and the fact that a copy of the most recent issue of the Mémoires of the Société des Antiquaires de France currently protrudes from your pocket, an edition, by the way, which carries a small monograph of mine on the subject of Chaldean systems of mathematics, I drew a bow at a venture, and appear to have hit the mark. However, I confess that I am ignorant of which branch of the museum benefits from your knowledge and expertise.”

      “You are correct. My name is Avery Pillstone, and I have been in the employ of the British Museum for the past thirty years. For the last five of these, I have held the position of Visiting Curator – a somewhat curious title for one holding a permanent post, but one which is used to describe that member of the Museum’s staff who is responsible for the care and safekeeping of those collections and items that are loaned by other institutes. But before we proceed further, there is the delicate question of your fee, should you work on the problem I am about to pose to you.”

      “My professional charges are on a fixed scale, but there are occasions when I remit them altogether. I do not think you will need to worry yourself unduly about this matter. Judging by your agitation, it would seem that one of the loans of which you have been granted custody is no longer in the possession of the Museum?”

      “That is indeed the case,” answered Pillstone. “I refer to the Vatican cameos.”

      Holmes gave no sign of recognising the objects to which our visitor had referred, and I must have appeared equally blank, for our visitor threw up his hands in the air. “You have never heard of them?”  he exclaimed in bewilderment.

      “I live a simple sheltered life, and such works of art are often the furthest things from my mind,” smiled Holmes.

      “I confess they may be something of an esoteric subject outside the circles in which I move,” admitted Pillstone. “I may say that, without boasting, I am reckoned to be one of the first five in the country when it comes to questions regarding smaller artistic artefacts of this type, and I live such a sheltered life, to use your term, Mr. Holmes, that I sometimes fall under the impression that the whole world shares my interest – nay, my passion – in such matters. Why, my dear wife—”

      A discreet cough from Holmes interrupted him.

      “Many pardons. I tend to become carried away in my enthusiasms, so I am informed,” he said, smiling at his own absurdity. Despite his somewhat comic nature, there was an endearing quality to this unworldly scholar, who reminded me of one of my schoolmasters who had attempted in vain to impart the rudiments of Greek to me, despite his best efforts. “These Vatican cameos,” he explained, “are the work of an unknown Italian master of the fifteenth century. They are thirteen in number, and represent Our Lord, together with the twelve Apostles. They were presented by the King of Naples, Alfonso II, to the Pope of that time when the King entered a monastery following his abdication. Since that time, they have remained in the Vatican, and this is the first time that they have ever left Italy. I must confess that I was personally instrumental in persuading the Holy See to allow them to be lent to our Museum, and that after many guarantees and undertakings that the Museum would take responsibility for their safety.”

      “And now they are missing?”  asked Sherlock Holmes.

      “Worse than that,” Pillstone told us. “They are missing, and a substitution has been made. And this, on the very day before the cameos were to be placed on public display.”

      “I see.”

      “Due to the value of the cameos – the aesthetic and artistic value, that is – we had determined that we place them in a cabinet by themselves in a gallery which would display them to their best advantage, and allowing the public to view them, without the distractions that would be present were they to be shown alongside other works of art.”

      “And were this loan and the exhibition widely known?”

      “Inside the Museum, yes. It was something of a coup, if I may say so, for us – that is to say, myself—” he added, with a little obvious pride, “—to have made the arrangements for their loan. It is the first time that they have travelled outside the bounds of the Vatican itself, and it required some delicate negotiations for this to happen. However, as you yourself demonstrated to me just now, they are of somewhat specialist interest, and I do not think that the general public has been made aware of the loan. We were planning to place a notice in the entrances to the Museum, informing the public of the exhibition. Naturally, since the cameos have been removed, this course of action has not been followed.”

      “There has been a substitution made, you say?”

      “You may see for yourself,” Pillstone told us, withdrawing a small box from his pocket, and extracting a circular plaque some three inches in diameter from it. He passed the plaque to Holmes, who examined it briefly, and then burst out laughing.

      I was puzzled by this, but extended my hand, and Holmes passed the cameo, for such it was, to me. I took one look, and I too was unable to contain my mirth. Carved in a crude but recognisable fashion was a head caricaturing our Prime Minister.

      “I apologise for my laughter just now,” remarked Holmes. “I am sure that this is not an event calling for merriment on your part, but there is a humorous side to this, provided, of course, that one is not the victim, as is the case with you.”

      “This was the cameo that replaced the figure of Our Lord in the centre of the display,” commented Pillstone. “The other twelve cameos that replaced those of the Apostles depicted Cabinet ministers and prominent politicians, in much the same style as the one you hold in your hand.”

      “Were these cameos mounted in any kind of setting?”  asked Holmes.

      “They are currently un-mounted, though in the last century they were placed in a gilded gesso frame that was, in the opinion of most experts, hideous. In our display of the cameos at the Museum, we had taken the liberty of placing the Apostles in a sequence to match that of the famous depiction of the Last Supper by Leonardo da Vinci, placing them on a velvet cushion inside the display case.”

      “Which was locked, naturally?”

      “Of course, with the key being held in my office while I am in the Museum and taken home by me when I return home. There is also a reserve key being held by the janitorial staff. Such reserve keys are themselves held under lock and key, with the Curator and his Deputy alone holding the keys and combination to the safe in which these are held.”

      “Given the value of the cameos, were any extra precautions made regarding the security of the gallery?”

      “An extra porter would have been placed at the door to the room during visiting hours, but otherwise there were to be no special arrangements in that regard.”

      “When do you think the substitution was made?”

      “It must have been last night after we closed to visitors. I saw the cameos in the case before I left the Museum yesterday evening, following the closing of the building to the public.”

      “That time would seem logical. Naturally, the key to the case is still in your possession?”

      “It is. I have a habit of counting the keys on my chain both before and after my journeys to the museum. It is somewhat of a fad of mine, but I am sure you understand my concerns in this matter.”  Holmes silently nodded his assent. Our visitor continued his narrative. “There is no sign that there has been any attempt to force the lock on either my office door or the desk drawer. I noticed the substitution of the cameos just before we opened the Museum to visitors this morning. I had arrived at the office, had removed my boots, as you observed, Mr. Holmes, and replaced them with the soft slippers that I sometimes wear at work. My feet suffer from the pressure of shoes and boots at times, and it is a comfort to me to be able to wear these slippers, especially on those days when I have no occasion to meet the public. In any event, this inclement weather had caused my boots to become wet, and I had no desire to spend the day in such discomfort.

      “Having effected this change, and attended to the correspondence that had come my way, I determined to inspect the items for which I have responsibility. It is my regular habit, as it is of most of us at the Museum, to make such a tour of inspection before the morning influx of visitors. In this particular instance, it being the first day on which the cameos were to be shown, I considered it to be a necessity. As I approached the glass-sided case containing the cameos, I noticed that they did not appear to be precisely in the positions in which I had left them the previous evening. I looked a little more closely, and thereupon realised that the substitution had been made. I returned immediately to my office, retrieved the key to the case, and unlocked it. I removed all the cameos, returned to my office, and instructed my assistant to draft a notice informing the public that the cameos were temporarily not on display. I left the key with him in order that he might put the notice in the case, and close off the gallery pending further investigation.”

