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INTRODUCTION







Toshiro Watanabe


Kurosawa Heavy Industries, Ltd.


March 26, 2022


Dear Nicholas Meyer,


I was until recently the personal secretary to the late Hikaru Mishima, president & CEO of the above.


As you know, Mr. Mishima died last year, a victim of the worldwide Covid pandemic, which has taken so many lives.


I am writing to inform you that Mr. Mishima’s estate has gone through probate and his bequests are now being disbursed. Mr. Mishima had many relatives, foundations, and charities, and a wide range of interests, most of which need not concern you. (One of his passions was research into mental telepathy; another was the SETI project.)


However, among his bequests is the last tranche of entries from Dr. Watson’s diary, which Mr. Mishima purchased at auction from Sotheby’s in 2019. Two sets of these pages Mr. Mishima previously entrusted to you for editorial purposes, believing your prior work in this area made you ideally suited to evaluate and edit his purchase.


Mr. Mishima approved of your work on the pages you titled The Adventure of the Peculiar Protocols. Though he did not live to read your subsequent work on the section you titled The Return of the Pharaoh, I make bold to say he would have approved that as well.


In the hospital in Kyoto, consulting with me while on a ventilator, Mr. Mishima expressed his wish that you edit the last section of Dr. Watson’s diary; entries commence in June 1916 and cover approximately one year.


Therefore a courier for Kurosawa Heavy Industries, Ltd., will contact you shortly regarding delivery of said item.


Below you will find several documents, which I suggest you have your lawyer review before you sign and take possession of the pages.


Please let me know how you would like to proceed.


Kind regards,


Toshiro Watanabe


Personal Secretary, Hikaru Mishima, CEO


Kurosawa Heavy Industries, Ltd.


Tokyo, Panama, Amsterdam, Buenos Aires





Even with the mixed blessing of the internet, the to-and-fros of lawyers, the damn boilerplate took almost five months. But I am now finally in possession of what I am told is the last chunk of Watsoniana purchased at Sotheby’s in 2019 by Mr. Mishima and doled out to me piecemeal ever since.


Mr. Watanabe was right to be cautious: these pages are unlike anything of Watson’s that I’ve ever read. It is not, let me be clear, that the style renders the diary entries suspect. On the contrary, while I can only claim limited smarts in this department, it isn’t the handwriting that gives me pause; it’s the content. While Holmes and Watson during a collaboration of almost thirty years had occasion to deal with many unusual mysteries and problems, I’m betting even by Holmes’s standards (his preference for the “outré”), this section takes the cake. It may be the fitting conclusion to a career unique in the annals of crime, a crime that (had it been successful) would have affected all our lives.


Referring to it as a crime may be legally incorrect, but, well … you decide. Watson certainly labeled it one.


Readers will also form their own opinions as to the authenticity of what they read.


With this ms. I have somewhat altered my editorial approach. Where I was formerly inclined to smooth out the bumps and errata in Watson’s narrative, here it seems appropriate to interfere less. I hope you’ll see why.


Dates, as Holmes always maintained, are crucial and nowhere more so than here.


It is interesting to note that what starts as a straightforward narration succumbs, as events unfold in rapid succession, to more disjointed entries, with tenses confused. Sometimes Watson’s verb tenses are so mixed it’s hard to know whether he was writing before, during, or after the fact, but in order to preserve the flavor and urgency of the narrative, I have chosen on this go-round to simply leave them as diary entries. For the most part, entries appear to be made more or less on the days when events transpired, but there is also evidence some entries were revised. By whom must remain an open question, though the cramped penmanship certainly resembles the doctor’s hand. There are ink stains, arrows, and insertions enough to confuse the most scrupulous reader, but the pages themselves all appear to come from the same series of WHSmith notebooks in which Watson seems to have written most of his Holmes chronicles. There were entries that had nothing to do with the major narrative, and these I’ve struck out. (There’s a lot of culinary detail, but I judged menus and recipes were not the point).


One important caveat: in the following, Watson admits to signing an early version (1911) of the UK Official Secrets Act—and to subsequently defying its prohibition against recording or disseminating what was covered under its provisions. It is beyond my pay grade to ask why Holmes’s biographer was prepared to risk so much, but evidently in his mind the benefits outweighed the illegality and its possible personal consequences.


I have supplied footnotes where I think they may be helpful (but you can always ignore them), and also photographs of the participants where I could locate them.


Finally: in all my previous editing chores on his manuscripts, I have followed Watson’s example by never including the name Sherlock Holmes in the titles I gave the finished books. Now, for the first time, I am breaking with that tradition and precedent for reasons I hope the reader will find self-evident.


I now turn the story over to John H. Watson, M.D.


—Nicholas Meyer


Los Angeles, 2023













EXTRACTS FROM WATSON’S DIARY
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2 June 1916. Another blood-soaked day. I am spent after ten hours in surgery. It was nightfall before I could eat the cold supper Maria had set out for me and bring myself to read the Times, there to learn of more millions dying on the Western Front where the slaughter continues unabated.


As both patient and surgeon I have known the terrible price of battle, but this surpasses anything in my experience. It is hard to believe the extinction of an entire generation is the price England must pay to prevent the German double-headed eagle waving over Buckingham Palace and the imbecilic Kaiser sitting on his grandmother’s throne.i I had thought to retire after Juliet’s death but instead of finding time for grief, I am obliged to exhaust myself amid the stench of ether and carbolic, treating maimed and disfigured young men—many little more than boys—who return from France amid a never-ending flood of viscera and missing parts, some arriving still in the remnants of the uniforms in which they were wounded. All bear the same faraway look, as though they were seeing not what was before their eyes but something unimaginable behind them. Fulham Road is choking on a river of ambulances streaming from the train stations. I am literally trembling with fatigue and know my days as a surgeon are numbered.


