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          Editor’s Note

        

      

    

    
      In the second box of Dr. Watson’s papers (the “dispatch-box”) from London, I discovered a thick envelope, sealed with a wax seal and the impression of a signet with the initial ’S’.  On the back flap were written, in that splendidly scrawling but legible hand with which I am now familiar, the words “Not to be opened before September 25, 2014”.

      Dare one disobey the instructions of Sherlock ­Holmes?  Dare one cross swords with the great detective and defy his will, even long after his death?

      For a long time this envelope stood on my desk, ­Holmes’ words ringing in my ears as I contemplated them.  In my mind’s eye I could see all those famous actors who have sought to bring back to life that most famous adventurer of the London fogs.  Basil Rathbone’s finger wagged at me.  Benedict Cumberbatch’s sneer of disdain was directed at me.  And Jeremy Brett simply turned his back on me in disgust.

      But yet...  I had to know more.  What was there in this envelope that had to remain hidden for so long?  It was almost certainly another adventure that ­Holmes and Watson had shared, which had not been published, for reasons unknown.  But what?  The game was afoot.

      With a prayer to the saint who protects the overly curious, I slit open the envelope.  As well as the expected manuscript, written in Watson’s crabbed hand, some newspaper clippings dealing with the outbreak of the Great War, and a letter, written in another, strangely familiar style, appeared.  It took me a little time, but I recognised the handwriting as that of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, John Watson’s literary agent.  On reading this, I realised that I had stumbled upon a matter – the death of Cardinal Tosca – which was of great significance at the time it was written, and still had resonance today.

      Naturally, I could not resist reading Watson’s account, and to my surprise, found that the case of Cardinal Tosca was much more complex and had far more wide-reaching implications than I would ever have imagined.

      Watson writes about his friend’s “famous investigation of the sudden death of Cardinal Tosca – an inquiry which was carried out by him at the express desire of His Holiness the Pope” in Black Peter, but never tells us more.  Many people have guessed that ­Holmes was summoned to Rome to investigate a death in the Vatican.  The truth is actually more complex than that and involves Mycroft once again – who seems to have acted as the éminence grise of the late Victorian and early Edwardian governments.

      I reflected on whether to publish this case, and decided that the dangers to the British way of life that ­Holmes (and Doyle) feared in 1914 no longer applied.  The roles of religion and the monarchy in the life of the nation have changed almost beyond recognition, and the problems that beset the Edwardians have largely been resolved – at least to the point where they would no longer be an issue in determining the publicity or otherwise of this case.
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          Monsignor Mahoney

        

      

    

    
      The Diogenes Club, London

      Of all the cases in which Sherlock ­Holmes was involved, one of the more interesting was the case which concerned the death of Cardinal ­Tosca.  As my readers will remember reading in the newspapers of the day, His Eminence was visiting England when he succumbed to a stroke while staying at his London hotel, much to the regret of the Catholic Church in this country, on behalf of which he had been a loyal advocate in the Curia.  His passing was also publicly mourned by the Archbishop of Canterbury, who declared that the Cardinal had done more than anyone to bring about a true reconciliation between the Church of England, and that of Rome.  It was discreetly given out that, given the delicate state of the European diplomatic situation at the time, Sherlock ­Holmes had been asked to pronounce definitively that there had been no foul play.  This announcement attracted considerable notice, and questions were asked as to the wisdom of employing a private investigator in the case, rather than the official police force.

      In the event, though, public honour was satisfied by the public statement of Inspector Stanley Hopkins of the Metropolitan Police Force, who informed the public that, in his opinion, ­Holmes’ findings were in complete accordance with the facts as he understood them.

      The truth, however, was a very different matter, and one in which Sherlock ­Holmes and I found ourselves deeply involved in a business of whose real nature few were aware.  The unvarnished truth of this incident was considered to be too explosive to be made public, but I consider that after all this time, they may be safely revealed.  Indeed, there is much to be said for the case that they should be revealed at this time of national peril.

      As with so many cases of this nature, the initial summons came through Sherlock ­Holmes’ older brother, Mycroft.  I was building up my medical practice at the time, and was living away from Baker-street, though visiting my friend as often as my work would permit, when we would often spend an evening dining, and afterwards smoking our pipes and engaging in companionable conversation, during the course of which ­Holmes would frequently inform me of the details of some of his recent cases.

