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Dear Reader,

The adventure you are about to read is a work of fiction inspired by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's beloved Sherlock Holmes stories. While I have endeavoured to honour Doyle's narrative voice, period atmosphere, and the essential characters of Holmes and Watson, this is a pastiche - a new story written in tribute to the original canon, not an attempt to replicate it.

This story also explores themes that Doyle, constrained by the sensibilities of his era, could only hint at: the precarious legal position of Victorian women, the invisibility of domestic violence behind closed doors, and the courage required to challenge societal expectations. In giving voice to characters who might have remained silent in the original canon, I hope to honour both the spirit of Holmes's dedication to justice and the real women whose struggles went largely unrecorded. Any errors in historical details or departures from established canon are entirely my own.

With much love, 

CM. Locke



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




The melancholy strains of Holmes's violin drifted through our sitting room at 221B Baker Street, weaving a minor-key lament that spoke eloquently of his troubled state of mind. It was one of those periods of enforced idleness which occasionally punctuated our more active pursuits... the spring of 1890 had thus far offered little in the way of intellectual challenge, and my friend was suffering accordingly.

He had spent the better part of the morning at his chemical bench, conducting what appeared to be a series of experiments with various alkaloids, filling our rooms with noxious fumes that prompted Mrs. Hudson to throw open every window despite the unseasonable chill. By ten o'clock, however, even this occupation had failed to hold his interest, and I found him sprawled in his armchair, drawing from his instrument a series of notes that would have done credit to a funeral procession.

I had learned from long experience that in such moods, Holmes required either a problem worthy of his considerable faculties or the patience of a friend who understood that silence was sometimes the greatest kindness. I elected for the latter course, settling myself by the fire with that morning's Times and attempting to focus my attention upon the various matters of interest detailed within its pages.

"There is nothing so stimulating as a case where everything goes against you," Holmes remarked suddenly, his bow falling silent. "And nothing so enervating as success without challenge. The Hartwick affair, while satisfying in its conclusion, presented no intellectual difficulties whatsoever, once I had identified the fundamental principle at work. It was merely a matter of observation and patience."

"You are too modest, Holmes," I replied, glancing up from my newspaper. "The matter seemed impenetrable enough when Lord Hartwick first consulted us."

"Did it?" He set aside his violin with evident distaste and rose to stand before the window, his lean figure silhouetted against the pale morning light. "I confess I saw the solution almost immediately. The only question was how to prove it. What news does the paper offer this morning, Watson? Some diverting problem, perhaps? A locked room murder? An ingenious theft? Anything to break this insufferable tedium."

I returned my attention to the broadsheet before me, scanning the columns with more purpose now. It was then that a particular headline caught my eye, and I felt that peculiar quickening of interest that invariably accompanied the prospect of a new investigation.

"Good heavens, Holmes," I exclaimed, unable to suppress my astonishment. "Listen to this: 'BRIDE VANISHES FROM SOCIETY WEDDING... Lady Charlotte Wyndham Disappears During Ceremony at St. George's, Hanover Square. Foul Play Suspected.'"

Holmes barely glanced at me. "Another runaway bride, no doubt," he murmured dismissively. "The papers manufacture mysteries from the most prosaic domestic disagreements."

"But Holmes, the circumstances are most peculiar. Pray let me read it to you."

He waved a languid hand. "If you must, Watson. Though I suspect the solution will prove disappointingly mundane upon examination."

I read the article aloud, my voice rising with excitement as the extraordinary nature of the case became apparent:

The fashionable world was thrown into confusion yesterday afternoon when Lady Charlotte Wyndham, daughter of the Earl of Wyndham, vanished under mysterious circumstances during her wedding to Lord Edmund Mulberry at St. George's Church in Hanover Square. The bride, who had excused herself to the vestry during the ceremony, claiming to feel faint, failed to return. When concerned attendants investigated, they found the room empty save for her wedding dress, which had been discarded upon the floor. Despite the presence of witnesses at the only door and the impossibility of exit through the room's high window, Lady Charlotte had vanished completely. The police have been summoned, and Scotland Yard is treating the matter as a potential abduction. Lord Mulberry, the bridegroom, has offered a substantial reward for information leading to the recovery of his fiancée. Inspector Lestrade, who is leading the investigation, stated that all possibilities are being considered, though he declined to speculate upon the means of the lady's disappearance.

I lowered the paper and looked expectantly at my companion. For a long moment, Holmes remained motionless, his fingers pressed together in that characteristic attitude of concentration. Then I was gratified to see a spark of interest kindle in his eyes.

"An impossible disappearance," he mused. "Always intriguing. Read me the remaining particulars, if you would."

I continued with the article, which provided additional details regarding the bride's distinguished family, her betrothed's considerable fortune derived from investments in railway stock and coal mining, and the fact that the wedding had been one of the most anticipated events of the Season. There were hints of romantic speculation, suggestions of jealous rivals, and the inevitable theorising that accompanies any matter of public interest.