But the day’s travails turn out to have scarcely begun. Sitting alone at my dining table, I became aware of a moaning that I originally imagined to be a summer breeze soughing in the chimney, but the sounds soon resolved themselves into what was unmistakably human. Maria was weeping in the pantry. Maria, who has been with us for more years than I care to remember, first engaged by Juliet at the start of our marriage, has served us since with never a murmur of complaint, helping nurse Juliet during the last terrible months of her illness and then staying on to see to my widower’s needs ever since. She had a gentleman friend some time ago, but lately I’ve not seen or heard of him. I dare not ask why.


The sobs persisted so I set down my napkin and wandered into the larder where I found the poor woman in her chair, trying to muffle her cries in a tea towel.


“Maria, what is it?” She started and looked at me as guiltily as if I’d caught her stealing the spoons.


“I’m so sorry, doctor.” She dabbed furiously at her eyes with the towel. “Forgive me!”


“I’m sure there’s nothing to forgive, Maria. What’s wrong?”


She shook her head, unwilling or unable to reply. I put a hand on her quaking shoulder. “Come, tell me.”


She allowed my hand to steady her. Taking several deep breaths, she removed the towel and spoke into it. “It’s Harry, my nephew … Mont Sorrel—wheresoever that is!”


“Oh, Maria.”


“My sister’s youngest. Only seventeen!” she wailed. I knew for a fact scenes like ours were played out daily. There was not a home untouched by the war. It was as if the Old Testament angel of death had flown over Britain instead of the Egypt of Moses.


“Are they certain?”


She nodded vigorously. “They got the telegram this morning. Poor Nellie’s youngest,” she repeated. “And that after Garth and all the rest!” And then, unable to contain herself, she threw herself into my arms, bursting into hot, bitter tears once more. “Why? Why doesn’t it end? Will it never end?”


I held her awkwardly. “You might better ask why it even began,” I murmured.


She lifted her red, tear-streaked face to peer up into mine. “Why did it? Why must they all die? Everyone said it would be short. They promised!”


“‘Home before the leaves fall,’” I remembered. “Come, let me pour you some brandy.”


“I never touch it, doctor.”


“Just tonight.” I lowered her into the chair, fetched a plain glass, and poured a draught into it. “Come, only a swallow.”


She obeyed, coughing on the drink, wiping fresh tears away with the back of her hand. “No one understands! We hate the Germans. The Germans hate us. But the royal family, ain’t they German too? Only seventeen!” she repeated, swallowing the rest of the brandy at a gulp and huddling, bent over, gasping for breath as the liquor did its temporary work.


Poor girl. What could I tell her? How to explain the quicksand of entangling alliances that dragged all Europe into this cesspool of blood? Alliances I can scarcely understand myself, no matter how many times speeches and posters have attempted to pound the facts into my head. That an Austrian archduke’s assassination in faraway Serbia (wheresoever that is, as Maria might say) had somehow brought in Austrians, then the Germans and their strutting, war-hungry kaiser to back them on the one side, forcing Russia, France, England, and Australia (Australia!) to honor their alliances with little Serbia on the other? None of that would account for her nephew’s death, or her father’s or two brothers’, all of which she had stoically endured to this point with British resolve and a stiff upper lip. But young Harry torn to pieces at Mont Sorrel was the straw that broke the camel’s back.


Amid these saturnine reflections we were startled by the bell. Instantly Maria was on her feet, straightening her apron. “I’ll see to it, doctor.”


“Nonsense, Maria. Go up to bed. I’ll deal with whoever it is. Go on now.”


“Thankee, doctor.” Scouring her eyes yet again with the heels of her hands, she fled upstairs. The bell rang again. Would this day never end? Wondering who on earth might be calling so late, I slipped on my jacket and unbolted the door, astonished to behold a figure emerging like a wraith from a thick, sulfurous fog.


“Holmes!”


“May I come in?” His voice was ragged, not the familiar, crisp tones to which I was long accustomed.


“Certainly.”


I had not seen my singular friend in over a year. Always favoring a touch of the dramatic, the detective could not have devised a better entrance. I stood aside to let him pass, wondering not only at his unexpected presence, but also his appearance, for despite the indifferent lighting I could see that he sported a black eye and a chipped bicuspid.


“And a cracked rib, I fear,” he confided, noting my confusion.


“Come into the surgery. Let me see.”


“First let me sit.” Knowing better than to insist, I gestured to a chair by the hearth, though at this time of year there was no need of a fire. Holmes lowered himself carefully into the chair and sat still for several moments, his eyes closed.


“You are not at the front?” He spoke at last without opening them. “How fortunate—for me. Didn’t you say you intended going?”


He had raised a sore subject. “After Juliet’s death, I volunteered at once. The training and skill of a battlefield surgeon I knew would be of inestimable value, but I was rejected on account of my age and my leg. It is hard for me to stand for long periods. Thus I was posted to the Royal Marsden, treating secondary wounds, though these are bad enough, including sepsis and gangrene, many ultimately involving amputations.” It still rankled that I had not been accepted for active service. London was crawling with older men—and women—in one form of uniform or another and I felt it a blemish, even if no one else was of that opinion, but the detective’s appearance drove these considerations from my mind.


“Holmes, what has happened to you? Who has done this? Could you see the blackguards? And why are you not in Sussex, attending to your bees?”


“I did it to myself, Watson. Or rather, it was done at my direction. I’m too old for this,” he added in a murmur, echoing, as it happened, my own ruminations. But whatever “this” was, his battered appearance confirmed his statement. I was relieved to see his imperious, beaky nose had not been broken, though in addition to the other changes in his physiognomy, I now noticed a scraggly goatee I had seen once before. The memory of that disguise did not bode well.


“Holmes, let me have a look at you,” I repeated. “It shouldn’t take long.”


“There’s no need,” he replied, closing his eyes. “The shiner will heal, as will the rib, and I daresay the tooth can be replaced somehow or other.”