      It was on one such evening that I mounted the steps to the well-known rooms at 221B Baker-street, and was about to knock on the door, when it suddenly opened, to reveal ­Holmes, dressed in his overcoat.

      “Just the man whom I need to see at this moment,” he smiled with pleasure.  “I am just on my way out, and would be grateful if you would accompany me.  Had you not turned up when you did, I would have given Mrs.  Hudson instructions to admit you and to request you to wait for my return.  As it is...”

      “Where are we going?” I asked as I followed him down the stairs.

      “To the Diogenes Club,” he answered briefly.

      “Brother Mycroft?”

      He nodded.  “I received a telegram from him not fifteen minutes ago.  Here, see for yourself.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a folded paper.

      I read out loud, “‘ MEET ME AT CLUB IMMEDIATELY ON CONFIDENTIAL MATTER RE TOSCA.  MYCROFT.’. It certainly seems as though there is something of importance. But ‘Tosca’?  Does this refer to the opera?”

      ­Holmes laughed.  “I am certain that it does not.  Mycroft has little interest in artistic matters.  It is almost certainly concerned with the visit to this country by His Eminence Cardinal Pietro Tosca, the emissary from the Vatican.”

      “I remember seeing his name in the newspapers, but I took little notice of it, I confess.”

      “He is here to negotiate some business on behalf of His Holiness, I believe.  No doubt Mycroft will tell us more when we meet him.” As we spoke, ­Holmes hailed a cab.  The journey passed in relative silence, my friend seemingly preferring to sit in silence rather than make conversation, and I was sufficiently acquainted with his moods not to intrude.

      On our arrival at the Club, ­Holmes gave his name to the porter, and we were shown without delay to the Strangers’ Room of that remarkable institution, where conversation between members is not only discouraged, but forbidden, save for the chamber to which we were conducted.

      Our eyes beheld the massive form of Mycroft ­Holmes as we entered, but it was the other occupant of the room who excited my curiosity.  Though clad in the usual attire of a man about town, his garments somehow appeared to be of a foreign cut, and to hang strangely on his small frame.  His lined face was deeply tanned, but with striking blue eyes, and his hair, cut shorter than was fashionable at the time, had originally been dark, but now had almost entirely turned to silver.  Both men rose to their feet to greet us.

      “Who is this, Mr. ­Holmes?” demanded the stranger of Mycroft ­Holmes, in a strange accent that I had difficulty placing, though it had more than a touch of Irish to it, as he indicated me, and settled himself in his seat once more.

      Sherlock’s brother waved his flipper-like hand negligently.  “You need not trouble yourself, sir,” was his rejoinder.  “This is Dr. Watson, who is my brother’s faithful companion and biographer.  Anything you may have heard about brother Sherlock other than what I have told you is through the good graces of Watson here, who has recounted his exploits in a most entertaining manner.”

      “Hardly scientific, according to him, though," I laughed.

      “Be that as it may.  I would like to introduce you, Sherlock, and Dr. Watson, to—“

      “Monsignor—?” interrupted Sherlock.

      “Indeed, Monsignor Mahoney, secretary to the late Cardinal Tosca,” said Mycroft.

      Both ­Holmes and the prelate started to speak at the same time, stopped, and started again simultaneously.

      “No, after you, Monsignor,” Sherlock ­Holmes eventually said, following several halts and starts.

      “How in the world did you know of my profession and rank when you addressed me just now?” asked Mahoney, obviously bewildered.

      ­Holmes smiled.  “The way in which you sat in that chair just now showed me that you are unaccustomed to wearing trousers.  When my brother informed me in his telegram that this business concerned Cardinal Tosca, I could easily make the inference that a cassock is more your everyday attire than a suit of clothes.  And the purple socks, of course, inform me of your rank.” Mycroft ­Holmes said nothing, but I noticed his slightly sardonic smile as his younger brother related his findings.

      Mahoney smiled.  “It seems I must work harder at preserving my incognito.”

