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PREFACE

Throughout history, within the confines of remote and intimate societies, populations have held stories of ghosts and supernatural beings walking amongst them. Passed down through shamans and then through village elders, these tales dissolve over time into nothing more than historical rumors. Which loses credibility as the distance between the events and the year in which the accounts are told widens.

Some stories become viewed as exaggerated superstitions, embellished with gore and horror, made ready for dark winter nights. But yet, even now, few superstitions continue to hold a more widespread dread than those which tell of the vampire’s existence.

The tales of vampires carry with them the notion that this mysterious blood-sucking ghost goes forth from its grave by night. Its task is to feast upon the warm flowing juices of the living. The beast becomes nourished and preserved in good condition, staving off its decomposition to roam for as long as its parasitic activity continues.

Hence, legends tell of events following the victim’s death, when associates of the deceased become malnourished, pallid, and weak, running to their graves without delay. Communities were convinced that these other deaths owed themselves to the influence of vampires. Indeed, sometimes, witnesses were ready to affirm that they had seen the specter prowling close to their intended victims.

Until the most recent events, Sherlock Holmes had no time for such suspicions; his methodology is based on scientific deduction. But now, after we confronted Dracula, perhaps the most notorious of vampires, and dispatched the creature at the hands of Quincey Harker, we have no doubts. Sherlock and I, Dr. John Watson, observed the most remarkable confrontation in person.

The battle, I should call it such, occurred within the southern machine room of London’s Tower Bridge. After, we all would emerge to return to 221B Baker Street. For more information, the reader should examine my detailed report in my record of the ‘Lifeblood’ case.

Time has moved on, and the following account records our adventures. I have named the case ‘Imperial,’ which sits between the instances of ‘Lifeblood’ and the ‘Great War.’

‘The past and the present are within my field of inquiry, but what a man may do in the future is a hard question to answer.’ 

– Sherlock Holmes.

Here we are in a future that none of us could predict, even though we will all have tried to envision the alternative reality of our best and worst days. Today I’m confronted with the instant to which the revolving wheel has brought us. The year is of secondary importance to the events I am about to report.

Therefore, and notwithstanding any other reason, I, Dr. John Watson, will maintain my duty to keep this account in honor of Quincey Harker and the rest. Those whom I shall not forget without trouble, Jonathan and Mina and their good friends, Professor Van Helsing, Dr. Seward, and Lord Godalming.

I shall begin with our success.

Dr. John Watson


1.    Home

4th November. 

The ash covering concertinaed into a perfect arc as a scrape of my shoe moved it aside to reveal the floor beneath. The clean stone flags shone momentarily, a glistening surface flickering in time to a solitary candle. It didn’t last.

Within a few seconds, an equivalent volume of grey dust settles and refills the void. The black carpet returns. It is like shoveling snow in a heavy storm. Any clearing will be constantly filled until the air releases its hold of all of the residue of our actions.

There is no stemming the tide, just like there is no going back in time to avert the deaths we had hoped to save. I close my eyes. I wish for the daylight of an icy winter’s day, no matter how cold the air might be. I could take that just to see my breath against a clear sky. Anything other than this. Anything other than visioning the murders I had just been part of.

Grey flakes, which had been a part of a living being only moments before, twist and swarm around my face like honeybees around a pollen-filled flower. Depositing on every available horizontal surface, the dust continues to settle. A relentless hairy velvet layer grows as a black mold, congealing and forming larger granules.

Then our hopes reignite. A knocking and hammering came from the other side of the door, our only way out. “I can hear them!” I said. The others did not react. I glance through the darkness towards the boy who remains stuck without words and the great detective, motionless, standing as still as stone. For a moment, the quietness returns to the room. The silence of the chamber is broken only by our breath. Our shallow puffs blow the clearing fog of airborne remains into a final turmoil of circular whisps before they settle at our feet. The thickening charcoal granules of the dead. Our only movement came from the flickering of our eyes as we focused on the entrance and the chiseling sounds at the door as they resumed with vigor.

The steel door to the lair remained locked and bolted for the next few hours, and we stood silently. It was not until after severe effort and intense scraping and grinding at the door that Inspector Lestrade and his officers released the obstruction.

Then, after a delay longer than it was, the door creaks open, its hinges breaking along their fused joints. Lestrade poked his weasel-like face through the opening and pushed through the gap to his shoulder.

A lantern swung from the end of his extended arm. It illuminated the darkness of the interior with golden shards of light. A yellow wash paints over our faces and reflects within our eyes like rats caught in a trap. Which, in truth, was precisely what we had become.

“Oh, my word. What has occurred in this place?” Lestrade says, choking on the fine particles of dust raised into the air as the room ventilated and new feet shuffled along the floor.

“Many events which defy rational explanation, my good man. Quick, help us remove this boy,” says Holmes. “Mr. Holmes. Dracula and the others were here?”

Lestrade threw the light into every corner of the room; his eyes scanned the debris and counted the empty coffins.

“Yes, they are all here, Lestrade.”

The detective glances at Quincey, pausing momentarily, then stares at Holmes. Lestrade pushed the toe of his boot through the layer of dirt, like the blade of a shovel through a snowdrift.

“You mean?”

“Just as you see it, Inspector.”

“Only dust?”

“More than dust, for here lies death itself.”

“We must speak, Holmes. For you to describe what happened here. And for me to understand.”

“First, we must return this boy to Baker Street, Inspector. To compose our temperament. The boy needs daylight and some reality, and we better be quick about it.”

“So do I,” I say.

I turn and take what I hope will be my last view of the coffins, together with the dirt and detritus which adorns the chamber. The grains had spilled and mixed to hold the combined remains of Dracula and his victims to be ground together for eternity.

We trod through the mess; the false carpet stored outlines of our footprints as we moved. I guided Quincey past Lestrade and two constables and then through the doorway. Stamping our feet briskly to release clumps of the compacted remains from our boots, leaving small mounds at the base of the stairs.

We shed the material of the horror, but we carry many images of the terrible events that have left themselves imprinted upon our minds. The memories will replay when we least expect or desire them. A funnel of frozen breath yawns before us as we see the open doorway leading to light and safety. My heart fills with a sense of victory and sadness.

I am ahead of Holmes and the boy Quincey as we emerge from the depths of the south basement of Tower Bridge. As we reach the street, the dawn of the bleak and bright winter day hits my eyes with a brightness that hurts. After a few blinks, my eyelids flutter and then remain open without too much effort.

A cacophony breaks the silence of our accent toward human activity. Shouts, cries, and cartwheels on cobbles play in the air. Then, the horizon beyond comes into sharp focus. A broken line of rooftops and smoking chimney stacks grab at the sky like fingers from an open grave.

Yet, at this moment, nothing could claim to be more beautiful than the sights, sounds, and noxious smells of industry and the marks of consumption of so-called civilization. From above, the deep resonation of Church bells vibrates through my bones, the tones calling to direct their parishioners to assemble and pay their dues. After all, the bells did not celebrate our deliverance, for they don’t know the events below our feet yet.

For those who had risen this cold morning, a morning as hard as the beginning of any city day should be for this time of year; it is only a typical Sunday in the heart of London. So why should they? The crisp air brought a chill to my face, a welcome slap of freshness. I, too, am struck by the normality of it all. 

A fresh wind blows the chorus of the chimes through the streets, now free of their shroud of low fog for the first time in many days. The strange cloak of dense grey-yellow opaque mist that had hugged the ground was gone. Birds, alive and about their business, fill the sky. Strangers pass in the street without a glance or thought of anything which needs correction.

There is no wonder for the remains that decay below the surface of the manufactured realm above, and why should there be? For there is yet no news of a murder in town.

“The world is as we left it, Holmes,” I say.

“Apart from the lives that were engulfed within this conflagration, no one will notice this battle between light and dark, my good friend. So let us return to our normality. The familiarity and comfort of 221B.”

“Quite the idea, Holmes. I will hail a cab.”

“Wait, Watson, we will walk and take in the streets for a while and wonder at the clouds above and the shallow string of humanity strewn upon the cobbled roadways of this town.”

“I believe this event may have turned your head, Holmes.”

“For a moment, Watson, but only for a moment.”

Holmes is correct. Our business here is done, but other horrors may follow. Although the sharp blade of Quincey’s kukri had removed his parent’s heads from their bodies, they had not died by his hands. Their earthly souls were already long gone before he assisted their corrupted flesh to exit this world.

I held comfort in knowing this was the fact. We walk a few streets distance until the conurbation obscures Tower Bridge from our view. We pause together in synchronicity, each taken in a sudden reflection of the event. Sherlock addresses Quincey. The boy shows no emotion; perhaps, his bowed head bares his trauma.

Holmes places both his hands on the boy’s shoulders. Quincey raises his head, and they stare into one another’s eyes. Then, with a tightening grip, Holmes, holding a solemn voice, says.

“It is the most remarkable thing that you have done here, and you should bear no guilt for what you had to do. There was no choice. No choice for any of us. We were all part of this challenge. You understand this to be the case?”

The boy stands his ground and looks intently into Sherlock’s face but says nothing.

“You shall return with us to Baker Street, where you will be safe to live in the foreseeable future. Therefore, it would be best if you didn’t think of anything other than what we must think, for nothing good will come of it. Mrs. Hudson will take good care of you.”

“And of us all,” I add.

No other words pass between us. Holmes removes his now loose palms from Quincey’s shoulders, and we amble. I place my hand on Quincey’s back to touch the bravery of this young boy. He had witnessed the world descend into the deepest darkness. A depth many men would never see in three lifetimes.

After contemplating, we walk again and then hail a cab for the last part of our journey. I sit opposite Quincey, who grips the leather-clad ribbed kukri handle to his chest with both hands until his knuckles bear white. He says nothing nor glances in any direction other than to his feet. The boy needs no additional comfort than vengeance, which would now be his path. My thoughts darted back to the confrontation and its end.

“You realize this may not be the matter’s conclusion, considering its beginning, Holmes?” I say.

“It is true, Watson, that we do not know how many more creatures lie about us, avoiding the daylight hours in a dormant state. Lying in rooms, cellars, crypts, and any place that daytime human activity would bypass.

In the coming months and years, we must use all our resources to deliver a map of the dens, caves, and holes where they may lie. As sure as they sleep, they will rise, and their forms will walk between us all in darkness to feast upon whomever they desire without warning.”

“When I consider my military service, where we would often remove the head of the snake only to have another emerge, to this event, it brings me to where there will be many valiant imposters amongst those the creature has contaminated who will vie to fill the vacancy left.”

“Well considered, my friend. Sometimes, perhaps though enough, your reasoning follows directions from a mastermind’s deductive power.” “I shall take that as a compliment.” “So, you should, as you are unlikely to get more.”

5th November. It is seven thirty Monday morning, and the fearful dread of darkness is yet to be broken. In front of me, the light of a single lamp played a dance in the room’s corners. 

By the flickering of its dull yellow flame, I now record the moment and set this entry to begin this case, which I shall call ‘Imperial.’ I will note the dates and the events as they occur so that this account will become a history of the present as we tread through the mire of this time.

This journal will not comprise a diary of menial tasks, achievements, or casual conversations, having no other meaning than stagnant air as it passes between lips. Instead, this writing will be baggage of greater weight, a journal of events marking themselves of significant importance.

To most, today holds no difference from any other. Going about one’s business, you, my reader, may have paid no heed to or even noted the murderous occurrences that swept London this past week. But if you had no direct involvement in the happenings or access to the newspaper headlines, why should you?

If you are unfamiliar with the Lifeblood case, the following self-incriminating and damning statement will shock you. Only last night, Quincey released his mother and father from their ties to this world with a weapon gripped by the boy’s hands.

Yes, he struck at the hearts of those Sherlock, and I dared hope to protect. But there lies the strangest and converse matter. By Quincey’s actions and our failures, they, and we, are now saved.

We took Jonathan and Mina to their proper deaths, accompanied by the monster Count Dracula, who had corrupted and drained the lifeblood from their souls. Should I refer to the demise of the beast as his death?

I know even reasonable people will make remarks upon the legitimacy of the truth I have been a part of. But, still dead, he must be, as I observed the fact of the occasion with my own eyes.

They, and maybe even you, my reader, may remark that there is a valid reason to doubt the event. And, by association, the cause of the hallucination would explain your finding. But, having only the witness of Sherlock Holmes, a young boy, and myself to support the evidence, many would judge the assessment to be a plausible and scientific conclusion.

Again, however, I hope you remain open to these accounts, kept untarnished by personal bias and supposition. Underlying this case is the knowledge that others have destroyed the creature on previous occasions and in places far distant than the smoky streets of London, only for it to return in a state of vengeance and take the living to join him in death.

I am also convinced that his yet undiscovered companions wander the dark streets of the nighttime world, preying on the innocent and the unsuspecting.


2.    Prince

6th November. 

I glance at Quincey from the comfortable position of my chair. He is hunched over the breakfast table at 221B Baker Street. He takes his fill of the hot tea and toast prepared by Mrs. Hudson and turns to look in my direction. But, instead of contacting my eyes, he stares at my hands as they fidget without conscious thought.

I observe uncontrolled shaking for the first time since my stint in Afghanistan. This uneven tremor travels to my fingertips like a galvanic current. My fingers play a tune of recognition of the ordeal that we have gone through. To halt the twitch, I wring my hands and fold them upon each other. The physical movements subside, but the pattern is amplified inside my mind, and I know it will never be quietened.

Without a word, Quincey’s attention returns to his breakfast, and he takes a crunching bite out of a well-buttered slice of toast. In front of me, Sherlock, his expression blank and frozen in movement, says nothing. We are in our usual places, but our thoughts traverse to more challenging times.

Holmes is processing the events through his internal analysis. His pipe clenched between his grinding teeth, bobbed up and down like a float at the end of a fishing line. His eyes locked shut beneath fluttering eyelids, and I wondered whether he was dreaming or thinking. 

I looked toward the familiar gap in the curtains and into the narrow shaft of sunlight as it emerged for the first time today. The light pushed a recollection, a flash of memory passing before me, a time of certainty that had happened some seven years since. My tremors cease themselves, and I regain my senses.

Spread open upon my thighs lays this journal, its pages blank without a note about the case we are about to embark on, save the one I am forming as you read. Between my fingers lays the tool with which I shall imprint this account, my weighty Swan fountain pen.

But even now, I am filled with reserve. Because this is the start from which I shall recall the events that have passed and as they continue. Events that will swirl and disturb, tumbling in the mists of memory and time.

My hand is now steady as I attach the gold point of the nib to the first entry. The ink flows and engages with the relief of the rough paper of the journal. The words, released from their captivity, prisoners within the reservoir of blue dye, take shape as if they had already been written and perhaps already read.

The following entries comprise my journal of events, which I now know are connected to past events yet to be fully discovered, the most recently recorded occurring over three years.

18th November. 

Sherlock is true to his word. We welcomed Quincey into 221B with open arms. He occupies the attic directly above the study. Its low ceiling is of no hindrance to a boy of his height. 

The space, comfortably set by Mrs. Hudson, comprises a small bed with warm blankets, a wardrobe, a polished wooden writing desk, and a cushioned chair. Mrs. Hudson filled the closet and attached drawers with the boy’s clothing recovered from Harker’s wrecked hotel room.

We set the writing desk beneath a dormer window which, if one stretches on tiptoe to view out, oversees the town’s rooftops and, through their gaps, the activity of Baker Street below.

It's a perfect light for the boy to create entries in his journal, which he fills daily. A room of excellent comfort. Its walls and window are a barrier against the grip of winter, which hangs like a cloak upon the humor of the land. The season fills the days with withering, cold, and deep striking frosts.

I sit opposite Sherlock, both of us in the reassuring hold of our armchairs. Quincey is yet to stir, which is unusual, as he usually rises as soon as Mrs. Hudson lays the breakfast fare. So, I take the opportunity to converse about matters that are best discussed without the boy’s presence.

“What of Quincey’s situation, Holmes?”

“Situation?”

“I mean the settlement of the affairs.”

“Oh yes, regarding a settlement, that is where we and the system are stuck, my good man. There is a delay in the inquest. We have no evidence of bodies or other identifiable remains to present which would allow a legal acceptance of the facts.”

“Will not the ashes suffice, Holmes?”

“Unfortunately, they are little use regarding identification, Watson. Even if they were acceptable, how do we separate them? Their grains do not differentiate their origination to a sieve.”

“I suppose you are correct; we are stuck. So, there is no ceremony for the boy to close the matter?”

“It is probably for the better, Watson. I conversed with Lestrade on this subject only yesterday. The mixture of the ashes, including those of Dracula, was collected from the basement room of the bridge and placed in a single container. The container was taken and disposed of at a cemetery in the south of London.”

“Disposed of, Holmes, how so?”

“I hope all the contents burned using a crematorium for the sake of us, as I recommended. Unfortunately, I’m not certain that there is a gravesite that yet has such a facility in London. I await confirmation from Lestrade of the circumstance of disposal.”

“I, too, am of the same hope. But what then of the inquest’s timeline?”

“We will have to wait, Watson. It will require at least seven years for a legal declaration of death to be issued. Then, and only then, will the Harker’s estate be open to being settled. In the meantime, we shall remain together at 221B and continue our normal business.”

“The business which we may busy our minds, eh, Holmes?”

“Well, my mind at least, Watson.” For the last few weeks, Sherlock curled his lips, which had become unaccustomed to bearing the weight of a smile.

“Your humor has no bounds, Holmes. Fortunately, I am a doctor, as I almost broke a rib in laughter.”

From downstairs, a rapping of knuckles barked at the street door. Mrs. Hudson soon answered, and the door opened, followed with brief hesitation by galloping footsteps, which stuttered but then gathered pace on the stairs.

“Visitors and maybe some business,” I said.

“I see your sense of deduction has not dulled, Watson,” replied Holmes.

“Quite,” I returned as Quincey bounded from the attic and entered the room, sat at the table, and, at once, indulged himself in one of Mrs. Hudson’s specialty breakfasts: sausage, eggs, bacon, and toast. The boy had caught the end of our conversation and issued a grin without turning away from the delights of his food. Two smiles in the space of a few minutes. Things were looking up. Sherlock continued.

“This visit is for business but is unaccompanied by payment. The visitor is young and has a small frame at that. The weight and distance of steps on the tread are lighter than our wonderful housekeeper they follow. Note that the visitor wears new boots, which provide intermittent squeaks.

That is if you have the care to listen,” he said, stretching backward into the comforting leather swell of his old friend. The usual frown dissipated from Sherlock’s forehead in confirmation of his deductive prowess; simultaneously, his sinewy fingers stretched, forming a tower as their tips pressed against one another.

Gasping, Mrs. Hudson entered the room first. “One of your… urchin Sherlock,” she announced with a shrill exhaustion. 

Wiggins, the leader of the street gang who had first brought the vampire’s lair to light, stepped from behind her. He removed his grey woolen cap and gripped it, clasping the wrinkled cloth between both hands in front of him as though he was about to issue a prayer.

Wiggin’s tattered grey clothes laid upon his sinewy frame and steamed as they released their dampness into the room’s warmth. But, notwithstanding, his rags bore the grime and soot of the day. They kept out the sharp fingers of winter chill. On his feet were a pair of new leather boots, their sheen removed through scuffs, scratches, and dirtied by the squalor of the narrow London alleys and back streets he frequented.

“Thank you, Mrs. Hudson. Come closer, Wiggins, and step before the fire,” said Holmes. His fingers separated and then closed in rhythm.

“Thank you, sir.”

Around him, the rising steam gathered density as the boy moved closer to the roar of the fire and its heat, and he pushed out his hands. Wiggins rubbed his palms and wrapped them together to absorb as much warmth as possible.

“What news have you?”

“Only a great relief that you are all well, Mr. Holmes.”

“Yes, thankfully, we are all returned safely. What about out there?”

Holmes nodded toward Baker Street and the bustle of the city beyond.

“People talk about mysterious events and goings on at Tower Bridge. They do. Other than that, there is no news of trouble. It is quieter than a mouse’s heartbeat.”

“No signs of unusual nocturnal activity?”

“No, Sir. I have encountered no remarkability in the goings-on recently like. It’s all still. Is there anything you might want the gang to investigate more, Mr. Sherlock?”

“We are waiting for the next step, Wiggins, with nothing to note until then. But I want you all to keep your eyes sharp on anything you might observe that is out of the ordinary. Here, take a coin for the gang.”

Holmes grappled around the side pocket of his jacket and removed a shilling, then flicked the coin with his thumb toward Wiggins, who plucked the tumbling silver weight out of the air with one hand.

“And while you’re at it, escort Quincey to explore London. He is becoming too reclusive in this place. He needs to take in more of the air.”

I looked out the window and raised my eyebrows at the thin lines of grey and brown smoke as it belched from the industrial chimneys set in the distance.

“Very well. We can visit Mrs. Kelly at the candlemakers if you like Quincey. She has a new set of puppies to which we can take a butcher’s bone.”

Quincey nodded, rose from the table, and pulled on his heavy winter coat and woolen gloves. He placed the kukri in its sheath under the flap of his jacket and attached it to his belt with a comforting click.

“Maybe you should leave the weapon?” I said.

Quincey threw a stern glance, which answered my question without needing words. He left with Wiggins, closing the door behind them.

“The air will be most beneficial if he stays away from the docks. But otherwise, an excellent suggestion, Holmes.”

“Yes, the boy requires better company than two morose old men.”

“Speak for yourself, Holmes. I think the boy has shown remarkable fortitude in all of this. Don’t you agree?”

“Quite right. Quite right indeed.”

Holmes returned to his slouch and closed his eyes. The lids twitched as the great mind turned its cogs. I returned to this journal. Quincey was gone for some time, the day hanging from a brushed brightness to a dull grey wash before the boy’s return just before six that evening. Two high-pitched shrieks by Mrs. Hudson welcomed him.

“He is back,” I said.

“With a gift in hand,” Sherlock postulated.

The approach of rapid stomping footsteps on the stairs was followed by gasps of “You can’t bring that in here,” and “I refuse to have anything to do with it!”

The words issued by Mrs. Hudson preceded them both into the lounge. Quincey, his face glowed pink with the effort of running ahead of the housekeeper who was breathing like she had scaled Mount Everest by this point. The poor lady was bent double, attempting to catch her breath while gesticulating with whirling arms towards the small wooden crate clasped to the boy’s chest.

“What would you call it?” Said Holmes.

“Call what?” I replied.

“The dog, of course.”

“A dog?”

“My good man, think and then recall what you observed earlier. Wiggins came around, did he not?”

“Well, of course, he did. My mind is not yet so stagnant and… by jove, the candlemaker woman, the puppies then, eh?”

“Yes sir, Mrs. Kelly, it was. We met up with the gang. Mrs. Kelly’s dog had six puppies in her outhouse. She told us that if they were not out by tomorrow week, she would tie them in a sack and throw them into the Thames. She even held up the sack and its rope to show us all. I need to save at least one, Mr. Holmes. Just one,” Quincey said, his eyes filled and glassed like mirrors.

It was the first time we had witnessed any display of emotion from the boy since the event we all attempted to store in a locked safe to the rear of our thoughts. The boy placed the crate before the fire and opened its lid.

After a moment, a small liver-speckled white dog pushed a wet flesh-colored snout out of the cloth wrapping which covered its small frame, sniffed twice, and then leaped out of its makeshift bed, curling onto a small circle, and laying on the rug and the warmth it had captured.

“So then, what would you call it?” Holmes said and passed a wink in my direction.

“Prince. Sir,” said Quincey. He bent, raised a hand, and stroked the pup along its back. Without opening its eyes, the dog’s tapered tail thumped the carpet three times.

“Well. I say, Sherlock. There’s not any chance I shall care for that animal,” so said Mrs. Hudson, folding her arms and huffing from the room.

“Mrs. Hudson will mellow, I’m sure. The pup can stay, Quincey. But its care shall be your sole responsibility. The animal shall tether neither Watson nor me. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir, thank you. I shall make sure he is of no hindrance to this household. He shall reside in my room.”

Quincey lowered himself to the carpet and curled against the dog. Prince was here to stay and made 221B his home without delay. The dog sleeps at the foot of Quincey’s bed, and the boy maintains care of the pup, greater than true to his word. He and the dog are inseparable; they are like brothers.

Now and then, Mrs. Hudson tosses a sausage in Prince’s direction, but only when she thinks no one is looking. The puppy is now some six months grown and is of remarkable intelligence, which in most circumstances is far greater than this town’s gormless, unwashed hordes.


3.    Paris

1st December. 

Winter progresses as it wants without obstruction. Regular frosts exhaust the ground of its stored autumn warmth, and the season removes precious daylight from the clock. We soon settled into a new routine and discovered Quincey was the earliest and most regular riser among us, an act so precise it rivaled the morning routine of Holmes himself.

To Sherlock’s irritation, it became the boy’s habit to take to the newspapers before anyone else. Quincey often removed small news squares as he detached with surgical precision articles of interest, leaving toothless gaps in the pages.

The boy would stow them until the evening, then categorize them within his journal. Again, the great detective would see this as an essential habit. Holmes solved the most complex cases by strictly recording only the most important facts, remaining observant, and always looking for details that the ordinary man would pass by. While his habits may have appeared eccentric to some, they were essential to his unique approach to detective work.

Quincey made it to the table, and Mrs. Hudson set the usual selection of the daily press to accompany her breakfast fare. Headlines reporting events such as the massacres of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the revelation of a secret political and military pact between France and Russia, and a review of H. G. Well’s ‘Time Machine’ filled the front pages of The Westminster Gazette; the Daily Telegraph, The Observer, and, today, of particular interest to the boy, The Illustrated Police News.

This morning, Quincey sat in stillness, his concentration directed at the front page of the latter. A headline held his gaze. Prince sat by his side with his head in Quincey’s lap, the dog’s dark brown eyes fixed on his master’s face. I looked over Quincey’s shoulder, studied the title, and read the article myself.

VAMPIRE - A TRUE STORY.

There are rumors around this town of recent events which may be linked to strange murders and disappearances. Those questioning the current activities at Tower Bridge may be interested in reading about events that occurred on this day a little over forty years ago. A series of atrocities were committed in Paris by a creature who, for a long time, baffled the efforts of the police and the authorities and gained for itself the unenviable designation of ‘The Vampire.’

More terrifying was that the recent dead appeared to be the subject of this individual’s strange and horrific nocturnal activities. At first, the incidents occurred within a small area of the grounds of the Père Lachaise cemetery in the 20th arrondissement of Paris.

The desecration continued for several months before a council of war ordered an investigation. The council’s findings concurred a gross profanation occurred at the graves nightly. An interview by a local journalist of the groundskeeper, Monsieur Raymond Arthaud, taken at the time of the events, is reprinted here. Note the words are in translation:

“Monsieur Arthaud, please tell me what you found the morning of the first?”

“Yes, I arrived just as dawn broke and opened the gates as I would do. I walked a few steps into the west section and found the ground had been dug deep enough to release the coffins beneath. The most shocking sight hit my eyes. I see the remains of the dead scattered over the ground, torn and mutilated.”

“The bodies buried in the week?”

“Yes, the burials only from the day before. Two members of the same family lay side by side. Both taken by the anémie fever.”

“What happened after the discovery?”

“The Sûreté attended to the mystery and ordered guards to keep a watch. They took positions to encircle the cemetery’s boundary wall and provide a human barrier to unauthorized entry.”

“The guard encircled the whole cemetery?”

“Yes, they stationed themselves at all the entrances. It did not stop the intruder, though. Because after only two nights, the guards observed a mysterious figure flitting about in the moonlight among the tombs. A dark shadow they could never lay their hands upon. The next morning, they would find graves open, with their caskets torn apart.”

“The guards gave chase?”

“Many times. The figure disappeared like a phantom on the occasions they got anywhere near. The guards let dogs loose upon the form only to stop short and cease to bark as if hypnotized by some spell.”

“What evidence did they find?”

“They could not find any signs, so at first, the investigation threw suspicion upon the guards and, worse, upon the relatives of the dead. It’s graverobbers, I thought.”

“Graverobbers, they found them to be responsible?”

“That’s what I thought until the Ministry called in Dr. Adelon, the forensic chief at the university. Without hesitation, he declared the cuts made on the remains were not of surgical precision and that the dismemberments were without doubt caused by the claw or tooth of an animal of some sort. That’s when the perpetrator first received the name ‘The Vampire’ from people in the area.”

“The events and the desecrations continued?”

“Yes, without abatement. The governor doubled the Guard at the cemetery but to no purpose. ‘The Vampire’ continued his nocturnal profanations as if he were a ghoul and cared naught for human power. That was until the intrusions ceased just as excitement was running wild. Then, the disinterment’s renewed, but now, in another cemetery.”

“A different cemetery?”

“Yes, ‘Cimetière du Montparnasse’. The only effect of increased surveillance was the perpetrator moved to a different location. During the next week, the exhumations grew so that the authorities were at their wit’s end. The news became a sensation all over Paris, and the immediate neighborhood was in uproar. Because of ‘les catacombes’ proximity, many proposed and thought a link between the perpetrator and caves is possible.”