“At least let me draw you a bath and let you have a hot soak.” It was obvious he hadn’t had a wash in days.


“Later.”


I took a chair opposite and repeated my question.


“What hasn’t happened?” he answered. “I must admit my rosy prognostications of two years ago were at best …” here he hesitated before concluding ruefully, “premature. You might well be entitled to whisper Norbury, Watson.”ii


With slower movements than usual (I now perceived the knuckles of his right hand were bruised and swollen as well), he took out his silver case and with some difficulty extracted a cigarette and tapped it clumsily on the cover before lighting it, at which point his grateful inhalation was usurped by a cough.


“Holmes, you must let me bind your ribs.”


“In due course,” he replied, shutting his eyes briefly once more. “Might I trouble you for a glass of water?”


I had learned from a lifetime in his company there was no point arguing with him. Rather than presenting himself at a hospital, he had come here with some definite end in view, which he would communicate in his own good time.


“Of course. And something to eat? Let me make you a sandwich. You look starved.”


“Thank you, just water for the moment.”


“Wait here.” Allowing him to sit there, his eyes still shut, I stared at that unpleasant goatee and rose to fetch his drink. As I ran the tap, it was easy to remember, to drift back two years (only two, and yet a lifetime) and recall those optimistic prognostications, following our capture of the German spymaster, Von Bork, near the cliffs of Dover in that scorching August of 1914. Holmes had said to me then:




There’s an east wind coming …, such a wind as never blew on England yet. It will be cold and bitter, Watson, and a good many of us may wither before its blast. But it’s God’s own wind none the less, and a cleaner, better, stronger land will lie in the sunshine when the storm has cleared.





“Premature,” the detective repeated, reading my mind as though he were inside it, “but not inaccurate.” Opening his eyes, he took the glass I handed him. “Though I maintain my prophecy. The sun will shine again on England.”


“You will forgive me saying so, but it is hard to imagine the sun shining upon England when her best blood is presently irrigating Flanders’s fields.” I could not forbear thinking about Maria’s poor nephew.


“I’ve been wrong before,” the detective allowed. He sipped the water, wincing as he swallowed. “Still each of us must do what we can to see that civilization survives.”


“And what have you been doing to save civilization?” I rather dreaded to learn. With his snaggle tooth, his smile more nearly resembled a snarl. Though I knew him to be sixty-six and he was clearly the worse for wear, yet those gray eyes—the left admittedly bloodshot—shone brightly as ever. “Holmes, come into the surgery. I insist.”


“Very well.” He allowed me to lead him there, where I clicked on the lights and gingerly helped him out of a tattered mackintosh and dirty singlet. In the light, his slender torso was black and blue, his rib cage clearly visible, so emaciated was he now.


Seeing my look, he smiled grimly. “Where I’ve been they don’t give you much to eat and what they serve up is scarcely digestible.”


“And you’ve been kicked.”


“Set upon with hobnailed boots, aye.”


I located the damaged rib and palpated gently. “Cracked but not broken. I don’t think an X-ray will be necessary. If you don’t stress it overmuch it will knit on its own.”


He accepted this news without comment. I sponged his chest, applied salve to the bruises, and began wrapping his rib cage. What was one patient more? I had been all day piecing together broken men.


He suffered my ministrations in silence save for an occasional intake of breath. When at last he spoke again, his words were a bolt from the blue.


“As we sit here, the jury is debating the guilt of Roger Casement.”


I could not tell from his tone whether this non sequitur was a statement or a question. “Holmes, I’ve learned over the years that in some quarters I am accounted a dullard, but I daresay I am no more so than my neighbors, whom, I venture to suggest, would be just as confused by your change of topic as I am. I simply cannot follow your train of thought.”


“I will slow the train for your benefit, my dear fellow. Casement is the topic, I assure you. You have been following the case?”


“All England is following it. The swine should hang, in my opinion. Too tight?”


He shook his head but drew less emphatically on his cigarette. “The ‘swine,’ I remind you, was knighted only five years since by His Majesty for ‘services to humanity’ for exposing the crime of human trafficking and the horrors of King Leopold’s Belgian Congo.”


I applied more salve around the black eye and sticking plaster to a fingernail. “Holmes, what has Roger Casement to do with these injuries? Nowadays Sir Roger’s ‘services to humanity’ consist of fomenting Easter Sunday’s uprising in Ireland while England fights for her very life, stabbing those who honored him in the back. Let him hang, I repeat. Hold still.”
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Sir Roger Casement






Holmes sighed and obeyed. “I repeat: Casement is why I am here. He will hang, doubtless. The jury is bound to convict—if only on the basis of the diaries. May I put on my shirt? I’m cold.”


I helped him slip into the ragged garment and did up the buttons that remained for him. His cryptic remarks further bewildered me. “Casement’s diaries? You don’t believe they were forged to help convict the man? His defenders are convinced they were.”


The detective appeared to consider this possibility. “A spurious record of the man’s sexual dissipations disseminated by Whitehall to discredit his heroism and character?iii To send him the way of Oscar Wilde, only more permanently?”iv He scowled, dismissing the idea. “I doubt that would serve. Sir Roger has ardent and prominent admirers, our old friend Bernard Shaw among them.”


“Shaw is another Irishman, come, you know this perfectly well. Though he has for the moment forsworn his pacifism and now professes to support the war, who’s to say where his true allegiances lie?” Holmes said nothing to this but allowed me to clean and bandage his other fingers. A right thumbnail was almost torn off.


“But how do you explain Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s defense? He maintains the sexual contents of the diaries merely prove Casement insane.”


I tied off my bandage. “According to what I’ve read, Casement refused to plead insanity. Besides, isn’t Doyle yet another Irishman? They all stick together.”


“The United States Senate has begged for clemency.”


I refused to be drawn into the labyrinth of American politics. “Holmes, what has Roger Casement to do with your wounds?”