      “But Mycroft,” said Sherlock ­Holmes.  “You referred just now to the late Cardinal Tosca, did you not?  How can that be?”

      Mycroft’s expression was serious.  “Cardinal ­Tosca died two days ago.  The matter has not been publicly announced, and the general public is still under the impression that he is suffering from a slight cold, which has prevented him from making public appearances at present.”

      ­Holmes’ face grew grave.  “I take it this is no ordinary death, then?” he asked.

      “By no means,” Mycroft answered.  “It is murder.”

      “Murder?” I exclaimed.  “But who could have done such a thing?  Why would anyone wish to do so?”

      “This is precisely why I have invited my brother to investigate the case,” said Mycroft ­Holmes, with a touch of asperity.

      “I am somewhat engaged,” protested ­Holmes.  “The doings at Atherstoke Grange—“

      “It is the brother-in-law, who is in debt as a result of his improvidence at the races,” interrupted Mycroft abruptly.  “Did you learn nothing from your examination of the driveway?”

      Sherlock ­Holmes looked somewhat abashed.  “I had not considered the evidence in that light,” he said.  “However, I will reexamine the facts taking that opinion into account.”

      “Hardly an opinion, dear boy.  It is the only conclusion that a rational mind can reach.  But you will have the kindness to resume your study of these trivia after you have investigated the problem before us here and now.”

      “Very well, then.  Perhaps I had better hear the facts.”

      “And so you shall,” replied Mycroft.  “Monsignor Mahoney is the man to provide them.” He gestured to the prelate, who sat forward in his chair, and addressed us.

      “Let me begin,” he started his speech, “by telling you something of myself and of my relations with Cardinal Tosca.  I have been in the service of the Church for over thirty-five years.  I have been addressed by my current title since my appointment as a pronotary apostolic some five years ago, and I became the personal confidential secretary of His Eminence some three years ago.  He was not an easy man for whom to work.  It is said ‘de mortuis nil nisi bonum’, Mr. ­Holmes, but in truth, I cannot say that it was a pleasure to serve under him.

      “My nature is perhaps too easy-going – indeed, it is a fault to which I regularly confess – but Cardinal Tosca is – or rather was, I should say – very strict in his demands for the work carried out on his behalf.  For example, he would tolerate no corrections of any kind on a letter which carried his name.  Should I make a single mistake in copying or writing such an epistle, I would invariably be required to write the whole page again.  When we were travelling together, everything had to be exactly to his wishes.  When he bathed, the water had to be at the precise temperature to which he was accustomed, and so on.

      “He could display a kind and generous side on occasion, though.  For example, I suffered from influenza last winter, and he nursed me with his own hands, and ensured that I had proper care for the whole period of my indisposition.  Let no-one say of him that he lacked Christian charity towards his fellow-men.  But at the same time, he was not an easy master to serve.  I disliked working with him, but in the service of the Church, we must all take the tasks to which we are assigned, and it is not our place to attempt to change our lot.”

      Here, the cleric stopped, and looked at Mycroft, seemingly unsure as to how he should continue.  On receiving an almost imperceptible nod, he resumed his narrative.

      “I tell you these things in all honesty.  It would be foolish of me to conceal them from you, and you would no doubt discover them for yourselves as you investigate.  Now, I should tell you of the reasons for the visit to this country by His Eminence and me.

      “You may well be aware that the Holy Father himself is personally deeply saddened by the schism between the Church of Rome, and the Church here in England.  It would be one of his deepest joys should England return to the fold.  You may imagine the joy in the Curia when we heard that a prominent member of the British Royal family had expressed interest in receiving instruction in order to be received into the Church.

      “Appropriate measures were taken, and instruction was provided, albeit secretly, given the extraordinary delicacy of the situation.”

      “The monarch is, after all, the head of the Church of England,” ­Holmes commented.  “Any public move towards Rome by a member of the monarch’s family could be seen as an act of disloyalty to the country as a whole.”

      “Indeed it could,” agreed the priest.  “Though such an act would be a matter for the individual’s private conscience, His Holiness was well aware that there would be strong popular feeling in England against such a move, were it to be made public without due preparation.