      “Did you inform him of the substitution?”

      “Of course.”

      “His reaction?”

      “He appeared to be as shocked as I. I had little time to take much note, though, as I was busy changing my boots – in great haste, as you remarked – and I snatched up the central cameo to bring to you.”

      “Can you give me an idea of the value of these cameos?”

      Pillstone spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “That is impossible to say, Mr. Holmes. They are unique, and represent the finest craftsmanship of their age. In terms of purely monetary value, they would be worth many tens of thousands of pounds, given that a buyer could be located. However, as landmarks in the history of art, they are literally without price. Their loss represents a severe blow to the prestige of the Museum – nay, to the prestige of the country which has allowed this to take place.”  He placed his head in his hands, and appeared to be sobbing.

      “Come, man,” said Holmes, not unkindly. “From what you tell me, you have little or nothing to reproach yourself for. This theft seems to have been carried out in spite of you, rather than as a result of any action or omission on your part. The first thing we must do is to carry out an inspection of the area. Watson, if you take a hansom with Mr. Pillstone to the Museum, I will be with you shortly.”
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      My ride to the museum with Avery Pillstone was undertaken in near silence, as he sat beside me in the cab, shivering with the cold, and seemingly wrapped in his own thoughts. On our arrival at the Museum, he escorted me through areas usually closed to the public to his office, where a warm radiator seemed to restore his spirits a little.

      A younger man, a little under thirty years of age by my estimation, was sitting at a desk to one side of the room, and Pillstone introduced me to him. Pillstone’s desk was on the other side, and was slightly larger and more ornate, as befitted his rank. The walls were lined with bookshelves, containing books on art in many languages, and I gazed at them curiously.

      “I do not read all these languages fluently,” he smiled, “but it is necessary for me to have a smattering of many of them, in order to understand the doings of my colleagues in other countries. Although my field of expertise is the early Renaissance, I have had to make myself a Jack of all trades in order to keep abreast of these developments.”

      “Would you and the gentleman care for tea?”  asked Pillstone’s assistant. “It is about time, and it is no trouble for me to ask for another cup when I collect the teapot from the kitchen.”

      “An excellent idea, McCoy,” Pillstone told him. “Bring two extra cups, if you please. We are expecting another visitor.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Pillstone.”

      Something in the younger man’s voice caught my attention, and when he had left the room, I enquired regarding his origins. “Is he from Scotland?”  I asked.

      “No, though I, too, was deceived by his voice at first. His family is from Londonderry in Ireland, and they are descended from Scots settlers who arrived there some years ago. When will Mr. Holmes join us, do you think?”

      “I confess that I do not know. He is sometimes a little eccentric in his movements, but almost always arrives at the correct conclusions before anyone else, however late he may be in arriving here.”

      McCoy re-entered the room, bearing a simple tray, on which stood a teapot and all necessary appurtenances for the production of that most British of beverages. In a few minutes, we were sipping from our cups, when the door opened, and a porter announced the arrival of Sherlock Holmes, who was introduced to McCoy, and declined the latter’s offer of tea.

      “Thank you,” he responded, “but I feel there is little time to waste. Mr. Pillstone, would you have the goodness to show me the case in which the cameos are displayed?”

      “Really!”  exclaimed McCoy in wonder. “Are you really in such a hurry to investigate the matter?”

      “If your Curator was so prompt in securing my services in this matter, the least I can do is to return the compliment by being prompt myself,” Holmes replied. “In any event, the longer the scene of a crime is left uninspected, the greater the opportunity for any evidence that may point to the solution of the mystery to disappear. In a case like this, time is of the essence.”

      “In that event, I will go ahead and ensure that everything is ready for you,” said McCoy, starting for the door.

      “Very well,” said Holmes, but there was something in his voice that was more than mere assent to McCoy’s proposal, giving me pause for thought.

      “Maybe I will take that tea, after all,” he added, as the door closed behind the assistant. He received the cup, and holding it in both hands, moved around the room, pausing at McCoy’s desk, and glancing at the papers strewn across its surface. “Most interesting,” he remarked, seemingly at random, as he drained his cup and replaced it on the tray. “Come, let us to the cameos.”

      Pillstone led the way to the gallery in which the cameos had been displayed. The passages through which we passed were not part of the museum that is generally opened to the public, and we met no-one on our journey through these narrow paths, other than two other staff of the Museum, who greeted Pillstone. It was apparent to me that Pillstone had not yet informed these others of the loss.

      “Who has access to these passages?”  asked Holmes of Pillstone.

      “Typically they are left unsecured. The staff frequently need access to the galleries without disturbing visitors,” he responded. “There is little reason for them to be locked, and the exits from them into the galleries are disguised as part of the architecture of the place, so there is little danger of a member of the public accidentally entering.”

      “And the entrance into the gallery where we are now going?”

      “That is always left unlocked, to the best of my knowledge. Ah, here we are.”  He grasped a handle, and an almost concealed door swung into the gallery where McCoy was already standing by a large display cabinet by the window. Pillstone ushered myself and Holmes into the gallery, which currently appeared to be roped off, and “out of bounds” to the public. I heard a soft sighing sound as the door of the passage from which we had emerged closed, and I looked behind me. As we had been informed, the door matched the moulding of the general architecture so well that it was difficult to credit the fact that any opening at all existed in the wall.

      Holmes had reached the display case, his footsteps echoing through the empty gallery, and was already examining it closely with the aid of the ever-present lens from his pocket, along with a variety of useful tools for assisting him his work. “When was the glass on this cabinet last replaced?”  he asked, straightening up from his inspection.

      “Dear me, I have no idea,” answered Pillstone. “Before my time, I am sure. In fact, I do not remember the glass on any case in this Museum ever being replaced.”

      “Excepting that time in the Furniture Gallery when the Austrian gentleman suffered a seizure and fell against the case of Regency exhibits two years ago,” McCoy put in.

      “Ah, yes, of course. But that would scarcely be germane to this issue, would it, Mr. Holmes?”

      “I hardly imagine so. If you would be good enough to open the case, please, gentlemen?”  he invited.

      From his waistcoat pocket, Pillstone produced a chain, which he examined before selecting a small key. He inserted this key carefully into the lock at the base of the case and pulled, exerting a small effort. The door of the case swung open with a loud creaking sound, and Holmes moved forward, to examine the twelve remaining cameos after first examining the case itself.

      “Have you reached any conclusion as to the material of which these replacements are made?”  he asked.

      “From a cursory examination, I would say that they are made of glass, and composed of a carved portion glued to the darker surface of the base—a technique we call ‘assembled cameo’.”

      “That would appear to concur with my observations,” remarked Holmes, peering through his lens. “And the originals?”

      “Carved from layered onyx, and as such almost irreplaceable. Stone of that quality is hard to come by nowadays.”