He sniffed, wincing at the pungent odor of antiseptic. “As I said, he is bound to hang.” He sighed. “Might I now trouble you for some tea?”


He followed me docilely into the kitchen and settled himself into a pantry chair while I lit the kettle. I was in the act of adjusting the gas when he said quietly behind me—


“Do you miss it?”


I turned to face him. “Miss what?”


“Come, confess. I see it in your face. The old days in our shared rooms before the cozy fire in Baker Street of a winter’s night. Victoria is on her throne and all’s right with our world—an empire upon which the sun never sets. There’s a knock on the door—a stranger in desperate straits! A speckled band—!”


“An emerald carbuncle!”


“Carbuncles are blue. Reread your own account, Watson.”


“A solitary cyclist!” I recalled, undeterred, falling into the spirit of the thing. “The dog that did nothing in the nighttime!”


“The league of red-headed men!”


“The hound!”


He sat back with a sigh. “Ah, yes, the hound. The world was simpler then. Or so it seemed. A purloined goose …” Then, leaning forward, his bloodshot gray eyes peered intently into mine. “Watson, those palmy days are gone forever.”


“I hardly manage to write anything these days,” I admitted.


“Nowadays, who has leisure to read?” the detective said by way of consolation.


“In any event, now you are keeping bees, you’ve no cases.”


“True. No cases—only Casement. I knew him, you know.”


Holmes never failed to astonish.


“You knew Roger Casement? How on earth?”


“In America, during the two years I toiled undercover as the Irish-born sympathizer, ‘Gideon Altamont,’ Casement was there as well, agitating on behalf of Irish independence, soliciting money, aid, and arms in her cause. As Altamont, I did much the same. There’s an enormous Irish population in the States, as you know. Our paths crossed more than once. In Chicago, Buffalo, and later, New York City.”


I tried not to picture Holmes with that hideous beard and doubtless perfected Yankee-Gaelic lilt, charming money and arms for sedition, even with the long-term rationale of penetrating Von Bork’s gang of saboteurs. I shuddered involuntarily at the disagreeable thought.


“I remind you that in 1912 when Mycroft dispatched ‘Altamont’ to America, England was not at war.” The detective had again made himself at home in my mind. “My assignment was to keep watch on Von Bork, whose job—anticipating the conflict—was to lobby resistance to the idea of America’s entering a war on the Allied side. According to the Foreign Office there are almost two million German Americans in the United States, which does not include another ten million of Teutonic descent, all vehemently opposed to any anti-German activity. When war finally came, President Wilson found himself confronted by such strong isolationist headwinds, he could only sit on the fence, choosing like Nero to fiddle while Rome burns.”


“While all Europe burns,” I amended.


He did not contradict me. “Poor Mycroft. What cold comfort to know my brother did not live to witness this.” A wave of his uninjured hand took in the cataclysm as the kettle whistled. “Though it would not be inaccurate to say he anticipated it.”


“You were lucky in 1912,” I reminded him, spooning oolong into the pot. “As you crossed the Atlantic on the Lusitania, you might have predeceased your brother.”


“It could have been worse. That year I might have sailed on the Titanic.” He yawned and ran a hand through his matted silver hair, which wanted trimming. “What is luck, really, save a name we give to something that cannot be defined?” He shrugged philosophically. “Call it fate, fortune, kismet, or destiny, by any designation it remains mysterious.” The detective managed a lopsided smile. “We don’t know what luck is, yet we cannot help acknowledging it. I have been lucky.”


So far, I thought, though at present he did not look lucky. How many of his nine lives had Holmes used up by now? I wondered also at his frame of mind, but he abruptly threw off his brown study no sooner than he’d entered it. “In point of fact, poor Mycroft brings me to the reason for my visit.”


“I was wondering when you would get round to it.” I could not help noting how easily we fell into our familiar pattern of relations. No matter how long it had been, the detective and I seemed always to pick up exactly where we left off. Perhaps that is one definition of friendship.


He blew on his tea and sipped it. “Watson, would it interest you know why I am in this condition, dressed as I am and where I have spent the last week and half?”


“Holmes!” My patience was at an end.


“In prison with Roger Casement.” Before I could expostulate, he leaned forward again, tapping me on the knee with a bony forefinger. “Every time I attempt to step away, they pull me back! As you know, since our return from Egypt, I have been comfortably rusticating with my bees on the South Downs, trying not to read the news.”


“Yet you persist in keeping our old Baker Street digs, which suggests you are not completely satisfied with your bucolic life.”


“Watson, how very observant you have become!” His eyes twinkled as of old. “My pied-à-terre, yes. I cling to my old address as tenaciously as President Wilson does his neutrality. I run up to Town now and then to attend concerts and the opera. My gramophone is no substitute for a live performance and I must have my musical injection now and then. It is one habit I cannot break. Mrs. Turner sees to it our old rooms are kept tidy.”


“But it wasn’t a concert that brought you to Town this time.”


“Right again! Really, my boy, you surpass yourself. I was approached by Sir William Melville, intent on luring me out of retirement. He is director of the newly created British Secret Service, more properly SIS, the Secret Intelligence Service.”


“Never heard of either.”


“That’s as it should be. He goes by the code name ‘M.’”


“Not very subtle—choosing a code name with one’s own initial,” I felt bound to point out. The whole business was making me distinctly queasy. I felt as if I were literally at sea—and I am a poor sailor.


“He chose his code name to honor the memory of his mentor,” the detective said quietly.


“Ah.” I felt dry land beneath my feet once more. “Mycroft. Of course.”


Neither confirming nor denying this, Holmes resumed. “Neither side may admit it, but this much is clear to both: like two bull moose with their antlers hopelessly entangled, England and Germany are locked in a struggle to the death where only one side can be victorious. The loser will lose all.”


I thought of Maria’s nephew, who had already lost all. “Go on.”