      “It was known that Mr. Mycroft ­Holmes here would be able to prepare the smoothest path for such an event to take place—“

      “I have helped the Holy See with a few small matters in the past,” said Mycroft.  “My name is known in the Vatican as one who is prepared to listen.”

      “Not only as one who is prepared to listen, Mr. ­Holmes,” corrected Mahoney, “but as one who is prepared to take appropriate action as required.  Your name is regarded most highly within the Curia, you may believe me.

      “In any event, His Eminence was ordered by His Holiness to come to Britain to survey the land, as it were.  Not only did he speak fluent English, but he had a gift for pouring diplomatic oil on troubled waters, which was somewhat at variance, I admit, with the distinctly undiplomatic fashion with which he could treat those under him.  Naturally I was to accompany him on this mission.

      “It was arranged that he would make his visit under the cover of an official visitation to the Archdiocese of Westminster.  In truth, this visit was to be carried out by His Eminence, but the true reason for the visit would be the meeting with the Royal personage.”

      “Where were you lodged?  In an hotel?” asked ­Holmes.

      “No, it was decided that we should be staying at Lord Ledbury’s country seat in Hertfordshire.  His Lordship is the head of one of the oldest Catholic families in England, as I am sure you are aware.  Given that we were supposedly inspecting the state of the archdiocese, it was felt that this would provide a suitable distance from the church itself.  In addition, the Royal personage visiting Lord Ledbury would excite significantly less comment than if they were to visit the Archbishop.  The discretion afforded by a private residence of this type was seen as a distinct advantage.”

      “I understand,” ­Holmes added drily.

      “Lord Ledbury was a most gracious host, and provided His Eminence and myself with splendid accommodation.  Not only did our rooms provide the highest possible degree of comfort, but we were also supplied with every facility to carry out our business.”

      “Of what, precisely, did this business consist?” asked ­Holmes.

      “We met various members of the Cabinet with regard to the proposed meeting of His Eminence with the Royal personage.  These meetings were generally held at night—“

      “—thereby confirming the opinion of many Englishmen regarding the way in which the Roman Church operates – that is, by way of secrecy and subterfuge,” broke in ­Holmes.

      The priest flushed, but it was Mycroft ­Holmes who answered his brother.  “I advised against such night meetings from the first, Sherlock, for precisely the reason that you have given.  However, I was overruled at the highest level.” He sighed.  “A case of pearls before swine, if I may use a Biblical phrase in this context, Monsignor.”

      “Oh, quite, quite,” cried the cleric.  “By day we were engaged in our ostensible purpose, that is to say, the visitation to the archdiocese.  The evenings were given over to the other meetings.”

      “What was discussed in those meetings?” asked ­Holmes.

      “I fear I am not at liberty to tell you that,” the other answered, primly.

      “Then, Mycroft,” said ­Holmes, rising to his feet, “I fear you have wasted both your time and my own by asking me to come here.  There is little point in asking me to assist you in your business if I am not even to be told the nature of the game that is being played out.”

      “Calm yourself, Sherlock, and hear the story out to its conclusion.  Then you may decide for yourself if the business is indeed relevant to your part in it.”

      “Very well.” Sherlock ­Holmes took his seat with what appeared to me to be a poor grace.  “Pray continue, Monsignor.”

      “As I say, every facility was provided by Lord Ledbury during these meetings.  I suppose I may tell you that these meetings were, to my mind, successful, even if I do not tell you of their exact purpose.”

      “You say that they were successful to your mind?  How did the Cardinal regard them?”

      “He never spoke of his feelings openly, but to me, who had worked with him in the past, it was obvious that he was satisfied with our progress.”

      “You mentioned meetings with members of the British Cabinet.” ­Holmes persisted in his questioning.  “Am I permitted to enquire as to the outcome of the meeting with the member of the Royal family?”

      “You may certainly enquire, but I cannot tell you, for the simple reason that the meeting never took place.  It was planned for late yesterday evening.”

      “By which time, Cardinal Tosca was already dead, as I understand it.”

      “That is correct.  Maybe I should acquaint you with some of the particulars surrounding that event?”

      “I would appreciate your doing so.” ­Holmes’ tone was cold.