      “Whoever replaced them has a strange sense of humour,” replied Holmes. “Come, Watson, and see for yourself.”

      I stepped to Holmes’ side, and examined the twelve caricatures of famous politicians. Most of them were currently members of the Cabinet, but there were a few prominent members of the Opposition among them. All were instantly recognisable, in the style of the newspaper and magazine drawings of the time, and caused me to smile involuntarily as I mentally ascribed names and characters to faces.

      “I fear there is little to be learned from these crude pieces, Mr. Holmes,” remarked Pillstone.

      “Maybe, maybe,” remarked Holmes absently, dropping to one knee and examining the floor near the cabinet with his lens. “Aha!”  Withdrawing a pair of tweezers and an envelope from his pocket, he lifted a small object, which I was unable to discern, from the floor, and placed it in the envelope.

      “At what hour are these galleries usually cleaned each day?”  he asked.

      “After I have departed,” replied Pillstone. “McCoy, you usually stay later than I. Do you know?”

      “This gallery is usually cleaned at about half-past six, I believe, sir,” McCoy told Holmes.

      “Thank you. I believe that is all I wish to see here at present. May we return to your room, Mr. Pillstone?”

      “Certainly. Maybe this time it would amuse you to take the more usual route through the galleries?”

      “That would be most pleasant,” Holmes agreed. As he turned to leave, somehow the skirts of his coat managed to catch against the velvet on which the cameos reposed in the cabinet, which had not yet been closed and secured. With a clatter, they fell to the ground, rolling in all directions. Holmes apologised, and bent to pick up the results of his carelessness, but he was forestalled by McCoy, who protested that he would restore order, and would join us directly that was accomplished.

      As soon as we had left the gallery, Holmes requested that we return to Pillstone’s office by the quickest possible route, declining the invitation to visit various exhibits which the curator felt might be of interest to us. On entering the office, Holmes immediately went to McCoy’s desk and dropped to the floor.

      “McCoy usually changes his boots for slippers?”  he enquired, pointing to a handsome pair of boots on the floor beside the desk.

      “Yes. He took note of my habits and decided to follow my example. Not every day, but the majority of the time, except on days when we have visitors or must meet the public, of course.”

      “And yesterday?”

      “I cannot recall.”

      “Think, man, think!”  Holmes seemed impatient.

      “Yes, I do remember now. He was wearing slippers all day.”

      “And did you leave the Museum before him last night?”

      “Why, yes, I did. He was working on some correspondence when I left him.”

      “Thank you. I apologise for my brusqueness just then. I believe I now have some more knowledge regarding the theft.”

      “And you can return the original cameos?”

      Holmes shook his head. “You may have to wait a little time, I fear, before that happy event transpires,” he said. “But have patience. I know I am on the right track.”

      Naturally, I was fascinated by his words, and wanted to know more about what he had discovered, but knew him well enough to hold my peace. We were joined by McCoy, who reported to Pillstone that all the replacement cameos were now returned to their place, news which was received in silence by the curator.

      “We must return now, Watson,” Holmes said to me, extending his hand to Pillstone in farewell before repeating the action with McCoy. As he shook hands with the latter, he looked into the other’s eyes, and I could not help but observe what appeared to be a look of fear pass across McCoy’s face.

      [image: ]

      As was frequently the case after Sherlock Holmes had been investigating a crime, he would say nothing to me for the space of at least an hour, during which we returned to Baker-street by cab. Holmes’ cough, which was to my mind the result of his exertions earlier that day, continued to worsen, but I held my peace, knowing from experience that he strongly disliked being reminded of any infirmity that might be troubling him.

      Twice he took up his pipe, and twice cast it down unlit, seemingly mindful of the discomfort that smoking would cause him, given his current state of health. At length, he spoke to me.

      “Now we know the identity of the thief, we must find the cameos.”

      “You know who took the gems?”

      Holmes shook his head. “Surely it is obvious, even to you, Watson?  Consider the evidence that has come before our eyes. No?  In that case I will explain all later.”

      I was somewhat nettled by his superior attitude, but held my peace. “But surely the thief will have them at his house?”

      Holmes shook his head. “No, I fear not. If the cameos had simply vanished and not been replaced, I would agree with you. But the replacements have their own significance.”

      “And what may that be?”

      “Reflect on all those public figures whose images they bear. Of different political parties, maybe, but what binds them all together?”  I was unable to answer the question immediately. “I will tell you,” he continued, impatiently. “It is their support, to a greater or less degree, for Home Rule. One point in particular struck me. Are you familiar with the Leonardo painting to which Pillstone referred?”  I shook my head. “The position of Judas Iscariot is that of the fourth from the left. The politician whose caricature occupied that position is Lord D_____.”

      “Who recently announced his support for Home Rule after being staunchly against the idea for so long!”

      “Indeed. A malign sense of humour has cast him as Judas. But my point is that these cameos, I am sure, are the work of an organisation, not of one man. McCoy, having purloined the cameos, immediately disposed of them to a confederate. Of that, I am convinced. We might search him, and every nook and cranny of his dwelling, and we would never discover them. Nor, if we arrested him and questioned him, would we ever learn the truth. It may well be that he is genuinely unaware of the identity of the minds who ultimately lie behind this act, for I cannot believe that he is acting alone in this matter, but has carried out this deed at the behest of a more prominent and powerful individual, possibly heading some sort of organisation that is opposed to Home Rule.”

      “And what, then,” I asked, “is the end to all this?”

      “I fear that is a deep question that I am unable to answer fully at this time. Plainly, a certain amount of embarrassment is to be caused, to our nation as a whole, as well as to the worthy Pillstone. I do not think financial gain is a factor here. As we were told, the cameos are priceless, and the Holy See has no doubt long since renounced the concept of them as having any monetary value. Excepting a secret collector, who acquires works of art in order that he, and he alone, may feast his eyes on them, there would be no sale possible.”

      “Do such collectors exist outside the realm of legend?”

      “I agree that they are largely creations of the more sensational type of journalist, but I have heard that there are some such, chiefly outside this country.”

      “So you believe that the aim is to inconvenience the present government and the Vatican?”  I asked.

      “To inconvenience them and embarrass them, yes. And, if I may hazard a guess, to drive a wedge between the Holy See and our Government such that Home Rule, which would undoubtedly strengthen the Roman Church in Ireland, would be removed from the Government’s agenda for some time to come. This has, I feel, gone beyond the realm of simple theft, and appears to be a matter for the authorities at a level above that of the police force.”

      “I take it you are referring to brother Mycroft?”  I asked, referring to Sherlock Holmes’ older brother, whose influence in the corridors of power was not to be underestimated.

      “I have already consulted him briefly while you and Pillstone were travelling to the Museum.”  Holmes’ manner was brusquer than was usual, but I ascribed that to the effects of his cold. He rose from his chair, and started to put on his overcoat and muffler. I rose with the intention of accompanying him. “No, on this occasion, Watson, I do not wish you to be with me. Your presence is typically invaluable, I freely admit, but on this occasion, I prefer to be alone with my thoughts, wherever they may lead me.”  So saying, he picked up his hat and donned a pair of gloves. “I may be some time, Watson, and will make my own arrangements for dinner. You may choose to dine here or elsewhere.”