“Tell me what happened?”

“In a most upsetting incident, a seven-year-old girl, who died from the anémie, was laid to rest at Montparnasse. The following morning, they discovered the grave violated. The body was torn from the coffin with no evidence of its whereabouts other than remnants of the dress she wore on her most recent birthday.”

“So, the guards were in attendance at the cemetery when this happened?”

“Yes, at the main entrance. The cemetery, surrounded by high walls and secured by tall iron gates, is difficult to access. The walls are all of smooth stone, making them difficult to scale by any man without help. However, at one spot, where the height of the wall was more significant than one and a half the size of an average man, several marks of a creature’s claw tearing away the mortar scored the surface.”

“Marks on the wall, how so?” At this moment, the groundskeeper took his right hand, formed a claw not unlike an eagle’s talon, and waved it in front of this reporter’s face. The groundskeeper continued.

“A veteran of the Sûreté took matters into his own hands and designed a gadget that should explode if anyone attempted to enter the cemetery again in the same place. At midnight, an explosion lit the sky, and they made the pursuit of the figure who was seen climbing the wall. But, before the guards could seize the creature, it leaped over the wall with an agility that surprised them all. Although they fired their muskets, the figure escaped.”

“The guards were confident they had hit and wounded the figure. However, they found no trace of blood besides the intruder’s footprints. They discovered fragments of a woven light blue material. The musket balls had torn the fabric as they passed through the tunic.”

“The next day, I spoke to one gravedigger of Montparnasse while he was preparing the ground for two army deserters who were to be executed. He relayed a conversation that he chanced to overhear. A group of sappers of the 74th Regiment was talking about the disbursement of Napoleon III’s Imperial Guard around the affected cemeteries. The word soon spread, and the Guard comforted the citizens. Afterward, the graveyard disturbances subsided, with no further reports being made.”

To this date, the identity of the figure remains to be discovered. ‘The Vampire’ is likely an abandoned and manifest villain; in everyday life, he is Dr. Jekyll, with no outward indications of the murderous Mr. Hyde within, whose garb he puts on and takes off as darkness arrives, and his thirst impels him. But it is unsafe to prophesy, and we leave the mystery unraveling to time, which brings about its eventual acts of revenge.

Quincey jolted upright, and for a moment, his breathing stopped. Then, he turned to look over his left shoulder at me and exclaimed as he exhaled. His cheeks were full of the complexion that had been missing since the event.

“Dr. Watson.”

Quincey hesitated. His eyes darted to Sherlock and back to me.

“This must have been the work of Dracula, don’t you surmise?”

“Quincey, it does bear some resemblance, does it not, to the events we have experienced ourselves?”

Holmes looked with stone eyes into the blaze of the hearth. His pipe gripped between his teeth. The fire spat and creaked, then fell silent as though the flames waited to hear his words.

“My good friends, although I understand your urgent excitement about what you read, there is no evidence to prove your proposition. Furthermore, and as yet, you can bring none to this discussion,” he said.

The cherry pipe, balanced as usual on his bottom lip, stopped bobbing, then fell, spilling its contents of cold, burnt tobacco onto his shirt. With a swipe of his hand, he brushed the soot off towards the fireplace. Its roaring flames leaped to accept the gift, which sparkled as the remnant embers reignited like orange stars in the night sky. His expression turned to a daze, remembering the recent experiences with the creature with subdued alarm. Holmes looked at us both.

“Do we have evidence Dracula was in Paris during these events? And what of the timeline, which I should say is somewhat of a juicy morsel, don’t you think?”

“It may be possible. It would have occurred before the creature’s demise at the castle. The time before Dracula was first extinguished,” I said.

“So, it would be my friend, so it would be,” Sherlock said. He repositioned the empty pipe between his lips and clasped its end with his teeth with a chomp. It bobbed again as his concentration returned.

Quincey reanimated, took the page in one hand, and engaged Mrs. Hudson’s scissors with the other. The blades snapped in a flurry, and he extracted the article with the skill of a surgeon. Smoothing the square of print against the table, the boy placed it to one side on top of five other cuttings taken earlier from the same paper.

He would add them to his journal after school as his routine. The article would only pass our minds later, and we only wished we had taken the time to think more about it. Holmes furrowed his brow in frustration at observing the fluttering of the hole in the newspaper but said no word in protest. 

He never did.


4.    Medieval

10th December. 

This morning began dark and cold. I step into the lounge of 221B. The room is dark, with a single lamp aiding the flickering fire in their struggle to provide enough illumination.

For the first time since the events at Tower Bridge, I find myself alone in the study. The quietness of the moment strikes me, and for a moment, my legs weaken as the mess lying in front of me comes into focus. I’m taken aback at the sight, a shock that provides a comforting warmth.

Still sleeping after one of his nights of restless research, Holmes had left files, books, and loose papers scattered to cover the floor like litter blown in an autumn wind. Test tubes and scientific liquids lay strewn across his workbench.

I examined the table which Mrs. Hudson laid, as she does, every morning with a breakfast spread and noted an empty plate, which indicated Quincey had taken his fill before us. He and the dog would be out at the park, enjoying their first exercise of the day, albeit earlier than usual.

The untidy room, which had been the starting point of so many remarkable adventures, was its usual reassuring mess. Leaning against the corner wall was Sherlock’s black leather violin case. The coal scuttle contained his collection of old pipes and their spent tobacco. Signs of a recovery, a return to normality, perhaps. To me, it meant that Holmes was back to his form, and there was something on his mind, something he would not let go of until he had it resolved.

Many of our old files lay on the floor before the fire. My writings were collected. Descriptions and records of the cases that Sherlock and I had solved, and there were many to choose from.

Bending to retrieve the book, I grappled my fingers around it without losing the page at which it was open. Then, with little control over my position, I slumped back into my seat. The weight of the book rested with a dull slap on my lap.

As I inspected the volume, I found it marked in the chapter titled ‘The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire.’ After a moment of thought, I recalled the details of the case. The investigation began with Sherlock’s remark, which now came to mind. After reading a letter delivered to 221B, Holmes had tossed the writing to me and said, with a dry chuckle.

“For a mixture of the modern and the medieval, of the practical and the wildly fanciful, I think this is the limit,” he said, “what do you make of it, Watson?”

The note relayed a tale of vampires, in which Sherlock proved to be nothing more than a doting mother protecting her baby. Now, though, after the events written about in Lifeblood, thoughts that allegations of such occurrences were only ‘wildly fanciful’ were more difficult to accommodate. I closed the volume, leaned forward, and placed the book on the shelves beside the hearth.

I blinked to find the room now wholly bathed in sunlight. Time had moved fast towards mid-morning. Outside, the winter day has gained a few degrees of warmth, the sun burning away the haze from the skyline and replacing it with a wash of blue that was England. It always gladdened my heart to stare out over the city on days like this. Even the gray of the rising pillars of industrial smoke had an artist’s palette about it.

Downstairs, the front door of 221B opened and closed with a slam, marking the return of Quincey with Prince. They both bounded up the stairs, the dog running close at the boy’s heels, a position the pup always seemed to fill as a duty.

“Good morning, Quincey.”

“Morning, Dr.”

“There’s a lot of energy to be dispelled from that pup, eh?”

“Yes, sir, he runs like the clappers on the trail, so he does.”

Prince stood at the table and then sat, waiting for his customary stray sausage, which he received with some joy. The pup chewed at the meat and swallowed his prize with a gulp. The energy which had filled the dog before his run out at Regent’s Park was now dissipated, replaced with a full stomach. 

An exhausted tongue hung from the side of Prince’s mouth like a shelled oyster as his legs folded beneath his body, and he took his usual spot in front of the fire. The dog curled into a ball, his eyes closed and flittered. He thumped his slender tail three times and then slept.

Twice around the inner circle of the park was more than enough to keep them both quiet for the rest of the day. Then, as the pup lay in a half-moon against the fire, it struck me how much the animal had mushroomed in size.

The boy and dog had become the best of partners. Prince’s energetic but gentle nature is perfect for the boy and this household. Without a doubt, Holmes was correct in his decision to enable this partnership. Mrs. Hudson’s outward and continued reluctance to accept the dog covers her camouflaged affection which lies beneath. The kindness she shows when she thinks no one is there to observe.

Prince understands a good thing, especially when he is the benefactor. The pup maintains the shared secret at the price of a rasher of bacon, a link of sausage, or a slice of black pudding, which is allowed as an acceptable ransom. Even exchanging a passing growl to maintain the deception.

As we paused, Sherlock brushed into the room without a word and returned, flopping his weight into his chair. A concerned expression ran over his face like a winter waterfall. Holmes’ complexion tightened, and his long bony fingers played their tips against each other as his hand formed the familiar spire of a confident thought.

“Everything all right, old boy?” I asked.

He did not reply. Instead, he turned and removed his violin from its case and played. After a few minutes, Holmes placed the Stradivari and its bow back in its container and secured the lid with its double clasps, propping it back in its place. Sherlock moved to face Quincey. His strained expression held a thought.

“We need to get you some self-defense lessons, my boy.”

“This knife is good enough,” Quincey says, patting the sheath of the kukri.

“Sometimes, you may find laying your hands on your weapon impossible. And you should prepare for the moment if that is the case.”

“What do you suggest, Sir?”

“I have made acquaintance with a fellow named Barton-Wright. He has studied many forms of self-defense, including the eastern ways of the martial arts.”

“I believe you are referring to the art of Bartitsu, which I have read mentioned in the Observer,” I said.

“Indeed, I am Watson, a mix of boxing, the French self-defense of savate, and skills of la canne as exposed by the Swiss master Pierre Vigny. Barton-Wright returned a few weeks ago to London from Tokyo, Japan, where he studied and became a master in two styles of jujutsu, Shinden Fudo and Kodokan.”

“How on earth did you come across this man?”

“We formed a passing acquaintance at the Diogenes Club, exchanging a brief conversation in the Stranger’s Room when I overheard him speaking of hand-to-hand fighting, with which, you know, I have a special interest. It was by chance, as I should remind you, Watson, no talking is, under any circumstances, allowed elsewhere in the Club at a penalty of expulsion.”

“Is that where you have been disappearing each Wednesday evening, Holmes?”

“Not to the Diogenes, but to a small studio on Shaftesbury Avenue where Barton-Wright holds private tuition class. He plans to introduce his art to a wider audience. So, now is the best time to engage his skills one-to-one. I have observed his methods; they provide a perfect vehicle for the boy to learn more than the basics.”

“What think you, Quincey?” I asked.

“I know you prefer that I not take my kukri around town. You know my attachment to the instrument and why I would not be without it, Dr. Watson. However, I understand that such training may give me the will to travel without my blade at certain times. So, I will attend. But only if Prince can accompany me.”

“That is a matter for Barton-Wright. However, the dog is well-behaved and can hold itself in good humor. That may be a possibility,” said Holmes.

Quincey and Prince would attend Barton-Wright’s class each Wednesday evening for six months. As a result, the boy gained confidence, which increased to a point where he indeed replaced the comfort of the kukri with a simple walking stick when he ventured onto the streets.

A stick on which his life would lean in the months ahead.


5.    The Game

17th June. 

I return the ink of my pen to this journal more than three years after my last entry and our encounter with Dracula at Tower Bridge. In the interim, we have enjoyed a few interesting cases, all of which I will report upon when the opportunity arrives.

Regarding this account, Quincey remains within the good care of 221B Baker Street. He is residing with us until we secure a place with a suitable family. However, I suspect the boy would want to remain with us indefinitely if he could.

The personal affairs of Jonathan and Mina have yet to be settled. From them, I hope it will deposit a good amount of funds in a trust for Quincey’s education and upkeep. In the meantime, we have mothballed the family property in Whitby until it can be disposed of.

Mrs. Hudson pampers the boy and his dog day and night. She cooks a fresh breakfast each morning and keeps the fire at its best in the hearth, even though we are now in summer. The question is whether the coals are for anyone’s benefit other than the dog, as it is notable that Prince continues to curl into his usual place on the rug to receive the warmth.

Although Quincey is safe and well cared for, it does not prevent him from waking most nights with the same vision washing through his mind. The replay of the action at the moment the tip of Quincey’s kukri dispatches Dracula as it pierces the vampire’s heart. On one particular night some days before and after hearing the most dreadful scream, I attended his room to find him upright in his bed and in a tepid sweat. Prince was standing at his side.

“My dear boy, what on earth causes such a nightmare?” I said as if I did not know what the reply would be.

“It is the same dream, Dr. Watson, but now the visions are caught as part of one of those newfangled film projections. You know, the ones which are now touring London cinema theatres. The scenes flicker between light and dark like moths burning against a candle.” He said, sobbing for the first time since the incident that took them.

I could imagine the frames holding the essence of absolute evil as they passed through the boy’s mind. Deep recesses echoed the screams of the tormented, the images of his parents.

“Their faces drip into waxen disfigurement before they morph into an image of Dracula, then explode like spores disbursing into dust. I woke up to the sound of a scream in my throat. Tonight, I did not issue the call through fear but with a realization of joy. The happiness I enjoy from the fact that I removed the Count from this earth.”

20th June. 

The nights of this week were all broken by the same disturbance until today, the eve of the summer solstice. All of 221B was quiet; we were all, for as much as I knew, sound asleep. For myself, I was dreaming of the sultry days that I spent in Afghanistan. Then, a sudden shock awakened me. The force of a bullet struck my shoulder.

A forceful tugging at my nightshirt, pulling and jolting me awake. My eyes opened, and I struggled between dream and reality. It took a moment to realize that it was Sherlock, his hand still shaking me as hard as he could. His bony thumb buried deep in the depressed scar of my now healed wound. A painful jab, nonetheless. A candle in his other hand shone upon his tired, unshaven face and told me at a glance that something was amiss.

“I say old…” I attempted to speak, but the sentence held its completion as Holmes moved his hand to cover my mouth.

“Wake Quincey. Do it without delay and not a word!”

I dressed, looked at the clock showing four twenty, and made my way to the attic room where Quincey slept. Curled in his customary position at the foot of the bed, Prince jumped to his feet as I opened the door. First, patting the dog on his head, I tried to wake the boy, but he did not murmur.

Seeing my attempt, Prince leaped onto the bed to assist and landed with all his weight on Quincey’s belly. The boy’s eyes flashed, and he shot upright with a gasp. The dog’s tongue issued a firm nose lick as Quincey handed the pup off, and then, without conscious thought, the boy rolled onto his shoulder and returned to sleep. Before the boy could drift off, I placed one hand on his shoulder and gave him a sharp shake; his eyes flickered open.

“Come, Quincey, come!” I cried. “Sherlock is in motion. He says that the game is afoot. Not a word! Into your clothes and come!” Quincey stirred, now awake, and Prince leaped off the bed and onto the floor, issuing a brief gruff as he did so. Finally, they were both ready for action.


6.    The Action

The night still had a good grip on the day. The dawn had yet to push aside the darkness, which would draw back later to reveal a clear sky. Ten minutes later, we were all seated in the single seat of a hansom cab as it rumbled through the otherwise silent streets and on our way to Charing Cross Station.

As the first faint winter’s dawn washed against the slate rooftops, we could see the occasional scurrying figure of an early workman as we passed; silhouettes blurred and became indistinct from the swirling grey hue of the city streets. I nestled in silence, wrapped in the comfort of my heavy coat. Holmes and Quincey were glad of the same, for the air was bitter, and none of us had had breakfast, including Prince. I was sure Mrs. Hudson would make us regret that upon our return.

“What on earth is that on your head?” I asked Quincey. The boy raised his hand and tugged at the small peak of a scruffy dark gray cap.

“It’s only a woolen hat, Sir. Wiggins gave it to me.”

“It needs a good wash by the look of it; such a tatty thing to be going about in.”

“I wear it for good luck. It was on my head when I first claimed Prince.”

At that, Quincey placed a firm hand on the dog’s head, and the two exchanged a deep look of understanding. Then, a whirring and buzzing hit my senses as a yellow, horseless passenger car sped by. Its interior illuminated two well-dressed passengers for all to see. Prince became agitated momentarily, then calmed the instant Quincey’s hand patted the rear of the dog’s head again. The foreign, high-pitched sound of the vehicle ebbed into the distance.

“One of those new-fangled ‘Hummingbird’ cabs, no doubt transporting the toffs after an evening of entertainment,” I said.

“But it has no horses!” Quincey

“It’s drawn by electric charge. These inventions have no future, mark my words,” I said.

We arrived at Charing Cross station without further incident or conversation and headed for the main office. Sherlock bought tickets for the next available train to the stop at Chislehurst and Bickley Park. He led us to the empty, white-tiled waiting room that felt like a hospital clinic. Its walls echoed our footsteps as we paced back and forth to pass the few minutes before the train arrived. Holmes paused to study the train timetables held in a glass-fronted cabinet on the waiting room wall.

In the meantime, I ventured out onto the platform, where I purchased a hot pie each for us all and a tin of Three Nuns pipe tobacco for Holmes’ use. His favored Persian slipper pouch remained in 221B. 

The vendor welcomed my order, as he was the only one doing business at such an early hour. I returned to the waiting room and handed the pies to eager hands. Prince looked on, ready to assist with any crumb that may come his way.

Quincey took a part of the crust and passed it to the dog in the palm of his hand. The pup took it without hesitation and with the gentlest of motions. Sherlock turned from his contemplation and took a large bite of his pie. He then raised two fingers of his left hand to his cheek, pressing them into his jaw with a firm, circular motion. Holmes gave the room a once over and then turned to me.

“Do you remember the events at this location, Watson?”

“Can’t say that I do, Sherlock, should I?

“Yes, you should. The incident with Mathews, whom you may recall, knocked out my left canine in this place.”

“Now you mention it, perhaps I do, but is it relevant to our journey and the case in hand, Holmes?”

“Only to the toughness of this pie, it seems. Its crust may complete the job on my remaining teeth, which the knuckle failed to accomplish, my dear friends.” He said. And then followed the remark with a mischievous laugh. We all shared the action, and it was appropriate that we did. It would be the last moment of good humor that we would enjoy for the next few days.

We each threw the crumbled but still robust pie crusts toward the pup, who gathered, crunched, and digested them with little effort. It was not until we consumed some pallid but at least hot tea and took our places on the train that we thawed and readied ourselves for our adventure.

After boarding the train finding a carriage, which was relatively easy as there we no others traveling on the line at this time of day, Sherlock motioned for us to concentrate our attention on him. We listened in anticipation to his words as the comforting rhythm of the train rattled upon its tracks. The undulating ride provided a soft orchestral backing, rocking us back and forth. Holmes drew a paper from his inside pocket, unfolded the scrap, and spoke aloud.

“This morning, I received a communication from a recognized source, it says. Camden Place, Chislehurst. 3.15 a.m. Immediate help is required. Remarkable case. Remains undisturbed. Very Urgent. Rooms at Imperial Inn. Meet at 8 a.m. Inspector Hopkins.”

“A brief message, don’t you think? For a matter that you perceive to be most important?” I said.

“As you should recall, Watson, Stanley Hopkins has had cause to telegram me several times in the past, and on each occasion, his summons has been justified,” said Holmes.

“I fancy that every of his cases has found its way into your collection, Watson. Their presence wouldn’t be worthwhile unless they passed through your power of selection. Notwithstanding your habit of narrating everything as a story, replacing any consideration of the evidence-based approach, which would be better compiled into a classic series of investigative demonstrations instead of a wad of fanciful pulp for detectives around England and worldwide. Your concentration on the most sensational details cannot instruct the reader.”

“Pulp indeed! I’ll have you know, my good friend, that readers find my reporting most enlightening. Anyway, if the prose is of such distaste to your palette, then, as I have mentioned on many occasions, why don’t you write it yourself?” I said in a most disgruntled manner.

“I will, my dear Watson, as I have said frequently. Although I am currently engaged in live research into what appears to be a case of murder.”

“Homes, how can you deduce such events from a simple telegram?”

“Except for the name of the victim,” said Quincey.

“Most impressive, Quincey. You learn as fast as your pup. That and we are meeting away from the scene of the incident, and the scene is still undisturbed. Using the word ‘remains’ in this case has a dual purpose. And, perhaps, of more importance, why otherwise would the message be delivered so early in the day?”

“Now you mention it, Holmes,” I said.

“So yes, I gather there was violence, and they left the remains for our inspection. A suicide alone would not have caused the inspector to send for me. I think that friend Hopkins will live up to his reputation, and we shall have an interesting morning. Someone committed the crime just after midnight last night.”

“How can you tell?”

“Quite simple, Watson. An inspection of the timetable of the trains, and by reckoning the schedule of events. On being called to the scene, the local police had first to establish the crime and secure the scene. They then had to communicate with Scotland Yard. Finally, Hopkins had to go out and send for me. All that makes a fair night’s work, don’t you think?”

“Now you put it together. It appears to be quite obvious.”

“Obvious, without any deceit that I can find to attach to the circumstances, considering the moment and the information I have.”

“I can see no flaw in your reasoning Holmes.”

“A flaw will likely only reveal itself once we place this investigation under a microscope.”

“As you say, Holmes,” I said. Then consider the note and its directions.

“The note says Camden Place, Holmes. You know of this place?”

“Only from a cursory knowledge of the most important buildings in London. I understand the house is an elegant piece of architecture.”

Sherlock glanced out the carriage window, his brow furrowed as he noted the landmarks. I could detect the whirring of his mind as he calculated the distance to our destination.

“Quincey, hold your dog should the sudden darkness and sounds disturb him as we approach the tunnel, which marks the entrance to Chislehurst village. Prepare yourselves. We shall soon rest from our curiosity.”

We passed through the smoke-filled tunnel with the chug, chug of the steam engine bellowing throughout the carriage. Prince remained calm without intervention from Quincey. The train jerked to a halt. Finally, arriving after only a half-hour journey, we disembarked into the still dawning morning.

A single cab stood alone outside the station, and we hailed it as soon as the driver, who seemed to be occupied in concentrated thought on distant concerns, paid us any regard. The cab looked well-worn. Its glossy back sides rippled in the light of the only lamp at the station’s entrance and the soft emerging light of the coming dawn.

After securing our accommodation at the Imperial Arms and meeting with the inspector within the next two hours, we would visit Camden Place soon afterward.


7.    The Cab

After lugging our cases onto the carriage, Sherlock provided the driver with our destination.

“The Imperial Arms Tavern, my good man.”

“The Inn it is, sir,” the driver returned, his voice gruff, as though his mouth was filled with small gravel rounds. 

The man raised two fingers of his right hand, grabbed the peak of his hood between them and his thumb, and pulled it over his forehead for a moment before lifting it back to its customary position. A hooked nose separated the glassy dark of his eyes.

A quick clip of the whip and the horse stuttered into action. The cab picked up the pace, bouncing on its springs as we turned right at the Bickley public house and rattled up Chislehurst Hill like a rocket. A small chatelaine writing instrument shook as it hung from the driver’s neck, almost flinging itself into his face as the horse steadied into a steady gallop.

“Why do you think Hopkins chose the Imperial Arms?” I asked.

“I would presume that the location is closer to the point of our investigation, and the Inn is a comfortable meeting point for the community and a welcoming rest stop for travelers. A place of information.”

The roadway, and I’m being generous to call it such, comprised random-sized limestone lumps coagulated into a semi-stable surface. A similar experience, I suppose, to riding a bucking bronco bareback, as done by that famous cowboy Buffalo Bill at his Wild West London Exhibition. A show Sherlock had visited on more than one occasion.

“If those pie crusts have not already loosened our teeth enough, this ride will have finished the task,” I said.

I rubbed my jaw as my head filled with the clattering sound of enamel surfaces bouncing against each other.

Then, with a jerk, which launched us all from our seats, the cab jostled on its minimal suspension as it scrambled to a stop beside the locked doorway of the Imperial Arms. Standing at the end of a line of beautiful cottage homes, the Inn stood on an incline towards the crest of a hill.

The cab rocked back and forth while the driver remained seated and did not move to assist with our disembarking. Only when we jumped from the carriage did the man turn to give us a silent, icy stare. Holmes took payment from his wallet and passed it to the cabby.

“Need a receipt, Sir?” the driver asked without turning in our direction.

“No, my good man, not required. Thank you,” Holmes replied.

A response came as we collected our luggage and hauled it toward the closed entrance door of the Imperial Inn.

“Don’t thank me until you leave this place,” he said with a whispered baritone grunt.

The reply held under his breath as he flicked the whip at the rear of his horse with a deft twist of the wrist. The vehicle completed a half-circle turn to rumble back down the track to the railway station.

“A strange fellow, don’t you think? And what of his words, Holmes?” I said as the carriage, relieved of the weight of its passengers, jumped and skipped down the hill, its frame banging and squealing like a bag of old steel bolts.

“We are trespassing on his patch, Watson. It is simple: he does not wish to release his thoughts regarding the occurrences in this town to three strangers and a dog. His comment reveals a concern for our safety, even if he says naught.”

“Occurrences, our safety?”

“We shall see Watson. We will soon all learn of the circumstance this case has placed us in. Have patience. I suspect the events lay deeper than those which sit upon the surface,” Sherlock said as he inspected the entrance and doorway of the Inn.

Quincey called to Prince by tapping the metal end of the Barton-Wright-issued walking stick twice on the ground. The pup leaped and pressed his muzzle to the boy’s side.

“It’s a relief to see that you have dispensed the kukri,” I said, pointing towards the slim polished oak cane topped with a substantial brass roundel. The boy bounced the rod’s metal foot onto the compact stone path. It made a heavy sound that belied its weight.

“Not completely,” Quincey replied, directing the tip of the stick to his small brown leather luggage. The metal caught with one of the brass buckles of the case.

“I have it stored. Just so with my collection of newspaper cuttings,” The boy winked. I huffed.

I turned to face the Imperial Arms. A proud and handsome historic structure standing taller than its neighbors. My attention focused on its sign. The early calm of the day held the banner identifying the Inn, which projected above the doorway, in total stillness. A single gas lamp hissed as it illuminated the image of a painted gold eagle, wings unfolded, standing in front of a French tricolor’s red, white, and blue folds.

“It’s closed,” Said Quincey.

“The Tavern will open its doors at six this morning. It’s customary for local workers to seek a morning drink and a hearty breakfast before starting their toils. We are here to investigate and secure rooms for the coming night. Hopefully, Hopkins has reserved our accommodation,” I said.

A gentle waft of a heavy scent of fermented apple cider tingled at my nose and set off drying at the back of my tongue. A welcome thirst hit my lips. Our participation in taking the ale would wait until the evening, which would arrive soon enough. I determined I would wait until later to quench the urge.


8.    The Imperial

Sherlock strolled to the entrance and rattled the knocker like we often heard visitors pound at the door of 221B. Then, there came a scraping of hob-nailed shoes from inside the Inn, accompanied by a deep gurgling cough, as a man approached the door. Three bolts and two deadlocks released another cough, and the door creaked open to reveal a squat fellow in his mid-forties.

The man wore a white apron, the ties of which strained against a well-fed stomach. Dark maroon stains splattered the front of his attire. He resembled a butcher. However, a closer inspection of the marks revealed they were more likely splashes of wine than blood.

A thick neck supported a larger-than-average head topped with a mat of wiry ginger hair. He stood silent, his swirling breath almost filling the width of the opening as it met the cold. His eyes bulged as he restrained another cough, holding the air in his throat like a fish caught in a net. Then he spluttered, gargling his words as they emerged through a rough nest of beard.

“My doors are not open for an hour or more. You’ll have to wait like any other.”

A plate of a hand gripped and spread four stubby fingers around the edge of the door. Each finger held a bountiful crop of hair between the knuckle and the first joint. The man pushed the door to narrow the opening.

“One moment, my good sir. I understand we have rooms reserved for our stay,” said Sherlock.

Another cough escaped the innkeeper’s lips before any word could.

“The detective, then. The one Hopkins spoke to me about, the one who is to look at the events at Camden Place?” asked the man, his now watery gaze flitting like a moth between the dog and us.

“You may call me that if you so wish, for detective work is what I’m best known for. And yes, Hopkins directed us to this location. I’m Sherlock Holmes. This is my colleague, Dr. Watson, and Quincey, our apprentice.”

That was the first time I had heard Holmes speak of an apprentice. Still, it was an appropriate method of explaining the connection between us all. Quincey straightened his back in response to the acknowledgment, and his eyes glinted with pride.

“My name is John, John Clements, and I’m the innkeeper here.”

“What do you know of the events?” Holmes continued.

“Only that there’s something amiss up there,” said the innkeeper, gargling with a bilious lump of phlegm as his attention struck Quincey. He waved his right thumb toward the top of the hill, gulped, and swallowed.

“And the dog?” the innkeeper’s gaze descended to the pup.