"Most interesting," Holmes murmured when I had finished. "A watched door, an impossible window, and a wedding dress left behind. The elements of a pretty puzzle, Watson. Though I fail to see what... "

He was interrupted by a sharp knock at our door, followed immediately by the entrance of Mrs. Hudson, who wore an expression of considerable agitation.

"Begging your pardon, Mr. Holmes, but there's a young lady to see you. A Miss Beatrice Hartley. She's in quite a state, sir, and insists the matter is most urgent."

Holmes's eyebrows rose a fraction. "Does she indeed? By all means, Mrs. Hudson, show her up at once."

Our landlady withdrew, and Holmes caught my eye with a look of sudden animation. "It appears, Watson, that our morning may prove more interesting than I had anticipated. Unless I am very much mistaken, we are about to receive a visit from someone intimately connected with this vanishing bride business."

"Really, Holmes," I began, rather exasperated. "How can you possibly know that?"

"The name Hartley appeared in the newspaper account as being among the bride's closest relations. If my memory serves... and it generally does... Miss Beatrice Hartley is listed as Lady Charlotte's first cousin. The timing of her visit, following so closely upon the publication of this extraordinary story, can hardly be coincidental."

Before I could respond, we heard footsteps upon the stairs, and a moment later, Mrs. Hudson ushered in our visitor.

Miss Beatrice Hartley was a young woman of perhaps four-and-twenty years. I endeavoured, in the style of my companion, to read what I could from her appearance. She wore a walking dress of dark blue serge, well-tailored but showing signs of hasty donning... the buttons of her jacket were fastened incorrectly, and her hat, a modest affair trimmed with black ribbon, sat slightly askew upon her dark hair. Her gloves, though of good quality kid leather, bore the marks of anxious twisting, and I noted that her hands trembled as she clutched a small reticule of black beaded fabric. Red clay clung to her boots, suggesting travel from the countryside. Her face, though handsome, bore the unmistakable marks of considerable distress. Yet there was a certain intelligence in those dark eyes and a certain strength in the set of her jaw that suggested considerable character beneath the evident agitation.

"Mr. Holmes?" she inquired, her voice tight with strain. "Dr. Watson? I apologise for arriving unannounced, but I find myself in desperate need of assistance. It concerns my cousin, Lady Charlotte Wyndham."

"I thought as much," Holmes replied, gesturing to the chair opposite his own. "Please, Miss Hartley, be seated. Mrs. Hudson, perhaps you would be so good as to bring tea? Miss Hartley appears to have travelled some distance, and I suspect our conversation may be of some duration."

"Right away, Mr. Holmes," our landlady replied briskly, then withdrew.

Our visitor sank gratefully into the proffered chair, and I observed with a physician's eye the clear signs of genuine exhaustion and emotional strain. Whatever had brought her to our door, it was obvious that she believed the matter to be of the utmost urgency.

Holmes studied her for a long moment, his keen gaze taking in every detail of her appearance with that extraordinary power of observation that never ceased to amaze me. Then he leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers beneath his chin.

"You have confirmed that you are Lady Charlotte's cousin," he began, his voice taking on that crisp, decisive tone that indicated he had found something to engage his interest at last. "And you have travelled to London this morning from your family's estate in Hertfordshire... I note the particular red clay on your boots, which is distinctive to that county. You have not slept well since the wedding ceremony, and you arrived at our door directly from the railway station rather than stopping first at any lodgings. Most significantly, you have reason to believe that your cousin's disappearance is not what it appears to be."

Miss Hartley's eyes widened with astonishment. "Yes, yes to all of it, Mr. Holmes. You are indeed remarkable, sir."

Holmes waved away her amazement with an impatient gesture. "The methods are simple enough, though I confess the problem you bring may prove more complex. The clay I have already mentioned... your observations were quite astute, Watson," he added with a brief nod in my direction. "Your dress, Miss Hartley, while fashionable, shows some wear. I observe a small tear in the hem where you caught it, and there is a faint stain near the waist caused during some distressful moment, perhaps. Fresh coal dust marks your sleeve from leaning against a railway carriage. As for your sleeplessness, that is evident in your appearance, and given the circumstances, hardly surprising."

"But how did you know I believe Charlotte's disappearance is not what it seems?"

"Because if you believed she had been genuinely abducted by criminals, you would have gone first to the police or to her father. Instead, you came to me... a private consulting detective known for handling matters that require... discretion. That suggests you have suspicions you dare not voice to the authorities, or perhaps to your own family."

A faint colour rose in Miss Hartley's cheeks, but she met Holmes's gaze steadily. "You are quite right, Mr. Holmes. I fear she is in terrible danger, but not in the way everyone thinks." She glanced at me, then back to Holmes, and I saw her draw a deep breath before continuing. "I believe... that is, I have reason to think... Oh, this will sound quite mad, but I believe my dear cousin Charlotte arranged her own disappearance."