“SIS could get nothing out of Casement, but knowing of my American association with the man, Sir William asked if I would be willing to be tossed into the traitor’s cell to see if he might share secrets with a fellow Irish terrorist. Before he most assuredly is hanged,” he repeated.


“What a singular proposition.”


“And you know my taste for the outré. The more I thought about it, the more …” He stopped in search of the right word.


“Appealing?”


“Plausible. The more plausible it became. I was desperate to be of war use, though at my age I couldn’t imagine what that might be. Sir William’s proposition seemed simple enough.” He slurped more tea through his broken tooth.


“Sir William thought Casement might know something of Germany’s intentions?”


Holmes studied his bandaged fingers as he attempted to flex them. “He thought it not unlikely. The moment war was declared, Casement rushed from America to Germany. By November of 1914 he was attempting to convince Irish prisoners of war in Hamburg to reenter combat. On the German side.”


“What nonsense.”


Holmes lit another cigarette. “It appears even the Germans thought so. Unsure of what to do with him, they persuaded Casement to return to Ireland to ‘continue the good work.’ The prospect of an Irish uprising held obvious appeal for them. If we English were obliged to subdue a revolt in Ireland, our forces on the Continent would, of necessity, be diluted and Germany might, after all, win this endless war.”


“It almost worked.”


“So it did. A German U-boat landed Casement near Tralee, but he was arrested almost immediately and the uprising narrowly suppressed.”


“Brutally suppressed, you might add. Yes, it was in all the papers. So much happens so quickly these days, it’s hard to believe all this was mere weeks ago. Monday’s tragedy is ancient history by the week’s end.”


He did not dispute this. “Be that as it may, Sir Roger Casement is now tried for treason by the same government that had previously knighted him.”


I rubbed my throbbing temples. “Absurd.” Then, recollecting myself—“And so you agreed to Sir William’s plan?”


“I did. But I did point out they’d have to make me … presentable.”


At last I understood: the black eye, the tooth, the hand, the ribs. “The Black and Tans worked you over.”v


“With a will. I wasn’t presented to them as Sherlock Holmes, mind, but as that Irish rabble-rouser, Gideon Altamont, so they put their hearts into it. And their boots,” he added, wincing at the memory.


“And packed you off to the Tower?”


He shook his head. “Casement isn’t being held in the Tower. He’s in Brixton. It seems the Tower doesn’t have the staff to maintain a suicide watch.”


“So you went to Brixton?”


He grinned. “As you see. Black and blue instead of black and tan. My appearance as my bona fides.”


“And did he remember you, the great Sir Roger?”


Holmes sat back, the old wooden kitchen chair creaking as he did so. I’ve jotted down as much as I can remember of what he then told me:


All prisons smell the same, Watson, and Brixton is no exception. Though modernized more than once, the place reeks of sweat and excrement no amount of disinfectant can disguise.




O paddy dear, O did you hear, the news that’s goin’ round?


The shamrock is forbid by law to grow on Irish ground!





Someone was singing in a lilting, echoing tenor. As we walked, another singer, this one less gifted but equally defiant, took up the song …




And St. Patrick’s Day no more will be, His color can’t be seen.


They’re hangin’ men and women for the wearin’ of the green!





My visit, if it could be termed such, almost came to grief before it began. One of my brutish chaperones grinned when we entered the vast cell block, informing me, “We’ve got all sort of scum here, let me tell you! We’ve even got Von Bork to keep you company! Here for life he is!” You may imagine into what confusion this news threw me. Von Bork! A man, Watson, as you have reason to know, who could hardly be matched among all the devoted agents of the Kaiser.vi As Von Bork’s betrayer, the last thing I needed was to encounter the spymaster I had checkmated. I did not fear for my own safety but dreaded the fuss the German might make should he catch sight of me and the ruinous possibility that Casement, wherever they were holding him, should overhear Von Bork’s curses and learn my identity before I was thrust into his cell. I had no difficulty, Watson, remembering his slowly spoken curse as he woke from the chloroform with which we had subdued him:




I shall get level with you, Altamont. If it takes me all my life I shall get level with you!





I made light of his fury at the time, as you will recall, but now the memory of those terrible words rang in my ears. Fortunately that grotesque bit of Feydeauvii did not unfold. My captors hustled me—in far worse shape than I am now, mark you—down double-storied corridors of barred cells and up cast-iron steps past yet more cells until, with an endless clinking of keys, I was heaved into Casement’s small, heavily guarded enclosure, more a cage than a cell.


“Here’s company for ya, Sir Roger,” the second of my escorts called mockingly to him before slamming the sliding the steel door with a thunderous echo and locking us in with a final rattling of keys. “We’re at yer beck and call!” he yelled after us.


The condemned man—for surely he was no less—lay on his back on an iron bedstead, sans mattress, his hands and feet shackled above and below him. He sat up, with a rattle of chains, startled by the intrusion.


“Altamont?” Casement had no difficulty recognizing me, even with my swollen eye already purple. In the dim light it was harder for me to recognize him but when I did, I could not suppress a shudder at what I beheld. It required no great powers of observation to see the transformation. The remarkable man I had so admired, the intrepid hero who had infiltrated Leopold’s Belgian Congo and recorded the atrocities there before escaping and publishing his sensational exposé to a horrified world, had been, as you might say, an Edwardian knight parfait. Even when I heard him speak to Sinn Féin gatherings of Irish Americans in Boston and New York, he stood before us as a gentleman, tall, handsome, poised, and eloquent. I could not help but be impressed by his person and his passion.


“Mr. Casement!” I exclaimed as if shocked to find myself in the same cell with a man of his stature. Knowing he had repudiated his knighthood, as a fellow rebel I likewise disdained the use of it.


“Altamont!” he repeated, then, immediately lowering his voice, “Were you searched?”


I nodded, turning out my pockets and opening my empty, bleeding, hands. Casement nodded in turn. He anticipated no less. The great man was a shadow of his former self. Once meticulously groomed and clearly vain of his appearance, it was clear he had been denied all comforts and thought nothing of them now.