“Yes, this is Prince. He is one of our team,” interrupted Quincey, placing a hand on the dog’s head. The pup stiffened and stood to attention, pointing his tail like a horizontal plank. His deep brown eyes flashed their outer rings of white as they landed on the boy.

“Prince, eh? Hmmm, make sure you keep him well away from my regulars, or else he’ll be out to the back, in the shed with the rats double quick.”

“He is no trouble, sir,” said Quincey, removing the cloth cap from his head and wrapping it into a small bundle. The dog sat, his tail pounding three times on the ground in acknowledgment. Prince’s eyes were now fixed on the innkeeper, who spluttered into another gurgle.

“The rate for each night is ten shillings for you two gents and five shillings for the boy and his dog. Payment upfront.”

“With a breakfast and dinner included, I presume?”

“Yes, we will include those with a pie for lunch.”

“Then we have a deal. With the provision that we may need to extend our stay.”

Clements stuffed what remained of a tiny, chewed pencil behind his right ear, then pushed out his arm. Sherlock reached into his wallet and took out the required payment. Handing the coins into the perspiring, outstretched hand of the gleeful landlord. The cash modulated a significant improvement in the man’s countenance.

“I have no other reservations for this week, so a deposit of five shillings up front will secure those rooms. With payment made the day prior if you need to stay.”

“That will be agreeable,” Sherlock said, handing the additional funds into the man’s palm, which were deposited into a trouser pocket without hesitation.

“I welcome you to the Imperial. My wife Marie-Laure will take you to the rooms momentarily. Scrape your boots and watch your step as you come in.”

Clements swung the door to its widest opening, gripping its edge and extending his left arm, the other outstretched an open palm as he herded us into our position. We cramped and bumped together into the small lobby area.

Prince wound around our legs and settled as Quincey touched the dog’s back with the straight of his cane. The dog looked into the boy’s eyes. The silent communication reassured them both.

“Mr. Hopkins informed me he and his sergeant will visit with you later. The lounge bar will be the most appropriate place to meet after you have settled into your rooms. Although, I should warn you to secure your seats as soon as possible, as the bar will soon be busy. The regulars turn in hungry, without a doubt,” said Clements.

Clements moved to one side, grabbed a lantern, and opened the door to his left. It was the door to the cellar. The hinges creaked and groaned as the foot of the gate scraped across the smooth stone slabs of the floor. He gave out a call.

“My darling Marie, please join us. We have guests.”

After a moment, the innkeeper’s wife joined us from what appeared to be the cellar and made her way to the foot of the stairs. Her steps withheld her, deliberately, it seemed, in the shadows of the interior. A slim woman, in appearance over ten years her husband’s junior. As she approached, her sharp nose provided the only relief for her face’s flat, thin pale skin. Pinpricks of flickering lamplight spotted the dark emerald of her eyes as she stared without a blink in our direction.

She leaned forward and gave a slight puff of breath through her pursed lips. Then, suddenly, her hands pulled at the linen of her dress and brushed down the front of her skirts to smooth away a web of creases and folds. As she bent, her dark hair fell over her face, and I noticed that the pallor of her skin ran to her hands and down her fingers, which were tipped by gray, colorless fingernails.

“Ah, here you are. Please show these gentlemen and the dog to their rooms. I will excuse myself as the barrels require changing.”

Clements turned to look over his shoulder and nodded in our direction before stepping into the darkness, his steps fluttering like a moth following the light. Marie hesitated.

“The dog?” said Marie, her eyes wide and her eyebrows raised as she noticed the pup and stared in surprise. As she rocked back and forth, the light caught a ribbon of a part-healed pink scar on the left of her forehead as it glistened. Prince gave a soft whine and backed away to stand behind Quincey.

“Yes, he is no bother, as you can see,” the boy said, reaching the dog’s neck and pressing his fingers into the fur.

“I see. My name is Marie-Laurie. You may call me Marie. Please follow me, Sirs,” her delicate voice holding a soft French accent as she turned and led us to the foot of the dark stairwell. Her lamp broke the gloom to illuminate a few steps at a time, and we ascended at an acute angle to the rooms two floors above the bar. The creak of the stairs enhanced my anticipation, and I wondered what secrets this village would reveal.

“The boy and the dog will have this room,” she said, pushing the door open and marching across to a small table on which a single unlit lamp sat.

The size of the room was similar to the dimensions of the small bed it contained. Marie struck a match from the box she carried with one deft movement, ignited the wick, and adjusted the orange flame to its maximum to illuminate the space. She backed out of the doorway. Quincey and Prince scampered in together.

The dog claimed the comfort of a small woolen rug covering only a tiny portion of the exposed wooden floor. Prince curled around in a circle until his legs folded beneath him. He fell onto the floor with the customary three thumps of his tail. We stood in the corridor elbow to elbow.

“My room, I presume?” The floorboards gave another loud creak as Sherlock twisted towards one of the remaining doors.

“You are correct, sir. It is the largest of the three,” Marie said before turning the doorknob until it released a slight click, then entered as the door opened on its hinges without a squeak or groan. “This is yours. I hope you will all find everything to your satisfaction.”

Marie hurried through the doorway to ensure the room was lit. I glimpsed the interior and hoped the remaining space would be of similar decoration. Sherlock followed her before turning to provide his instruction:

“Watson, Quincey, we shall meet in fifteen minutes in my room,” he called.

After ensuring everything was in order, Marie directed me to my room on that floor. I followed Marie and caught the first glimpse of my accommodation. The décor was not a patch on the space which Holmes occupied. Still, it was far better than the hospital where they had confined me after my incident in Afghanistan. Something in the way they set the bed reminded me of that time. It wasn’t until later in the investigation that I connected the dots. 


9.    The Note

We had hurried on our journey this morning and had little time to prepare other than to throw an assortment of clothing into our travel cases. We all took the time needed to freshen ourselves before returning to assemble in Sherlock’s room.

I knocked on his door and waited, mesmerized by the flickering of the fire warming his room, which played through a narrow gap under the bedroom door and grabbed at the hallway carpet like desperate fingers. Finally, after a moment, Holmes called for me to enter.

I was correct in my assumption. Sherlock’s room contained the best decor. Intricate details gave the room a stately atmosphere. The warm glow of two oil lamps enriched the light as it graded the floral wallpaper and the ornate molding on the ceiling.

A large, canopied bed with a tall headboard covered in ornate carvings sat in the center of the room, sheer curtains draped around a line of gold eagles embroidered on the edge of the bedding. Elegant marble-topped bedside tables stood on either side, each adorned with a vase of fresh flowers. I recognized the tiny white petals that topped slender green stems, they caused a shiver at the back of my neck, but I couldn’t quite place where I had seen their type before.

“My word, Holmes, they set your room for a king, no less,” I said, giving the space a closer inspection.

“Maybe a Prince,” he retorted.

“And not a pup at that,” I responded.

Against the wall opposite the bed stood a beautiful mahogany dressing table and a velvet-covered stool. Holmes stood, staring at a painting above the dressing table as I joined to stand at his side. I was taken aback.

“I say, Holmes, this portrait resembles the young lady who brought us to our rooms.”

The framed artwork featured a dark-haired, emerald-eyed woman draped in a white nightgown. She sat on a bed identical to the one set behind us; I glanced around the room to confirm my thoughts and then returned to focus on the painting. A gold heart-shaped locket hung from the high collar wrapped around the woman’s neck. A likeness of the Innkeeper’s wife, I was sure.

“Yes, it resembles Marie remarkably; it appears to be one and the same. But certain circumstances render it impossible.”

“You say that it is not? Look at the mark above the left eyebrow. It appears as fresh as it did today. And the bed. The embroidery of the birds of prey. Then the flower, the white Lotus, within her hair, what does it all mean?” I turned again to compare the scene behind us. It was identical in every respect.

“It is a conundrum that we must find the answer to. Now, concentrate your attention, Watson, on the portrait and its maker’s signature.”

I moved closer to the painting, almost touching the frame with my nose. The mark was challenging to decipher, but after a time, I thought I had it.

“Hard to make out, Holmes. Looks like Vernet?”

“A good eye, Watson. Vernet it is. Horace Vernet. The artist who rendered several works relating to the court of the French Republic.”

The smell of old oils and history moved my thoughts to other times and back to a revelatory conversation we had enjoyed with Holmes one evening at Baker Street some time ago.

“I say, Homes!” I exclaimed in discovery.

“The same Vernet whom you have remarked is your grandmother’s brother?”

“My friend, your ability to recall the important is not as dull as others may observe. Yes, without a doubt, the artist himself. I know his mark and his style. This work is his.”

“There, you have it. Holmes. The connection appears. The Innkeeper’s wife has a French accent, after all.”

“Apart from one issue, my good man. Something we, or time, cannot avoid.”

“I’m missing the clue, Holmes.”

“Let me assist. This painting is of a woman in her mid-twenties, the same age as we now place the Innkeeper’s wife. Vernet died almost fifty years ago. In my estimation, I estimate the age of the woman you desire to connect to this portrait to be at least sixty years of age, which in appearance she is not.”

“Quite a conundrum,” I said, studying the portrait and remaining somewhat perplexed.

Sherlock removed himself from the painting to sit in front of the fireplace and the orange flicker of its blazing flames, a perfect spot for him to concentrate on the case. The fire spat and crackled, and the smoky aroma of burning logs permeated the room.

Then a knock at the door, and Quincey and Prince joined us. The dog scurried around the room as though he was in pursuit of a jackass rabbit, as Mark Twain describes such an animal in his writings. His nose buzzed around and sought any trace of a foreign scent. After finding naught of interest, the pup hurried to the fire. The dog hesitated before the flames, mesmerized by the finger-like shadows spewing across the rug.

“The innkeeper lady was the color of a canvas sail-.” Quincey said before catching sight of the painting and moving beside me to gain a closer look. His eyes widened.

“But her pallor, Sherlock?” I said, referring both to the painting and Marie, my forefinger following the line of the scar. “Remarkable.”

“She looks like the others,” said Quincey.

“I noticed. Most apparent, even in the dim light of the stairway. But let’s not conclude our thoughts until we have investigated and gathered all the facts. Understood?”

We all agreed. Now standing in front of a framed map of the City of Paris, Sherlock pulled out his pocket watch and flipped open its lid. “It is time for us to meet with Hopkins,” he said, snapping the timepiece closed and depositing it back into his jacket pocket.

“I should provide Prince with some exercise. He has suffered from our confinement by missing our run around the park. If you excuse us, I will join you afterward if that is acceptable?” said Quincey.

“That is fine. Be sure you remain safe and, of the highest importance, do not divulge our business here to anyone you should meet. It’s an excellent opportunity to get the lay of the surroundings without garnering too much attention. Inspect the village and provide me with a report on your return. We shall meet in the lounge before eight. Come, Watson, let us get into this game.”

After the boy and his dog left the room, Sherlock removed an envelope from his jacket pocket, beckoned me towards him, and waved the paper before my nose.

“What do you have there, Holmes?”

“Someone passed this note under my door only moments after we were all installed in our rooms.”

“Did you see who it was?”

“Unfortunately, by the time I had opened the door, I could observe no one. No sound on the stairs either.”

“What does it say?”

Holmes held the note to the lamp’s yellow light as he read it out loud. I peered over his shoulder and observed a delicate flowing dark grey, almost powdery script on a small square of thin paper.

“The note states,” Sherlock read aloud.

‘I know of events connected to your investigation. If you want to learn about the goings on in this village, meet at midnight at St. Mary’s.’

Holmes turned the square of paper and the envelope in his fingers, inspecting the note’s writing and fold.

“St. Mary’s, eh? At midnight even. Why there, why at that time?” I asked.

“We do not have the luxury of knowing the reasons for such a request. We have no option but to comply with this direction. I have an inkling that we will be led to a web of miss-doings.”

“Who could have sent it, Holmes?”

“No signature or mark attached. We must say nothing to anyone, not even to Hopkins. We must keep this to ourselves, Watson.”

“As you say, Holmes. But who else knows of our business here?”

Sherlock folded the paper back on itself, pushed the note into its envelope, and returned the whole to his jacket pocket. He pulled his cherry-wood pipe from his side and loaded it to the brim with a heavy pinch of the ‘Three Nuns’ black shag taken from the tin I had purchased at Charing Cross earlier today.

“Consider for a moment, Watson.”

Pulling forward, he leaned towards the fire and introduced a taper to its flames. Its end ignited into a small orange flame, which he held steady at the cup of his pipe.

Sherlock sucked three times on the pipe, and the flame swept into the tobacco. The contents smoldered, and he breathed a deep cloud of dense blue smoke. Holmes slumped backward; the vapor plume swirled and circled between him and the fireplace. He turned his head to gaze at the painting.

“We have encountered few prospects, but, without a doubt, there are more waiting in the shadows.”

Sherlock continued in silent thought until the pipe was finished. He leaned again towards the fire and knocked the cherry wood clean on the hearth. We made our way into the lounge two floors below.

It was not quite dawn, and the unhindered windows provided little illumination. The bar room was already half-filled with chattering regulars on their way to work. The gathered patrons met our entrance with hushed voices as we inched our way to claim an empty table. Our steps beat against the silence creaking the bare oak floors underfoot.

A roaring fire dominates the room. It casts sprawling fingers of amber glow, reaching every interior part of the space. The compendium of locals bustling for food and drink complemented the room’s design. The Inn was filled with mismatched furniture of unique style, color, and shape. An emerald-green wingback chair promised a cozy spot among the rabble, and Sherlock claimed its comfort.

To our left, a grandfather clock punctuated the silence as it marked the day. The adjacent piano and a raucous crowd would replace the steady ticking rhythm of the timepiece later tonight. The hands of the clock clicked, and eight strikes waited in turn as their chimes filled the room. I looked towards the door. My eye caught a series of sepia photographs hanging in an awkward line. I presumed, without close inspection, that each depicted a slice of the village’s past life.

There was something familiar about one of them. But before I could dwell upon the thought, I was interrupted by the delightful aroma of baked scones as steam from the oven wafted into the room. I took a deep breath and savored the moment.

“I say, Holmes, that smells of far greater comfort than those station pies and, by deduction, of far greater softness.”

We took a scone and a cup of fresh steaming tea, sat at the table, and waited.

A few minutes passed, and the bar fell silent as Detective Stanley Hopkins entered. The air wearing upon it the knowledge of the work, with which the man dressed in a dark, ankle-length coat represented. It wasn’t until the Detective spoke that eyes returned to their business, and the volume of chatter in the room regained its vigor from its now reassured patrons.

“Holmes, good to see you, old chap!” Hopkins said, his words booming out across the room.

“Good morning, Detective. I see they know you in these parts,” Sherlock rose from his chair, and the two shook hands.

“Exciting circumstances, I hope.”

At that moment, Quincey and the dog returned to the Inn and scampered to take their place beside Holmes.

“A mystery is what we have, Holmes. Dr. Watson. I know, but…” Hopkins looked towards the boy as he sat beside me.

“Quincey and his dog Prince. Both are part of the team.” Said Sherlock, beckoning the Detective to sit in a chair before returning to his. Quincey laid a plate of meat scraps garnered from the Innkeeper at the foot of the table, and Prince set about them without hesitation.

“So, what of this case, Hopkins?” said Holmes.

“First, let me introduce Sergeant Jones. He’s the local sergeant here.” As the words left his lips, Hopkins turned towards the entrance to the lounge. A young man in his twenties filled the door frame. The bustle within the bar did not subside this time, but many eyes followed the man’s nervous appearance. Jones glanced at the bar, his head flickering back and forth as he made his way to order a drink. He stepped with some hesitation to join us at the table, nodding as he took a chair.

“The quiet type, eh?” I said.

“Never mind that, Watson. It’s time for us to hear the play,” said Sherlock.


10.           The Folly

After taking my final bite of a scone, I passed the remnant to Quincey, who, in turn, pressed the crumbling scrap into the dog’s eager mouth. Then, with a sudden movement, Sherlock erupted like a volcano from his seat with a jolt, the feet of the chair squealing against the polished floorboards.

Without hesitation, Holmes’ motion drew Hopkins to his feet. I followed suit; Quincey and the dog stood together, ready to enter the fray. For a moment, the Sergeant remained seated with an uncomfortable bemused look for his only company.

“How far do we travel?” said Sherlock.

“It’s just a short walk. About ten minutes or thereabouts up the hill.” Replied Hopkins. The inspector motioned his hand for the Sergeant to follow.

“Then there’s no time to waste. We can discuss the situation as we make our way.”

We left the Inn’s warmth and its patrons’ mumbling conversations. Outside, the light was taking hold of the day and burning through a slight mist that carpeted about a foot above the ground and hid our feet as we stepped out.

Quincey ran to Holmes’ side and tugged at his sleeve. Sherlock stopped for a moment and peered down at the boy.

“I must speak to you about something, Mr. Holmes. You asked me to reconnoiter the village.”

“Let us discuss after we have discovered more of this matter.”

Hopkins led us to the right and onto the path, and we headed toward the crest of the hill. Prince galloped a few paces ahead before being called back by the tapping of Quincey’s cane on the ground. The dog returned to his master’s side, nuzzling his snout against the boy’s jacket.

“Hopkins, tell me first of Camden Place.”

“It is a building that has a remarkable history. One which I suspect has yet to be fully told.”

“Well, now may be the time to tell it.”

“I shall condense as much as I can, Holmes, but there is much to tell.”

“If parts are connected to this case, then you should consider ordering the priority of such.”

“As far as I have observed, this present mystery has little to do with the historical activities of the building.”

“We shall see, Hopkins. We shall see. It is a rare circumstance that a crime has no connection to activities related to the scene in which it is found. Tell me, who are the occupants of the house?”

“The house is now run as a golf club. It has no residents. Only the night guard.”

“Since when did it become a club?”

“It has been so for around five years.”

“Six.”

The Sergeant interrupted at the same time flicking through the notes contained in his small pocket notebook.

“The murder is at the club?” asked Sherlock.

“Murder? I cannot call it murder, as you will find Sherlock. But this is an unusual circumstance. A very unusual circumstance. A ghastly mystery, I should say. We have a body, as yet unidentified, and a box.”

“A body, but no murder. I should not expect to be here because of a call for suicide or a supposed accident. So, I presume it is neither?”

“In all probability, it is neither of those, Sherlock.”

“Then what?” I asked. Holmes stopped mid-step, turning on his heels to face Hopkins. Sherlock’s features brightened as if a sudden inspiration had found its way from his subconscious to the front of his mind. Cupping his chin with his hand, two fingers passed over his lips several times, scraping against his stubble before he said.

“The body is more than several months old. Therefore, it cannot be judged a murder based on the time between the estimation of death and its discovery.”

“Why, yes.” Said Hopkins. “How could you know that?”

“The mystery you are up against is how it arrived at a place where the crime was not committed and where the body should not be.”

“Good grief Holmes,” I said.

“And the box you speak of is empty, apart from a thin layer of dirt at its bottom. The body found some distance away, without sign of tracks to say how it reached such a position.”

“Quite remarkable, Sir!” Hopkins glanced towards his Sergeant with a gaze of disbelief.

“And they, whoever they may be, arranged the body in an unnatural pose, perhaps with limbs folded in the wrong direction,” Sherlock continued.

“That is some deduction, my friend. You have brought a certain form with you today.” Said the Inspector.

We continued about three-hundred yards through narrow country lanes until reaching the entrance to Camden Place. A sign on the adjacent stone pillar confirmed the location ‘Camden Place Imperial Golf Club.’ An older man dressed in a well-worn tweed jacket and a gamekeeper’s hat opened the wooden rail gate. He knew Hopkins, and after a brief conversation between the two, he let us through.

The path directed us toward the old house, which we passed to our right. The house appeared unoccupied; no lights or movement could be detected behind its ornate red brick elevation. The Sergeant stood for a moment and stared at the building; his eyes searched through the blackness filling the windows on the upper floor. He noticed my investigation of the windows.

“It’s used as a golf club; no one lives there,” said the Sergeant.

“The grounds are maintained?” I asked.

“Yes, they are cared for by the groundskeeper. The man at the gate, he is out here every day. Yesterday is the busiest as he mows the grass around the whole estate.”

Meanwhile, Inspector Hopkins lengthened his stride with a youthful bounce. He turned his now flushed face back towards us as an encouragement for us to close the gap. Then, following his steps, we turned left and away from the main building and headed towards the heart of the grounds.

Underfoot, my boots squeezed into the soft, recently manicured turf. A firm, soft crunch replaced the clatter of the uneven limestone of the roadway. We walked a short way further, between bunkers filled with a mixture of the low, dense mist and fine sand.

In the distance stood, or more correctly swayed, a police constable. It was evident that he had been there for some time; his hands wrestled against each other under a large cape in an attempt to gather some warmth. A standard issue ‘bull’s eye’ lamp lay on the ground, its small round lens clouded from its work.

The constable’s face and right hand were coated in soot, and his long greatcoat was stained with the lamp’s oil.

His weight shuffled from one foot to the other. Beside him, a small mound marked the reason for his watch. The lump, covered for a moment by a thinning carpet of dissolving mist, lay still and cold.

Then, I was distracted by another object.

“What is that?” I said as we approached a white stuccoed cylindrical building, not much more significant than an outdoor lavatory.

The structure appeared to be floating like a ship in a gentle swell. Its footings, shrouded by the thin grey web of the fog, were invisible. The first rays of sun played against the bleached white side of the roundel and its roof. The building stood about fifteen feet high. A sturdy wrought-iron gate barred the entrance, a single arched doorway.

“A strange place for such a building. It looks much like a small temple.” I said.

“It’s the architectural Folly. It’s been here for many years. It may be connected to other wells in the village, the Bishop’s Well the most visited,” Hopkins replied. He strode on another twenty yards to the constable and the covered heap.

Prince ran towards the gate of the Folly in a flash, leaving Quincey in his wake. The boy raced after the dog and called for the pup to slow, which allowed Quincey to catch and run side by side to the structure.

“What is it, boy?” Quincey panted as the dog stopped a pace short of the gate and tilted his head to one side. Quincey stepped forward and grabbed a rail in each hand. The dog followed him. The boy pressed his face against the cold bars to peer inside, and at that moment, a wind blasted from the void and took Quincey’s hair from his brow. His hands gripped and pulled at his cap.

“Good job, I have this hat, eh Prince. There’s a well or something in there. I can smell the water. It has a stagnant stench to it. Can you smell it too, boy?” Quiney said as Prince grumbled at his side, pushing his snout through the gap and sniffing in the air. Quincey’s voice echoed as though there was a volume of emptiness far greater than the size of the building.

“Wait there, Quincey,” I shouted and continued towards the covered mound with the others.


11.           The Remains

There was no benefit of whatever lay ahead, a heap of remains becoming part of the boy’s nightmares. I joined Sherlock and the sergeant, now standing beside Hopkins. We all stared at the crumpled brown tarpaulin, spread like a deflated one-man tent. Underneath lay a body.

“The night guard discovered the remains late last night,” Hopkins told Sherlock.

“The night guard, what is his name?”

“You met him at the gate. Gosforth. Ned Gosforth.”

“You know him well?”

“He’s a regular at the Impy.”

“The Impy?”

“You know, the Imperial. The Inn. He’ll be in there later, I’m sure.”

“That’s good. I will need to talk to Gosforth about how he came to discover the remains. You interviewed him?”

“You questioned the groundsman?”

“In some detail, Holmes.”

“You have notes of the answers?”

Hopkins rummaged into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out his notebook, standard police issue, small square pages flipped open against a black cover as he searched through his notes.

“Ned was not part of this, I’m sure.”

“Let’s collate the evidence first before we conclude, Detective. What do you have?”

“Very well, I asked him what drew him to the location of the body. He replied that he was returning to his lodgings at Camden Place about halfway from the Impy and heard a scream. Then on the question of what time this occurred, he said around 11:30 p.m. Then I asked if the gate was locked, and it was; he said that he had the only key, and it was with him at all times. He even carried it with him if ever he was off the grounds. After unlocking the gate, he saw a light through the trees, which he initially thought was a fire. 

When he approached closer, the glow had diminished, and even though the only light came from the moon, he could see a heap on the ground. When he got closer, he identified it as a body. On returning to his lodgings, he called the station.”

“That is all you have from him?”

“Is that not enough?”

“There may be more, I think. When did you receive notice of the Gosforth’s find?”

“He returned to the rail station and sent a telegram to alert us of his discovery. He reported howling and strange lights.”

“At what time was the message received?”

“It was sent after midnight. Around 12:15 a.m.”

“Now, tell me, in your own words, and without referring to your notes. What did you find when you first arrived?”

“I got here thirty-five minutes after midnight. Gosforth met me at the gate and led me to this point. Luckily, I had taken your advice, given at our last conversation, to set about investigating a crime scene methodically and scientifically. To that end, I obtained a copy of Guy’s Principles of Forensic Science only last month. I believe much of the book is based on what you already practice, Holmes.”

“Hmm, we shall see whether there is any merit in such a manual.”

Holmes glanced in my direction as if to say, ‘Not a word.’ Sherlock had mentioned to me on many occasions his desire to compile a manual of investigative techniques. Someone had beaten him to it. I kept my remarks and my countenance to myself.

“Tell me, how did you apply these ‘investigative’ methods, Hopkins?” Sherlock continued.

“I first sent for the surgeon, and, without disturbing the clothing, I examined the body, the surroundings, and any object in the vicinity. Noting anything that was out of place or in a location that it shouldn’t be.

“The body for a start, eh?” 

My comment received a cold, silent stare from the others and a smirk from Holmes. I would say no more. Hopkins continued.

“I also have a photographer ordered to attend later this morning when the light improves,” Hopkins said. He stopped in his tracks and shifted his feet onto their heels. Rocking back and forth, he waited in anticipation. Sherlock paused his stride, tapped his chin once, placed his index finger across his lips, and directed a thoughtful glance towards Hopkins. Holmes took a deep breath.

“Let me tell you what you found, Detective, with your manual of investigative principles at hand. First, the scene. With a fog hanging over the ground, you couldn’t identify any trace of footsteps, nor a weapon or struggle. The body is cold and drawn of blood, without apparent cut or incision, but disfigured somehow.”

“Yes, you are on track as usual, Sherlock.”

“Now tell me the scene as you observed. All of it.”

“We approached, and a low mist did cover the ground. The moon was full and shone upon the scene. Gosforth accompanied me as he had a lantern in hand. So, there was more than enough light to consider the surroundings. As you can see,” Hopkins raised his arm to point out the distance, “the remains are located some thirty yards from the Folly. The clothing was not torn or cut. Other than the breakages of the bones, there is no sign of blood, for that matter. As you say, we found no sign of footprints or of a struggle. Only we did find a crate of sorts.”

“A crate?”

“Yes, a box of sorts. Some distance from the body.”

“I have many questions, but let’s get to the mark first.”

We continued the rest of the way in silence. Holmes walked a few paces behind and observed our approach. We gathered in a half circle.

“The surgeon attended?” Sherlock paced a few strides, then stilled himself like a marble statue.

“Yes, Dr. Forsythe arrived an hour after we had gotten here. He examined the remains then left in a hurry.”

“A hurry, for what reason?”

“Yes, he said he had to attend to an injury at St. Michael’s home.”

“St. Michael’s?”

“The orphanage.”

“Hmm. I see. Now what of Forsythe’s findings here? The cause of death?”

Hopkins took a sheet of paper from his jacket, unfolded the note, and handed it to Holmes. The light was now able to allow the handwritten paragraph to be discerned.

‘The remains are confounding and contradictory in many respects. Measuring the body’s temperature and the rate of desiccation of heat are normally the factors I consider in calculating the time of death. In this case, the temperature of the remains at the time of my measurement was some ten degrees lower than the ambient temperature. I find this to be somewhat unusual as the temperature and moisture of the night would have reduced the rate of heat loss not to, in effect, freeze these remains. I also believe that the corpulency and emaciation of the remains act to further disguise the time of death.”

“The body’s cooling after death is a gradual process,” I said. Holmes provided a hollow glance in my direction and continued.

“There are other contradictory findings. On examination of the rigidity of the remains, I find no muscular irritability in the trunk and neck, the upper extremities, and the lower. Since the remains appear of some age and there is no sign of rigidity, the time of death is placed some distance from the moment of discovery.”

“No rigor?” I blurted; this time, Holmes did not interrupt his flow.

“Apart from the unusual pallor of the skin, there is no indication of a softening, adipocere, or discoloration of the structures or signs of production of internal decay or putrefaction. Indeed, there is no apparent smell or mal odor evident. Therefore, I find no evidence of putrefaction of the remains.”

Sherlock grunted and continued.

“The cause of death cannot be determined at this time. The injuries to the forearms and ankles appear to have been committed postmortem. I note that the body’s fluids are scarce, and the flesh, although atrophied, is seemingly viable. Until laboratory dissection is made, I cannot explain the inconsistency between the observed rate of decomposition of the tissues and the possible time of death.’ 

