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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Adventure of the Faerie Coffin was originally published in Sherlock Holmes and the Occult Detectives Volume One. My profound thanks to editor John Linwood Grant and Derrick Belanger at Belanger Books for including this story in the company of so many other great tales.

      Hopefully, this will be the first of many “occult detections” starring Morstan and Holmes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dramatis Personae

          

        

      

    

    
      Miss Mary Morstan — a governess with a secret, fiancée of Dr. John Watson

      

      Mr. Sherlock Holmes — a consulting detective of ruthless logic

      

      Mrs. Edith Fearghasdan — a concerned headmistress

      

      Miss Evelyn Baxter — not a friend of Miss Morstan

      

      Miss Susanna Couper — an opinionated teacher

      

      Ailis, Judith, and Beatrice — students with a shared secret

      

      Miss Maighread MacPherson — a teacher skilled at uncovering secrets

      

      Mrs. MacPherson — her mother

      

      Mrs. Webster — Miss Morstan’s former governess and mentor

      

      Mrs. Forrester — Miss Morstan’s current employer, a supposedly respectable society matron

      

      Dr. John Watson — Mr. Holmes’ flatmate and partner in criminal investigations, Miss Morstan’s fiancé

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ~ One ~

          

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Morstan. May I join you?”

      I closed my eyes, shutting out the chaos of the rail station. The sounds of whistles, shouts, and carolers were only slightly dulled by the window.

      Of course he was here.

      I inhaled slowly, feeling the breath fill my chest, spread through my arms and down my legs; an old habit, learned long ago at the feet of one far more skilled than me.

      Calmer now, I turned and offered him a smile. “Of course, Mr. Holmes. Please, have a seat.”

      He was not dressed in his usual attire. His clothes were not neat; rather, they were stained and wrinkled and slightly too large for his frame. His shoes were scuffed. The glasses that perched on his nose — pink from the cold — subtly changed its length and shape. The threadbare hat did much the same for his head, hiding his thinning hair.

      Of course he had altered his appearance. No doubt he had been following me from the moment I left my rooms at Mrs. Forrester's home. I should never have declined his dinner invitation the previous evening. There had been something in my note — a curious curve to an s, an odd slant to a t, a wrinkle, a stain — that had piqued his curiosity.

      And so here he was, right where and when I least wanted him.

      How John tolerated it, I failed to understand.

      He settled easily into the seat opposite, legs crossed, hands folded in his lap. Silent. Still. Waiting.

      We stared at one another as the whistle blew loud and piercing, and continued to stare as the train lurched forward, down the track, north, away from London. Only when we reached the outskirts of that great city did he finally speak.

      “You are not breaking your engagement with Watson.” A statement, not a question.

      “No.”

      “You have only ever served as a governess in London, therefore you are not paying a sentimental visit to previous charges.”

      “Correct.”

      “This train is bound for Edinburgh. Your mother's family hails from that country originally, Deòireach being her surname. You were born and lived with your family in India until you were eight. After your mother's death, your father sent you to the same boarding school that she had attended. The Frazier Academy. You remained there until you were seventeen, at which point you traveled south to seek respectable employment. You made no return trips north until today. A curious change to your usual habits, Miss Morstan.”

      Another calming breath. “I will not be able to persuade you to leave this be, will I?”

      “No.”

      Recognizing the finality of his statement, I relented. Slipping my hand inside my travel jacket, I pulled out the letter which had arrived only the previous afternoon.

      He took it solemnly from my hand, carefully studied the envelope, and then slid out the letter.

      The paper showed the wrinkles where I had gripped it too hard and then tried to smooth it out, where I had folded and reopened it a dozen times.

      I knew that letter by heart now.

      

      12 December 1888

      My dearest Mary,

      It is with no little reluctance and shame that I find myself writing to you in need of your assistance. Though I strictly forbade you to make use of your unusual abilities while you attended my school, I fear that I now have need of them. I hope that you will set aside the harsh words of the past, and consider my plea sincerely.

      Just a fortnight ago, I and the rest of the staff were awakened in the middle of the night by a terrible weeping and wailing. The sounds seemed to emanate from the central courtyard, but, upon investigating, we found no one there. When the strange sounds awoke us again the next night, we considered that perhaps this was a prank being perpetrated by the students. All swore their innocence, however. After we were awakened a third night, we moved all of the students into the dining hall to sleep, along with the staff.

      Again, the awful weeping and wailing awakened us for a fourth night.

      And so it has been every night for two weeks.

      In addition, we have been plagued by increasingly dangerous accidents. Or, were it not for the nightly haunting — yes, I have dared to call it a haunting! — I would consider them to be accidents. But they cannot be. A door was violently opened, striking a student and leaving her badly bruised. A gargoyle was knocked from the top of the courtyard wall, landing just inches from my feet. An entire bookcase was tipped over in the library, nearly crushing another student. And, just this morning, a hearth — in which no fire was burning! — filled with smoke, almost suffocating a student, who could not flee the room as the door would not open. On each occasion, there was no one about who could have perpetrated these incidents.