“Charged?” he whispered.


“With high treason, so. I’m for the next assizes. Like you, my fate is decided.”


With another dismal rattle of chains, he clutched bits of my shirt front with clenched fists. “Speak softly! They listen to everything! Were you there when it happened?” he demanded, with no further word of commiseration.


“Easter Sunday—I was there,” I lied, pulling free my shirt and limping to rest on the iron bed. He sat eagerly beside me, smelling like the very devil. As I had been worked over, left in fetid confinement for days in preparation for this interview, I probably smelled little better. My lips were caked with blood where my tooth was dislodged, but Casement was not interested in my condition.


“What of Shaughnessy?” he hissed, peering at me with nearsighted cobalt eyes. It was reflexive to resurrect my Irish American patois.


“Sure, Shaughnessy, McClaren, and Nolan, all dead,” I told him, which was truthful enough. “Nolan hit by a stray bullet. Shaughnessy and McClaren stood against a wall off O’Connell Street and shot by a Black and Tan firing squad with no trial at all. Have you not seen the papers?”


He sagged at my news and let go my torn sleeve, which he had caught up again in his agitation. “They forbid me papers,” he sniffed, wiping a grimy hand over his nose and mouth, and then in another urgent undertone—“And Michael Collins?”


“Escaped, sure enough.” I swung back and forth between Irish and American patois as I had done two years before.


“Praise God.” He sat back with a sigh. “That’s something.” Then he regarded me expectantly. Far from our cell, the tenor sang—




I met with Napper Tandy and I shook him by the hand,


And said, How’s dear old Ireland, and how does she stand?





And was answered from another quarter—




She’s the most distressful country that ever you have seen.


They’re hanging men and women for the wearin’ of the green!





“Shut your face, yous!” another yelled back.


My story was ready. “They scooped me up in Limerick ten days ago. I was being cached by the Brian Malones.” The name meant nothing to him, as I knew it must for I’d created the family of whole cloth. “They’re for Dublin Castle now, sorry to say.” I crossed myself. “Someone grassed, ’tis certain. Why I wasn’t stood against the wall with the rest I’ve no idea, but things had calmed down by then. They knew we was finished.”


Casement settled back against the cold wall behind the narrow bed. “Dr. Johnson said, ‘Nothing concentrates the mind so wonderfully as the knowledge that one is to be hanged.’”


“Is Johnson one of us then?” I felt bound to ask, which provoked a burst of bitter laughter.viii


“It makes no matter,” he muttered at length. “Though I won’t live to see it, once Germany makes the decision, the war will end in twelve weeks. Germany will win and Ireland will be free.”


I did not have to feign astonishment and twisted to gape at him. “What can you be saying, man? Twelve weeks? After all this time? There’s no way on God’s earth. Sure, what decision are you talkin’ of?”


Casement stared at me, his eyes again probing mine. “Can I trust you?”


The man was no fool. It had surely occurred to him at some point that I might be a plant.


“You can’t,” I advised. His eyes widened at this. “If they work me over again I’d tell them everything I know. If she were alive, sure ’tis my own mother I’d sell them, so. I’d sell you if it came to that, and if I swear to the contrary this minute ’tis a liar I am.”


He turned away from me then, settling the back of his massive head once more against the metal wall. I could only hope my show of candor would allay his suspicions.


“Twelve weeks,” said he at length. “Twelve weeks of unrestricted U-boat warfare in the North Atlantic, sinking any and all shipping, is all it will take to starve England into surrender. Imported food, cotton, and necessaries are essential to an island nation, a truth we Irish know too well. England, ‘this other Eden, this demi-Paradise,’ to quote Mr. Shakespeare, cannot survive more than three months without resupply. And you know how thorough the Germans are. They’ve calculated English malnutrition down to the last bushel of wheat. Twelve weeks! The U-boat wolf packs are already in place, straining at their moorings like leashed hounds.”


Needless to say this news stunned me. Contemplating England’s imminent surrender I had to summon all my resources to stay in character as one who longed for the day.


“Only twelve weeks? Sure then you’ll live to see it,” I promised in a consoling voice, but then, as if struck by a thought, which in fact did occur to me, I wondered aloud, “But if the Germans start sinkin’ neutral ships, for their starvation scheme to work, that must include any American vessels bound for England with supplies. And if Germany be sinkin’ ships flyin’ the stars and stripes, President Wilson will have no choice but to finally abandon his pious sermonizing on holy neutrality and enter the war on the Allied side, so.”


“Not necessarily,” Casement surprised me by saying. “Last year over a hundred Americans died when the Germans torpedoed the Lusitania and still he didn’t climb down from his fence. And the Lucy was a passenger liner.”


“A passenger liner perhaps,” I countered, “but she was British, not American, which gave the man an excuse to remain perched on his fence. But I tell you, if it’s American ships they start sendin’ to the bottom, it’ll be another story. I lived in America and you’ve visited, Mr. Casement. We both know her infinite capacity. Europe may have run out of bodies to stuff into the meat grinder, but America has plenty. And if America enters the war Germany will be defeated.”


My words did not surprise him. He sat in silence for a time as if trying to make up his mind about something.




They’re hangin’ men and women for the wearin’ of the green!





The song was taken up again. If Casement heard those ominous lyrics, or recognized portents pertaining to himself in them, he gave no sign.


“America will not enter the war,” he said finally. “There’s a plan to prevent that happening.”


As Holmes repeated the traitor’s words, I stared at him, open-mouthed. “Do you mean to say Germany is planning unrestricted U-boat warfare?”