Sherlock handed the paper to Hopkins, who folded the note and tucked it inside his overcoat from whence it came. The Detective pursed his lips, biting them into a thin wafer before he spoke to Holmes.

“We cannot determine the cause at this time, so I called for your assistance Sherlock. The question remains about the corpse’s state and why Forsythe’s assessment of the cause and timing of death is vague.”

“Not as vague as you imagine, Inspector. The bodies of the young and vigorous cool at the slowest rate, which tends to point to death occurring well before the body is discovered. However, in cases of severe hemorrhage, the body cools much quicker than all forms of sudden death. I find a connection between the two,” Holmes said.

“I’m not sure I can connect your line of thought.”

“You will, my friend when I provide all the facts.”

“There is more. The remains have a strange appearance. It gave me goosebumps when I first came upon the vision. The skin stretched to transparency over the frame. It does take on the likeness of a mummy.”

“The lack of blood may also act similarly to a form of mummification.”

“But the skin appears as tight as a drum. It is a horrific sight made worse by the remains reflecting as a blackened canvas.” Hopkins continued, passing over Holmes’ comment without further thought.

“The moonlight,” Sherlock said. “Such light reflects differently and may be absorbed by certain conditions, rendering a reflection of no value.”

Hopkins nodded. The sergeant, listening without a word, acted in response, pushed his notebook and pencil into his side pocket, then created the sign of the cross before himself. The gesture continued with a flamboyant wave of his hand to the constable. They approached opposite ends of the tarpaulin, lifted it clear like they were remaking a bed sheet, and set it to one side.

I gasped as the mist swirled and washed away to reveal the body.


12.           The Examination

Sitting in a heap in front of us, from what I could assess, were the remains of what appeared to be an ill-fed boy of about twelve or thirteen years of age. The corpse lay with its broken face upturned, its open eyes the darkest of black but intact, stared back at me as my study commenced. Stretched along the ground and above the boy’s head, clenched hands, the fingers digging into what remained of the flesh of their palms.

Both arms extended from the shoulders as if raised in surrender; the limbs formed a grotesque cross. There was something more disturbing than the way they were arranged. Then I saw the articulation came not at the elbow joint but from equidistant breaks halfway along the forearm. Sharp splintered ends of shattered bones protruded through the shirt’s material where they had punctured the skin. Sherlock knelt at the remains. I sniffed the air.

Hopkins hesitated, raised his eyebrows, and peered in my direction as I opened my mouth to speak but kept the words to myself.

“Dr., You have something?”

“Well, yes, I think that I do. There is some inconsistency in the pallor of the skin with what we would see in postmortem situations. I would expect some color, perhaps a bluish, greenish, or brownish discoloration, and not to mention a most unpleasant odor to go with it. Here, there is none. I also observe no swelling or discharge from the nose or mouth. Most unusual. And as for the eyes…”

I considered the strangeness of the remains again. The expression on the boy’s face was frozen in a convulsion of absolute horror, thin lips drawn back over discolored teeth. Glazed, deep black eyes stared into the sky. Their lids were pulled open by invisible fingers to the fullest extent. A grim ugly smile marked absolute fear at the moment of death. Bare, emaciated bony legs extended from a white but muddy embroidered nightshirt. Although the body lay on its back, the feet twisted in the wrong direction, with toes embedded and clawing at the ground.

“An unusual condition lies before us, Hopkins. However, we have recent experience with such sights. You are correct in your assumption to call for me. This is no ordinary murder, but murder it is.” Said Holmes.

“I’m still not convinced it is such. Where is the evidence?”

“The breaks in the arms. How would you assess those?”

“Caused during transport of the crate.”

“A rough transport. You assume the box held the boy until his disinterment here?”

As Sherlock continued examining the remains, I returned my view towards the Folly and Quincey. It concerned me enough that I should ensure that the remains lay obscured from the boy’s sight. Prince looked in my direction, raised his nose, and sniffed. 

The dog’s heightened senses seek the putrid scent of death. There was none. Air pulled through the dog’s nostrils before he switched his attention back to the inside of the mysterious building. I could hear the conversation between Holmes and Hopkins continue behind me. I glanced over my shoulder at them as I walked to the Folly.

“Observe this,” Holmes said.

Holmes remained kneeling and waved Hopkins to join him at the head of the body. The Detective crouched on his haunches beside Sherlock, losing his balance in completing the movement. He staggered and flapped his arms like windmills until he regained his balance and composure and asked.

“What is it, Sherlock?”

“Look closely at the neck. Two, almost unperceivable punctures at the artery.”

“But is…is that blood?” The Detective stuttered. The surprise made his eyes widen to their fullest extent as Holmes pressed against the jugular area with his thumb and drew a substance from the incisions. Hopkins drew back at the sight of the liquid state of two tiny bright red droplets set against the pallid skin of the boy’s neck. He fell backward into a seated position. There was no attempt to recover his balance this time, and he ended up in a heap with a crump.

“We did not detect those during the examination. Blood! It is impossible!”

“Yes, it is blood, hidden in place by the moonlight. Moreover, it has yet to congeal.”

“That is more than impossible. It cannot be so. These remains are months old. Just look at them!”

“Only in appearance, Detective.”

Sherlock raised himself and stepped away from the body to view its arrangement. Then, after a moment of consideration, the Inspector stood, brushed off his clothing, and stood beside Holmes.

“So, tell me, Holmes, what do you make of this quite remarkable affair?” Asked Hopkins, a tone of desperation rang amongst his questions.

“I do not want to relay my thoughts until I have all the facts. But I understand, as I hope you do too, that this picture has many messages embedded within. Therefore, I ask that you ensure the photographer obtains images from all directions and uses a measuring stick to scale the shots. Furthermore, I should ask that you supply me with copies of the prints as soon as they are developed and in your hands.”

Holmes spun his eyes, seeking the box that accompanied the body like a hawk setting upon its prey. Spying the crate twenty yards from the remains, he strode towards it, leaving Hopkins in his wake.

“What of the container? Any footprints or indentations on the ground?” Sherlock asked as he drew closer to the crate, inspecting the ground as he walked. Hopkins increased his pace until he pulled alongside.

“No, we found nothing to connect the two. Apart from the lid, thrown off some distance by whoever struck it open.” Hopkins said, heaving for his breath.

“Did you find any tool which could have been used to pry the cover?”

“No, there is no sign of any implement, but the lid has strange marks imprinted on it. Unfortunately, the evidence provides more questions than answers.”

“In what way?”

“You had better observe for yourself. I am loathed to say it, but the scrapes resemble those you may see delivered by claws. It’s like an animal had gouged its talons against the wood. What is stranger, though, is that the scratches appear fresh and lay on the inside surface of the cover.”

“The inside. Yes, that makes some sense.”

Hopkins straightened, stalled at Holmes’ response with a confused, almost tearful expression. The Detective recognized a potential failure in his examination. At that moment, Quincey turned away from the Folly and called me closer towards its gate. I waved towards Holmes to indicate I was leaving him to continue his inspection and started towards the boy and the dog.

As I approached, I could see that they were both pressed against the gate; something was causing the dog to focus with remarkable intent on whatever was happening within the interior of that building. The pup’s head cocked from one side to the other, like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. Then, Prince stopped, the fur on his neck raised at the same exact moment, his ears pricked with intent as he discerned the source. I stood beside them both.

“There is something in here, Dr. I can hear movement. So can Prince. Some shuffling,” said Quincey as a look of concern washed across his features.

I pressed my cheek between a gap in the gate’s cold iron bars and listened intently. It was some seconds until I spoke.

“I can’t hear anything other than an echo as you would get from holding a seashell to one’s ear.”

Quincey removed his cap and again directed his listening towards the dark interior of the structure, closing his eyes in concentration. He shook his head in disappointment that I had not heard the sounds he and the dog had listened to moments before.

“They’re gone now. But there was something, a scraping, and maybe footsteps, I’m sure of it.”

The boy and his dog both looked up with pleading expressions. I nodded to acknowledge my acceptance of his statement. A concession, as I had heard no sounds myself other than the volume of vacant space this awkward structure contained.

“I believe that you both heard something. We will take note and investigate further if Holmes warrants us the time to do so.”

Prince gave a soft grunt to support his master and my response. I glanced back toward the investigation. Sherlock and Hopkins were now inspecting the box. Quincey observed my look.

“You can tell me. I promise it will not carry any disturbance to my mind. So, what is the case here?” The boy quizzed. I hesitated, then answered, for I knew Holmes would not spare the boy any detail if asked.

“It is the body of a boy, not much more than your age. I should tell you that there is a resemblance to what we witnessed during our encounters leading up to the dreadful events at Tower Bridge.”

“We feared so.” 

Quincey looked to the ground and reached for his companion, who was already at his side, giving the dog a quick pat on the back. Prince pressed himself to the boys’ thigh and nuzzled at the hand of his master with a damp nose.

I returned my attention to the incident scene just as the sergeant and the constable replaced the cover over the corpse. The canvas spread over the mound like marzipan over a cake. Holmes bent over the box, a dark, solid, wooden crate the length and width of a man, and ran his index finger over the superficial but nonetheless decorative motifs etched on its sides.

“You presume the box contained the boy’s remains, Inspector?” Holmes said without turning from his examination.

“How else would the body have gotten here?” An incredulous Hopkins replied.

“That is the question. To answer it, first, look at the dimensions of the container. Large enough for a man, wouldn’t you say?”

“I agree it is plenty sizable for a boy too. The soil within shows no imprint of any object. And I observe by my examination that the remains are light enough to have not made one.” The Inspector pointed toward the tiny mound of a broken life.

“So, the moment you found the body, there was no indentation.”

“You say that there was one previous to our discovery?”

“One item your manual may not cover to the extent it should, are instructions regarding perceived circumstances found at a scene. A blind acceptance of the arrangement of objects as discovered can hide and even dissuade alternative paths of investigation. Evidence will seem to point to one conclusion. Still, if one changes one’s view, even so slight, one shall find the point on the compass turns to one which is remarkable in its difference.”

Holmes raised the index finger of his right hand and pointed it toward the sky. Then, when Hopkins’ attention held as he desired, Sherlock, in one movement, pushed the digit, still extended, into the dirt. The finger plunged up to the second joint, and Holmes looked at Hopkins for him to register the depth.

Sherlock removed his finger from the soil and brushed it around the inside of the crate. The tip followed a dark line about six inches above the earth’s surface it now contained. The line marked a differential in color; the wood below the mark was several shades darker than what lay above it.

“You observe the tide mark?” He said.

“Yes, I see it now, but what does it mean?” Hopkins said. Again, the Detective’s expression sank; it revealed disappointment that he had overlooked another clue.

“This box contained a far greater depth of dirt before your first examination. Someone has removed more than half the original quantity.”

“You imply that someone has removed a quantity of soil? Of course, but who and why would do such a thing?”

“There are reasons. I fear the purpose and the people involved here are the ones we least want to encounter.” Sherlock replied. He took hold of a handful of dirt. Holmes rubbed it between his fingers and thumb, a gardener’s technique to measure the ground’s fertility. He raised the pinch and smelled it, inhaling a portion of the dust of the grains as they fell back into the box.

“This earth is fine-grained but full of weathered grit and stone. I’m no expert, but a mountain source, I would say. A loam not of these shores. Now, show me to the cover.”

Hopkins directed Holmes towards the lid. It lay top down, about ten feet from the container. On one end of the surface of the solid piece of oak, two distinct striations caught the morning light. Each of four almost parallel deep lines gouged several inches deep into the wood.

Protruding from the perimeter of the lid’s edge, a single row of unbent shafts of copper nails pointed into the sky. Their gleam marked the mechanism where they had secured the lid in its place. Sherlock examined the edge of the displaced top by running his finger around its lip.

“There are no pry marks or splintering, as you said. The nails remain straight as if the lid was removed in one vertical movement.”

“We discovered no tool or any other trace of external effort to unseal the crate; how could that have been done?”

Sherlock placed the fingertips of both hands under the rim of the top and heaved, turning the lid to reveal its face. Holmes stepped backward and announced in a low whisper.

“Thrown by whatever lay inside.”

Hopkins gaped with an open mouth as the surface of the lid came into view. The sun was low in the sky, and shadows spun off the engraved surface to provide more contrast between the marks. An ornate carving of a clawed, winged serpent wrapped around a prominent, single character caught the light as the last morning mist burned away.

At once, Sherlock’s eyes fixed on Quincey.


13.           The Acquaintance

Holmes spurred himself into action, left the scene, and marched across the grass, now cleared of mist, to join us all at the Folly. Hopkins remained still, bent over the carving in further investigation. The Detective asked himself again why he had missed yet another clue.

Approaching the Folly, Holmes’ face gleamed in the low morning sun. Still, I saw beneath the golden reflection of the sunrise that his complexion was paler than it should have been.

“Detective Holmes, do you need to see more?” Hopkins shouted. He had rejoined the sergeant and constable beside the body.

“Only the photographs, yet to be taken,” he shouted in response.

“Understood. I’ll wait here to ensure the scene is captured in detail. Thank you for your help this morning.”

“And from all angles. Also, get some images of this building and its gate.” Holmes retorted, his finger jabbed towards the Folly. His eyes studied the mechanism which secured the gate.

“Meet in the Inn tomorrow morning at ten. The photographs should be delivered to us by then.”

“Very well.” 

Holmes waved a slack hand toward Hopkins and then, without glancing back, motioned for us to join him as he marched towards the gate.

“What did you find, old man, anything of interest? I asked.

“Let’s say circumstances are orbiting this event that requires resolution. Quincey, I will construct a message as soon as we return to our lodgings. There is no telephone at the Inn; I will need you to go to the rail station to send a telegram to Lestrade at Scotland Yard urgently. His answer will confirm my present thoughts.”

“As I said earlier, Mr. Holmes, I must speak to you about something. You asked me to reconnoiter the village, and I discovered something, well someone that is.”

“Someone? Speak now, as fast you are able, as we walk.” Sherlock moved closer to the boy, bending to reduce the distance between the words and his ear.

“This morning, before we set off from the Inn when I took to the village to give Prince his exercise. We came across a girl stalking in the churchyard. She was hiding between the gravestones. He found her before I had any idea she was there.” 

The boy patted his dog and scrabbled his fingers between the hound’s ears.

Stopping in his tracks, Holmes firmly grabbed Quincey by placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder. The moving half turned the boy, bringing him to face Sherlock. Holmes lowered himself to the boy’s height and stared into Quincey’s wide-open eyes.”

“A girl?”

“Yes, she was crouching in the weeds, between the stones. Frightened she was, a look of panic on her face. Her hair was wild.” Quincey said, his arms flapping and whirling in multiple directions. His excitement in telling of his find overwhelmed his senses, clamped his breath into short gasps.

“Her name is Florence.” He gasped. “If it wasn’t for Prince, I wouldn’t have seen her.” Gasping. “The girl went to run away, but Prince circled her like a sheepdog.” Gasp. “And I managed to call her back.”

“Take a breath, my boy, and then tell me how she was dressed?”

Quincey took a deep breath; the dog’s eyes quizzed his master’s reactions but stayed attached to the boy’s side.

“Pardon me, sir, I didn’t expect such excitement in the relay of the encounter. I suppose that’s the feeling a detective has when he realizes that the details may be of some importance. She was wearing a flowing white robe. Sir.”

“The Girl was alone? Rather early in the day, wouldn’t you consider? On her way to school, then?” I asked.

“No. Dr. She was carrying no books, out on a search for her brother, George. That’s what Florence told me.

“Her Brother?” I asked.

“He’s a St. Nicholas’ orphanage resident, or he was. She lost contact with him several weeks ago, on his birthday.”

“How old is her brother?” Holmes chimed in.

“Twelve, his birthday was only a week since. Florence told me that once he became of that age, the orphanage would not provide for him and that he should be released. Since then, there has been no sight of him.”

“Twelve, eh?” Holmes glanced in my direction with a look I had become accustomed to. A look which held within it a remark that was better not said.

“Describe the moment from the time you stepped outside of the Inn. Spare no detail.” Holmes continued.

“Well, as you know, we were on the train for some time, and Prince had not taken his usual morning run. So, he was very grateful to get out of the confines of the Inn. He needed air, but that was not the only reason; he was unsettled by the lady he was.”

“Marie?” I said.

“Yes, there’s something about her. Prince smells it. He does.”

“There may be some truth in what you suppose, but we should assume nothing until we question her. We will do that after our return to the Inn. If we can find the girl, we shall also discover a missing piece of this puzzle, I’m sure. Now back to this morning and to your encounter.” Said Sherlock.

Quincey hesitated, taking a long breath and then kicking a pebble across the visible path before continuing. The stone rattled across the surface and disappeared into the hedgerow. Prince ran after it; Quincey did not call him back this time.

“We headed up this hill, the one we are on now. It was not quite full light, and the mist was as it was when we first arrived, still flat on the ground, up to Prince’s belly it was, and the air still had the dawn chill about it. The pathway was cloaked and was hard to see.”

“Then what?”

“We passed the cricket ground on our right, and Prince took off like the clappers. He wanted to complete a circuit of its bounds, as he does when we visit Regents Park. I waited until he had let off some of his steam, observing the surroundings as I did. Then, between the cottages, I got sight of a steeple. I called Prince, and he came to heel. The church was some distance away; we turned toward it and started at a trot. Even though the sky was not yet lit, I saw the spire between the buildings clearly.

“We arrived at the gates of the church of St. Nicholas. It was quiet; nothing stirred until Prince got behind me and pushed me inside the entrance and into the graveyard. I was taken by surprise; I couldn’t resist. That’s when he took off like a hare. I tapped hard at my thigh with the cane to call him to heel, but he did not respond. He disappeared behind the stones. The next thing I heard was the squeals of the girl.

“In the graveyard?”

“Florence tried to run, but Prince barred her way, trapping her between two large monuments.”

Quiney looked for the dog and found only a rummaging of shrubs and grass. He tapped his side with the cane, and a quizzical head pushed its way into view. Another tap, and the dog padded to his master’s side again.

“He didn’t hurt her, just backed her up. I called him away, and her fear subsided. After calming the girl down. It took some time as she was in such a state of nervousness; we settled and conversed about her situation.”

“There was no one else in the churchyard or street?”

“Not that Prince or I detected. He has a good pair of ears and a nose like a butcher’s dog. He would have told me.”

“Then you were alone with the girl?”

“Yes, just me and the dog. When the girl realized we meant no harm, she calmed down, and her breath lessened rapidly. She lowered herself, but only half-sat, ready to flee if needed.”

“You conversed a while? Then please recount the conversation.”

“As I said, she told me about wanting to find her brother George. She had visited the orphanage and spoke to the matron there.”

“The matron, what was her name? Did she say?”

Quincey looked upwards as though attempting to pull and replay the conversation from the back of his mind. His mouth turned upwards, and he grinned as the information hit his tongue.

“I think it was something like Le Charre. Yes, Le Charre, it was.”

“And what information did the matron provide?”

“That part Florence did not relay to me. Because all of a sudden, as the light of the dawn tipped over the tree line, she raised herself, used a gravestone as a leaver, leaped right over the top of us, and ran. I kept a grip of Prince, and we let her go.”

“In which direction did she flee?”

“Towards the other church. St. Mary’s, I think it’s called.”

“Did you follow?”

“Only after a while, we headed towards the church, visited its gate, then returned to the Inn.”

“And no sign of the girl?”

“No, she was gone.”

“But where to?” Holmes whispered under his breath.


14.           Dieu Vous Garde

We approached the Inn, which, after what we had just experienced, appeared to be much smaller than the building we had left earlier. A simple place, its patrons happy to be enjoying a new day, and here we were, dragging with us a trail of death and mortality.

"My word. A strange encounter, the boy reports, don't you think, Holmes." I said.

"Only another part of this game, my fellows. We'll collect our lunch pies from the Imperial and take the same route as you took this morning, Quincey, to visit the churchyard. There are items in your account that interest me, and I need to observe them in detail. Perhaps, even to enlighten me as to the girl's purpose."

We entered the Inn at 11:20 a.m. The bar room was empty apart from Clements, who was polishing glassware and stacking drinking cups on the shelves behind the bar. The Innkeeper waddled back and forth between the narrow space in which he was confined. His back was hunched, and his face ashen with thought. Pottery and glass clanged and chimed as he threw them with little care into position.

Holmes led the way and tapped on the counter. Clements stopped his work and commenced with his trademark gurgling. After tilting his head backward, he half retched at a resistant glob of phlegm. The sound showed that the chunk had become free to bounce around his throat. Clements coughed, coughed again, and then swallowed with a gulp before speaking.

"Argh, that's got it. Gentlemen, you return from your work, I see. To claim your lunch, perhaps?"

"That would be most beneficial. And a bone for the dog?"

"I'll have it to you without delay, sir."

Prince sat and thumped his tail three times on the wooden floor. Perusing the room, Holmes tumbled a thought and called after Cements before the Innkeeper disappeared into the kitchen.

"I would like to speak with your wife, Marie. Can you ask her to join me?"

A scraping screech of metal on the polished floor burst the air as the hobs on the soles of the Innkeeper's boots broke his step. His body jerked like his frame had encountered an invisible wall; he turned and bounced back to face Holmes.

"Why, what is it you would wish to discuss?" Clements said, a stifled cough engraved concern across his brow. He stuttered and appeared to be expecting a question he did not want to be asked. Holmes's eyes narrowed as the detective sensed something to be discovered. And he knew that the Innkeeper would reveal the secret without many needles.

"I hope that your accommodation is satisfactory. If you have any complaints, I can hear them now. It's best to have these things resolved without delay."

Clements coughed and patted his jacket up and down with both hands in order to locate his wallet. It appeared that he feared that funds already spoken for would need to be returned. His plump fingers settled on a bulge on the outer edge of his right hip and curled upon it like a spider would a fly.

"No complaints. Just a few questions about the village and other loose ends." Holmes smiled.

"Oh, I'm sure I can answer your questions."

"Although, the answers would be better fed if we could speak directly with Marie."

"Well, she is not here at present."

"Then when will she return?"

Clements hesitated and coughed, his secret betrayed by the furtiveness of his eyes, which ran towards the cellar door. His hand loosened its grip at his side and moved to his head, and then his fingers dug into his mound of ginger hair and swept through it. The mop tumbled backward, then sprung vertically to resemble a cockatoo's plume. Meanwhile, Holmes followed his initial gaze, as here was the answer to the question.

"The cellar, that's where she is, Clements, isn't it?"

"Look, I can explain. Marie has a problem. I have to keep her safe."

Blustering, Clements wiped at his forehead with the back of his right forearm. Beads of sweat bubbling and glistening in the firelight spread like butter on his skin.

"So, you keep her in the cellar?"

"Yes, I have to. It is for my wife's safety and recovery." Clements managed a step away from the inquisition before Holmes raised his voice in a command which the Innkeeper couldn't deny.

"Sit with us and tell us the truth of this matter."

Clements threw down the cloth which hung over his shoulder and made another quick look in the direction of the cellar door as we moved away from the bar and towards a table. We each pulled up a seat. Holmes waited for the Innkeeper's nerves to settle and gave him an expectant nod to continue explaining.

"She has an affliction," Clements said.

"Told you," blurted Quincey.

"Carry on, my good man," Sherlock said, holding his upright palm towards the boy in a sign to hold his opinion for now.

"I hope to wean her from habits of intemperance which she has contracted over many years. You see, Marie has suffered from the terrors of the drink for some time. In fact, that is part of how we met. Marie would come into the Inn most evenings, she would sit there and drink more wine than she should. I know because I brought it to her."

Clements gestured with a wave of a pointed finger towards a small table in the corner of the room.

"Close to the window, she always wanted a view of the roadway. It was so she could watch the comings and goings. Anyway, she would sit there with her suitor, whoever he may be, and I would serve them meals. We would pass the time of day, and she would always give me a smile. She is French, you know."

"Yes, we had gathered. But tell me, what is Marie's story? How did she come to be here, in Chislehurst?"

"It wasn't until we became acquainted and married that Marie relayed her recollections to me."

"Recollections?"

"Yes, she has little memory of how she arrived here, only patches of her life before. Marie-Laure is the name she remembers but shortened to Marie for the use of the customers here. When she was younger, she recalls traveling with her family to Paris. They planned to stay at the Hotel, she recalls its name as the Saint-Florentin, close to the center. Marie can also recall arriving there by train just before dusk and gazing along a boulevard at the construction of a large tower. She said it was some distance away after they had departed the station. But she cannot remember arriving at the hotel and has greatly applied her concentration to the matter. My wife's last memory is waking at the orphanage some days or weeks later, without her family."

"What was her age?"

"She was eighteen then."

"And how long has she been in England?"

"Now, that would be seven years or so. We married five years since."

"Never tried to find her family?"

"She has no memory of them, so there's no starting point."

"Tell me more about the reason for your requirement to direct her confinement."

"I told you of her many visits to the Inn and her liking for the wine. She carried sadness about her, but I managed to speak and provide some comfort over time. Every time she came to the Inn, we would converse. It was after a few years that we became friends, and well, later, we became married. She moved into the Inn. I tried to keep her busy by getting her involved with the business.

"The change, the move away from the orphanage, was at first beneficial to her, blossomed, she did. There was no reason or time to think of the temptation, but sometime after that, she relapsed. It was soon that her disturbance became uncontrollable."

Clements hunched over the table and wiped his face with the cloth he had thrown before him. He wrung out the cloth between his hands like a strangler would a rope. I took that as a sign of desperation and defeat.

"It only became apparent to me, after one incident where Marie raged about the bar, that her condition had taken the best of her. It was not good for her and not a sight the customers wanted to observe. Only then did I find she would often take a bottle or more in the afternoon without me knowing. There was only one thing I could do. I had to keep the wine from her."

"So, you keep her in the cellar as a prisoner?"

"Not a prisoner! Marie agreed to it. I'm her husband; I'm no monster!"

"I'm not insinuating it. But you must admit it is not the usual conduct within the confines of a normal marriage."

"We needed somewhere safe. It's the only answer I have for now."

"But isn't that where all the wine and ale is stored?" I asked.

"Everything is kept locked. Marie cannot get to it." Clements patted his thigh and the pocket within his trousers. Then, a look of despair drained the color from Clements's face as he paused.

"What is it, man?" Holmes asked.

"Today, I found a box hidden under the counter. It was locked, and I did not recognize it. I forced it open. Concealed inside were letters. I'm sure of the romantic correspondence from an acquaintance. Someone is passing her wine to gratify her passion. I need assistance in discovering the culprit. The drink is going to destroy her." Clements cried in a whispered voice constrained by desperation.

"Would you allow me to see the box and the correspondence?"

Without reply or any other sign that he had heard or agreed to Holmes' question, Clements rose from his seat and returned to the rear of the bar. Bending behind the counter, he re-emerged with the recovered box in one hand. Returning to the table, Clements set it in the center, between us all. It was plain to see that the lock on its front had been broken; he had done so.

Clements reached forward and raised the lid to reveal the inside. The container was empty. Then his fingers prized and wriggled inside the container. After a struggle, he withdrew his hand to reveal a small compartment hidden within its floor. Several handwritten letters sprung into the space, and he grabbed them with his now sweaty fingers. He studied the neat rectangles of folded note paper, hesitating with a deep breath before passing them to Holmes.

Taking them without direction, Sherlock carefully arranged them on the table. There were eight in all. Each is written in dark blue ink on quality paper. I could detect a sense of disappointment in Holmes' face as he examined their form and found no similarity between the note passed to him earlier and the correspondence in front of him.

Holmes randomly chose one of the letters, slid it closer to his position, and studied it for clues. He turned the letter in all directions, face up and face down. The detective examined the folds and the type of paper used. After his inspection, he returned the letter to its position with the others. Sherlock placed his fingertips together and rested them beneath his chin.

"The co-respondent, I would say a man, imparts a natural fluency in their composition. The particular use of language and its detail indicates someone with a degree of education, a professional accustomed to writing their findings or thoughts in a report. The lines are evenly spaced, as are the words."

Holmes leaned backward and lowered his voice.

"Mr. Clements. As you have found yourself, the correspondence is highly sentimental. I read an abundance of expressions expounding passionate love and prayers. They are all signed in French, 'Dieu vous garde,' which translates to God bless you."

"My anger is raised, Mr. Holmes. What otherwise can I deduce from these letters other than an intimacy has occurred between the two, whoever he is, and therefore, Marie is guilty of nothing less than adultery."


15.           The Disappearance

Holmes adjusted his position so that his forearms provided a platform for him to lean across the table and closer to the Innkeeper. Sherlock cast his eyes over the line of handwritten notes. He moved his head along the line as he studied their content and then pursed his lips before addressing the issue.

“I cannot conclude, from this correspondence Mr. Clements, that Marie is involved in such activity. Although, I can understand how someone with uncontrolled emotion you may arrive at such a conclusion. But first, observe and listen.”