      “Very well.  Today is Wednesday, is it not?  On Monday night, then, no meetings were planned.  His Eminence proposed to me that we review the papers and the records of the meetings that had been held so far so that we might be ready for the visit on the following night.  Accordingly, I got out the papers that were needed for this review, but before we started, at eight o’clock we ate dinner.”

      “With Lord Ledbury and his family?” asked ­Holmes.

      “No, we ate alone in the small family dining-room, which had been reserved for us during the period of our stay.  Lord Ledbury and his family, we were given to understand by the butler who served us with our meal, were absent from the house that evening, attending some social function.”

      “On the other days of your visit, had you been taking your meals with your host?”

      “As it happened, this only occurred once.  His Eminence was by nature an abstemious man.  His diet often consisted of little more than bread and water, and he felt it would appear as an insult to his host were he to appear at table but not to partake of the food offered to him.”

      “Did he attempt to inflict the same regimen on you?” asked ­Holmes.

      “He gave me to understand that it would be preferable to him were I to follow his example.  However, the spirit is willing, but the flesh...” Here, the cleric rubbed an ample belly and smiled ruefully.  “However, he had sufficient humanity to recognise that his way of life was not for all to follow.  In any event, referring back to Monday night, once the meal had been completed, he proposed that we remain at the dining-table, which would serve us for the examination and study of papers on which we were currently at work.”

      ­Holmes sighed.  “I take it that I am not to be informed as to the contents of these papers?”

      “I am sorry, but these are also a matter of some secrecy.  They are connected with the subject of our visit, naturally, but their exact contents must, for the moment at least, remain hidden.

      “The butler cleared the table, and we told him of our intention to remain in the room, to which he informed us that if we preferred, he would bring our coffee to us in the dining-room, rather than the sitting-room that had been reserved for our use.  Though, as I say, His Eminence was abstemious, if not actually ascetic, in his habits, if he had a leaning towards the vice of gluttony, it was in the matter of coffee, and he gladly agreed to this.

      “The coffee was duly brought in—“

      “By whom?” interjected ­Holmes.

      “Once again this was the butler, Alvarez.  He was the only servant whom we saw that evening and indeed most evenings.  Lord Ledbury had apparently placed us under Alvarez’s particular care, and we had little contact with other members of the household.  Before the coffee had been poured, His Eminence asked me—or rather, given his nature, it was more in the form of an order—to go upstairs and fetch the papers which we were proposing to examine.

      “When I returned, I discovered that he had already consumed one cup of coffee, and was complaining of stomach pains.  This was not unusual for him.”

      “When you say that this was not unusual, are you referring to the pains or to the complaints regarding them?”

      The priest looked at Sherlock ­Holmes with something approaching respect.  “That, sir, is a very subtle question, is it not?  I was able to discern that he was in some discomfort relatively frequently following his post-prandial coffee.  He was not of a type that complained of his ills, though.  Such a complaint was indeed unusual for him.”

      “How did he take his coffee on that evening?”

      “The same way in which he usually took it, that is to say, without milk or sugar.”

      I broke in.  “If his usual fare was as simple as you have described, little more than bread and water, I would expect some sort of abdominal pain to follow the ingestion of hot black coffee.”

      Mahoney smiled ruefully.  “Do you think that I had not informed him of that myself?  It was not my place to tell him what he should and should not eat, but it appeared to me that his habits were not of benefit to his health, and I had taken it upon myself on several occasions in the past to let him know that I considered them to be unwise.  However, my words had little or no effect on him.  He was a stubborn man, and was unwilling to take advice, however well-meaning, from others.

      “In any event, he and I went through the papers, only to discover that one of the most important of them had been left upstairs.  I mentioned before that he was a strict taskmaster, and this occasion proved to be no exception.  His words to me regarding my omission were biting and sarcastic – out of respect for the dead, I will not repeat them here, but they cut me to the quick.  They were especially wounding to me, since the butler had entered the room during part of his tirade – there is no other word to describe his flow of words, sir.