      I was left alone in the rooms at Baker-street as the evening fell, and the lamps along the street were lit. Though Holmes had warned me that he would be late, I strained my ears expectantly for the sound of my friend’s foot on the stair. By midnight, he still had not returned, and I took myself to bed, confident that I would meet him at the breakfast table the next morning.

      It was not to be. The morning dawned, as damp as the previous day, though the snow had ceased to fall, and there was no sign that Holmes had returned. His hat and coat were missing from their accustomed places on the rack, and when I knocked on his bed-room door and, receiving no answer, opened the door and looked inside, I could see no evidence that he had returned. Though it was not altogether unknown for Holmes to spend all night away from our lodgings when he was engaged on a case, he would generally advise either myself or Mrs. Hudson of his intention to do so.

      In addition, the cough from which he was suffering had sounded, to my medically trained ears, to be taking a turn for the worse, and I feared for his health in this inclement weather. When Mrs. Hudson brought the breakfast for two to our rooms, I realised it was superfluous to ask her if Sherlock Holmes had announced his proposed absence to her.

      I ate my bacon and eggs in a thoughtful solitary silence, while perusing the morning papers. There appeared to be little of interest there, at least as Sherlock Holmes had taught me to interpret the phrase. There was, I was relieved to see, no report of the theft of the cameos or their replacement, but I assumed, that if Holmes’ guess was correct regarding the purpose of the abstraction to be embarrassment of the Roman Church and the British Government, that the thieves would lose little time in announcing the loss.

      The hours passed slowly, and time hung heavy on my hands that morning. To say that I was concerned would be an understatement. It was at moments like this that the full depth of my friendship with Sherlock Holmes was apparent, and that the true nature of our companionship revealed itself to me.

      By midday, it was hard for me to accept the fact that he was still absent with any kind of equanimity, and I determined to visit the Diogenes Club, despite what Sherlock Holmes had said earlier, in order to enquire of his brother Mycroft what might have become of him. Alas, my trip was in vain. It appeared that Mycroft Holmes had not been seen in the Club that day, and though the porter on duty was sympathetic, and recognised me from my previous visits there, he regretted that he was unable to inform me of Mycroft Holmes’ current whereabouts. I left a scribbled note addressed to him, asking for any information that he was willing or able to give me regarding the possible whereabouts of his brother, and left it with the porter.

      In the usual run of things, I would have gone to the police and informed them of the fact that my friend was missing, but I did not do so, for two reasons. Firstly, Holmes had informed me that there might be confidential matters involved which were not to be bruited abroad. By informing the police of his disappearance, such information might be picked up by the wrong ears. Secondly, and I will admit that this carried more weight in my mind, I knew full well that Sherlock Holmes would have a deep-rooted objection to any police interference in an affair of this nature. I, as the instigator of such a situation, would undoubtedly be the target of his scorn and contempt, and I had no wish to assume such a role.

      I read through the evening newspapers as dusk fell, conscious of the absence of my friend, and my seeming impotence. As the lamps were being lit, the page brought a message, enclosed in an envelope embossed with the name and device of the Diogenes Club. I ripped it open, and read, with some disappointment, the following words, written in a large sprawling hand.

      
        
        Dear Doctor Watson,

        I appreciate your concern, which I share, in the matter of the disappearance of my brother. Please believe me and accept my apologies when I tell you that I am unable to give you any further information as to his possible whereabouts. I assure you that I will let you have any information that I possess which I am able to share with you, as soon as such makes itself known to me.

        Cordially yours,

        Mycroft Holmes

        

      

      
        
        [Editor’s note: the original of this letter was tucked into the notebook containing the account of this adventure]

        

      

      I need not add that this plunged me into some despair. It was hard for me to sit still in the rooms which reminded me so vividly of Sherlock Holmes’ presence, but it was impossible to conceive of leaving to take my meal at a restaurant, or to seek distraction in a music-hall performance or some such.

      I had earlier determined not to seek solace in the whisky decanter, but even so, I poured myself a stiff peg before retiring, fancying it would help me sleep. In the event, I passed a troubled night, and arose while it was still dark, having been unable to rest comfortably. The next day and night, and the next, passed in the same way. There was no news of Holmes, and no word from the police, or from Mycroft, to whom I had sent another message addressed to his club, but from whom I had received no answer.

      I took a little comfort from the fact that the police had not contacted me with the news that Holmes’ body had been discovered. If an accident had befallen him, I was sure that either Mycroft or I would have been informed. However, it was not likely that his absence was the result of an accident, but I had no idea of where to start a search. It seemed to me in my anxiety that Holmes, whether alive or dead, could be anywhere in all the vastness of London, or indeed, could be in any part of the country. It was not a comforting thought, and I went to bed that evening determined that on the next morning, no matter what the outcome might be, that I would set the police searching for Sherlock Holmes.

      Dawn had broken on yet another morning, with the grey slush still covering much of the streets, by the time I had lit the fire, and when I had shaved and made my toilet, I felt ready for my breakfast, having been unable to eat heartily the previous evening, on account of my concern for my friend.

      Mrs. Hudson, who from her face appeared to be almost as worried as I regarding Holmes’ disappearance, set a tray for one in front of me. I had just poured my coffee, and was about to take the first sip when the door opened, and Sherlock Holmes fairly tottered into the room.

      I was amazed at the appearance of my friend. He was pale as death, and dark hollows surrounded his eyes. His forehead was decorated by a large gash, the blood from which was still dripping into his eyes, and there was a purple bruise upon his cheek. He was hatless, and his wet muddy coat was ripped in a number of places. In his hand he carried one half of the walking-stick with which he had left earlier.

      “My God, Holmes!”  I cried. “What has happened to you?”

      “Later, Watson, later,” he gasped, and coughed, hackingly. “Thank God you are here. I feared you would be absent, searching for me, or engaged in some other similarly foolish endeavour.”

      I rushed to his side, and assisted him to remove his coat before helping him into a chair by the fire, where he sat, his hands extended to the flames, as his whole body shivered.

      “You must change your garments soon,” I told him. “And as your friend and as a doctor, I would advise you to retire to bed at the earliest possible opportunity.”

      “Is that coffee I smell?”  he asked in return, a faint smile hovering about his lips.

      “It is, and you shall have it all,” I exclaimed, bringing him the cup from which I had been about to drink.

      “Ah,” he exclaimed, after having drained the cup. “Another dose of the same, and I might begin to feel I was re-entering the land of the living.”

      “Allow me to dress your wound,” I requested. “How did you come by it?”

      “I will tell you of all this later,” he told me in a very quiet, hoarse voice. “For now I am very tired, and I wish to rest. But first, if you would, it would be a kindness if you would attend to my wound.”