Holmes took the last letter from the line and read aloud from it,

“My dearest Marie,

“As I sit here and let my thoughts wander, I am reminded of the deep connection we share, a bond that transcends the boundaries of conventional love. Our conversations have always been filled with intellectual stimulation, and today, my admiration for your mind and heart grew even stronger.

“In a world where conformity often stifles individuality, you have been a guiding light, illuminating the path to authenticity and freedom. Our shared beliefs and skepticism towards ritualistic practices have brought us closer together, for we both yearn for a faith rooted in genuine spirituality and heartfelt devotion, unburdened by empty traditions and dogmas.

“Elaborate ceremonies and rigid adherence to archaic rituals often fail to embrace the true essence of faith. It is the human connection, the raw emotions, and the sincerity of our beliefs that truly matter. Our discussions have opened my eyes to the beauty of a personal relationship with God, one unbound by the shackles of tradition, and I am eternally grateful to you for that.

“As we explored the flaws in the Church's approach, I found solace in your understanding, your unwavering support, and your courage to question the status quo. Together, we have embarked on a journey of seeking a deeper spirituality, where love and compassion take precedence over hollow practices.

“In your presence, I feel an indescribable sense of liberation. The walls of judgment and pretense crumble, leaving us with a safe haven where our thoughts and beliefs are cherished, and our souls intertwine. It is a rare and precious gift to find someone who shares your passions, challenges your convictions, and embraces your vulnerabilities.

“My love, I am grateful for the intellectual intimacy we share, but it is your heart that truly captivates me. Your compassion for humanity, your kindness, and your unwavering commitment to truth resonate deeply within my soul. Together, we dream of a world where faith is a personal journey, where rituals are a means to connect with the divine, rather than a mere display of tradition.

“With each passing day, my admiration for you grows, and my love for you deepens. I am certain that our connection is not a mere coincidence but a beautiful manifestation of the universe's design. Through our shared journey, we inspire one another to be the best versions of ourselves, to question the norms, and to embrace the freedom that comes with authenticity.

“In your arms, I have found my sanctuary, a place where my spirit feels at home. As we continue to explore the depths of our love, I find solace in the fact that we are not alone. Together, we will redefine faith, we will challenge conventions, and we will inspire others to embrace their own truths.

“Forever bound by our shared vision, I eagerly anticipate the adventures that lie ahead. I assure you with the greatest conviction that Agnes will not come between us. Let us continue to question, to learn, and to love unconditionally, for in doing so, we become beacons of hope in a world that often seeks solace in empty rituals.

“Yours in eternity. Dieu vous garde.

“It carries no mark of the writer, and is undated, the same as the rest.

“The theme of these letters continues a discussion of the relevance of the practices of religion, and that is where the romantic connection between the two is established. I must ask you Clements, have you questioned your wife regarding this correspondence?”

“No. I have only this morning come across this box, as it was hidden beneath the counter.”

“Then what of your wife’s religious practices?”

“Until recent she attended St. Mary’s. She is of the Catholic faith, you know.”

“And this Agnes. Have you heard of that name before now?”

“No, I know no-one of that name.” Clements said, without any requirement for time to consider his answer. He was busy screwing his bunched fist into his palm, the flesh grinding against his knuckles.

“If you allow me, I should speak with Marie before you, to provide the opportunity for your rage about this matter to subside.”

“You may. Although, she is reluctant to talk too much about her activities.”

“Clements, I need to talk to your wife right now.” Holmes said.

Before his visit with Marie, Sherlock took the box from the table and proceeded to examine it. He opened the lid and showed each of us in turn that it was empty by inverting it. Holmes took one of the letters and folded it along its natural creases until it formed a long rectangle. He closed the lid and pushed the paper through an almost imperceivable slot within the narrow upper end of the box. Opening the lid once more, he showed the inside, which appeared to be completely empty.

“It’s magic!” Said Quincey, jumping to stand so as to get a clear look into the container.

“Not quite.” Holmes responded.

He closed the lid and gave the box a gentle shake. The lid was opened, and the letter lay within.

“Yes, it is Mr. Holmes!”

“No, my boy, a simple mechanism which allows notes to be passed into the box and secured against unwanted viewing should the box be discovered. Mr. Clements had the luck, and brute strength to discover its secret compartment.”

Holmes stood to leave the table as we continued to examine the box. In a few steps he was at the cellar door. The key to its lock hung on a small iron hook beside the jamb. He took the rusty implement and slid into place. The lock turned and the door released. The oak door, polished by countless hands over the decades, guarded the entrance to this subterranean prison.

Sherlock took hold of the lamp which hung beside the key hook, lit it using a box of matches taken from his pocket. He then disappeared, together with the sound of his footsteps into the dark of the cellar. After no more than a minute, the door flung wide and Holmes emerged, the lamp in his hand and his face aghast.

“There is no-one down there. Marie is not to be found!”


16.           The Cellar

Clements jumped from his chair, and we all followed two steps behind him as he rushed towards where Holmes stood at the entrance to the cellar. The door was open, and there was only darkness beyond. I reached the doorway and peered into the void filled by the narrow staircase, which descended into what seemed to be a bottomless pit.

Without pause, the Innkeeper dashed into the dark void and down the stairs without a light. Holmes handed the lantern to me, and we both followed the Innkeeper, who was almost at the bottom of the steps by this point.

Halfway down, we saw the flicker of a flame from the space below, which then was filled with illumination as Clements ignited another lamp. Heavy with the aroma of aged oak and the faintest whiff of ale, the air drew condensation on the walls. Sherlock ran a finger down the stone and inspected its collected dew.

As we reached the stone floor of the cellar, the room opened up to a chamber with a small open space at its far corner. It was apparent that this confined area had been where Marie had been secured. The room contained a disturbed sheet upon a bed, a small table holding a half-eaten bowl of soup, and a chair flipped onto its back. Clements wandered around, his expression empty of emotion as he considered the room’s emptiness.

The lamp he had lit provided a sepia glow we all walked towards. A shiver ran down my spine as a familiar image flashed into my head, and, in a moment, I recalled the bleak machine room of Tower Bridge and the horror that had happened there.

The light highlighted a series of rough limestone arches which defined the perimeter walls of the cellar. Their form stretched and shrunk in turn as shadows played at the edges of their curves. The stone, hewn from local limestone quarries, supported the timber structure of the building above. The rock columns were solid and permanent, and I’m sure any reputable engineer would confirm, of such a width as to support a building twice the weight.

The rows of wooden cider and ale barrels lined the right wall between the arches. Their taps had been sealed to prevent tampering. Standing against them, a rack full of various bottles was stored behind locked bars.

Clements now bustled around the small area where he had last seen Marie. A fireplace nestled in the corner and fed small whisps of blue smoke into the chimney, which ran upwards and through every floor of the Inn. The embers of the fire crackled. Its life was almost done. The Innkeeper continued to rummage through the space from top to bottom and from end to end. Items were thrown aside, but there was no sign of his wife.

“It’s impossible. There’s no way out.” He pressed against the wooden doors set into the ceiling used for deliveries. Their hinges groaned against his effort, but the lock and chain above held firm. Only a small line of daylight penetrated the small gap where the doors joined. “These are locked and bolted from the outside. No one can get out.”

“Or in, unless they have a key,” I said.

“There is only one, and I have it,” Clements responded, reaching into his trouser pocket to pull out a rusty set of iron keys.

As Holmes moved to join Clements, Quincey, and Prince navigated the stairs and bounded into the room. The dog ran ahead, his claws scraping against the stone and his nose in the air. Short, shallow sniffs like a riveting machine pounded the space as he started his usual investigation.

Scurrying, in turn, into each corner of the cellar, Prince nosed at items and then stood in a moment of consideration to catalog anything unusual. Then the dog ran to the bed where Marie had lain and took several short sniffs to pick up her scent.

“When did you last observe your wife, Clements?”

“It was after breakfast this morning.”

“When you locked her into the cellar?”

“Yes.”

“And you sure she did not leave by the upstairs door?”

“Yes, I have been working where you found me. Marie did not leave. I would have seen her.”

Sherlock stood underneath the delivery hatch connected to the yard above, examining the doors with care. His eyes studied its construction. Reaching up, he ran his index finger along its edges and the center gap.

Holmes removed his magnifying glass from his pocket and called for the lamp to be brought closer as he investigated in greater detail. I obliged and stood beside him as the door and the floor directly beneath came under closer scrutiny. After a pause, he said.

“I estimate the doors have not been open for four days.”

“That’s when we had the last delivery. How do you know that?” Clements said in surprise.

“Yes, rather a precise estimation Holmes!” I said.

“It’s simple, my good fellows. There is a buildup of dust in the joints of the doors. The presence of spider webs along the surface and within the gaps sets the timer’s start. The spider typically takes less than two hours to create what we find. However, there is an amount of dust collected within them which would take far longer to accumulate. The hinges show a development of iron oxide, which has covered the moving parts and fused them together in places.

Judging by the lack of air circulation, the room’s temperature, and the humidity in this space, a period of some days rather than weeks would be required for the rust to form to this extent,” Homes said with confidence bordering upon arrogance.

Then Sherlock rubbed the leather sole of his shoe back and forth against the floor’s surface. A grating sound of grit sent the hairs on my arms on end.

“There is a layer of fine sand and dirt on the floor directly beneath the gaps in the door above. Small ridged triangular piles have formed. The height of their peaks depends upon the rate of accretion. Like the sand falls through the pinhole in an hourglass, these small ranges build slowly at a uniform rate through sand falling through these gaps.”

Holmes tapped his finger at the trap doors leading onto the courtyard beside the Inn. A whisp of dust fell into the light and danced in the air before it fell onto the top of his boot. A thin line of dirt broke the shine of the leather below. We all gazed at the exhibition.

“I estimate from the recent calm weather and observing that the wind has not stirred up a great amount of dust, the timeline sits approximately four days since the hatch was last open. Marie did not exit this place by these doors.”

“My word Holmes, I must say that your deduction is quite remarkable,” I said.

“Where and how would she find an escape if she didn’t leave by the hatch or the cellar door?” Asked Clements.

He slumped in a heap onto the small bed. His head dropped into his waiting hands, and he moaned. Prince continued with his circuit of the perimeter of the cellar, sniffing and snorting as he measured the environment. The dog stopped and paced about at one particular archway. After some consideration, the pup became alert and excited. His head was set sideways, and his thin tail became rigid and extended horizontally. Prince whined and growled, then pawed with one foot at the stone.

Quincey called for him to return, bouncing the cane against his thigh. The dog looked at his master for a moment, decided to ignore the command then growled again. His claws pitched themselves at the mortar between the rock, and it came away in large damp chunks.

“I think he has found something, Mr. Holmes!” Quincey shouted.

Sherlock grabbed the cane from the boy and ran to the wall between the arch that Prince was identifying. He placed one end of the stick to the stone and the other to his ear and listened. We gathered around him as a silent audience. After about ten seconds, he passed the cane back to Quincey, and we waited for his remark. Again, his boot played with the floor’s surface, squashing the crumbs of the wall beneath his sole.

“There’s nothing but air behind this wall. An echo of a void.” He said.

“The mortar between the stones is too soft. It deforms beneath my foot.”

Holmes pushed against the stones, but they remained firm.

“Clements, do you know of any tunnels connecting to your building?”

“There are the caves, but I don’t believe there’s a connection to the Inn.” The Innkeeper’s throat grumbled something loose as he spoke.

“The caves?”

“Yes, the Chislehurst caves. They go on for miles under this town. Folks have got lost down there.”


17.           The Void

At once, the cellar felt like a much larger space. The wall was a doorway to somewhere I didn’t want any part of. The hairs on the back of my neck stood and bristled against my collar. We all gathered at the wall and studied the arches and the divisions between stone by stone. Each block measured at least a foot in width and the same in height.

This was no small undertaking. Someone had built a substantial structure many years before the Inn came into use as people know it today. A barrier to an underground world. Had someone opened a portal to reconnect the two?

“These mortar joints between the courses appear intact apart from the area where the dog scratched at the wall,” Holmes said.

He moved to a different section of the wall, dug into his pocket, pulled out his pocketknife, opened its blade, and scraped the back of its point along the seams of the wall. Particles of lime sprang into the air and danced around us. The dust was dry and quick to cause irritation, and we backed away. Clements took the excuse to have a coughing fit, doubling over as he caught his breath.

“I can’t for the life of me believe a viable opening could be formed and sealed during the time when Marie disappeared. The stones are too large to allow the wall to be dismantled and reconstructed in such a period,” I said.

“It is my thought that an opening to a void beyond is the only explanation of how Marie was released. So, the wall must have been removed and replaced. The caves offer a plausible refuge, and they are there. The dog knows it. There must be a way through to them. The question now is who participated and how this effort unfolded.” Sherlock responded, his hands resting above his head on the curve of the nearest archway.

“But, you say, released?” I said.

“You say she did not escape by her own efforts?” Clements asked.

“I believe that there are others involved. Someone reconstructed a part of this wall recently. It is the only way this could have been conducted.”

“Clements, we need to get beyond these arches. You have men who could remove these stones?”

“I can call on Henry Bushell and his apprentice Findley. He’s the wagon operator who delivers the barrels. They would do it for a shilling, I’m certain.” Clements said, his eyes fixed on Holmes.

Holmes removed his wallet and threw a coin into the air; it turned and flashed like a glistening fishing lure. Without hesitation, the Innkeeper’s hand whipped out, his fingers closed around the shilling, then deposited the silver into his pocket. It chimed against the iron of the cellar key as it settled into his safekeeping.

“Get them here this afternoon if you want to be closer to finding the whereabouts of your wife. I also need to ask where the other entrances to the caves are located?”

“Of course, the main one stands at the bottom of the hill. Across from the train station.” Clements said with a look that questioned our intelligence. “Did you not hear of these tunnels before your arrival?”

“The fact is, we did not. I intend to visit that entrance with Watson and Quincey as soon as we have investigated the mystery of the found girl, eh, my boy?”

“Yes, sir.” Quincey nodded, and his hand waved at his side as he reached in vain for his dog but found only space. Prince was not in his customary place beside him but was transfixed, his eyes still and focused on the line of casks.

“And what of other entrances?” Holmes said.

“Rumors that the churches have connections from their vaults that lead down to the network, although that has never been confirmed,” Clements responded.

“A network?”

“There are miles of tunnels and caves down there. People have been lost. There may be a connection to parts of the town we don’t yet know. There’re stories about what goes on down there.”

“Such as?”

“There’s talk of a stone altar. A block of stone with the imprint of a human body in it. This imprint was the size of a boy or girl aged between ten and fourteen.

On midsummer night’s eve, the Druids will select a victim of this particular age group, bring them down into the caves and to their temple and tie them to the block of stone. Blood would be let from the victim’s jugular vein. The blood sacrifice would be offered up to their gods in a ceremony. There are thought to be nine temples in the caves. But of these, only one will be used as the main sacrificial one.”

“How would a person know whether a chamber is the main one?”

“It’s the only one with a priest’s chamber with a semi-domed roof, where the priest would stand throughout the ceremony. The caves hide the temples within a maze so that if a victim ever managed to escape, which is rare, they could never find their way out again.”

Holmes turned towards the boy and found he was paying the conversation little attention. Quincey continued to watch his dog. Prince had moved down the line of casks and settled on the third barrel in the row. His agitation was not the pup’s usual behavior as he bounced with vigor at its side, tilting his head to the side to reconcile what he had detected.

Tapping each of the barrels in turn as he walked, Holmes moved to them in turn as he worked along the row. He stopped beside the dog at the point where the pup was positioned and struck the cask with his knuckles. The sound returned as a tinny wooden echo. Prince issued a “gruff” and then looked towards his master.

“He detects something, Sir,” said Quincey.

“So do I,” Holmes responded.

After drawing back, Prince hesitated and then marched forward, pressing his nose against the aged oak timbers of the cask and sniffing several times in quick succession. The dog jumped backward again and gave out another muted growl. Clements, the boy, and I moved closer. Quincey struck the barrel with his cane.

“It’s hollow.”

“Not quite.” Said Holmes, now rapping at the top of the cask with his knuckles.

“Should this one be empty?” I asked Clements.

“Yes, it’s the one I took the last cider from earlier today. There are only the dregs inside. Nothing that my customers will appreciate.”

Holmes bent, placed his ear at the top of the cask, and motioned his fingers to his lips. We remained as quiet as we could. The only sound was the rasping of Clements’ throat as he breathed.

“Help me take the end from this thing,” Holmes urged.

“It can’t be done easily. The effort will ruin the barrel.” Said Clements.

“The damage will be easily resolved or, if needs be, a replacement provided. Don’t you want to find answers?” Holmes remarked.

Clements nodding with a shrug turned and handed me a crowbar and a mallet, which he kept in the cellar to place taps into the bungs of barrels as he accessed their contents. The curved wooden staves of the barrel were held together with a series of iron rings that circled the circumference of the cask. They were not designed to be loosened or removed in a hurry.

Holding the mallet in one hand and the crowbar in the other, I started to swing. The ceiling of the cellar was relatively low, and I adjusted my stance so the blows would strike at an angle. I aimed to remove the rivets which held the top hoop to the head of the barrel. I knew If we loosened them, the top would be easier to release. After a few unproductive errant swings, I placed the sharp end of the crowbar against the first rivet and swung the mallet hard at the head of the fixture. The pin held firm as my hand bounced, and the vibration of the impact returned along the tool. The second swing removed the plug.

“They designed these casks to last. This won’t be a straightforward task.” I said.

Continuing my effort, we found that each rivet ruptured after two or three heavy blows, their tops ricocheting around the room. After completing an entire circumference, the iron ring became loose enough to insert the crowbar into the gap to force it upwards and free of the cask. It spun onto the cellar floor with a deafening crash.

I slipped the crowbar between the top and the wood staves, still holding it in place. There was a squeaking compression as I applied all my weight to the lever. The timber splintered, and through the crack, I glimpsed something inside.

“There’s something inside!” I cried.

“Bring the lamp!” Holmes commanded.

Clements passed the lamp forward, and its flame shone through the newly opened cracks in the barrel. Tiny slivers of light bounced back as they illuminated a bundle of soaked white rags curled in the bottom of the barrel.

A pale clenched fist lay raised against its inside.


18.           The Second

We all jostled and squeezed around the cask to glimpse through the narrow slit created by the effort to dislodge the barrel lid. Clements caught sight of the contents and drew back in horror and screamed.

“Marie! It cannot be. Oh my. That’s impossible; it cannot be. Please, God, let her be alive!”

“Move back! Turn the barrel and remove its end.” Homes commanded.

We all heaved at the cask and turned it onto its side. The barrel crashed onto the stone floor and rolled back and forth until Holmes and Clements steadied it; the Innkeeper’s hands shook against the wood, and his complexion turned the color of exhausted ash.

Again, I forced the crowbar into the timber and gripped it with both hands to lever the hole. The wood creaked until its fibers could resist no longer and snapped with a resounding crack. As the noise echoed and filled the cellar, the cover of the cask popped off like a cork from a bottle. The round shape flew over Holmes’ left shoulder and crashed against the stone flag floor.

A small quantity of fluid gushed from the barrel to temporarily cover our feet then dissipated as fast as it had emerged. We all looked down in horror as a limp, pale arm extended from the hole, flinging itself with a slap as the back of the clenched hand hit the stone like a beached fish.

Clements gasped aloud and held his fingers against his face to cover his eyes. He feared we would connect the hand to the body of his wife. The Innkeeper shook. Quincey ran to the opening and held onto his dog’s back as support as he caught sight of the blank, wide-dark-eyed face staring from the darkness of the small world that filled the container.

Quincey staggered backward and drew the back of his hand that held his cane to his mouth. He bit down on the flesh to stifle a cry. Instead, a sound halfway between a croak and a sharp intake of breath filled the room. His other hand raised a finger to the cask and what remained inside.

“It’s her, Sir. It’s Florence, the girl from this morning!”

Holmes rushed to the open barrel and the fragments of its splintered top. The majority of the remains of the girl lay inside; only the upper part of the right arm protruded onto the floor. I moved to Quincey and gripped him by the shoulders. I steered him to sit on the bed, which he did with a gentle flop. Clements pushed past us to hover behind Holmes, who now knelt at the body and was starting his own investigation.

“It’s not Marie. Thank the Lord!” The Innkeeper said with an exclamation of joyous relief. He followed his remark with an expression of guilt, a realization that maybe the death of another had created such emotion. He held his head in both hands; beneath them, the color returned to his face, he muttered through his fingers. “What is happening here?”

“We need to inform Hopkins. You may catch him if he has not finished his work at Camden Place. Are you fit for the job, Quincey?” Holmes said.

“Yes, Sir. Just the shock of it threw me. It did. After all, I only spoke to her earlier, and now she is…in there. I’m not too affected as I didn’t really know her, it’s unexpected, that’s all. I shall run with Prince to inform the detective quickly.”

“If Hopkins has already left Camden Place with the sergeant, and then, if he is not at the local station, take this sixpence and send a telegram to Maidstone to summon him here. Do not mention the remains or whom it may be to the sergeant or anyone else. If you have to send the telegram, the wording, addressed to Detective Hopkins, should be ‘Urgent Attend Impy. Second Discovery. Holmes.’ Can you remember that?”

“Yes, Sir. I have the message.”

“Good, remember to tell no one.”

Quincey tapped the side of his head with the brass top of his cane. He reached into his pocket, took out his folded cap, and secured it onto his head. He tapped his stick onto the floor and beckoned Prince, who for a moment remained hypnotized by the remains he had detected. A second tap of the stick removed the trance. The dog made a quiet “gruff” and, with some reluctance, returned to his master’s side and followed up the steps, throwing a parting glance at what lay within the confines of the cask.

“This is confounding, Holmes,” I said. “How could the girl’s body appear in a sealed cask only hours after meeting with the boy? How is that possible?”

“But here we are, Watson. The situation answers your question without doubt; it indeed is possible. The question is, how do events lead to the moment that we find ourselves in?”

Holmes lowered himself to a crouch and peered into the gaping mystery before him. He called to Clements, who was now rocking and murmuring to himself as he sat on the edge of the unmade bed. The springs and the frame issued creaks and scraping sounds as the Innkeeper moved back and forth.

“Clements, bring the lamp forward; let’s get to the bottom of this.”

“It’s not Marie, tell me again that it’s not…Marie.” Clements said, hesitating as he spoke.

“No, it is not Marie. Come forward with the lamp, man!”

Pushing aside his reluctance, Clements heaved himself from the bed where he had slumped after Quincey had vacated the space. The mattress and springs within regained their shape and issued a soft metallic sigh of approval as Clements arose with a groan.

He approached, his feet shuffled across the floor, and the lamp, now grasped in his right hand, slowly cast its amber fingers into the cask. Holmes drew a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped it against the floor. He examined the blot of liquid it had absorbed and sniffed at it.

“You say you used this cask today to draw cider for your customers?”

“Yes, I filled three-quarter gallon bottles first thing this morning.”

“Was Marie in the cellar when you withdrew the cider?”

“Well, no. At that time, my wife was making breakfast in the kitchen.”

“You served the extracted drink today?”

“Yes, all of it.”

“You had no complaints or observed anything odd about the liquid?”

“No, there were none. If there was anything amiss, my regulars would have been quick to tell, and that’s no lie.”

“What of the dregs, Holmes?” I asked.

Sherlock examined his handkerchief again and rubbed the material between his thumb and the top side of his index finger.

“This is not cider or ale; it is calcified water. I feel the grains of sediment, and the smell is distinctive of rotten eggs. This life has been ended elsewhere and then interred inside the cask.”

Holmes then placed his head to his shoulders into the barrel.

“Do you detect the odor of death, Dr. Watson?”

“Can’t say I do, Holmes.”

“Like this morning, Dr. The skin is pallid without adequate blood content. From what I can see, there are minute punctures at the throat.”

“The sign?”

“I fear so.”

Holmes withdrew from the interior of the cask and lifted the emaciated clenched fist from the floor, gripping it loosely between his thumb and index finger. As he raised the limb, it did not bend at the wrist or the elbow but at a ragged break on the forearm. The exact length from the shoulder we had observed earlier.

“Another resemblance to what we found this morning, wouldn’t you say, Watson?”

“Undoubtedly so, Homes. A remarkable similarity. It leaves the question of how the body is contained in the cask, which before we broke it open had no signs of being tampered with.”

After wiping his hand clean of the residue, Holmes ran his fingertips around the circular edge of the opening of the cask and then down joints on the inside. Withdrawing his hand, he rubbed the thumb and index finger together. I could observe a waxy substance glisten in the light. He then examined each iron ring that held the wooden staves of the barrel watertight.

“Clements, are the barrels delivered to your premises marked in any way?”

“Only on their tops, with the makers mark and the individual reference number.”

“Do you have a log of the casks delivered and when?”

“Yes, it’s a register I maintain to keep an idea of the quantity of ale sold and the need for replacement. It’s kept upstairs in the barroom.”

“Bring it to me. And Watson, retrieve the lid.”

We both followed Holmes’ command. I returned the lid to Holmes, and sure enough, on its top were faded markings’ Furze & Co.’ and ‘B0532’ branded into the wood with a hot iron. Clements returned, panting with the ledger in hand. Holmes held the lid so it caught the light and faced the Innkeeper. The markings became quite distinct from the background, making them easy to discern.

“Now, examine the reference and search your records.” Holmes ran his index finger below the marks.

The Innkeeper flipped the leger open midway through its pages and muttered the reference retrieved from the top of the barrel under his breath as he read it. He thumbed through the book in reverse. His search became frantic, and his eyes more concentrated as he delved deeper into the records. Placing the top against the open end of the cask, Holmes leaned across to the neighboring barrel and brushed his fingertips over its surface to better look at its own markings. They were clear. ‘Taunton SB398’.

“Interesting, the breweries from which these barrels have filled are not the same. Indeed, the barrels themselves are different. Note the one containing the girl’s remains and marked Furze & Co. has a coating of what I detect as ‘Sterax’ on the inside.”

“Sterax?” I asked.

“A compound which is applied to the interior of the cask, specifically to the joints, to prevent leakage and deterioration of the contents. Only certain breweries and distributors use such coating. Furze & Co. being one.”

“There is no record of this cask. Mr. Holmes.” The Innkeeper said in exasperation.

“Are the breweries which deliver here consistent?”

“Aye, you can see from the ledger all the casks are marked with the Taunton brewery. I don’t recall any delivery mentioning ‘Furze,’ and there is no mention in my records.”

Clements pushed the ledger under Holmes’ nose and held it there until his effort was waived away.

“As I suspected. Someone introduced this barrel between when you removed the last cider from its predecessor and when we found Marie missing. I believe I know who may be responsible.”

“No!” I exclaimed and took several paces backward and away from the outstretched fist. Clements followed my movement and grabbed a tight hold of my arm as he did so. Holmes remained unmoved.

“What is it, Watson?” Holmes said.

“The fingers. They moved!” I pointed to the remains.

Holmes knelt again and inspected the hand.

“I think the shadows deceive you, my good man. There is no life left here.”

The cellar door swung open without warning, scraping at the stone as it swept across the rough floor. Our eyes left the scene in unison and peered at the stairs.


19.           The Consideration

A staccato patter of paws echoed as they leaped down the staircase, a gallop landing every third step until Prince appeared at their foot, halting to glance upwards towards his master, who by the time the dog had hit the floor was only a third of the way down. Following closely behind Quincey were Hopkins and his Sergeant.

“Ah, Quincey has gathered you. Perfect.” Said Holmes. Passing a sideways glance toward Sergeant Jones.

“Yes, the boy appeared with some urgency. He said he couldn’t provide any information until I had spoken to you directly. So, I’m curious, Holmes. What is it?”

Hopkins froze as he caught sight of the overturned cask.

“You found a second?” Hopkins said, his eyes focused on the bony clenched fist extending from the end of the barrel. The incumbent appeared as though they had punched through the end of the cask in a determined effort to escape. This visual is a juxtaposition to reality. He knew the victim was dead from the pallor of the taught skin before the cask had been sealed.

“We have an adjoining mystery, Detective. One from which I have deducted some interesting findings, but I will leave the scene to your capable hands and the manual you carry about your person to aid your investigation.” Holmes said in a sarcastic tone.

“You think it is connected to the scene at Camden Place,” Hopkins said, ignoring the jab and attempting to offer Holmes an opportunity to open his thoughts to public inspection.

“I have no doubt the two are connected. These are the remains of another with similarities that run parallel to the first. As you will observe, we have identified this victim as a young girl. The same girl Quincey met this morning before we visited Camden Place. She named herself Florence and claimed she was searching for her younger brother, who had disappeared from St. Michael’s orphanage.”

“Her brother?”

“Yes, there is the primary connection. However, this thread is not the only matter that lies before us, Hopkins. I pray that you indulge with me before commencing your mental construct and before your physical examination of what we have here. The information I will provide will lead you to focus on the foundation of these events.”