      “Being more than a little embarrassed at being put on the spot in this way in front of the servants, I was happy to leave the room in search of the papers.” Here, the priest felt in his sleeve, and brought out a handkerchief, which he used to mop his brow.  “Now comes the terrible part of my tale.  I went upstairs to look for the paper, which I could not believe I had left out of the packet that I had brought downstairs for examination.  From the stairs, I noticed Alvarez leave his butler’s pantry and make his way towards the kitchen.  I believe he also saw me, and will be happy to confirm that point, should you ever have occasion to ask him.  When I reached the room from which I had taken the papers, I searched for the missing document high and low, on the desk, and throughout the room, but was unable to discover it.  I was fearful of His Eminence’s wrath if I returned downstairs without it, and I continued searching, but it failed to come to light.  I therefore determined that I must, after all, have brought the paper downstairs with the others, and it had somehow become folded in or otherwise confused with the papers we had been examining, and it had been overlooked.  I therefore made my way downstairs to the dining-room, and there I beheld His Eminence, quite dead.”

      “How could you be sure he was dead?” asked ­Holmes.

      “I have never seen the face of a living man in such a rigid expression of terror,” the other told us.  “And I may tell you that as a priest I have seen my share of the dead, both those who have died peacefully, and those who have died through acts of violence.  I served in the British Army many years ago,” he offered in answer to ­Holmes’ raised eyebrows.

      “How had he died?”

      “It was not obvious to me at first, but when I approached closer, I could see the hilt of a knife protruding from his chest.”

      “A knife?  One of the dinner knives?” asked ­Holmes.

      “No, it was a paperknife in the shape of a Toledo blade.  It was the property of His Eminence, and it always accompanied him in his travels.  If he had been of another type of mind, I would have said that it was a charm of some kind, but he was far from subscribing to that sort of superstition.  I believe it had some sort of sentimental association for him, if that word may be used in connection with him, since he had served the archdiocese of Toledo in the past as its archbishop.”

      “Did he typically carry this knife on his person?”

      “No, that is the extraordinary thing, Mr. ­Holmes.  I could have sworn that I saw the knife upstairs when I fetched the papers the first time, and naturally I left it there, having no use for it.  Somehow the knife must have found its way downstairs by means of another hand.  The same hand that planted it in the body of His Eminence, I have no doubt.”

      “No doubt,” repeated ­Holmes.  “And the paper that was missing?  The one for which you had been dispatched upstairs?”

      Mahoney shrugged his shoulders.  “It is still missing.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I confess, Mr. ­Holmes, that I was terrified.  It was inconceivable to me that Cardinal Tosca could have been killed in such a mysterious way.  I prayed for the dead man’s soul, and when I heard Alvarez approaching the door to enter to remove the coffee service, I shouted through the closed door that he was not to enter, but he was to send a telegram to Mr. Mycroft ­Holmes informing him that the Cardinal had suffered a seizure, and when Lord Ledbury returned, he was to ask his lordship to visit me in the dining-room.” He broke off and passed a hand over his face.  “Maybe it is not my place, but it seems to me that I may be able to shed a little light on the mystery.” ­Holmes said nothing, but inclined his head slightly to indicate that the other should continue his narrative.  “The butler, Alvarez.  There is something that strikes me as being false about him and I am suspicious of his motives.”

      “He is from which country?  His name would suggest a Hispanic or Latin American origin.”

      “From Spain, I believe.  I have heard it said that he was from Toledo.  There may be some sort of Latin grudge or revenge at work from His Eminence’s previous appointment in that town.”

      “That is entirely possible, of course.  Let us return to the sequence of events.  You dispatched a telegram to my brother.  To where was this sent?”

      “The telegram was sent to my office in Whitehall, and then delivered by messenger to me at the club here,” explained Mycroft, “but it was impossible for me to make the journey at that time of night.  However, I happen to know that Lord Ledbury had a telephone installed in the Hall – indeed, this circumstance formed one of the reasons why I selected him and Ledbury Hall as a host for the Cardinal – and I was able to make use of the club telephone here to speak with Monsignor Mahoney.”

      “You have a telephone here in the Diogenes Club?” enquired ­Holmes of Mycroft, with a smile.  “Does not this somewhat go against the spirit of the foundation?”