      As I bathed and dressed the cut on his forehead, it was apparent that it had been caused by the blow of some blunt instrument, but following Holmes’ instructions, I forbore to make further enquiries as to its origin. When I had completed my ministrations, I helped him to his feet and into his bed-room, where I put him to bed. He appeared to fall asleep almost immediately, but I was relieved to note that his breathing seemed easy and regular, though with obvious signs of the cold from which he was suffering. With as much delicacy as I could manage, I withdrew my stethoscope from my medical bag, and placed it against his chest, listening carefully. I was glad to note that there was no detectable congestion of the lungs.

      As I emerged from the bed-room, Mrs. Hudson entered. “Did I hear Mr. Holmes come in?”  she asked. “Can I get him some breakfast?”

      I explained his situation to her, suggesting that she prepare a light repast, suitable for an invalid, to be brought in a few hours, and she accepted this suggestion before making her way downstairs.

      I propped open the door of Holmes’ bed-room, and resumed breaking my fast, with a better appetite now that I knew the whereabouts of my friend, though this was clouded by a natural concern for his well-being. I had picked up the Morning Post, and was scanning the agony column, when there was a clatter of boots on the stair.

      Without any warning, the door crashed open, and three figures burst into the room. The largest of the men, who stood in front of the other two, was considerably taller than me, and would have presented a formidable figure even had he not been gripping a heavy stick in an aggressive manner. I noticed that a large bruise surrounded one eye, which was almost closed with the swelling, and that the knuckles of his right hand were bleeding. His two companions, though slightly smaller in stature, presented much the same sort of appearance, and likewise bore the marks of battle upon them.

      “Where is Holmes?”  asked the leader, for such I took him to be.

      “That, sir, is none of your business,” I replied, laying down my newspaper, and standing to confront the man. “May I ask what you want with him?”

      “I wish to repay a debt to him, and for him to repay a debt to us,” he snarled in surly tones. His two companions laughed unpleasantly at his words, in which I caught an echo of McCoy’s manner of speech.

      “Then I would suggest that you come back later, alone. It surely does not take three men to repay a debt?”

      “That depends on the manner and the nature of the debt, would you not say?”

      “I fail to take your meaning.”

      “Then let me make my meaning perfectly clear to you.”  With these words, he brought his stick down smartly on the table where I had placed the coffee cup and saucer from which Holmes had drunk earlier, smashing the porcelain into a hundred pieces. “Where is Holmes?”  he roared in a voice like thunder, leaning forward and glowering into my face.

      I confess that while I am as courageous as the next man, and have been under fire in a savage land facing my country’s enemies, this bully and his two accomplices frightened me. “I cannot tell you,” I answered him, in as steady a voice as I could manage.

      “Cannot tell us, or will not tell us?”  he bellowed.

      I was about to answer, when from Holmes’ bed-room came the sound of three sharp blasts on a police-whistle. The three intruders froze in their tracks, and I slipped hastily to the desk and withdrew my Army revolver from the drawer. By the time the three had noticed my movement, the pistol was trained on their leader.

      “Drop your sticks,” I commanded, as the triple blasts on the whistle sounded again, louder and more confident this time.

      “And if we don’t?”  sneered one of the accomplices.

      “Then I shall shoot you,” I told him, as calmly as was possible under the circumstances.

      “You would never dare,” replied the bruiser, moving forward, stick in hand.

      As a doctor, I am sworn to protect the life of others. As a human being, I am obviously anxious to protect my own life. And as a friend of Sherlock Holmes, I was never more determined to protect his well-being than at that moment. I fired my revolver, and the wretch dropped his weapon, clutching at his arm with a sharp cry.

      “You ______!”  he exclaimed, letting loose an obscenity which I will not repeat here.

      The other accomplice moved forward, but his leader held him back with a motion of his hand. “Stay back, Jim. This one looks as though he means business.”

      “Drop your sticks,” I commanded once more, and this time was rewarded by the sound of the two remaining sticks falling on the floor. “Now move to the door, with your hands above your heads,” I ordered.

      As they moved, the whistle sounded once more.

      “Confound him!”  complained the leader. “He’ll have the law on us if he continues.”

      “I rather fancy that is his purpose,” I remarked.

      “Come on, lads, let’s run for it!  This cove’s too much of a gentleman,” he sneered at me, “to try and shoot us in the back.”

      Of course, he was correct in his estimate as to my character, and I could only stand mutely as they raced down the stairs and let themselves out into the street, banging the door behind them. Shortly after the echo of the slammed door had died away, Mrs. Hudson emerged from the kitchen and called up to me, enquiring whether Holmes and I required assistance. I was able to assure her that although we had suffered the loss of a coffee cup and saucer, our bodies were as whole as they had been before the invasion.

      I hurried into Holmes’ bed-room, to find him sitting in bed, seemingly a little refreshed, with the police-whistle still in his hand.

      “You played the game superbly, Watson,” he said with a faint smile. “If it were not for your courage just then, I am certain that I would be a dead man by now.”

      “Those men would have killed you?”

      “I have little doubt of it. You heard him say that he owed me a debt?  The black eye and other bruises – I do believe I cracked two of his ribs – and the injuries I inflicted on his friends would provide sufficient justification for my death in their eyes, I fear.”

      I shuddered. “And the debt they claim from you?”

      Holmes smiled, and for answer reached under his pillow, withdrawing a tobacco tin, and wordlessly handing it to me.

      “Handle the contents with extreme care,” he told me.

      I did as he bade me, revealing a linen handkerchief wrapped around a flat object. I carefully unfolded the cloth, and could not suppress a gasp of astonishment as I withdrew one of the most beautiful objects it has ever been my privilege to handle. It was obviously the head of Our Lord as represented by a true master of artistic creation. The workmanship was exquisite, and the expression on the Face on the cameo was all that we may imagine that of our Saviour to have been – a Face of love and compassion, mixed with an other-worldly strength. I stood in silence, lost in wonder, until I heard a knocking at the door to the rooms.

      I passed the cameo back to Holmes, who rewrapped it in the handkerchief and replaced it in the tin. I then moved to the door.

      “Who is there?”

      “Sergeant Harris and Constable Wells of the Metropolitan Police. We are responding to the whistle that we heard earlier.”

      “Enter,” I bade the two officers, opening the door to them.

      “We believe there was a gunshot fired, sir,” the sergeant said to me. “Can you explain this?”

      “Certainly. I fired in self-defence. I was being threatened by three men who had entered uninvited.”

      “This would be the weapon in question sir?”  indicating the revolver, which still lay on the table. I nodded, and he continued, “And this here?”  as he pointed to the pieces of china scattered on the floor that formed the remains of the coffee cup.”

      “That is the handiwork of the intruders.”

      “Did these men give any indication of what they wanted, sir?  Is there any reason for this attack, do you know?”

      “They mentioned something about a debt or debts between them and a friend of mine who is sick in the other room.”

      “I see, sir. May we have the name of your friend?”

      “My name is Sherlock Holmes,” came his voice from behind us. “I remember you, Sergeant, do I not?  I recall you were assisting Inspector Lestrade on a case some time back.”