Holmes gestured for Hopkins to join him at the side of the cask. The police detective stuttered on his heels before moving towards the upturned container. Clements stepped backward and held the lamp at shoulder height with his arm outstretched to its fullest extent. At the same time, Quincey and the dog moved as a pair to the wall suspected of being rebuilt, the boy touched the cold stone, and the dog sniffed at the damp limestone surface.

“Of course, Holmes, I would appreciate your consideration of the matter before I do so. If you would grant me your insight.” Hopkins said.

Meanwhile, outside of this discussion, the Sergeant peered over Hopkins’ shoulder, then stepped towards the bed. He paid little attention to the scene before us, more interested in the space where Marie had been last seen. His hand urgently searched the tabletop and lifted the mattress to peer underneath the bed.

“Now Hopkins, as I observe, several questions require some, as you say, ‘consideration.’ I hope you note them as we discuss the issues at hand?”

Holmes removed his dormant pipe from his pocket and gripped its stem between his teeth. The cherry head bobbled up and down as he formulated his summary. Holmes pulled it from his mouth and caressed the instrument of his concentration as it was pointed to various locations within the cellar. He commenced to voice his thoughts to Hopkins.

“I shall describe the order of events, as they are the essence of this investigation and join together both deaths. Here, we have the disappearance of Marie, the Innkeeper’s wife, from this cellar, locked and secured from the outside. Her husband here is her jailer. She had been confined herein since, at what time did you say, Clements?”

“Confined?” Hopkins interrupted. A look of confusion opened up his features as he raised both eyebrows to their fullest limit, creasing his forehead with a singular deep line.

“Yes, but that is another, yet connected, part of this riddle. After we outline the conundrum within this space alone, I will provide the circumstances which will fold without these confines.”

Holmes turned his attention towards Clements to request a response.

“I would say nine O’clock,” Clements answered.

“You, say, or you know? This is an important factor, Clements. Think carefully before you answer.”

“The time would have been after breakfast and sometime after you left the Inn. Closer to eight-thirty.”

“And you are certain that Marie did not leave the cellar during the interval before I found it empty?”

“Yes, I’m certain.”

“But the doors?” Hopkins asked. He pointed to the delivery doors overhead.

“They have remained locked since the last delivery of ale. Clements has the only key.” You may want your Sergeant to examine the lock from the yard above.”

The Innkeeper nodded and patted his pocket with a flattened palm. The contents gave a chime as the key set jangled against the coin he had deposited earlier. Hopkins looked at his Sergeant, who was engrossed in examining the bed and the table beside it. Before he could ask whether Jones had discovered any clues, Holmes interrupted.

“Now, Hopkins, come and examine the girl’s body. Observe its condition and markings.”

The Detective took a position at the head of the cask and knelt. He wiped the floor with his fingers and sniffed at their damp tips. His eyes widened as he raised his face towards Holmes.

“This is not ale or cider. It’s water?”

“Correct. However, the fluid you see leaking from the barrel is not purely water but water that contains a significant amount of calcium. It has a distinctive consistency and odor.”

Hopkins sniffed at his fingertips again, then called for additional light. Clements lowered the lamp towards the opening while turning to face away from the awkwardly arranged body and limbs compressed into the bottom of the barrel. White clothing came into view as the light crept into the dark.

Dirt stains splattered along what could be seen as the lower portion of a dress. They were the same as seen earlier on the boy’s clothing. Without looking away from the girl’s remains, Hopkin’s paused a moment, then addressed Holmes.

“The markings Holmes. The broken forearms, skin pallor, absence of blood, and almost unperceivable punctures at the neck. The similarity cannot be ignored.”

“I agree, Detective. Also, consider this fact. The particular cask containing the deceased girl is not the one from which the Innkeeper drained the last part of cider this morning.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean. It is a different cask.”

Hopkins’ knees cracked as he stood to be upright and jerked. His head turned along the row of casks and back to the one lying at his feet.

“They are all the same.”

“No, the markings on this one are different from the others. It has been replaced between when Marie was confined and the discovery of her disappearance.”

“This makes little sense to me, Holmes.”

“Hopkins, now for the most revealing aspect, accompany me to the wall.”

The Sergeant recovered some interest, left his search of the bed and its surroundings, and joined Holmes and Hopkins as they stood under an archway and faced the stone wall. Quincey and Prince moved to one side but remained pressed against the stone. The dog tilted his head and pricked up his ears.

“What do you make of this, Hopkins?”

The Detective shrugged, pawed at the limestone, then picked at the mortar between the stones.

“I suspect the damp has caused the mortar to soften.”

“Not quite. More likely, the mortar is recent and has only been installed within the last few hours. The remaining mortar is intact and dry.”

“But that’s impossible.”

“How else would the casks be exchanged? The stones were removed, the barrels switched, and the stones replaced. That is the only explanation. I suggest that we employ the help of the men suggested to me by Clements and dismantle the stone. Behind this wall is a connection to the labyrinth of the caves and then to the perpetrators of these murders.”

“Sergeant, go above and test the lock to those doors.” Hopkins directed with a poke of the finger to the delivery doors.”

“No one can get in that way, Sir. I have the key.” Said Clements. The Sergeant waited for further instruction.

“Maybe so, but check the mechanism as I have ordered, sergeant.”

The Sergeant shrugged and shuffled towards the stairs. He appeared reluctant to leave.

“Did the photographer attend the scene of this morning’s murder?” Asked Holmes.

“Yes, he has left to develop his plates. I will receive them as soon as they are ready. I’m staying in the town, at the Bickley Inn, down the hill, until we have this solved. After interviewing Clements here, we shall reconvene when I receive the pictures.”

“I need to continue my inquiries around town. So, in the meantime, this afternoon, I shall retrace the steps taken by Quincey this morning to determine if any additional clues may be awaiting our discovery.”

Prince and his master led as we climbed the stairs in an ordered precession. I turned to look over my shoulder at the scene we were leaving behind. A dark cellar holding the answer to a wider mystery. Between the huddled figures of Clements and Hopkins, I glimpsed the pale flesh of the clenched fist curled against the cold stone floor and the shadows from the lamp which played against its shape.

The fingers twitched and moved.


20.           The Path

Startled, I concentrated again. Did the hand flicker, or was it only a trick of the light? I was not certain either way but recalled with a shiver our previous encounters with the dark side, which surely this was.

“Everything all right?” Asked Hopkins as I stalled at the top of the stairs.

“Yes, just a play of the light,” I responded, unconvinced.

We emerged from the cellar and passed the framed photos which remained resolute on the wall as we exited the Impy. Their images reflected upon a time of rejoicing and wellness but at the same time marked a time of loss and despair. Something tugged at my mind, but I couldn’t realize just yet what the connection could be.

This morning had broken with a clear piercing blue sky with not one cloud in the sky. The mist had cleared, and the ground lay green with rainbow droplets of dew atop blades of grass. The sergeant appeared at the door with a look of concern, his eyes stared at the ground.

“Did you find something amiss, sergeant?” Asked Holmes.

“Well sir, only that the doors are secured from above and that the lock is intact as you predicted. Do you really believe that the wall has been rebuilt?”

“That is my thought.”

“If that is the case, don’t you think we need to remove it as fast as we can? Marie, I mean Mrs. Clements could be captive or in some mortal danger.”

“We require more manpower, those stones are too heavy to move without assistance. Your Detective is organizing the labor, which should have it done early this afternoon. I have a question sergeant.”

“Then please ask it Mr. Holmes.”

“There is an entrance to the caves close to the railway station?”

“Yes, it is to the east of the station not more than one-hundred yards distance I suppose.”

“And the caves are open to entry.”

“As far as I recall, although I have been inclined to venture inside.”

“Thank you, sergeant. I think your hands are required downstairs.”

“Lead on, Quincey. Take us to the exact path you travelled. No shortcuts. Think carefully and provide us with a complete commentary of your findings of yesterday.” Holmes said, patting the boy on his shoulder.

“Yes sir. We will first head along the path towards Camden Place.”


21.           The Orphanage

The track led us again toward Camden Place. We turned across the cricket ground towards St Nicholas’s and its churchyard. Tiled in cedar shingles, the spire towered over the impressive stone church.

“Here’s where I met with the girl, Florence, at these gravestones,” said Quincey.

“Can I help you, fellows?” It was the Rector to the Church, “I’m Canon Murray, the Rector of St. Nicolas.”

“We are on a visit to the orphanage,” I said.

“Well, you are on the right path. It’s a few yards in that direction,” the Rector pointed.

“Thank you, can I ask, have you observed anything unusual recently?”

“Such as?”

“Disturbances, unexpected visitors?”

“Now you mention it. Someone took my lunch pie from the vestry the other day. I didn’t report it. Some hungry soul, I suspect, better for them than me,” he patted both hands upon his bulging stomach.

St. Michaels Orphanage is located at the northern end of the village. Our walk took us past St. Nicholas’ Church and grounds. A more impressive building than the plain and somewhat austere appearance of St. Mary’s. As the gates to the churchyard appeared on our left, a large gravestone loomed. I stopped to view its inscription.

“Apparently, there have been other events at Camden Place. Holmes, Ann, and Thomson Bonar, murdered by a servant at Camden Place in 1813.”

“Not connected to what we have here, Watson. Let’s move on.”

We arrived at the orphanage. An impressive red brick building with varied rooflines and many windows. I approached the door to the sounds of children playing joyfully beyond. I raised the decorative iron knocker and dropped it thrice in quick succession.

The door was answered without delay. Standing at the entrance was a prim young lady dressed in a full-length light blue, almost grey uniform with a white apron. The woman had a tight collar wrapped around her neck, and her auburn hair tied in a neat bundle and supporting, precariously, I should add, a small white cap atop her head. All in all, her appearance resembled the military nurse uniforms I recall from my convalescence.

“Good morning, madam. I’m Dr. Watson, and this is the private detective Sherlock Holmes and Quincey and his pup. We are investigating events within the village and wanted to ask you a few questions. Would you mind at all.”

“Good morning to you, gentlemen. I have heard mention of your attendance at the Imperial. But no, I have no issues in doing so. I’m Agnes Le Charre, Miss Le Charre.”

“Oh, Agnes. Do you mind me asking if you know Sergeant Jones of the Essex Police?”

“Why of course I do,” a pink flush lit up her cheeks, “he is my fiancé. We are engaged to be wed this very autumn.”

“Oh, then congratulations are in order, Miss Le Charre,” I said, glancing sidewards towards Holmes, who returned a disguised wink.

“Thank you, Dr., please come inside,” She said.

“Can the boy and his dog join us?” I asked.

“If he’s controlled and doesn’t cause the children any disturbance, that is.”

“He is very well behaved, thank you, Miss.,” Said Quincey.

“Then come through to my office. Follow me.”

We gathered in Miss Le Charre’s office. A bright small room with a desk free of paper. Full bookcases filled two walls, and a sizeable eight-pane window overlooked the gardens.

“We know you may have one of your children missing?” Said Sherlock.

“Yes, young George. He has done this many times before but has always returned the next day. He has been missing now for three days. He has a sister Florence who is always calling to visit him, she was here yesterday, but he was gone by then. The girl became distraught and ran to search for him.”

“She calls often?”

“Yes, every month without fail.”

“What age is George?”

“He is thirteen. His birthday is in May. I know all the birthdays of the children here.”

“How many children do you care for in total? It sounds hectic.” Holmes enquired.

“Thirt…Twenty-nine at present. Yes, the children can get somewhat rambunctious,” came the hesitant reply.

“And at what age are the boys released from your care?”

“Between thirteen and fourteen, depending on who will take responsibility for them.”

“And in the case of George?”

“That would be Florence. If she can show evidence of her ability to provide support. We have yet to be presented with such evidence.”

“I see. If George returns, can you let me know? We are stationed at the Imperial Inn?”

“Of course.”

“On a different matter Miss Le Charre, we were at Camden Place yesterday morning and heard that a Dr. was called to tend to an injured child at the orphanage. Could you provide more details for us, was the child injured? It may be of some importance.”

“Yes, well, it was not an injured child as such. Young Mary Pughe woke with a fever and hysterics. Screamed the house down, and she did poor thing. We called the Dr., and he prescribed some calming salts. She soon returned to sleep.”

“Would it be possible to have a quick talk with her? I promise we will not require much time.”

“I’m not sure that would be the best thing for her. She is still upset about the whole thing and has remained in her bed.”

“We need to find out if what she saw is connected with some of the grave occurrences happening within the village. We have a missing person we would like to find. So, I’m asking for your help.”

“It was only a nightmare. Mary was disturbed by something on the roof, a branch scratching or some leaves blowing across the slates, that’s all, Mr. Holmes.”

“It seems that the child may still be affected. Perhaps we could help reassure her?”

“A missing person, you say?”

“Yes, Marie from the Imperial Arms.”

“Marie?” Miss Le Charre straightened, disguising her interest. But we all could see her reaction. Her eyes widened, and her breathing became shallow. “I know of Marie. Let me take you to Mary.”

We were led through the building and to an attic room where Mary sat upright in her bed, her knees tucked under her chin.

“Mary, I have brought some men to see you. They are detectives and want to ask a few questions about what you saw the other night. Are you comfortable in trying to help them?”

Mary nodded.

“Hello, Mary, I’m Sherlock Holmes, and this is Dr. Watson.”

“You saw something?”

“A man.”

Mary became stiff, her eyes opened wide, and she pulled the bed sheet around her throat, gripping its edge for all its worth. Her gaze fixed upon the dormer window above her head. Holmes followed her gaze.

“What did you see? Was he at the window?”

“Yes. I was asleep and dreamed of a man with red eyes. I awoke too scared to move. That’s when I heard the scratching, but it must have been a branch scraping onto the roof tiles, as Miss Le Charre said.”

“Then what happened?”

“The moon was shining through the window and right into my face, it was so bright that I couldn’t return to sleep. That’s when I saw the face. Oh, the face…”

The girl closed her eyes so tight that her expression changed into a tight, scrunched-up ball before she buried herself deep into her knees. We waited for her to recover some composure. After a few minutes, Mary raised her face, now dotted with red tear-filled eyes. I pushed my hand beside her, and she took it, gripping it as hard as she could.

“The face was of a man, but it was pale, and the eyes were the same as in my dream, red, burning red.”

“Is that when you called for the Matron?” I asked.

“No, I could not. It was as though the person was speaking to me, putting his voice into my head. How could he do that? I was held paralyzed as his long spiny fingers worked at the glass. I could not move.”

Her head buried itself again, and she let out a sob. Her fingers tightened and then relaxed.

“What did the voice say?” I asked.

“He asked me if he could enter my room. I told him he could not and to go away. His eyes turned black, his mouth opened in a snarl, his lips stretched over his teeth, and he spat against the glass. The teeth were so big and sharp, they scared me, and that’s when I managed to shout for Miss.”

“She was so hysterical we called the doctor. She did not calm until the salts were administered.”

“Mary, we know what happened was scary, but remember this, no one can enter your room unless you give them permission.”


22.           The Finding

We returned to the Impy at six-thirty that evening, and although it was a warm summer’s day, a coolness began to take hold of the air. The door to the Inn was ajar and welcomed visitors, and we made our way to the bar. 

By this time, the Inn had recovered a complement of locals. No one seemed to consider our return. We found a warm comfort by the hearth and its fire.

Clements was busy behind the bar without any outward sign of what had occurred earlier that day. Holmes approached the counter and tapped on it firmly with his pipe taken from his pocket. The Innkeeper raised his eyes, and Sherlock gestured to him to come closer.

“Quincey claim that table.” Holmes directed the boy to an empty table against the clock.

“Don’t forget a bone for the dog.” The boy responded.

Quincey bounced his cane, and Prince followed through the crowded barroom to claim the table. Clements arrived, gave a furtive glance around the room, cleared his throat with a rumbling growl, and leaned his elbows over the bar towards Holmes.

On observing Holmes’ face, the Innkeeper’s shoulders slumped. Newborn tears started to form. The droplets swelled and hung onto the Innkeeper’s lower eyelids, brewing to a tipping point volume. They would soon follow the tracks of their predecessors down Clements’ cheeks.

“A bit of dust, that’s all it is.” Clements wiped each eye with the cuff of his shirt, then raised his bloodshot eyes to Holmes.

“The stones. You have them removed?” Holmes asked.

“The cartman and his lad are coming over tomorrow early. Hopkins will be in attendance. The Detective ordered that the cellar be sealed. The Sergeant was ordered to remain to prevent entry. But just a few moments ago, the Sergeant said he had something urgent to attend to. I don’t know what could be more urgent than finding my wife’s whereabouts. I have to wait until they return and hope they can complete the work soon. I tried to move the stones, but they are too heavy to do alone.”

“Quite, then let’s take our dinner, my man. And a bone for the dog while you’re at it. We will get to the bottom of this and locate your wife as soon as possible.”

Clements raised one shoulder in a weak attempt at a shrug, then ambled off to the kitchen. He returned half an hour later, the time marked by the ticking of the grandfather clock. On his return, the Innkeeper delivered a plate each of a gigantic slab of mutton, the fat the meat had rendered acted as the only sauce to the fare. A barely-cooked chunk of carrot and a quarter of turnip paraded themselves as vegetables.

The food wasn’t to the standard that his customers would receive if Marie was the cook, but today it was all down to Clements. No one complained. I couldn’t say that the food was tasty, but it provided a decent filling for the stomach. Something that we will need in the coming hours.

As if they had been waiting for us to receive our food, three local men stepped forward and sat beside us as we ate. I recognized the appearance of one but, at that moment, couldn’t place the face to a name. The men huddled, each supping on a half-finished glass of cider, a soothing nightcap I presumed taken before they retired for the day. Not a word was said until the cracking and spitting of the fire gave way to a high-pitched voice.

“What of the body, then?”

The words blew through a bearded, toothless gap below a squashed button nose. The most diminutive man of the three looked towards us, the right eye squinted like the shell of a boiled oyster, the other opened to its fullest extent. Black pinprick pupils stared as he waited for the question to take hold.

The table turned around a moment of silence. Time enough for me to consider their appearances in greater detail. The smaller man’s nose spread across the right side of his face like a melted knob of butter. The remains of the appendage appeared to bear the aftereffects of a one-sided argument with a tool of some sort. Scar tissue had ribbed around the adjoining flesh, revealing that the injury had occurred some time ago.

“For now, you may know much more than I, my good man. And who, apart from an acquaintance of Mr. Gosforth’s, are you?” Holmes said, sweeping himself into the backrest of his chair.

“I presume you work on the thresher and stand on its left side. You are extra careful these days after being caught in the machinery some five years since.”

Gosforth stopped his fidgeting and nodded toward his companion in surprise.

“It was six. But how did you detect the means of my accident and that I still work on the machine?”

“The manner in which it arranged your injured features, their repair, together with the wisps of grain and hay attached to your jacket.”

The man touched his nose and pressed it toward the center of his face. It straightened for a moment, then bounced back into its displaced position. His hand then went to his shoulders and brushed fragments of loose vegetation toward the fire. The flames caught the pieces, and they burned. Tens of red dots circled in the air, like a line of redcoats marching off to battle, until they expired as small balls of soot.

The man sitting between the others was a hefty, muscled bloke. His arms were greater in circumference than the size of my thighs. Although younger than his companions, he had less hair, with more on his chin than on the plate of his scalp, which reflected the mellow glow of the lamps lining the room.

The remaining compatriot of the three smiled without pausing and shifted in his chair from side to side as though he were atop a hot tin plate. Then I recognized him from when we had visited Camden Place earlier. He was the groundskeeper, Ned Gosforth.

“And you, sir, your arms provide you carry enormous weight, and your fingers show signs of corrosion, perhaps lifting chalk to the lime kiln?”

“Leadbetter, that’s his name. Alby.” Said Gosforth leaned toward the smaller man. “And this is George Smalley. We call him Slack. You are correct in what you determine in both of their occupations. I understand now your skills are true to everything that people hark about.”

“Well, Leadbetter. What of the body?”

“It’s Alby, if you don’t mind, sir. As for the body, it’s only that Ned here says there’s a mangled...ooof.” A quick elbow from Gosforth into Alby’s side removed the last part of the sentence from the speaker’s grasp. Both eyes were now closeted in a squint of pain.

“What Alby means is something extraordinary is going on round here.” Said Gosforth.

“And what have you seen for you to come to that conclusion?”

Gosforth looked around the room and spoke in a hushed voice, just audible over the fire cracking and the grandfather clock’s mechanical movement. We all leaned forward to better hold onto his words.

“Yesterday, I was inspecting the course, removing leaves and such from the greens and the bunkers. I looked towards the gate of the Folly. Someone had tampered with it. The lock had scratches on it but was still holding the entrance secure. I don’t have the key to that gate. There’s no reason for me to go into that building. Something stirred or drained, though.”

Gosforth scrunched his face and leaned forward. His companions followed his move. The groundskeeper resembled an illustration I had seen somewhere before. A caricature of a toad. His eyes bulged, and his mouth opened as if to catch a fly.

“Describe the sound,” Holmes said.

“It was like…water, yes, water going down a drain, sort of whirlpool, whoosh it went. There’s a well inside. You know it could have been that. Although I’ve never experienced such a thing before.”

“See, there is something in that place!” Shouted Quincey.

In a flash, the dog stood from where he had been curled. His muzzle dropped onto the boy’s lap, and Prince gave a rumbling growl. A quick, comforting pat on the back settled the pup. He whined once and sat back on the floor with his customary lazy dance. Holmes placed his finger on his lips and glanced towards the boy, directing him to keep his tongue. Quincey nodded.

“Then what?” Asked Sherlock.

“After finishing my work, I left the Place and got down at around 8 o’clock. Slack and Alby were already in place and supping their fill. We shared the evening, and I left before them to return to my lodgings. They’re at the old stables at Camden Place.”

“What time did you leave to return to your home?”

“It was about half-past eleven, wouldn’t you say, boys?”

Alby and Slack gazed at each other.

“I know I returned to my wife just before the church bells struck midnight.” Said Alby.

“More like your wife struck twelve bells out of you for arriving home in the state you were!” Said Slack and boomed out a guffawing cry at his own comment.

“She wasn’t best pleased,” Alby confirmed, rubbing his hand up and down at the nape of his neck. Slack blotted tears of laughter from both eyes with the stained cuffs of his shirt.

“So, you left at 11 p.m.?” Holmes continued.

“Er, yes. I headed back home. The moon was out and provided a good light for me to mark the path. I got to the gate, and the cry filled the night. I had just reached the main gate when a high-pitched scream pierced through the trees. It sounded like a hare caught in a snare. I’ve been exposed to similar sounds before, but this one went right through my bones and chilled the marrow.

I suspected it may be them poachers, tearing up the fairways they do, running back and forth over the greens. This time I might catch them. I wonder if it was that poor lad I found?”

Gosforth ran his hands lengthways down his face before glugging down the rest of his cider. Holmes beckoned towards Clements, signaling him to deliver refills for our companions. A worthwhile lubrication of the truth.

“So, you heard the scream as you opened the gate?”

“No, it was before. I remember because the keys were at the bottom of my trouser pocket, and I had to juggle them. My hands were shaking. That’s how I remember. After I closed the gate behind me, I saw it. The low orange glow coming through the trees directed from the area of the Folly. The mist fell on the ground. It came up so quick. So dense it was, tipping over my bootlaces so I could not see my feet.

I say it fell, but a better description would be that it flowed over the ground. The fog moved past me and down the hill like an avalanche through the trees. The color of it was a vivid green, which glowed brighter when the moonlight found it.”

“Yes, plenty of strange happenings. Just ask old Humbert. He has some tales, does Bert, so he does.” Said Slack.

Gosforth nudged Slack with his elbow, releasing an errant burp from his victim.

“And where might I find that fellow?” Holmes asked.

“He’s over there, sitting by himself. He knows all of it, so he does.” Smalley grinned.


23.           Ghost Riders

And there, seated alone in the corner, and slumped at the table, was Humbert Bailey. His location, identified earlier by Clements as the window seat, was the same seat Maria claimed as her own when she first visited the Inn. 

Bailey’s fingers wrapped around a half-full glass of cider as it rested on the tabletop. With precise mechanical movement, the glass arced to his mouth. He took small sips through pursed lips as he gazed towards the path that led to Camden Place.

A worn tweed jacket hung over Bailey’s back like a shawl, its threads thin, and what once were elbow pads were now nothing but ragged leather. Pasted to the nape of his neck, a thin lace of grey hair fluffed against his scalp and fed wisps to meet his collar. He turned to look in my direction as he monitored Holmes’ approach.

The surface of the man’s face concertinaed into several folds of flesh. Deep lines curved around the mouth and looped in ellipses to join deep furrows in his forehead like rivers running towards an estuary.

The light caught his yellowing skin and, together with the black lines on his face, created a resemblance to a tiger. As he supped at his ale, his dull grey eyes darted to the window like a burglar caught in the act.

Holmes stepped within arm’s length and introduced himself.

“Good evening. Mr. Bailey, if I’m correct? Let me introduce myself. Sherlock Holmes and I hope that I can talk to you for a moment.” Holmes set out a hand, and Bailey accepted the offer.

“Oh, aye, that be me, Bert, if you please. And you. Detecting the strangeness of this town, I hear.”

Bailey did not shift his gaze, taking small sips of his drink. He plumped up his chest with a knowing straightening of his back, filling the volume of his jacket as he sat upright. He nodded sideways in the direction of the window, the view now of trees silhouetted against the sky, hewn reddish-purple as the sun surrendered the day.

“You have an experience of an unusual event, I’m told?” Homes said.

“Oh yeah, that story is a lark of the town.”

He looked towards the table where Gosforth and his two pals huddled, their shoulders shook, and their bellies rumbled with laughter like a thunderstorm.

“They’ll know soon. They will. Take a chair, and lemme tell ya ’bout that night.”

Holmes drew back a seat and sat at the table with Bailey. Soon the old man was deep in a rendition of his story. His voice carried across the room, and from the reaction of others in the bar, it was a tale that had been told many times before. On each telling, the events are embellished with further description, which for most, diluted any truth which may have existed at the tale’s first airing.

“So, please do explain the events of ‘that night’. There’s a pint in it for you.”

Bailey grinned. His smile contained more black keys than the piano keyboard. He squeezed backward into his chair and readied himself for the retelling.

“Last year it was. The night I seen that ghostly rider.”

“A rider, just the one?”

“Oh ay. He was enveloped in fog he woz. I ain’t the first to see him and a won’t be the last. That’s the truth. They say this has been goin’ on for years, but I had it with a pinch o’ salt. Now I have it as a right ‘un. I thought it was just a legend. Mid-Summer it was, the day, like today.”

“Goin’ on for years. Just like you eh, Humbert?” Ned shouted at overhearing the conversation, nudging an elbow into the side of the Slack, who grimaced at its point.

“Bert to you boys. You puddin’ headed boys. Nothin’ more than damp bread for brains.” He whispered, His bony fingers wrapped his glass and raised it to the three before sipping his drink. “Good health to ya, cuz you’ll need it.”

“What did you see Bert? Tell me about it. Tell me all.”

“Oh yes, I’ll tell you Mr. Sherlock Holmes, the famous detective. That rider come outta nowhere. Must have been the caves. Then he rode up the hill towards Camden Place.”

“What for Bert, a round of golf? Aye, and how many sups of the juice had you had then?” Shouted Gosforth.

“Arfarfan’arf he was.” Said Alby.

“It wasn’t just me. Judd and Doug were at me side.”

“Judd and Doug?” Asked Holmes.

“Aye, Judd Hastings and Doug Mariner.”

“Are they here tonight?”

“Naw, don’t like the dark after what we saw. Gone all in religious they have. Church on Sunday and all that.”

“Which church would that be?”

“St. Mary’s. Monsignor Francis took them in as quick as a spider onto a fly’s back he was. Spouting all that soul-saving superstition. This was no superstition, I tell ya. Saw it all with me own eyes.”

Bailey smiled. The lines on his face concertinaed then expanded as his eyes opened wide and glistened. Their pupils darkened, then stared, his eyes glazed, and his jaw fell open.

“Tell me. What did you see, and where?” Asked Holmes,

Bailey’s mouth snapped shut, and his chair creaked as the storyteller shifted his position toward his singular audience. Then like any good performer would, he lowered his voice and, pointing finger, directed attention through the darkening windowpanes.

“We was at the top of the hill there. The fog started up as it does, just barely enough to cover the ground. You saw it this mornin’. Walking up to the common we got halfway. Then we all stopped as ded still. At first I thought I could hear me heart, but it wasn’t that at all. Hooves it waz. We could hear them hooves poundin’ on the rock path coming towards us. Gallupin’ they were. I ain’t gonna lie. It gave me hair a standin’ up it did. The back of my neck was like the skin of a plucked goose.”

“We heard the calls, the whoops, and the shrieks. That rider came outta the mist, lit black by the moonlight. He was somethin’ else he was. He carried a lantern, dressed in some sort of uniform, with a cape flying off his back, and the clothes were all raggedy and torn. We followed the track of the light as is ran up the hill like a firefly.”