      “It does,” admitted his brother, “but I have found it to be an advantage in my work.  I am able to receive information and to issue orders without troubling myself to stir out of this building.  I therefore commanded the installation of the instrument in a sound-proofed lobby to proceed some months ago.

      “As I was saying,” he continued, “I instructed Monsignor Mahoney here that he should admit no one to the room except Lord Ledbury on his return, and to give out to the servants that His Eminence had somewhat recovered and was in no need of further assistance.  The situation was indeed grave, and the next morning I rose early and made my way to the scene at Ledbury Hall.”

      “I am quite frankly amazed at your action,” commented Sherlock ­Holmes.  As he had remarked to me on another occasion, his brother’s movements were as set and as regular as those of a tram, and for Mycroft ­Holmes to depart from his habits in this way was a rara avis indeed.

      “I could do no less,” his brother answered.  “A constitutional crisis was afoot, not so much by reason of the death of the Cardinal, as of the fact that the paper to which Mahoney here has just alluded is missing.”

      “Very well.  May I ask you,” addressing himself to Mahoney, “what was the reaction of Lord Ledbury when he returned?”

      “Naturally, he was horrified by what had occurred.  I chose not to inform him of the missing paper, as that was of no direct concern to him.  I stayed in that dreadful room, Mr ­Holmes, all night, with the dead body of the Cardinal.  I prayed for his soul, and I prayed that those who were responsible for his death would be brought to justice.”

      “Mahoney here was in the room when I arrived at Ledbury Hall,” confirmed Mycroft ­Holmes.  “With his help, I made a search for the missing paper, but was able to establish for myself that it was indeed missing.”

      “Since we are discussing this privately,” said Sherlock ­Holmes, “I must assume that the official police have not been called in on this case.”

      “Nor will they be, until you have investigated the matter, Sherlock and come to some conclusions.  This is one of those situations where the fewer who know of the details, the better.”

      “I take it that you will wish me to make my way to Ledbury Hall, and view the scene of the crime?”

      “Naturally.”

      “And will I be permitted to view the body?”

      “The Cardinal’s body is still in the place where it was discovered.  Everything is as it was when Mahoney discovered it.”

      Sherlock ­Holmes looked at his brother in amazement.  “Do you mean to tell me, Mycroft, that you have allowed a dead body to remain in that room for now,” he pulled out his watch and examined it, “somewhat in excess of thirty-six hours?”

      Mycroft ­Holmes inclined his great head.  “That is correct,” he confirmed.

      “Then why in the name of all that is holy did you not contact me yesterday?”

      “I was awaiting instructions from Rome,” replied his brother.  “After searching for the missing paper, my first action was to send a telegram to the Vatican, explaining the situation, and requesting some guidance on the course of action that they felt would be most beneficial to all parties concerned.  The answer came within two hours, and bore the name of His Holiness himself, requesting that you would be assigned to the case.  Your reputation, thanks to Watson here, has obviously extended to the Holy See.”

      ­Holmes shrugged.  “I understand,” he said.  “Very well, it seems that I have little choice in this matter.  Let us start immediately.”

      “Before you start, Sherlock, there are one or two things that I wish to discuss with you in private.  I mean no offence to you, Monsignor, but I would prefer it if you were to wait outside while I inform my brother of these matters.  Please make your way to Ledbury Hall and inform his Lordship of my brother’s imminent arrival.”

      “I will do that, and rest assured that there is no offence taken, believe me.  I recognise that you, like myself, have secrets that are not for all ears,” replied the cleric as he rose to his feet.  He said these words with an expression that appeared almost to be gloating, and opened the door to leave the room.  I likewise rose to depart, but Mycroft ­Holmes waved me back to my seat.

      “You may stay, Doctor,” he told me.  When the door had closed behind Mahoney, and Sherlock ­Holmes had discreetly verified that the priest was at a safe distance, by opening the door and peering out before closing it again, Mycroft ­Holmes rested his head in his hands and slowly looked up at his brother.  For the first time I noticed the fatigue in his face.  “Sherlock, I did not want to provide all the details in front of that Roman Irishman, but a grave constitutional crisis hangs on this case.”

      “So you said before.  What is its nature?”