      “Well bless me, sir,” said the sergeant, obviously delighted at the recognition. “Indeed so, sir. It was an honour to work with you then, and it is an honour to be talking with you now, though I am sorry that it is under such circumstances. Wells,” he said, turning to the constable, “take good note of this man. You are looking at the finest detective that England, if not the world, has ever produced. If you ever have the good fortune to work with him, you will learn more from him in five minutes than you will learn from five years in the Force.”

      “An honour to meet you, sir,” replied the constable, who had not spoken until then.

      Holmes bowed slightly. “You flatter me, Harris. I am delighted to see you as a sergeant.”

      “Six months ago, sir, and if I may say so, it was all due to one or two things I picked up from watching you.”

      “May I?”  asked Holmes, sinking into an armchair. “As Doctor Watson just mentioned, I am somewhat indisposed, and I find it a strain to stand up.”

      “Of course, sir. Do you feel free to tell us more of the debt that the Doctor here mentioned just now?”

      “I am afraid that is not something that I am able to discuss freely at this time, Sergeant. I am sorry if this appears discourteous, but—”

      “No need for an apology, sir. We know that you have your own business at times, into which it might be unwise for us to enquire too deeply.”

      “I wish that your superiors would display some of your good sense in that regard,” chuckled Holmes. “Watson, it is a cold and raw day. Maybe we should offer our guests some refreshment?”

      “Not while I am on duty, thanking you kindly, sir.”  He turned to me. “Will you be pressing charges?  If so, I must ask you to come to the station with me and provide a description.”

      I looked at Holmes and raised an eyebrow, receiving an almost imperceptible shake of the head in return. “No, thank you, Sergeant. I think we will let sleeping dogs lie for now.”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      “However,” interjected Holmes, “if you could manage to pay more than the average amount of attention to this building on your beat, and pass the word to  others of your colleagues, it would be much appreciated.”

      The sergeant touched the brim of his helmet. “I’ll see what I can manage, sir. Is there anything or anyone in particular we should be looking for?”

      “Any tall well-built men sporting a black eye and speaking with a Scots-Irish accent will repay further study, I believe.”

      “Very good, sir. I’ll pass the word. And a very good morning to both you gentlemen.”

      “Well?”  I said to Holmes as the sound of police boots disappeared down the stairs. “Should you not be returning to your bed?”

      Holmes yawned. “In just a few minutes. Pray do not fuss over me. I shall live, I have no doubt. First, let me send a telegram to Pillstone.”

      He scribbled a few words on a piece of paper and rang the bell. Billy the page entered, and Holmes gave him instructions to send the telegram from the post office.

      “And now,” he announced, “if you would be good enough to wake me up when an answer arrives from Pillstone. I will go to bed again,” and suited his action to the words.

      I did not have long to wait before the answer arrived. I knocked on Holmes’ door, and went in to him. “He will visit us at half-past five, he says. There have been developments of which he will inform us, he says.”

      “Very good,” Holmes answered me, replacing his head on the pillow. “I can see, Watson, that you are consumed with curiosity as to the circumstances that have placed me in this position. Rest assured that I will tell you all at the proper time, which is not, however, now.”  So saying, he closed his eyes, and I tiptoed out of the room.

      At five-thirty, the clocks were striking the half-hour at the precise time that the doorbell rang. Holmes had arisen and made his toilet some time before, and was attired in his usual garments. Nonetheless, the injuries he had sustained to his face were still apparent, and caused Pillstone to start when he noticed them.

      “Mr. Holmes!”  he exclaimed. “Are these injuries in any way the result of the enquiries you have been conducting on my behalf?”

      “I am sorry to tell you that they are.”

      “Please accept my most sincere apologies. When I retained your services, I had no idea that I would be placing you in any kind of danger or risk of violence.”

      Holmes waved a deprecatory hand. “No matter. Your telegram spoke of a development?”

      “Yes, a most extraordinary thing. McCoy, whom you will remember as my assistant, left work on the evening of the day that you visited the Museum, and has not been seen since then.”

      “You mean that he has not appeared at work?”

      “Not only that, but he has not even been seen at his lodgings in Camden. He left the Museum, according to the book where we all sign our names, at a quarter past six. When he did not appear at work the next day, I sent a messenger to see if he were ill. The messenger returned bearing the news that not only was he absent from his lodgings, but he had never returned that night. I sent the messenger to Camden again today, and he returned an hour before I left the Museum to come here, and informed me that McCoy had not been seen at all there.”

      “I am not surprised,” remarked Holmes calmly.

      “You do not suspect he had something to do with the theft and substitution?  I would be horrified to think that any member of the Museum’s staff could be guilty of such an action.”

      “I am convinced that it was he who was responsible for the actual removal and the substitution of the cameos. However, he was working with a dangerous group of blackguards, but whether his participation was voluntary or forced, I cannot, at this point, say.”

      “I am shocked beyond words, Mr. Holmes. I treated that young man with every consideration, and would definitely have recommended that he become my successor upon my retirement.”

      “Well, we all make our errors of judgement, Mr. Pillstone. I hope that the shock I am about to administer to you will prove a more pleasant one, however.”  So saying, he withdrew the tin containing the linen-wrapped package that I had handled earlier, and offered it to Pillstone. “Open it with great care, Mr. Pillstone,” he advised.

      The curator demonstrated by his method of handling the object that he was accustomed to such practices, but the joy on his face when he discovered the cameo inside the tin was surely unique. “How can I thank you enough?  This is, of course, the gem of the whole collection, and even if the other twelve were never to be seen again, this alone would almost be sufficient compensation.”  He paused. “I take it you have not recovered the other twelve Apostles, Mr. Holmes?”

      “Not at present. However, I have every confidence that with your assistance, we will be able to recover them.”

      “With my assistance?”  cried our visitor, turning pale. “Surely, Mr. Holmes, you are not accusing me of complicity in this appalling act?”

      “By no means,” Holmes answered. “All that I meant was that we require your assistance as a member of the Museum staff in baiting the trap that we will set. I have a score or two to settle with these gentlemen, and it would give me the greatest pleasure to see them receive their just deserts in Court.”

      “Very well,” replied Pillstone. “What would you like me to do?”

      “For the next few days, very little. Simply change the notice in your gallery to report that the cameos are being cleaned, or some such, and ensure that your colleagues know that there was some sort of problem in the packing of the cameos when they arrived from Rome which has necessitated this, and which you noticed only the day before they were due to go on display for some time.”

      “You wish me to give the impression that all the cameos are still in the Museum, but not on display?”

      “Precisely,” smiled Holmes. “A certain amount of vagueness as to the exact location of the cameos is advisable, but the impression you must give to others is that they are all under your control, and that they will be exhibited in the near future.”

      “As it happens, I have already done that. Since I had hoped that your assistance would recover the gems quickly, I did not want to advertise the loss prematurely. I used the reason you have just suggested to explain the delay to their exhibition –  that the cameos required a little work to be done before they were ready to be shown to the public.”