“What did he call? Can you remember?” Asked Holmes.

“It was garbled, you know, didn’t sound English. The words foreign, not English at all.”

“What were the words?”

“You’ll have to ask Hastings or Mariner. They have better ears than me.”

“Right, what happened next?”

“When he got to the common, we heard him laughin’ and screamin’ until he disappeared. It’s somethin’ I ain’t never gonna forget.”

“When he got to the common, which way did he turn?”

“The light flickered, last goin’ in the way of the Bishops Well.”

I left the group as they chided and jeered at Bailey as he relayed his tale to continue my investigation. Quincey and the dog joined Holmes and Bailey.

Around the walls of the lounge bar hung many portraits and photographs. Something within them led me to the wall. I got closer and walked down the line, stopping at each frame in turn while Sherlock, having Bailey’s tale recorded, re-engaged with the locals.

In the center of the seven photographic images was one that struck me as unusual. I considered why it should be hanging there, a foreigner amongst the crowd.

“You’re the first person to be transfixed by that picture.” A voice carried over my right shoulder. It was Clements, the Innkeeper. He coughed as he gestured, his finger shaking as he pointed along the line of frames, halting his gesticulation on a family portrait.

“It’s more common that the Emperor, his wife, and his son get the attention.”

“The Emperor?”

In the picture, the man who I only now took to be Napoleon III leaned upon a table with his right elbow. His wife and son arranged themselves on either side. In the background, I could pick out a statue of the great Napoleon. I was reminded of the case of the six Napoleons, but here was a connection greater than hollow plaster busts.

I returned Clements’ attention back to the photograph we were standing against.

“Yes, Napoleon III and his family. They lived here for some years in Camden Place.”

“Camden Place?”


24.           Napoleon

A look of surprise ran upwards on the Innkeeper’s face, his mouth opened, and his eyebrows raised as though connected by a puppeteer’s loose threads.

“You didn’t know, did you?”

“Can’t say the I did.” I said and spun a quick look in the direction of Holmes.” He was still engaged in a one-sided discussion with an animated Bailey.

“Napoleon III came to live here. His exile brought him to Camden Place. After all, it was occupied by his wife, Empress Eugénie. Chislehurst became their home for a few years until a series of dark events struck the family.”

I returned my gaze to the picture that had needled my mind earlier.

“In context, this one seems out of place, wouldn’t you say? Now, my good man, can you explain why you have a photograph of this ship, the HMS Orontes, hanging on your wall?”

“You know the boat?”

“I know it well.”

“Well, this boat transported the young Prince Imperial to England after he died in Africa. They buried him here, in Chislehurst, you know. So, you now connect to the name of this establishment?” Clements snorted.

“The Prince Imperial, the French Emperor’s son? This is all quite remarkable. You also mentioned dark events?”

“Let me tell you it all from the beginning.”

“That is the most appropriate place to start, as Sherlock has said.”

“Come join me at the bar for a brandy, and I shall relay the tale as far as I can recall.”

Clements turned and waded through the crowd of locals. I followed. By then, the bodies parted as the Innkeeper merged into a solid barrier of torso, elbows, and loose arms. I jostled my way through. Emerging from behind the bar, Clements reached down to a low shelf and produced a bottle of Maison Peuchet Reserve de l’Empereur X.O. Grande Champagne Cognac. He slammed the unopened drink onto the counter. I could see the shoulder of the bottle held a green embossed in wax, The Imperial Eagle.

“Today warrants a dose of the good stuff. No point waiting for a celebration, eh? They’ve all gone now.” Clements said as he pulled two glasses from the shelf.

Two giant drinks were poured in an instant. The Innkeeper swirled the liquid briefly around the glass, lifted it quickly, and spilled it into his welcoming mouth. He wheezed and took a rattling breath after the shock had worn from his eyes.

“This was recovered from the items left when Empress Eugénie left Camden Place. Before the golf club got to it.” Clements winked as he patted the head of the bottle.

“Camden Place. It became their home for a few years. It was a grand house with beautiful gardens and grounds, much more than the golf club you visited earlier today. It was full of visitors from all over Europe. The grounds used to buzz with royalty.”

“You know we were up there today?”

“Not only that.” The Innkeeper paused, burped a haze of alcoholic vapor, and stared intently toward Holmes and the group surrounding Bailey’s table.

“The whole town knows the reason for your visit. It’s a small place, you know.” He grinned, his throat juggling a bubble of phlegm as he struggled to suppress another cough. Removing the cork from the bottle, he poured another drink, patted the top back into its place, then gargled mouthful of brandy for a moment before being taken by a series of wrenching coughs, which bent him double. I waited until his now purple, eye-bulging face emerged from his fit.

“Everyone?”

“Yes, everyone. You will find that there are few secrets held in this place.”

“We shall see, my good man, there must be something amiss, or we wouldn’t have been called. So, let’s return to the events you mention.”

Clements removed the cork again with a pop from the now half-filled bottle of brandy, and his unsteady hand refilled his glass. He looked aghast at my glass, disappointed that I was not disposing of the brandy at his rate. Grimacing, the Innkeeper took a gulp and stared at me, his focus lost momentarily. Then, his face grew sullen and drained to a pasty shade of grey before he spoke.

“It all came as a shock. The Emperor was the first. Suffering from various health issues for some time, including, they say, chronic bladder stones. Excruciating things they are. But why they operated to remove the stones, I do not know. They chopped him up good and proper them quacks with their newfangled reasons. We could all have told them butchering the belly is not the way to ease the pain.”

He looked down at his glass, and its contents were swallowed in one movement like krill spilling  into the gaping mouth of a harpooned blue whale.

“Pain. I should know what’s best as a remedy.” Said Clements.


25.           The Death

The Innkeeper squinted his eyes to peer through the prism of colors created by his empty glass as he held it aloft. Then without warning, Clements slammed it onto the counter with such force I expected the noise to be followed by glass shattering. It held firm; Clements’ hand had taken the greater of the blow.

“He caught a fever and was gone in no more than a week. They had done for him. That’s what they have done.”

A small tear bubbled at the corner of Clements’ left eye. He wiped it away with an accompanying sniff before filling his glass with the last of the brandy and then emptying it with a single swallow. This time there was no gasp or contortion of his face. He had become tolerant of the weight of the drink. Then a sober moment took over his demeanor.

“Then the Prince had his turn, poor lad. The Empress did not want him to go.”

“Go where?”

“She tried to stop him, but the Prince would have none of it. He knew that any chance he had to recover a part of his family’s destiny was to gain military experience quickly. Something he could pin as a badge of his worthiness.”

“But where did he go?”

“He left with the British army for Africa. But only after the Queen gave her permission. A French Prince he was, you know.” Clements gazed off into another place, somewhere between his brandy and the blazing hearth. The moment was set in the thought of a nostalgic memory of sadness.

“He was killed in battle soon after he arrived in Sudan. He was only twenty-three, you know. A tragedy it was, a tragedy. Speared to death by the Zulu. The Empress was devastated. I don’t think she ever got over it. The picture, his body transported on that ship back to these shores and buried here until…”

“You mention the Queen?”

“Yes, Victoria and her hangers-on visited with Napoleon and his family regularly.”

Victoria “Go on, my fellow, this is most interesting.”

“Rumor has it that the Queen was attracted to the Emperor. Not in a romantic way, you know. She had others for that. More like it was because she saw him as a mysterious fellow. Which he was. An unusual man. A man who had a powerful belief in omens and the incidence of serendipity. He said that he knew that a higher power fixed his destiny, and he need not fear the future. He spoke freely to many people in the village about it. He was wrong, though, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, it seems he was. Did you witness these visits?”

“Of course, they were no secret. But even if they were held to be so, we would always find out. Everyone talks here. The town was always excited to have such famous residents and their royal visitors in our village. It was common for most folks around here to line the streets and rouse up a great celebration. Always.”

“That must have been quite something,” I remarked. “Did you ever get to meet him, the Emperor, that is?”

“Only once, he usually got carried in the cab, old Fred Cudd. God bless him. He died soon after the Prince. He always was on hand to get them to Camden Place, although sometimes they would take a different way up the hill.”

Clements stalled for a moment, thinking. His eyes darted side to side. A shard of a memory pierced his mind, and he stared at his hands, now clasped together on his stomach. The fingers wrung against each other.

“I wonder what happened to all Cudd’s beehives. He won a prize for ’em he did. Maybe someone at the manor house is taking care of ’em. I’ll enquire of them next time I’m up there. Maybe there’s some honey I can buy.”

“The meeting with the Emperor?” I said, re-directing the Innkeeper to the question.

“Oh, yes, I did. As I said, the Emperor was usually carried by cab from the station to Camden Place. This particular day, and I remember it like it was last week. It was a perfect summer’s day; the sky was clear, as blue as a Frenchman’s tunic, not a cloud in the sky. Cudd picked them up as normal, but he dropped them outside St. Mary’s this day, and his family decided to walk the remainder through the cricket ground. There was a game on as well. Stopped them all in their tracks it did. Woody wasn’t happy about it. What a crowd turned out that day.” replied Clements.

“Woody?”

“Woody, oh yes, he was the club captain. Fuming he was, face the color of beet, purple it was. They walked right across the square and brought half the village with ’em. What a time. You know, I will have that memory until the day I’m taken from this Earth. We all had to follow at a trot to keep up. I managed it, but mind you, I was much younger and narrower then.” He patted his bulging stomach. It wobbled and undulated in waves, like a shifting mold of blancmange.

“Here they came. The Emperor and Empress striding up the road with their entourage. Almost marching in step, very regal. Just the perfect country gentleman he was. He wore a suit and a top hat. I never saw him in a military uniform. She was dressed quite royally too. We loved that family. The Emperor always had a coin in his pocket which he would toss in the direction of a lucky child.”

Another small tear hung from the Innkeeper’s right eye. This time it was left to mature until it dropped and rolled down the ruby cheek and dissolved into the stiff hair of his beard.

“They were quite popular. The town still misses them. As do I.”

“It’s an unfortunate tale, and I thank you for relaying it,” I said, motioning to take my leave and return to the table where Holmes was still engaged in discussion with the three men.

“Hold on there, I’m not finished with it yet. There is more.”

“How could there be more?”

“Well, it’s about the burial.”

“The burial?”

“Yes, the burial of her husband took place at St. Mary’s at first. Royalty and gentry came from far and about they did. Most from France.”

“You say first?”

“Yes, then well, you know, when the Prince died, there was some commotion between the Empress and the Monsignor. I heard she was not satisfied with the burial arrangements and the memorial at St. Mary’s, and there seemed to be only one resolution.”

“Which was?”

“To exhume both her husband and son and reintern them in the grand mausoleum she built miles away in Farnborough of all places. It was quite a process, you know, as they had to dig up the remains and transport them by train. It caused quite a stir, and getting them to the station was tricky. Cudd’s horse didn’t like it one bit. It was after this that Cudd became ill; I’m told he was all pale he was. Folk hardly saw him at all before he passed.”

“Why did the horse become restless, do you think?”

“Well, the town had such a connection with the family we all didn’t want them to be transported. It seemed that the horse sensed the emotion of the crowds or maybe even felt the same. He often got an apple for his effort when he carried the family. He was a calm horse, but that day, he reared and weaved as he made his way down to the station.

A beautiful beast he was, Jack, his name. That day his black coat had a sheen like the surface of a still pond, and his braided mane held dark blue ribbons, the color of the imperial uniform. They were both never the same afterward. Both Cudd and Jack didn’t last long. Depressed they were.”

“What happened?”

“As I said, Cudd fell ill, and the horse refused to pull the carriage without his master. A few weeks later, Cudd was six feet under, and Jack was in the knacker’s yard.”

“They passed.”

“That they did. The same hour on the same night.”

My mind turned to the portrait in Holmes’ room. I started to form a question to ask Clements about its origin and subject, but before I could speak further, I felt a firm hand grip my shoulder.

“I shall have to draw you away, Watson. Excuse us, Innkeeper, we have work to do,” Holmes said. He stood against my left; behind him, Quincey and the dog waited with wide eyes.

“You must see the statue of the Prince Imperial at St. Mary’s. The village also collected money enough for a large Celtic cross which stands opposite Camden Place, on the common,” Clements added before I stepped away to join my colleagues.

“Yes, we caught sight of the cross earlier,” I said.

Clements grabbed my half-full glass with a sweep of his arm. His stubby hand wrapped its fingers around the glass. He raised the drink in my direction, then, with a nod, disposed of the liquid with one final swish around his mouth. His shoulders slumped, and he skulked, dragging his feet along the floor as he moved along the rear of the counter. Nostalgia had gotten the better of him, overwriting more depressing thoughts about his missing wife.

The Innkeeper’s complexion paled as the guilt drained his face, which fell into his hands, his elbows propped and slid against the ale-soaked counter. Clements’ eyes appeared between the interlocked fingers, which now lay before them as bars, widened, turned dark, and stared into the bouncing flames of the hearth.

“Poor fellow, underneath, he is distraught with anguish,” I said.

“Drink is no answer, as many men have discovered,” Holmes added.

“He has a different opinion,” I said.

We shouted our goodbyes to the three fellows who were now heaped around the table and received no response.

“It doesn’t appear they’re in a condition to drag themselves home anytime soon,” I said.

“Come, Watson and Quincey, to my room to prepare for our meeting.” Said Holmes.

“Our meeting?” Asked Quincey, as it was the first that he had heard mention of the rendezvous planned to take place in less than an hour.

“I’ll explain when we gather upstairs.”

As I followed, I stumbled to face the photograph of the ship and moved closer to the image, my breath steamed the glass, and I rubbed it clear with the back of my hand.

“Holmes, you may recall that this is the same troopship that brought me back to England after my convalescence. A remarkable coincidence, don’t you think?”

“Just another thread in the story which weaves before us, Watson.”


26.           Midsummer

“A thread, eh?” I said. Moving away from the picture and the unexplained confluence without additional comment. In my mind, I knew there was little to be gained in a vigorous discussion of the issue of the ship with Holmes, so I left further thoughts regarding the coincidence behind. I was sure he wouldn’t appreciate my non-evidential reasoning for a possible connection.

On entering the room, Holmes and I sat against the hearth and the ashes, now dying without Marie’s dutiful attention. The once blazing fire had fallen into a grey and lifeless appearance and was getting near exhaustion.

Picking up the brass coal scuttle from beside the hearth, I deposited four or five lumps onto the grate from the container’s smooth-lipped mouth. Taking the soot-embedded iron poker from its holder, I stirred the ashes. The embers bellowed, and bright yellow sparks raised themselves into a plume to engulf the coals.

“I think they will catch, Holmes. We’ll soon have a blaze again.”

“Mmm,” Holmes replied. His concentration was taken elsewhere. Filling his pipe, he pointed a taper into the now-emerging flames of the coals and transferred the wick to ignite the tobacco. He drew in a deep breath of the smoke and held it. Quincey remained transfixed against the portrait of the woman on the wall. I confirmed my own conviction that the image is of Marie more now than I had before.

“I ask you, Holmes. Who do you-.”

“Wait a moment, my good man,” Holmes said as he exhaled a significant volume of vapor, cutting into my question before I could get the whole point of it away. He turned to the boy.

“Quincey, I require private discussion with Dr. Watson. They are important and relate to our forthcoming activities. In the meantime, return to your room and get a good night’s sleep. You should obtain as much rest as you can secure. I require you and the dog to be as alert as you can be, for at 9 a.m. tomorrow, we will be exploring a place that I suspect will take all our wits.”

“But, Sir, I am part of the team, am I not?” The boy jerked around in a half-circle as he spoke.

“Yes, you are, a most important part at that. You will find out why I’m asking you to do this following tonight. So be away with you. We’ll wake you before breakfast, as an early start is required.”

“You mentioned a meeting before we came up here, Sir?”

“Yes, Quincey, one which you need not be involved in. So, off to your room.”

With reluctance, Quincey tapped his cane at his side to call Prince. He turned from the portrait and opened the door to exit Holmes’ room. The dog followed.

“I want you to search out your Kukri from your luggage and provide it with a polish. You may find it is required after all.”

He had almost left the room, but the words halted his movement. Quincey leaned his head around the still-open door and gleamed with excitement. We waited to hear the footsteps disappear and the bedroom door close, then Holmes continued.

“You were asking a question, Watson, which may have compromised my intent to remove the boy from this particular part of the investigation.

“Well, yes, I see. I was enquiring about your suspicion as to the identity of the unknown messenger. You must have a thought on the matter, eh?”

“Of course, my good man, I have my suspicions. And I hope you should have yours.”

“So, now you ask,” I said, and in an instant, my mind whirred in thought.

“My first inclination is the groundsman, Gosforth. After all, it was he who found and reported the body. What was he doing out there in the first place? I’m also convinced that the innkeeper Clements, or his wife Maria, wherever she is, have more information. In fact, both of them may be in it. Then there is the girl who Quincey found lurking in the very place where we are set to meet the informant. No coincidence, as you would say yourself. And then, what about that group of drunken locals and the old man and his companions spinning a yarn of ghosts and hauntings?”

“Not one for a gamble at the poker table, are you, Watson?”

“Well, there are many eligible participants in this mystery, don’t you agree, Holmes?”

“Many are eligible, however, but only one has sufficient mystery about them to stimulate the synapses of my brain, my dear fellow.”

“You have an idea?”

Holmes pulled out the note from his pocket, a small square of paper with scribbled grey handwriting, and held it close to our lamp. The characters reflected metallic flashes in time to the flickering flame, exchanging their appearance between a glowing silvery sheen and then to a dark black etching as the light ebbed and then caught their form.

“Take a closer look,” Holmes said, holding the scrap before my face. He rubbed his thumb across the surface of the paper. The characters smeared, and he pulled the surface of his digit into view.

“Why, it’s not ink. It’s lead!” I said.

“No, it’s graphite. The two are confused by many in common language.” Sherlock responded, pressing his thumb and forefinger together in a rotating pinch. The skin between them turned a dusty grey. He held the note and studied it again.

“The thickness of the strokes and their lines are most interesting. I would say that they indicate the use of a Sampson Mordan mechanical pencil.”

“Quite.” I huffed, having little knowledge of such an instrument.

“Now, examine the paper.”

Holmes handed me the note, and I turned it like a feather through my fingers. After completing a revolution, I found one of the edges of the square to be rougher in finish than the rest, like the teeth of a carpenter’s saw blade.

“The edge!” I said, almost leaving the chair with excitement at confirming the discovery.

“Yes, you feel the perforations where the page was torn from binding. A deliberate function of the pad from which it came.”

“But which of the apparent suspects fills the menu?”

“I have a good idea, Watson.”

“Can’t you tell me?”

“Increase your powers of deduction, and you will tell me, my friend. But for now, I will keep my notion to myself, and you will find out within the next few minutes. To the churchyard, Watson.”

We pulled on our overcoats and moved without sound from Holmes’ room, down the dim passageway to the stairs, and stepped out into the night. The lone lamp which hung outside the Impy highlighted a familiar mist that sunk upon the ground and spread its fingers through the stands of woodland and tall grass on either side of the path.

Unlike London, the countryside air, although damp, felt clean, filled with the nighttime aroma of crisp early summer foliage.

We hadn’t journeyed more than fifty steps when panting, and footsteps could be heard approaching from behind. Holmes thrust out a hand and held it at my chest as a signal to stand in silence. I thought some sort of animal, a beast, possessed more than four legs as I listened with concentration to its steps as they crunched and scratched the stone path.

“The ghost rider!” I blurted.

“You have a vivid imagination, Dr. I assure you it is nothing of the sort,” Holmes replied in a whisper and moved towards the steps.

I felt the presence of something lithe scamper around us and jumped in terror as a cold, wet appendage brushed against my hand. I withdrew as far as I could. An icy chill swirled and gathered at my feet as the mist caught in the wake of whatever had encircled our troop.


27.           The Honey

“Oh!” I snorted in exclamation.







“Watson, steady yourself. It is only the boy and his dog.” Holmes said.

Quincey appeared out of the mist open-mouthed and panted, drawing in large gulps of the humid night air. He motioned with his mouth, but before any words could escape, Holmes placed his finger against the boy’s lips as an order for silence. Then in a quiet tone said.

“We told you to stay in your room. I’m not pleased you have joined us here.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Holmes, but I thought Prince would be useful in detecting any danger,” Quincey whispered in return. Holmes shook his head in disagreement but signaled for them to follow our steps.

We passed the cricket ground and found a structure against the path. It was the opening to a well. Around it, in a full circle, several small white crucifixes were staked around it.

“It’s the Bishops Well. Hopkins mentioned it when we were at Camden Place. He said the well at the Folly may be connected to others in the village. Including the ‘Bishops Well.’

“That is most interesting,” said Holmes.

Quincey ran to the mouth of the well and looked into its blackness. He scraped up a stone and dropped it into the opening, turning his head so his right ear would pick up the sound of the well’s depth. A few seconds passed before a faint splash was heard.

“It’s as deep as the one at Camden Place,” the boy remarked.

Our team approached closer to St. Mary’s. My mind itched at the clues that Holmes had thrown in my direction and to my list of suspects. Who could the author of the note be? It was still too much for me to pin any suspect.

As we continued along the path, the clouds above parted to reveal the moon. I looked in the direction of the church. The low mist took the form of a swelling ocean and took its rolling weight into the distance. 

Against the sky, I glimpsed a sight of the bell tower steeple as the brass of its bell caught the moonlight like the lamp of a lighthouse warning of dangerous rocks. I wondered what dangers lurked in our path.

We arrived at the entrance gateway to the graveyard. It was then I heard the loud snort of a horse or some other beast. The hairs on the back of my neck pimpled, and I shivered. Could this animal be alive, or could it have emerged from beyond the grave? Notwithstanding whether its breath would be hot or cold, here was our first danger. I tugged at Holmes’ sleeve.

“They are here, a rider, as I suspected!” I said.

Holmes turned and shook his head at me in slow disappointment, then proceeded without hesitation into the churchyard. I hurried with the boy and dog in his wake. Before we got sight of anyone, Holmes spoke.

“Mr. Cudd, I believe?”

In a slow movement, a dark shape of a cloaked man emerged from behind the largest stone in the yard. I stopped dead. Under the hood which covered his head, the moonlight caught a hooked nose as the light carried down the face of the figure.

I recalled where I had seen the feature before. It belonged to the cabby. The man who had transported us from the rail station to the Imperial. The same man who had uttered not more than one sentence to us for the whole journey.

“Yes sir, how did you know it would be me?” Said Cudd. Although the hood remained drawn over his head, his features were now fully revealed, illuminated in a brilliant white by the moonlight.

“From your note, my dear fellow.”

“I did not mark it, so how?”

“A blank receipt from your invoice book that you carry in your cab, in combination with the pencil with which the note was written, which hangs around your neck.”

Holmes gestured to Cudd’s collar and the chain on which hung the chatelaine, a Sampson Mordan mechanical pencil.

“Good grief! I had no inkling Holmes. I took the chain to hold a crucifix,” I said. Holmes didn’t waver from his concentration which lay upon the cabby.

“Even so, I didn’t provide my name during our journey.” Said Cudd.

“Nor any manners for that,” I said in a whisper.

“Your cab has been painted more than once in its life. Under the well-polished, now black gloss of its exterior, there are raised indications of the characters of a sign written company name. As you turned away from the Inn this morning, the first hint of dawn caught the side of your vehicle, revealing the words’ F. Cudd & Son’. You, being, I suspect, the son in this instance.” Holmes said.

“Ah, you do astound me in your detection, Mr. Holmes. I am indeed Frank Cudd. My father passed away a few months after the Emperor, and I inherited his Clarence cab. Owned it since it was almost new, he had. I can tell you, this vehicle has been witness to many goings on.”

“Mr. Cudd. My hope is that you can do just that. To tell us about the goings on in this village.”

“Holmes, this is remarkable. The same cab that transported the Emperor and his family around the town and to and from Camden Place.”

“Very good, Watson, you have recovered part of my disappointment, albeit late in the event. Now Cudd, let’s remove ourselves from this mist and gather in your vehicle. You can tell us all of what you know.”

Cudd pointed to the rear of the churchyard. Following the cabby’s direction, we all stepped through the low mist and the gravestones which grabbed at the night. The dog whined and stopped in his tracks. At the same moment, the horse, still out of sight, bellowed a deep, vibrating snort.

Then, a thick, yellow-green mist rose up around us, and a dreadful, somewhat familiar sound filled the air.


28.           The Mist

The howling and the sudden thickening of the mist caused us all to stand in our tracks in shock and apprehension. 

Prince whined and pressed against Quincey, who placed a flat palm on the shaking head of the pup. His other hand gripped the cane and held it ahead of him like a rapier.

“The sound, Holmes. I fear I have heard that before,” I said.

“Wait! He is here!” Cudd shouted.

The cab driver hesitated, Looked at us all with glistening eyes, he grinned with a smile that stretched across his teeth before lunging away from us at a pace. His stride turned to a sprint in less than two long hops. Cudd took off toward the sound before any of us could react. The mist swallowed his shadow, and his caped shape disappeared, leaving only swirls of vapor behind him.

“To the cab. Follow Cudd!” Holmes shouted.

We moved in unison, with hesitant steps into the darkness. The dog sprinted ahead. The smokey, now deep olive-green fog wrapped its fingers around the pup, filling the volume from where he came.

“Prince!” Quincey shouted. There was no response.

The weight of the night had extinguished any light from the moon and removed any hope of catching sight of any obstacle which may lay before us. The only aid in our navigation was the damp sounds spinning and echoing through the churchyard. Distorted by the mist, the noises appeared sometimes in front and at others at our rear.

“Prince!” Quincey called again. This time, he tapped his cane against his boot. The snapping of metal against leather penetrated the fog.

“I can’t see anything, Holmes,” I said in a whispered voice. My breath emerged as vapor, the words adding no clarity but only density to the mist.

Two marbles reflected ahead as the pup’s eyes shone as the dog emerged from the mist and came to his master’s side with a whimper.

“He finds nothing,” Quincey said.

“Keep the boy and the dog close,” Holmes said.

Then a stifled cry came from a position I couldn’t accurately determine. The hairs on my neck stood on end. I half-expected a bony hand to grasp my shoulder at any time. A low gurgling followed. The noise, closer than comfort should allow, filled with liquid. A loud neigh and hooves stomping brought an image of a horse perhaps reared from an attacker. Still, we remained unsighted to the activity ahead.

“There is a beast amongst us!” I shouted.

Then all was quiet. The air became still. The mist flowed down towards the ground as though pouring from a jug. A low carpet of fog not more than six inches deep returned to settle above the tops of our boots, the ground obscured from view.

A bright light illuminated the churchyard ahead as the moon broke through the clouds and sat atop the steeple. Headstones and their carved memorials climbed through the river of mist which flowed between them. Prince darted, then halted after taking a few steps. A stripe of raised hair ran down the pup’s back. He sniffed the air as he turned towards his master.

“He’s disappeared!” cried Quincey.

“Then careful,” replied Holmes.

We stepped forward as a group, one foot just a half-pace ahead of the other. We went through the gravestones to where we all suspected Cudd’s carriage had been stationed.

“There’s nothing here!” I gasped. Holmes moved his boot from side to side, studying the ground by running its sole across the earth. The swirling layer of dense mist obscured what lay beneath, but he felt what he was searching for.

“There are indentations here. Indentations mark the path taken by what can only be the cab’s wheels. Follow me,” Holmes said.

I put the tip of my own shoe to the ground and half-circled it around until I found the same but parallel groove. The indentation was at least two inches deep, and, in my mind, there was no doubt that the wheels of the cab had drawn the tracks into the soft earth.

The direction of its path led away from St. Mary’s to its southern side. We followed the tracks, stumbling along with our boot tips, searching for the indentation beneath the coverage of thick mist. We all reached the same position and turned together.

“The tracks end here, Holmes,” I said.

Holmes lowered himself and placed his hand until the cuff of his jacket disappeared beneath the layer of fog. His fingers scraped along the surface of the dirt below. A puzzled look swept across his brow.

“Yes, the indentation ends. Moreover, the quality of the surface surrounding and forward of the track remains constant. There is no reason why the marks dissolve as the ground is firm and will, without question, hold an indentation for several hours.”

Holmes, now standing, turned from the direction we had been tracking and towards the way we had come.

“Unless.”

“Unless what, Holmes?”

Holmes tapped his index finger against his lips before speaking again. His brow furrowed and then released as he discovered the solution.

“The cab was not here when we attempted to locate it in the first place.”

“I don’t quite get it. We all heard the horse. Surely, the animal was attached to the cab. And what about Cudd? He ran in this direction before he disappeared.”

“Did any of us actually observe the cab here tonight?”

There was no reply as we each considered the question. Holmes, of course, was correct. The dense mist and the dark night had obscured any potential glimpse of the cab or its companion horse. We only had Cudd’s action to convince us that it had been here.

“A manufactured conclusion, eh, Holmes?”