I confess I felt a surge of surprise at this extraordinary suggestion, but Holmes merely nodded as though she had confirmed something he had already suspected.

"Continue, Miss Hartley," he said quietly. "And pray, leave nothing out. In cases of this nature, the smallest detail may prove of the utmost significance. Begin, if you would, with your cousin's engagement to Lord Mulberry."

Miss Hartley clasped her hands together in her lap, and I observed that they trembled slightly despite her obvious efforts at composure. When she spoke, her voice was low but firm.

"The engagement was arranged six months ago by my uncle, Charlotte's father, the Earl of Wyndham. Lord Mulberry is enormously wealthy, having made his fortune in coal mining and railway investments. My uncle's estate, I am sorry to say, has been heavily mortgaged for some years now. As you may well guess, the marriage was to resolve his financial difficulties."

"And Lady Charlotte's feelings in the matter?" Holmes inquired.

Miss Hartley glanced between Holmes and me with a look of surprise. Clearly, she had not been expecting Holmes to inquire after her cousin's personal feelings on the matter of her marriage.

"Well, Mr. Holmes, as you can imagine, Charlotte had no choice in the matter. None whatsoever. In our world, a daughter's duty is clear, and her wishes are of little consequence when weighed against family obligations. I am most certain this comes as no surprise to either one of you gentlemen." There was a note of bitterness in her voice that suggested she spoke from more than mere observation. "Charlotte is... was... my dearest friend as well as my cousin. We grew up together, closer than sisters. She tried to confide in me, but there was little I could do to help her."

"Confide what, precisely?"

Miss Hartley hesitated, and I saw her struggle with some internal conflict before proceeding. "At first, I thought Charlotte was simply resigned to the match, as so many young women are. Lord Mulberry presented himself well during the courtship. He was charming, attentive, generous. But after the engagement was announced, Charlotte began to change. She became withdrawn, anxious. She seemed almost... frightened."

"Frightened of Lord Mulberry?" Holmes inquired.

"Yes. Though she never said so directly, I could see it in her eyes whenever he was present. And once, I noticed bruises on her wrist." Miss Hartley's voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "When I asked her about them, she claimed she had fallen. But Mr. Holmes, I have known Charlotte all my life. She has always been a most graceful creature. She does not fall."

Holmes's expression remained impassive, but I detected a slight tension in his posture that suggested the case had captured his full attention. "Did she make any attempt to withdraw from the engagement?"

Miss Hartley nodded. "Twice. Both times, her father refused absolutely. The second time, he threatened to cut her off entirely if she persisted in what he called her 'hysterical nonsense.' After that, Charlotte seemed to... to give up. She stopped protesting. She stopped confiding in me. In the weeks before the wedding, she became almost eerily calm, as though she had accepted her fate." Miss Hartley's voice caught slightly. "That frightened me more than anything else had done."

"And on the day of the wedding itself?"

"That is what convinced me that something was planned. Charlotte was composed throughout the ceremony. Far too composed, if such a thing is possible. When she excused herself to the vestry, claiming she felt faint, I thought I saw something in her eyes. It was only a moment, but it looked like... determination. Perhaps even relief." She paused, then added softly, "And then she was simply gone."

Mrs. Hudson arrived with the tea service, and there was a brief interlude while cups were poured and distributed.

Our visitor accepted her tea gratefully. "Thank you, Mrs. Hudson." Soon after, our landlady withdrew with her usual efficiency.

Miss Hartley took a steadying sip before continuing. "An hour after her disappearance, this was delivered to the wedding breakfast." She set down her tea to withdraw a folded paper from her reticule and handed it to Holmes. "A ransom note."

Holmes took the paper with evident interest and spread it carefully upon the arm of his chair.

"May I?" he asked. At Miss Hartley's nod, he read aloud:

"We have Lady Charlotte. If you wish to see her alive again, you will place the sum of ten thousand pounds in a leather valise and leave it at the abandoned warehouse at Shadwell Dock tomorrow night at midnight. Come alone. If you alert the police, she will die."

Holmes examined the paper closely, holding it up to the light, then sniffing it delicately. "Common stationery, available at any shop. The handwriting is deliberately disguised... note the inconsistent slant and the awkward formation of certain letters. But there are traces of a distinctive perfume... French, if I'm not mistaken. Rose and bergamot. An expensive scent, and one more commonly worn by ladies than by common criminals."

He looked up at Miss Hartley with a penetrating gaze. "You believe your cousin wrote this note herself."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
:#J,I!ll@:ms 9@[ lwhe«;a

Vamshmg Dr: lde;EEI

CM. Locke
ez s





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
SHERLOCK

1
[
RN 1

# étﬂ?lﬁdﬁﬁi“‘a

£ —

. mTllle!( axle ;01 l‘llef

]
WVanishing Br ldegm

o "

CM. Locke
ce=Fs=






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