      “Truly excellent. You appear to have anticipated me in all respects. The fact that you can show a selected number of your colleagues the central point of the collection, which I have just given to you, will lend additional strength to your story.”

      “Indeed it will. I will communicate with you should there be any further developments in the field.”

      “And I with you. Good day to you, Mr. Pillstone. I do not mean to be discourteous, but,” Holmes pointed to his damaged face, “I feel I need a little time for rest.”

      “Of course. Once again, my thanks to you for your work so far.”  He gathered up the cameo in its linen wrapping, and left us.

      “And I must to bed again,” said Holmes. “It is not often that I feel so fatigued, but the last few days have been exceptional in the toll they have taken on my system. Fear not, Watson, you will receive a full account in due course. I have high hopes that the results of this little adventure will be more far-reaching than the worthy Mr. Pillstone can imagine.”

      [image: ]

      The next morning I was awake before Sherlock Holmes and was reading the morning newspapers, when a letter to the editor of the Morning Post caught my eye:

      
        
        Sir,

        It has come to my attention that the British Museum has recently received a gift of priceless cameos from the Bishop of Rome. I have it on good authority that these gems are intended as part-payment to our government for the country of Ireland, which is to be handed over to the Roman Catholic Church as a dependency to be administered from Rome, following the transfer of further works of art from the Vatican. London is to be excluded from any decisions regarding the country.

        This move will undoubtedly spell the end of the United Kingdom, and I call on all true Britons to resist this treasonous betrayal of our nation.”

        

      

      This was signed with the name of “Sir William Ferguson”, a name which was somewhat familiar to me, but which I was unable for the moment to place precisely. I laid the Morning Post aside, marking the letter for future reference, and turned to another paper, where to my astonishment, I saw the following:

      
        
        THEFT OF VALUABLE VATICAN RELICS

        It was reported last night that thirteen priceless cameos of the 15th century, said to be carved by the master Giovanni Lavatelli, have been stolen from the British Museum, where they were on loan by the courtesy of the Holy See. The authorities at the Museum, led by Mr. Avery Pillstone, the Visiting Curator, who has responsibility for these items, have so far failed to call in the police, fearing that the announcement of the loss of these items will lead to a rift in relations between the British Government and the Vatican.”

        

      

      As I finished reading the piece, Sherlock Holmes walked into the room, fully dressed, appearing to be almost perfectly restored to his former healthy state, other than the bruises and cut on his face that he had sustained.

      “See this,” I invited, pointing him to the second article.

      “Ha!”  he exclaimed, perusing it rapidly, and casting the newspaper to one side. “Has this appeared in any other journal?”

      “Not that I have seen,” I said, “but there is this.”  I passed him the Morning Post.

      “Sir William at his tricks again,” he remarked.

      “Who is he?  The name is familiar, but I cannot place him.”

      “He is a strong Unionist who used to represent an Ulster constituency. He was defeated in the last election, and has been a thorn in the side of the Government since then. This is pure mischief-making, as is the other.”

      “To what purpose?”

      “They mean to force our hand, it would appear. They know that they have twelve of the thirteen cameos, and this is a challenge to us. Consider. If we fail to produce the cameos as an exhibit on loan from the Holy See, together with the official documentation certifying that they are indeed a loan and not a gift, this adds credence to Sir William’s claim that the cameos have been received secretly by the British Government as  part of the payment for Ireland by the Catholic Church, or rather by the Vatican, which amounts to almost the same thing. Since he still has twelve of the cameos in this possession, he believes that he is safe in making this accusation.”

      “I still fail to see the purpose,” I objected.

      “Sir William entertains the hope that as a result of this story, his followers will rise up against the Irish Catholics, to whose Church, according to him, the island of Ireland has been sold by the British government. Indeed, his object is a civil war.”

      “But no-one would believe such an outrageous tale!”  I protested. “The whole idea is completely absurd!”

      “There are all too many hotheads in Ireland, as well as on this side of the Irish Sea, who would be all too willing to believe such a story, ridiculous as it might appear to you and me. Those who believe that the Pope is furnished with horns and hooves and a tail and that all Romans are in league with Satan would have little difficulty in swallowing the story.”

      “And this?”  I asked, pointing to the article in the other newspaper.

      “Again, a challenge to us to produce the cameos and prove the writer of the article to be wrong. This particular scandal sheet has a scant respect for accuracy in the articles that it prints, and I am almost certain of the source of this. Even to a more reputable journal, this source might carry some weight, though.”

      “The source being?”

      Before Holmes could give an answer, Avery Pillstone was announced as a visitor, and the curator entered the room, brandishing a copy of the same newspaper that Holmes and I had just finished perusing.

      “Ah, you have seen it too?”  he exclaimed. “This is all the doing of that wretched McCoy!”

      “I had come to the same conclusion myself,” replied Holmes. “What leads you to believe this?”

      “This story claims that the cameos are ascribed to Giovanni Lavatelli. There is no-one in the field with any claim to credibility who could possibly believe such an absurdity. I, together with Monsignor Raffaelo of the Vatican, and M. Dulac of the Louvre, am convinced that they can be the work of none other than Pietro d’Angelo. The only person whom I have heard seriously advance the claims of Lavatelli is McCoy.”

      “Added to which, of course, your name and title are given in the article, and you informed me that none of your colleagues was aware of the disappearance of these articles. The article was obviously the work of someone with extensive knowledge of the workings of the Museum, and there is only one such who fits the bill. How did you come to read this, by the by?  I can hardly imagine that this newspaper is your standard daily fare?”

      Pillstone blushed slightly as he spoke. “It is our cook’s choice of literary fare. She was reading this as she was waiting for the kettle to boil, and my name ‘leaped out of the page’ at her, as she put it. She immediately brought it up to us, in the belief that I would find it of interest.”

      “There she was not mistaken,” said Holmes. “I do not know if you have had time to look at today’s Morning Post?”  Pillstone shook his head. “You may find this to be of equal interest.”

      Pillstone perused the offending letter, his face slowly draining of colour. “Who would believe such a fairy-tale?”  he asked. “This is monstrous!”

      “Watson asked me the same question, and I will give you the same reply that I gave to him. There are all too many, here and in Ireland, who would believe this story to be true, or at least make a pretence of believing it so, as an excuse for carrying out their deeds. Tell me, Mr. Pillstone, did you and McCoy ever discuss religion?  Since you are a Roman Catholic and he is obviously a Protestant, I would imagine that this was a topic of conversation to be avoided.”

      “How did you know that I am a Catholic?”  exclaimed Pillstone in consternation.

      “My dear sir, you cannot expect to have a rosary protruding from your fob pocket and have it ignored.”  Pillstone glanced down, and hurriedly tucked the article out of sight. “Not that it is any concern or business of mine, you understand, except insofar as it impinges on the problem before us.”

      “No, it is not a subject that we ever discussed, though I was certainly aware of his beliefs, and I saw no reason to conceal mine. However, I suppose that I should tell you that, despite his undoubted ability in the field in which we were working, there was a definite antipathy between us, which never expressed itself in outright hostility, but which made our relations strained at times.”