      “It concerns the Royal personage who was mentioned earlier.  I have certain knowledge that this person has already converted to Roman Catholicism.  This is an indisputable fact, and it is causing great concern in the present Government, I can tell you.  Mahoney was being disingenuous at best when he told you of the purpose of Tosca’s visit to this country.  The Cardinal’s mission to England was to seek to persuade the Royal personage to make a public declaration of his beliefs.  You need not ask how I discovered this, but I was aware that this was Tosca’s aim before he even set out from Rome.  I was deputed by the Prime Minister to manage the affair, and you may imagine that I was not anxious that Tosca should succeed.  Abhorrent as it may appear to you, I confess to feeling some relief regarding the death of the Cardinal at this point.”

      “I take it that this is the Royal individual concerned?” said his brother, scribbling a name on a piece of paper torn from his notebook, and passing it to Mycroft, who glanced at it and nodded before passing it to me.  I read the name with a sense of astonishment, and passed the paper back to my friend, who flicked it into the fire, where it was instantly consumed by the flames.

      “This person has converted, as I say, and in the event of his succeeding to the Throne, I have it on the best of authorities that he would seek to abolish the Church of England, and place it under Rome once more, as it was in the days before Henry VIII.  He would surrender his place as head of the Church of England, and that institution, as we know and understand it, would cease to exist.  It is quite conceivable that the effect would also affect the Empire.  There might be some rejoicing among the Irish element in Australia, but other than that...”

      “This is a monstrous business!” I exclaimed.  “If what you describe were to come to pass, there would be civil war or some such thing throughout the land.”

      “It is not likely that he will succeed, though,” remarked Sherlock ­Holmes.  “It seems a most improbable eventuality.”

      “There is more chance of its occurring than you might imagine,” his brother said, shaking his head sadly. “The Heir is not in good health, it is reported, and is in any case not as young as he was.  There is also the possibility that some anarchist or other madman might make an attempt on his life which would place him of whom we speak in direct succession.”

      We considered this in silence for some moments.  “You make the situation sound grave,” I said to Mycroft.

      “It is grave.”

      “Surely he can be prevented from making such a move?” asked Sherlock ­Holmes.  “Even if he is one of the Royal family, he could be prevented from making an announcement, especially since the Cardinal is no longer around to persuade him.”

      “There is worse.  The paper that was described as missing is a letter from His Grace to His Holiness, written some months back, and promising faithfully that in the event of his taking the Throne, the Church of England will cease to be. Even if he were never to succeed, the public knowledge of this letter would be a catastrophe.”

      “Pooh.  Denounce it as a forgery.”

      “It would seem easy to make such a move, but consider it as I have done.  By doing as you suggest, we would impugn the credibility of the Roman church – a move which would hardly endear us to the indigenous Irish population, who are fractious enough as it is.  And the word of a politician against one of the Royal family?  Even if the statesman were to be believed by the majority, there would still be many who would remain sceptical.  No, Sherlock, the discovery and publication of this letter are risks that the nation can ill afford.  I fear that Mahoney’s motives in this matter are the same as those of his late master, whatever personal differences he may have had with him, and he would seek any opportunity to weaken the British government.  You must ensure that the letter does not fall into his hands, Sherlock, or if it has, you must find a way to relieve him of it.”

      “Recovery of the letter is more important than discovery of the identity of the killer?”

      “One may well lead you to the other.”

      “Indeed so.  And Watson here is permitted to accompany me to Ledbury Hall?”

      “I would expect nothing less,” said his brother.  “Doctor Watson has proved his patriotism and his discretion in so many cases, that I trust him as I trust you in these matters.  The opinion of a medical man of such ability regarding the cause of death may also prove to be of interest – indeed of value.”

      I was gratified by these words, for I knew Mycroft ­Holmes to be a reticent, almost cold, man who was not in the habit of bestowing compliments lightly.

      “Excellent.  We will be off, then, to Ledbury.  Allow me time to collect some of my apparatus” (by which ­Holmes referred to his lenses and the small tool-kit that he carried on such occasions) “from Baker-street, and we will make our way to Hertfordshire.”

      “Do so with all speed.  Report back to me by telegram on any points of interest.  The usual cypher.  Remember that the fate of this nation may rest in your hands.”
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