The detective nodded wearily. His recital had tired him. “According to Casement, it’s only a question of when. The choice and timing is being hotly debated among the German high command as we speak. Many moderates are opposed, but Casement’s source is convinced that in the end the decision will be taken in favor of sinking all vessels bound for England, regardless of flag or nationality. They’ve no choice. It’s the only way to break the stalemate. As Casement described it, before Germany releases the U-boats, they will implement the plan to ensure America stays out of the war long enough for Germany to win.”


“What is the plan?”


He sighed, now at the end of his long tale. “Aye, there’s the rub. Casement doesn’t know it.”


“What? Then all this”—I gestured to his injuries—“was for n—”


“I tried to wheedle it out of him but was obliged to be circumspect so as not to arouse his suspicions. He said he didn’t know it, only that it was said to be foolproof. Either he’s telling the truth or he didn’t trust me enough to confide it. The man had been worked over and bore unmistakable signs of ill-usage, but it seems unlikely his interrogators knew what they were looking for, only that they hoped to pop some secrets out of him. He didn’t divulge anything to them and was not about to say more to me. In sum I’m at a cul-de-sac. I dared not return to Baker Street just now as I could not risk the possibility of ‘Altamont’ being followed through tonight’s pea soup when ‘he’ was tossed out of Brixton, so I called on a doctor—you—instead. But as you now understand,” he concluded, “Big Ben is ticking. Any day now, the Wilhelmstrasseix will implement whatever fiendish plot they’ve concocted to see to it America stays clear of the European chessboard, and once that objective is achieved, the U-boats will be loosed like so many arrows at Agincourt. And twelve weeks from that date …” he trailed off. “And now, my dear fellow, if you’ve no objection, I’ll trouble you for that bath and ask you to restrap my ribs when I’m dry.”


“Of course, and you’ll stay the night and get some rest.”


“Alas, as I’ve pointed out, the clock is ticking. After I’ve had a wash, will you come with me?”


“Of course. Where?”


“Whitehall. M is waiting.”







	iThe Kaiser’s grandmother was Queen Victoria.



	iiNorbury was the site of one of Holmes’s failures (The Yellow Face) and a codeword he encouraged Watson to use whenever the doctor felt the Great Detective was getting too big for his britches.



	iiiThere has to be something bleakly hilarious in the idea of some nameless Secret Service flunky inventing (or remembering!) homosexual exploits to insert (somehow?) into Casement’s diaries.



	ivWilde’s homosexuality earned him two years’ hard labor in Reading Gaol (prison).



	vDuring the Irish War of Independence the Black and Tans were constables recruited by the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) as reinforcements. The nickname arose from the colors of the improvised uniforms initially worn, a blend of dark green RIC (almost black) and khaki British Army.



	viFor full details of their fateful encounter with the deadly German agent, the reader is referred to the case known as His Last Bow.



	viiGeorges Feydeau, author of popular licentious bedroom farces with lovers and cuckolds popping in and out of closets and beds, too close for comfort.



	viiiHolmes shrewdly played ignorant: Casement is quoting the endlessly quotable Samuel Johnson.



	ixThe Wilhelmstrasse was the location of Germany’s foreign office; the equivalent of Britain’s Whitehall, or the US State Department, give or take.
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3 June 1916. Had I given the matter any thought I might have imagined Whitehall would be mostly deserted at half past one—as though the war, like a shop, had shut down for the night. But being escorted by police with Sherlock Holmes through piled sandbags and two security barriers where I was required to sign something called the Official Secrets Act, in which I swore never to record, divulge, or otherwise disseminate anything His Majesty’s government deemed secret without express permission,i I was quickly disabused of such a notion, for the place was as busy as morning on market day. There were no idlers to be seen. Uniformed army and naval officers, as well as a sprinkling of civilians, some clutching sheaves of papers, others talking in urgent whispers, trotted down echoing corridors, passing innumerable offices within which (when doors were ajar), I spied hornets’ nests of activity. Our steps were punctuated by ringing telephones and the clacking tattoo of telegraph keys. In these precincts, as much as at the Western Front, the war was a twenty-four-hour affair.


“Of course His Majesty’s government wishes to express its gratitude for the injuries you have suffered in its service,” Sir William Melville began, addressing Holmes as though he was remarking on the weather. With the heavy door to his office closed, all noise was eclipsed. “Naturally, you will be decorated, though due to the nature of your work, it is understood such decorations can never be displayed.”


With a drawer filled with medals and decorations he was never permitted to wear, the detective contented himself with a casual rejoinder: “With the current shortage of metal and cloth, I’m sure His Majesty’s government has better use for both than creating decorations for one who only performed his duty.”


Sir William, or M, as I must henceforth call him, forgetting his proper name and title (as I must everything that follows), sat behind a large desk, lit by a sole downward-facing gooseneck lamp with a luminescent green glass shade. He stiffened imperceptibly at the rebuke, his lips compressed into a thin line.


“To be sure,” he amended. “And now to business,” he said, as one who has dispensed with a tiresome formality.


I sat silently next to the detective as he delivered the information he had previously shared with me. Holmes had bathed, shaved that miserable tuft from his chin, and changed his clothing but nonetheless looked as knocked about as he actually was, while I must have appeared little better, my collar and tie forgotten, in want of my own shave, bags sagging beneath my eyes on a day that refused to end.


M listened to Holmes in silence, interrupting only on occasion with short, pointed questions that the detective answered equally succinctly. I judged M to be in his mid-fifties. In the sparse light I could not make out the color of his eyes, only their gleaming intensity. It was as if the man never blinked. He wore mufti but had about him the squared shoulders and rigid posture suggestive of a military background. I later learned he had begun as a policeman. Below a pugnacious nose and a set of bushy eyebrows was an equally imposing mustache, cultivated, I suspected, to compensate for his head of thinning brown hair. When he spoke I was surprised to detect the faintest Gaelic lilt. Another Irishman!


As Holmes made his report, I squinted at the darkened wall behind M where an enormous world map was displayed, pockmarked with pins and tiny flags denoting positions, units, and nationalities. From the profusion of markers, it looked to be indeed a world war.