      I am begging you, Mary. Please help. I fear that, if this continues much longer, someone will be killed.

      Respectfully,

      Edith Fearghasdan

      Headmistress

      

      He read the letter twice, then carefully folded it back into its envelope, and returned it to me.

      And then he sat silent, staring out the window.

      I pulled needlework from my travel bag, careful to leave Mrs. Forrester’s tissue-wrapped package stowed away at the bottom. Needlework. An innocuous, proper activity for a woman.

      It is not only Mr. Holmes who has mastered the skill of hiding in plain sight.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Miles upon miles of countryside passed, the trees bare and the skies grey. I left him to his silence, and enjoyed a fine meal of hearty soup and bread in the dining car. When I returned, he was still staring out the window. I pulled out my needlework again. When it grew too dark to see the stitches clearly, despite the low light outside the cabin — there can be no mistakes in my Work — I returned the cloth and thread to my bag, leaned my head back against the seat, and closed my eyes.

      “What is the complement of the Frazier Academy?”

      Sighing, I lifted my head and opened my eyes. “The Frazier Academy closes for the Christmas holiday. Those among the faculty and students who are able to do so, leave. As such, if the current student body is typical of previous years, I would expect there to be perhaps half-a-dozen students still on the premises. Similarly, I would expect no more than three or four staff, in addition to Mrs. Fearghasdan.”

      “And did you remain at the school during the holiday?”

      I paused, catching the faintest hint of a thoughtful frown cross his face. Tilting my chin, I answered, “I did not, as a matter of fact. I traveled to my mother's ancestral home just outside Dùn Dè.”

      “Alone?”

      “No. With my own governess, Mrs. Webster. She was my mother's governess first, but stayed on until I was grown.”

      “Even accompanying you to school?”

      It was too dark in the cabin now to see his expression, but there was a curious note of challenge to his tone. “Yes. She was as much family as my father. Perhaps more so, as I never saw him again after I left India.” My hand twitched, fingers beginning to reach for the necklace hidden beneath my blouse. I stifled the impulse and instead smoothed the collar of my jacket.

      “And where is Mrs. Webster now?”

      “Living in that same home outside Dùn Dè.” I paused, then found myself defending that statement with, “It only made sense to allow her to live out her remaining years there, while I sought employment in the south.”

      “Indeed.”

      And that was the last word he spoke all night.
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      Dawn found us both in the dining car, this time for a filling breakfast of sausages, eggs, fried bread, and tea. We spoke of inanities — the weather, the food, John's trip to Wales — and so I knew his conversation to be false. Sherlock Holmes does not engage in inanities. Only as we sat drinking our tea did he again raise the subject of the letter.

      “To what abilities was Headmistress Fearghasdan referring?”

      I took another long sip of tea. Then I raised my head, looked him directly in the eyes, and answered, “You are not the only person who assists others in solving unusual problems. My methods, however, are … different … from yours.”

      The server came by our table at that moment to collect our plates. When he left, Holmes tilted his head, studying me. The corner of his mouth twitched. “I look forward to studying these different methods.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      We arrived in Edinburgh late in the afternoon of 18 December. A cold wind blew in from the North Sea, pushing thick grey clouds, and snow dusted Arthur's Seat. I could just see that hill through the high windows of the station and across the rooftops of the city, tree branches dancing wildly.

      In all the years that we had lived in Edinburgh, how many times had Mrs. Webster and I climbed the Seat? I could not possibly count them all, but a few stood out in my memory. Sewing through the night and lighting tapers on Candlemas. Washing our faces with dew on Beltane's Day. Toasting nuts and weaving oat stalks on Hallowe'en.

      A voice called out across the station and I caught sight of a woman garbed in a heavy green and blue dress, her cheeks and nose bright from the cold, a scarf loose around her throat. She raised a tentative hand, an equally uncertain smile touching her lips.

      I raised a hand in return as Holmes came up beside me, my luggage in his hands. His hat was pulled down low around his ears and his back and shoulders were hunched, disguising his true height.

      “For the time being, Miss Morstan, I think it best for you to refer to me as Sigerson.”

      “As you wish,” I murmured, hiking my smaller travel bag onto my shoulder, and setting off across the station.

      Moments later, I found myself standing in front of Mrs. Fearghasdan. I clasped her hand, feeling the thrum of her heart even through the thick gloves. “Headmistress, it is good to see you again.”

      “Mary, thank you. I was so grateful to receive your telegram. I ... I am so sorry to have called you away from your ... uh, duties in London, especially this close to Christmas.” Her eyes flicked over my shoulder. “I ... did not anticipate that anyone would be accompanying you.”

      “No apologies are necessary, Headmistress. This is an urgent matter.” I waved my free hand at Holmes. “This is Sigerson. He is also in the employ of Mrs. Forrester, who suggested that he accompany me. I hope he will prove useful.”
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