      “I had guessed as much from his attitude towards you when we met. Still, it would appear that our hand has been forced, and we must now play our trump card.”

      “The genuine cameo, you mean?”

      “Precisely. We must set it in the display case, surrounded by the twelve substitutes.”

      “But they will deceive no-one.”

      “We will place them upside down so that the faces are not visible, and you can place a note in the cabinet that the genuine cameos will replace them as soon as cleaning is complete.”

      “But to what end?”

      “Let us place them so that those who are responsible for the theft will be drawn into the room to examine the cameos more closely, believing the complete set somehow to be now in our possession.”

      “And then?”  I could not refrain from asking.

      “We will have at least one of the gang secured, and we may then discover more through him.”

      “You seem to be sure this will happen.”

      “These two newspapers are a challenge thrown down to us. I accept their challenge and welcome it. Let us fight them, but on our own ground and in our own way. But first, I must break my fast, if you will excuse me, Mr. Pillstone. Watson and I will be with you at the Museum within the hour.”

      Holmes devoured (there is no other word that adequately describes his actions) the excellent meal that Mrs. Hudson brought in to us. “I seem to have eaten almost nothing for the past few days,” he said, wiping his lips with his napkin. “Indeed, when I come to consider it, I have indeed eaten virtually nothing for that time. I would be obliged, Watson, if you would be kind enough to step out and replenish my stock of tobacco. I appear to have mislaid my tin, and the supply in the slipper seems to be exhausted. There are one or two matters to which I will attend in your absence.”

      I left the house and procured the requested article, returning to find Holmes wearing a warm topcoat and carrying his hat, obviously prepared to go outside. He thanked me for the tobacco, but appeared in a hurry to leave.

      “Come, let us go to the Museum. I will take my riding-crop with me, I think,” referring to the riding-crop he often carried, whose weighted handle was filled with lead and which, in his hands, was a formidable weapon. “In your case, Watson, I feel a revolver would be inappropriate weapon to be used within the confines of the Museum. Would you feel at a disadvantage armed only with an ashplant?”

      “That would depend on the kind of ruffian we are facing.”

      “You have faced three of them alone before now,” Holmes reminded me. “This time we will be two, and I am trusting that we can also rely on the services of at least one of the Museum porters, as well as Pillstone himself, though I confess to doubting his utility in such a circumstance.”

      We called a cab to the Museum, and were shown to Pillstone’s office by one of the porters. “Excellent,” exclaimed Holmes, when he saw the thirteen cameos already on the desk. “Let us to the gallery. You have informed your colleagues of the intention to display them?”

      “I did, and though it occasioned some surprise in some quarters, we Curators are pretty independent in the way we are allowed to handle things. I do not think that anyone suspects that there is anything untoward in my deciding to exhibit the cameos at such short notice.”

      “Let us go, then.”

      “Through the passages?”

      “If you please, Mr. Pillstone. It may be to our advantage if I am not observed here at present.”

      Once again, we made our way through the rather cramped, dimly lit passages which formed a secret web honeycombing the Museum (if I may be permitted to mix my metaphors a little) and emerged in the gallery.

      “Now,” said Holmes, “let us bait the trap.”  Skilfully, he and Pillstone arranged the genuine cameo and flanked it with the twelve replacements, being careful to place the latter with the caricature portraits facing downwards. Pillstone added a card which explained that these were substitutes, which would be replaced by the genuine article once the cleaning work had been completed. The genuine cameo was clearly visible, and a little separated from the rest. The case was relocked, and Holmes strode to the door of the gallery, cocking his head on one side as he regarded the gems.

      “Let us move it so that the cameos are more visible from here,” he suggested.

      “Very well,” replied Pillstone. “Jennings,” he called to the uniformed porter standing by the door of the gallery. “Please give us a hand here.”

      With the four of us, the case was easily rearranged to Holmes’ satisfaction. “Thank you, Jennings,” he addressed the porter. “Were you in Zanzibar for long?”

      “Ten years, sir,” answered the other, and his jaw dropped. “I’ve never met you before, sir, have I?  Who told you I’d served in Zanzibar?”

      “You did, just now,” smiled Holmes.

      “I did no such thing!”  the other objected.

      “Ah, but my dear Jennings, there are things that you can tell me without words,” Holmes informed him. “Your general carriage marks you out as a military man used to command, and your complexion informs me that you have served abroad, as a member of her Majesty’s Army, and have suffered from malaria.”

      “That’s right, sir. The malaria still comes over me at times, and a confounded nuisance it is, to be sure.”

      “And you were a sergeant, at least. I would guess you held the rank of at least company sergeant-major?”

      The fellow puffed out his chest with a little pride. “Indeed I was that, sir, and I may say without boasting that I was a good one, too. But begging your pardon, sir, how do you know it was Zanzibar where I served?”

      “Your watch-chain, my good Jennings, has attached to it a regimental fob with the name of your regiment and the date of your service inscribed on it. I happen to know that the regiment in question served in the protectorate of Zanzibar when overseas at that date.”

      “My word, sir, you have sharp eyes and a good knowledge of these things.”

      “And you also wear a wristband which, if I am not mistaken, is made from elephant hair, and which is commonly believed to bring luck and health. Such are commonly produced and sold in East Africa, are they not, so I would assume that you made at least one trip to the mainland?”

      “Indeed I did, sir. Pardon me, but you’re not a part of the Museum staff, are you, sir?  May I ask what you and this gentleman,” indicating me, “and Mr. Pillstone are planning?”

      “We are hoping to catch a gang of desperate ruffians who are out to destroy the peace of this nation, Jennings,” replied Holmes. I could see that he now had the man’s complete confidence, and Jennings would be prepared to follow him into the jaws of hell itself. It was a quality I had remarked in Holmes on previous occasions, and it never failed to impress me. “We will require your assistance, and that of another able-bodied porter.”

      “Davies would be the man. He had B Company when I was A. And though A Company was always the smarter and better turned out, I have to admit that B was never far behind.”

      “Very good,” said Holmes, obviously amused by the man’s reminiscences. “Doctor Watson here and I, along with Mr. Pillstone, will be hidden in the passage here, or possibly behind that screen I see in the corner. We know the appearance of the men for whom we are looking. When we see them, you will hear three sharp blasts on this whistle here, and you must then shut the doors and prevent anyone from leaving the gallery. We will then come to assist you. Is that clear?”

      “Perfectly clear, sir, thank you. Shall I fetch Davies now, sir?”

      “Please do so. Do not look for us when you return with him. We will be concealed.”

      “Do you really intend to spend all day in that passage, Holmes?”  I asked.

      “Either there, or behind that screen, as I said. Do not feel that you both of you need be present with me at all times, however. Indeed, Mr. Pillstone, I would very much appreciate it if you could ensure that this display has as wide a publicity as it is possible for you and the Museum to manage in a short time.”

      “You really expect that our thieves will come today?”
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