“Did the prisoner make mention of any names?” He always referred to Casement in this fashion.
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Sir William Melville, Mycroft’s successor as the first M






“Someone in Washington called Count Bernstorff.”


M grunted. “The German ambassador. Not a bad sort, as these things go, though with a weakness for the ladies.”


Rummaging on his desk, he produced a folder bound by a scarlet ribbon and sealed with wax of the same colour. With a vigorous motion, he broke the seal and handed the folder to Holmes, who took it without comment. After glancing at the contents, he passed the folder to me. Within I beheld a photograph of a smiling, middle-aged gentleman in bathing costume, his arms around the waists of two laughing young women, also dressed for the seaside.
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Count Bernstorff with friends






“I think I see what you mean.”


“Casement met with Bernstorff in Washington, trying to persuade Germany to send weapons to Ireland.”


This news did not astonish M. “His premise being that ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ Anything else concerning Bernstorff?”


“Only that Bernstorff was somehow connected with the plan.”


“Interesting.” M brushed his mustache thoughtfully with the knuckles of one hand.


“Anyone else?”


“Someone called Zimmermann.”


“German foreign minister. Bernstorff’s superior in Berlin.”


A chair squeaked in a darkened corner of the large office and I became aware of a figure sitting motionless in the shadows, silently attending to every word. Before I could stop myself, I asked, “Who is that?”


“That is no one,” M said curtly. Then, turning back to Holmes: “And the prisoner refused to divulge anything regarding the actual plan to ensure America’s nonparticipation in the European theatre? Think carefully.”


“He claimed not to know the scheme, though that it is not certain,” supplied the detective, ignoring the veiled critique of his thinking. “Only that once implemented it was certain to prevent the Americans entering the war.”


M leaned forward slightly. “Is that the phrase the prisoner used? ‘Certain to prevent’?”


“That was the phrase.”


M moved his lips soundlessly and gave the briefest look in the direction of the man who wasn’t there. “Anything else?”


Holmes furrowed his brow, searching his memory for the all-important details by which he himself set such store. “At one point he appeared pleased that the American president’s willingness to engage in armed conflict seemed limited to dispatching a certain General Pershing and twelve thousand troopers into Mexico where they were playing hare and hounds with someone named Villa, though I may have misheard the name.”


“A trifling affair. Three months ago a Mexican bandit by that name dashed across the border into Columbus, New Mexico, with four hundred men and seized a cache of US weapons stored there. President Wilson felt compelled to respond militarily, though the effort by General Pershing and his small army to recover the arms and apprehend Villa has to date proved a wild goose chase.”


“And you know this because …”


M hesitated momentarily, casting a glance into the shadows, before deciding to answer. Evidently Holmes’s reputation and service justified his confidence.


“We routinely intercept telegraphic communications between the American ambassador in London and his superiors in Washington.” M smiled. “The Americans use a letter code that is absurdly easy to crack.”


“Spying on your allies?” Holmes raised his eyebrows.


“They are not our allies yet,” M responded sternly.


“If this is, as you term it, a ‘trifling affair,’ I wonder then why Casement troubled to mention this Villa,” Holmes persisted.


I recalled the detective’s dictum that trifles can assume great importance.


In response, M clipped a cigar, lit it carefully, and blew contented smoke. “As our American cousins might say, we have bigger fish to fry. The question now before us is: Ought we to alert their president to the existence of a German plan to prevent America’s entry into the war?”


The question hung in the air between the two men, broken when Holmes quietly wondered, “Would it be helpful to learn what Admiral Hall has to say?”


It is impossible to describe the effect these words produced. Both M and the man who lurked in the shadows started violently, the one with an oath, the other banging his fist upon his desk.


“How the devil do you come to know my name?” the man in darkness demanded in an irritable, high-pitched voice.


“It is my business to know things,” the detective replied smoothly. “Have you formed an opinion, admiral?”


“Damnation,” the voice muttered. A muddled silence ensued during which M gnawed at his mustache before reminding himself to leave off. Finally the same voice, now in a calmer vein as its owner regained his self-possession, spoke once more. “We will say nothing. For now. We’ve nothing concrete to offer the Americans, merely speculation. Their isolationist lobby will accuse us of fabricating a bogeyman to trick the United States into joining the conflict and it would not be … politic at this juncture to acknowledge our—”


“Eavesdropping,” Holmes supplied.


“Just so. We need to learn the German plan and be able to prove what we have found out before revealing it. We—”


At this moment the room convulsed, walls buckling as though punched by a giant fist. This was followed almost immediately by the sound of a tremendous explosion, which, though distant, nonetheless had the effect of further rattling the entire building and cracking M’s windows facing King Charles Street. As I flinched, plaster motes dislodged by the force of the blast trickled down from the ceiling.


“Zeppelin,” M commented in a flat tone. He had not moved. Neither had Holmes.


We now sat silent amid those plaster snowflakes, each of us wondering what part of the city had been hit and if there was more to come.


Moments later a brisk knock was followed by the entrance of a major who saluted smartly without waiting to be admitted.


“They’ve hit Saint Paul’s, sir.” His voice was unsteady. “And some nearby structures.”


“In this fog?” I found myself demanding.


M turned to me. “They’re above it,” he explained in the same flat voice. “Besides, it doesn’t matter what they hit. Civilians are fair game to the Hun.” He turned back to the major. “Get the details.”


“Sir.” The man saluted again and departed, snapping the door shut behind him.


Another silence followed as we pondered the desecration of the famed church, interrupted at length by the invisible admiral, who, like M, spoke as though nothing had occurred.


“This Bernstorff in Washington must be our key to the whole business. If he is part of the plan it must have been communicated to him. The question is how.”


Taking his cue from the determined resumption of our agenda, Holmes replied promptly. “By coded cable, surely.”


“Impossible,” M said, relighting his cigar, which had gone out.
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