“Precisely, my good man.”

“So, it was never here then, Holmes.”

“On the contrary, Watson. The cab has been here.”

“My word, you have sent me in a whirl, Holmes. You first said it wasn’t here, and now you say it was! So, how so?”

“Yes, the cab has been here. You inspected the tracks yourself?”

“Of course. For that matter, so did you. So did we all.”

“Yes, the vehicle was here, just not here within the last few hours.”

“Oh, I say Holmes.”

“The tracks mark the point at which the cab had been earlier in the day. Perhaps reversed into this position. A clever attempt to subvert our reasoning towards the supernatural.”

Holmes swiveled to face the direction of the Bishop’s Well and St. Nicolas’ church, from which the tracks must have originated, and continued his explanation.

“Once the ground became obscured by the mist, the mystery of the cab would become our focus. Whoever is behind this hoped that the tracks would lead us in the wrong direction, towards the rear of St. Mary’s and away from St. Nicolas’ Church.”

“But where did the man Cudd go?” asked Quincey. Prince raised his snout and sniffed the air, taking several short breaths of the damp night air. “Prince does not find his scent.”

“The scent has been lost in the mist. Cudd was here. He may very well still be,” Holmes said.


29.           The Map

We searched the grounds of St. Mary’s as best we could. The mist remained stubbornly attached to the ground and hid many clues from our investigation. Our attempts to lift the veil proved to be fruitless. Even if we had sight of the earth, the refusal of the clouds to release the moonlight would not assist our effort.

There was no sign or sound of the man Cudd. On more than one occasion, Prince pointed his nose skyward and sniffed the air but did not pick up any scent. The tracks and escape route of the cabby had eluded us for now.

“We shall call off our work here and return to the Impy. We may gather some sleep before the daylight returns. Then we will return to this place to investigate the area in clear air and sunlight.” Holmes said.

“He must be around here. Cudd cannot have gone far,” I remarked.

“Unless he was on horseback,” Quincey said.

A thought passed over Holmes’ face, but he remained silent as we passed the Bishop’s Well, the cricket ground, and back down the hill towards the Impy. Finally, the moon broke through the clouds, but the mist remained as a stubborn carpet.

Once back in the Inn, we all convened in Holmes’ room. Without hesitation, Holmes strode towards the city map of Paris, which hung on the wall opposite the portrait of Marie. It was then I measured the direct line between the two, as though the eyes of the sitter were observing the city of their origination.

Shifting on his heels, Holmes took his pipe from his pocket, chomped its stalk between his teeth, and stared at the map. The boy and I stood before the fire and warmed ourselves from the damp chill that seemed to permeate to the bone.

“What is he doing, Dr?’ Asked Quincey, his head ticked sideways at Holmes.

“Thinking,” I responded, tapping the side of my head with the index finger of my right hand.

Then Holmes sprang into life. Taking the pipe from his mouth, he ran its tip in a defined route, following along various streets and landmarks, calling them out as he traced their path.

“Exposition, Avenue de Saxe, Rue de Sèvres, Gare Montparnasse, Boulevard Montparnasse, Boulevard de Raspail, Rue Denfert.”

“What do you find, Holmes?” I asked.

“Quincey, you have your book of newspaper cuttings?”

“Yes, sir, it’s in my room. I packed it with my kukri.”

“Then hurry, bring it to me. There’s something I need to see.”

“What is it, Holmes?” I repeated my inquiry.

“One moment Watson. I recall something which Quincey, and indeed yourself, had a great interest in some years since. A report from Paris in the London press.”

“Your ability to retrieve such memories still astounds me, Holmes. I certainly do not recall anything we can connect to the matters we have presently at hand.”

“Consider all the facts, Watson, and you may find a spark. Two murders. Yes, I shall call them such; they remain the chief mystery. The bodies were disfigured and drained of fluids.

“Marie, the Innkeeper’s wife missing. We know she has links to Camden Place, the orphanage, and Paris. Clements says his wife was around twenty-five years old, eighteen, when she arrived. Seven years have passed since then.

“In addition, he also says her last memory of Paris and her family is an observation of a large tower without a point. She caught sight of it when they exited the train station. In my mind, she must be speaking of the new Eiffel Tower. Built as part of the Exposition of 1889. Marie saw it at a maximum of two years before that date when it was under construction.”

“Remarkable Holmes,” I said.

“Let’s also consider the French Emperor Napoleon III and his family. They evacuated themselves from Paris after his failure at the battle of Sedan. After which, they too resided for a period at Camden Place for a short time, as did, I believe, a relative of Marie’s. As of now, I have no evidence. But that is probably how Marie came to the orphanage.”

Holmes took his attention away from the map, flung his hand, still gripping the cherry pipe, in a circular flourish, and directed our attention to the portrait.

“It is Marie, I am convinced it is such, the picture hangs on this wall, yet the artist who painted it died more than forty years before its commission. It is well known that the same artist was a favorite of the Emperor and painted him during his time in Paris.”

“Astounding coincidences, Holmes.”

Holmes glared in my direction, and I shrank back, understanding the weakness of my words.

“Facts Watson, facts!”

“Yes, Holmes, there are a lot of facts that are connected, it appears.”

“There are more Watson. The architectural Folly on the grounds of Camden Place may have an entrance to a chamber below its surface. The cellar, this very building from which they took Marie, may also link to a cave system once Hopkins and his men break through the cellar wall. I conclude that a whole labyrinth connects many places under this village, the Impy, the Folly, and the Bishop’s Well being three locations.”

Holmes moved towards the bed and sat upon its edge, scraping the ball of his hand against his face. It made a loud rasping sound as it caught against his unshaven cheek.

“The disappearance of Cudd and his transport is still a conundrum.”

“Not to mention his horse,” Quincey said as he re-entered the room with Prince padding close behind.

“Good grief. You are making me dizzy, Holmes!” I said and slumped hard as I sat in the chair.

“Then the box of earth at the scene of the discovery of the first murder. The earth imported from the Carpathian mountains is evidence enough that a lair may have been installed locally.”

I placed the fingers of my right hand against my temple and stretched across to the other side of my forehead with my thumb. I rubbed in a circular motion against both sides, hoping to quell the racing of my thoughts.

“Now, Quincey, your cuttings. Put the book on the bed.”

“What are you looking for, Mr. Holmes?”

“Do you recall the story about the vampire in Paris?”

Quincey nodded and hesitated for a moment as he ran the information through his mind. His eyes brightened, and a smile of satisfaction arranged on his lips as he remembered the general location within his collection where the information may reside.

“Oh yes!”

The boy’s hands opened the journal and flicked through pages of newspaper cuttings. I rose from the chair and stood beside them as they waited for the page. Articles of various sizes were arranged neatly, sometimes glued three or four to a sheet, but each remained clear to the eye. The headlines flashed by as the pages turned like a rotating roulette wheel.

Now and again, a random headline became clear against its partners, ‘Monkey’s Fight a Duel to the Death,’ ‘The End of the Whitechapel Tragedy,’ and ‘Nearly Buried Alive’ were the ones I managed to catch sight of before the boy stopped and pressed the book open at its spine, as he exclaimed in excitement.”

“Yes, here it is. The cutting takes a whole page, the illustration being so ghastly, don’t you think?

I gazed again upon the print of a dark-cloaked figure carrying a child’s limp body over its shoulders. The remains were disfigured, and a horror-struck expression waxed on the victim’s face.

“Ohh, yes, Quincey, so it is the Paris Vampire,” I said.

“I remember Dr. Watson reading it above my shoulder,” said Quincey.

Turning to face Holmes, the boy’s eyes became more expansive and filled with expectation. I had not seen that emotion in him since that fateful day three years ago when all hope was extinguished.

“Well done, Quincey. Please sit back and let me extract the facts relevant to recent events, just as the article reports. We have no corroboration besides this article, so I caution against making unwarranted conclusions. Let’s see what we have.”

“The perpetrator acted within a defined area. The Cemetery of Mont Parnasse.”

“You mean the vampire, Mr. Holmes.”

“If you wish, Quincey, I shall describe the suspect as the article states. So, the events came to a head at Cimetière Montparnasse. The Emperor instructed that his guards be stationed to protect the area, but the ‘vampire’ managed to evade the security measures by climbing a wall deemed too high for any human. But he was spotted and shot. The bullets allegedly wounded him, but the target escaped. The investigators recovered tatters of blue fabric from the scene.”

Holmes returned to the city map, removed it from its hanger, and placed the frame on the bed. He pointed his pipe at the location of Cimetière Montparnasse.

“The cemetery is positioned so. Close to the center of Paris. Now look where the rail station Gare de L’Ouest intersects the line between the cemetery and the area of the Exposition. The location where the Eiffel Tower was under construction when Marie arrived in Paris with her family.”

“Extend the line, and what do you find?”

Quincey ran his finger in a line from the site of the Exposition down the Avenue de Saxe to the Cimetière Montparnasse and stopped at a landmark on Rue Denfert.

“Les Catacombs de Paris?”

“Yes, the Catacombes. These are not more than three hundred yards from Cimetière Montparnasse.”

“Aren’t they like caves, Holmes?” I asked.

“Yes, they hold the remains of millions of Parisians. They were brought there after the revolution from graveyards throughout Paris. A vault of bones and skulls, many formed into decorative piles and structures.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Quincey remarked as he removed himself from the map and straddled the edge of the bed, pulling Prince close.”

“Neither do I, but what is the connection here, Holmes?” I said.

“The proximity to the cemetery and the activities therein, the burials at the catacombs, ended at the same time as the desecration of the graves, around 1860. Indeed, Napoleon III visited there with his son the same year. It is also a remarkable confluence that Camden Place was purchased by a benefactor within this timeframe. All these events bring us to arrive at the time of the activities described in this article.”

“Then you say they are connected? More than a coincidence?”

“As I have found, there is no coincidence but an alignment of fact. I think there is another piece to be held as the glue between these points. And there it is. Right here.”

Holmes tapped at the map again, but this time the stalk of his pipe rested on a particular building.

“Prison du Cherche-Midi, a military prison on Boulevard de Raspail! A street connected directly to the entrance of the catacombs.”

“But why is that important?”

“The shreds of blue cloth,” said Quincey.

“Good processing of the information, my boy. Very good indeed.”

“Care to explain to me, Holmes?” I said, somewhat puzzled by the jump.

“The blue material most likely came from the uniform worn by the imperial guard, whose tunics were most notably of a blue hue. The shots hit the jacket of the ‘vampire’, and the torn fragments likely came from such a jacket. A member of the Imperial Guard, responsible for the safety of Napoleon himself.”

“For some reason or suspicion, I deduce, the man was held at the military prison, Cherche-Midi, in the vicinity of Cimetière Montparnasse and, therefore, close to the catacombs to which he probably hid when he started the desecrations.”

“Then ‘The Vampire’ could have been delivered to Chislehurst when the Emperor relocated in 1871!” I said.

“Or sooner,” Holmes replied.


30.           The Innkeeper

We managed to get some sleep before dawn struck the Inn, and the sunrise burned away the carpet of mist from the night before. Resuming our place at our table of choice, we contemplated the events at St. Mary’s.

“The question which we all should have at the forefront is how Cudd disappeared into thin air and the real purpose of the meeting. Was he part of the plot, Holmes?” I said.

“I have my thoughts on the matter, Watson. We shall visit St. Mary’s as soon as we have eaten. There we shall find whether my answers are resolved.”

“Our questions,” said Quincey.

“Quite, my boy. Quite.”

Clements had readied breakfast, and we took it before the locals turned in for theirs. Plates of sausage and egg, reminiscent of Mrs. Hudson’s but lacking quality in their preparation. It wasn’t unexpected, bearing in mind the toll these events had on the Innkeeper. His shoulders slumped, bending his back into a forced hunch, and his feet scraped against the floor as he stumbled towards our table.

“How are you holding up, my good man?” I asked the Innkeeper.

“Honestly, I haven’t slept well, even with almost a bottle of brandy in my stomach. I tossed in my bed most of the night. I heard you fellow’s return after midnight. Did you find anything? Any clues to the whereabouts of my Marie?”

“No, I’m sorry, I can’t say we found anything which helps, but we will revisit…” Holmes stopped me from expanding further on my thoughts.

“Hopkins will return today with help to clear the wall?” Holmes said.

“Yes, the blacksmith and his lad have been engaged to help. I went to the cellar this morning and tried to use the crowbar to loosen the stones. They are too heavy. How could anyone move such a quantity in the time it took for Marie to disappear?”

Clements pushed his hands out to show his split and broken fingernails and the shards of flesh hanging from the bloodied scrapes of his knuckles.

“I pulled and pushed at them rocks. They would not budge an inch, not an inch. I listened with my ear to the wall. I heard nothing until I shouted for Marie. Then I heard a gushing sound, like a wind through a tunnel. Then it was all quiet. Tell me, you think she will be found in there?”

“It is hard to say, but I believe she was taken that way. Did Hopkins finish his investigations?”

“Well, he gave me a good goin’ over he did. Questioned me for an hour straight. I’m sure he thinks I know where Marie is. I promise I don’t. You believe me, do you?”

Clements jerked upright, and his back straightened and issued a load crack. In turn, the sudden movement must have dislodged a clump of mucus. He huffed and gargled until the clegg was brought to fruition and juggled it in his mouth until a loud gulp sealed its fate.

“After Hopkins finished with me, the photographer arrived and captured the scene. Afterward, the girl’s body was taken away in the late hours. They loaded the remains into a cart, lifted it through the cellar doors, and took it away, all with the barrel. Poor girl, nothing more than skin and bone, she was.”

“She was all fine when I saw her in the morning!” Quincey said.

“Who brought the cart?”

“Cudd, the cab driver came. He has a cart. They used it to carry the lot. His horse didn’t like it. That’s a fact. Jumping and nervous he was.”

“Cudd, eh? Did you speak with him?

“No, he kept himself to himself. He barely looked at me. He did. Mind you, why would he want to if he thought I had done away with my wife?”

“Where did they take the remains,” I said.

“The body is to be taken to St. Mary’s and laid to rest with the remains they found yesterday.

Detective Hopkins said there was nothing more to be found and took nothing else. But that reminds me. The photographer left an envelope with Hopkins, which the detective said to give to you. I’ll get it from my room.”

“Where do we start today, Holmes?” I asked.

“Let’s examine the photographic prints, and afterward, we should revisit St. Mary’s to further examine the cab tracks and where Cudd could have headed before heading to the caves.”

Clements returned with the envelope and handed it to Holmes. Inside were six glossy albumen photographic prints of the scene of the remains found at Camden Place.

“We have things we need to investigate. Tell me, Clements, where is the best location to enter the caves beneath this town?”

“The main entrance to the tunnel is down Chalkpit Wood, opposite the railway station, where you arrived yesterday.”

“Thank you, then that’s where we will be heading.”

Clements returned to his duties, preparing for that morning’s visitors. Holmes waited for the Innkeeper to be out of sight of the table and then removed a note from his pocket. He waved it at the boy.

“Quincey, as soon as the light permits it, I need you to carry a message to the telegram office. I have questions I need to ask Inspector Lestrade at Scotland Yard. The answers to which will form our course of investigation.”

“The office at the station, Mr. Holmes?” Quincey said, a look of trepidation spread across his face.”

“Yes, be sure to always have the dog with you and keep a mind to look out for Cudd and his cab.

For if you should see him, return here at the fastest. Finding the cabby has priority over the delivery of the telegram.”

“I will be careful, sir.”

Quincey finished his breakfast and left for his room. Holmes placed the envelope on the table and removed the photographic prints. Holding them with his fingertips, he shuffled them like a set of playing cards. I saw each as it came to the top of the stack.

The first three images showed precise details of the remains of the boy. The following two close-ups of the box and its lid. The final photograph I could examine without obstruction was a full-length image of the wrought iron gate that I had encountered with Quincey at the Folly. Holmes sat back in his seat, a wry smile across his lips.

He nudged his fingertips into his pocket and withdrew his pipe and tin of tobacco. Holmes rose from his seat and moved close to the fireplace. After tending his smoke, he returned to his chair and looked firmly into my eyes.

“There we have it, Watson.”

“Have what, Holmes, have I missed a play?”

“Take a close look for yourself, and you tell me. I’m trusting in your limited power of observation to reveal the truth.”

“Very kind of you, Holmes. But I must say that I’m puzzled by this whole affair. You say that this photograph confirms a thought that you have.”

“Undoubtedly.”

I examined the black and white print, raising it closer to my nose to get a better view. Yes, it was the gate at the Folly. The image described the wrought iron gate in full, the bars, the hinges, the lock, and the stone doorway, which encapsulated the whole. After rummaging around his pocket, Holmes gathered his magnifying glass and laid it next to the pile.

“Here, you may find this useful.”

I took the glass and inspected the photograph with immense care. Then I thought I had the answer.

“There are scratches around the keyhole of the lock,” I said in triumph, pushing my seat away from the table with an accompanying screech of the feet of its legs against the floor.

“And your conclusion is?”

“That a key has been inserted by a not-so-steady hand, and the gate has an operable lock. As such, the gate has been opened, and someone has passed within.”

Holmes pursed his lips, a sign he expected to hear more.

“Very good, now, how long ago did the opening occur?”

“There’s no way to say, Holmes. Although the paint chips are not rusted, I would surmise that the gate would have been opened recently. But as for the day or hour, I cannot deduce.”

“Quite, as you say from the marks alone, we have no time. Let me ask you this. When did Gosforth say that the grass around the golf course had been mowed last?”

“I believe the Sergeant informed me it was done the day before the remains were discovered.”

“Now, look closely at the base of the gate Watson.”

I moved the magnifying glass, which I had retained in my hand, back over the print and scanned at the bottom of the iron gate.

“There is nothing there apart from some blades of grass which have been trapped as the gate was opened and closed.”

“Precisely, and what of the length of the grass?”

I raised the glass again and focused on the grass.

“It is of a length similar to that which has not been trapped. So, the grass had been cut at the same time as the other and held by the gate as it was opened and closed…the day before or the morning of the murder! I say, Holmes.”

“Well done, Watson, then once Quincey returns from his errand, we will visit St. Mary’s first and, after that, the caves. Making entry from their main entrance. Pack a sack with supplies and lanterns. For we may be gone for several hours.”


31.           St. Mary’s

After delivering the telegram to the railway station office, Quincey joined us as we left the Impy. Clements had informed us in detail of the path leading to the cave entrance.

“The telegram is away, Mr. Holmes.”

“Well done, Quincey.”

“When will Lestrade respond, Holmes?” I asked.

“He is usually responsive to my requests, so I should expect an answer before the end of today. Now boy, was there a sign of the cabby at his mark?”

“None. the cabby wasn’t at the station. There was a cart unloading some boxes, but no sign of Cudd. I asked inside at the office, and the man said he had not seen a cab since yesterday evening. He also said it wasn’t unusual for the cab to be away when the trains are less busy. Although it wasn’t that busy when we first arrived that morning, was it?”

“Quite.”

“It’s as though he had been waiting for us,” I said.

“Possibly so, Watson,” Holmes said, curling his fingers and thumb, then padding his lips with the back of the resultant fist.

I held the sack of supplies over my shoulder as we climbed the hill toward Camden Place. The lanterns and individually wrapped sandwiches, kindly provided by Clements, bounced in the small of my back as we passed the cricket ground. The early morning sun reflected shards of silver light off the dew-coated grass. Foliage held every shade of green imaginable.

“Can you imagine this is the same place we visited last night?” Said Quincey.

“Even a painter would find it difficult to capture in full-color life here today,” I said.

“Last night, we stepped upon a land, hidden from sight without dimension. As you realize, the marks made by the events we were part of will be visible by the day, and we will find answers to the mysteries we encountered,” said Holmes.

We turned towards the Bishop’s Well. The circle of tiny white crucifixes surrounding the opening seemed to have shrunk in the light. Prince scampered towards the structure, leaped over the obstructions, and sniffed at the air.

“The crosses look smaller than they did before. Do you think they may be a protection against something, Holmes?” I said.

“Or a remembrance,” he replied.

The morning was now clear of mist, and we could inspect the grounds surrounding St. Mary’s without obstruction.

“First find the tracks, then Quincey, allow Prince the freedom to pick up any remaining scent,” Homes said.

“Here are the tracks, Holmes.”

Two deep parallel furrows ran across the ground and stopped at the point we had found beneath the mist. Holmes dropped onto his haunches and poked around the ground. Prince led Quincey to the rear of the churchyard.

“Watson, your opinion,” Holmes said, beckoning me over to where he knelt at the mark. I joined him, my knees creaked as I lowered to his level.

“What is it?”

“How wide would you say this indentation is, and what profile does it leave in the ground?”

“Why, from my estimation, around four inches, and the track itself is a rather rectangular shape, Holmes. Why do you ask?”

“Hmm. A passenger cab has rims that are narrower in width and have a greater curve to the profile of the rim. These tracks are not made by Cudd’s cab. More like a farmer’s cart.”

At that instant, the priest of St. Mary’s appeared from the presbytery door. We could identify him as such because he was dressed in the full robe of the position. He was a thin man with whisps of grey hair protruding over each ear.

“Good morning, gentlemen. I’m Monsignor Francis. Can I help you in any way?”

“Morning, Monsignor. I’m Dr. Watson, and this is Sherlock Holmes, the great detective. You may have heard of him?” I said.

“I can’t say that I have,” Monsignor Francis replied.

“No matter. We are here to visit the graves of the boy and girl. I understand they were brought here for burial.”

“Yes, they were delivered here last evening, and a service hurried to lay them at rest. They are not buried separately. They share the same tomb. The one allocated to the Orphanage.”

“There are others in there?”

“Why yes, other children have died and have no living relatives. It is the burial place used since its donation to the Orphanage.”

“When was that?”

“It was donated on one of the Emperor’s visits. He did many good things for this town, Mr. Holmes.”

“I’m not sure this was one of them, Monsignor.”

A confused look came over the priest, and he looked toward the tomb. We hurried to its location and found Quincey and his pup at the grave.

“Desecration!” the Monsignor cried, raising his hands to flatten themselves upon each side of his face. His mouth remained open in a gape of astonishment and anguish. “Oh, my Lord.” He issued the sign of the cross and knelt in prayer. The door to the tomb had been thrown to one side, and the earth within had been scraped away. Remnants of rotten and torn clothing were strewn in a path towards the Bishop’s Well.

“The boy and girl Holmes! If they had blood drawn as you detected…”

“My word, we have been distracted by events, Watson. I should have considered this before now?”

“They may have turned to their master!”





32.           The Entry

We left St. Mary's Church and walked down the hill to the location Clements had described. The barely used path wound between dense woodland thickets of Oak, Silver Birch, and Sycamore. 

Intertwined leaves locked together like gnarled fingers, providing a shaded canopy as we walked. Pinpricks of light spotted the dark floor, picking out greens, browns, and yellows from the forest carpet. The dots sparkled like fireflies as the clouds and leaves shifted in the morning breeze. The path led us toward the energy manifested within the cave system by design or otherwise.

“It’s too quiet,” I said in a whisper.

“No birds or anything. Not even the leaves rustle, yet they move!” Quincey replied, lifting his cane skyward toward the leopard skin pattern of foliage above.

It was too quiet. The only sounds came from the ground beneath our steps, crunching as we walked. The forest floor broke into brittle shards of dried twigs and rotten branches, all reduced to kindling through the summer months. The sound of the snaps and cracks carried into the trees and reflected back at us from all directions except the place we could now make out. A dark void swallowing all light.

“There’s the entrance!” Quincey shouted and, at first, started to run ahead with a jolt, taking three long strides towards the opening, Prince trotting at the boy’s side.

“Wait, Quincey!” Holmes shouted after him.

The boy’s heels dug into the soft earth beneath the crust of dried debris, and his left arm flailed like a windmill as he fought to maintain his balance. Twisting, he planted his cane into the soft ground and stopped. The woolen hat fell from his head and flopped like a mushroom cap at his feet.

“We need to stay together. Do not be urged to race ahead. This is a most imperative condition of your being here. And that goes for your pup too.”

“Yes, sir.”

The dog retrieved the hat like a shot duck and brought it to his owner’s side. Quincey shook the hat, releasing the debris it had collected from the forest floor, and fumbled it back onto his bowed head. We caught him and funneled in a line abreast towards the entry. It was dark in there. Nothing escaped, no sound or light.

“It has an absorbing darkness to it, Holmes,” I said.

The anemic rock of the carved archway now became the boundary between us and them, whoever they were. The entrance to these mysterious caves was revealed in total, a hole that had no end. I gazed at the rock face which surrounded the entry. Nature’s hand, it would seem, had streaked the rock face with a warning pattern. The stone’s surface had been hewn and etched by erosion. An enigmatic trail that resembled tears.

“You are all ready for this?” Holmes asked.

The boy and I nodded. The dog pressed his side to the boy’s thigh, then stepped forward in answer to the question. We were ready.

“I must admit, I have a trepidation, Holmes. Do they want us here?” I said.

“No doubt they do, Watson, no doubt about that at all,” Holmes replied.

“But what if they don’t?”

“You think this is a trap, sir?” Asked Quincey.

“I wouldn’t go as far as saying such, my boy. However, they expect us to make this visit and will do anything you can imagine to divert our inquiry. We do not know these caves, and it will be easy for us to lose our way. Remember, if you get separated, you are not lost. Retain your nerve and remain where you find yourself unless you find yourself in danger. We will retrace our footsteps to find you,” said Holmes.

“Prince will find us, won’t you?” Quincey rubbed the back of his hound’s neck. The pup snorted and made a slight gruff in return.

“Then keep your pup close, Quincey. Watson, light the lamps. They shall illuminate our way through this world.”

I took three lanterns from my sack and handed one to Holmes. I lifted the glass shroud and set a match to the wick. The flame exploded in a flash, issuing a plume of putrid oiled smog. The wick jumped to life and burnt in the brightest yellow. I replaced the glass and repeated the process twice.

We stood shoulder to shoulder at the entrance to the caves, wavering on our heels, each considering what may lie ahead. Hanging by our sides, the lanterns crackled and burped as their light was thrown into the entry. The darkness resisted the penetration, seeming to throw the illumination back at us. We could see only a few feet into the darkness.

“Maybe we’ll get a better view when we get inside, and our eyes adjust,” I said.

Quincey shrugged. Then, without warning, a gentle breeze pushed out of the opening, enough to ruffle the dog’s hair like waves running up a smooth beach. A cloud of limestone dust carried in the air and sparkled against our faces. The boy rubbed his cuffs against his eyes, issuing a series of pronounced blinks to remove the calcified grains of rock from his sight.

We settled ourselves, but before we could take a step, a wind of greater force took us from behind, taking us all off our feet and thrusting us forward into the entrance. Prince turned to face a non-existent adversary.

“What was that?” I said.

“I believe somewhere ahead there is an opening and closing of passages allowing the caves to act like a chimney and draw the air through the passages.” Replied Holmes.

“Like someone is opening a door?” Quincey asked.

“Quite, my boy,” said Holmes.

He nodded an unspoken acknowledgment but gave no further indication of his thoughts as he ushered us inside the entrance. The world outside dimmed in only a few steps, and the underground realm beckoned with its silent, poisoned allure.

We held our lanterns above our heads like nightwatchmen to determine what obstacles lay ahead. Our eyes were met with the grandeur of the cave. The rough walls became awash with deep shadows that played in the wavering lamplight, conjuring the animated shapes of phantasmal specters upon the limestone.

“It is as though the spirits of the earth have come alive,” I said.

“They reach out from the cold rock to ask who we are and to challenge our business here,” said Quincey.

Prince looked at his master, then raised his snout. His wet nose sniffed the breeze as it confronted our forward motion again, calmed, then blew against our backs through the cave with greater force.

“There’s that smell. The same one I got at the Folly,” said Quincey.

“The aroma of the underground,” I said.

The fragrance danced upon our senses, invoking a sensation akin to embracing a hidden glade after a gentle rain. It was dank, full of earthy musk and the damp richness of wet soil. Together with the mingling of moist stone and organic decay, the odor rendered a historical tapestry of the cavern.

On the walls, the light of my lantern caught sublime forms of intricate but strange carvings. As they revealed themselves, I stopped to consider their purpose. I ran my index finger along the rock and the symbols. The marks were old, so, I postulated, was the message they carried.

“Unusual markings, don’t you think, Holmes?” I asked.

Holmes and Quincey joined me at the rock face. Together, we brought the combined light of our lanterns to bear on the engravings.

“I have seen these types of markings before,” Holmes said.

He raised his hand to his chin, and his brow furrowed as his mind entered his cavern, a mental treasure trove of memories and information. I thought immediately of our the ‘Valley of Fear’ and our recent encounter with the cipher in ‘Lifeblood.’

“A message. Perhaps of a ritual,” he continued.

“A ritual, Holmes?”

“Take a note of the symbols, Watson, and we shall research in greater detail on our return to the Impy.”

“I can do that,” said Quincey.

The boy pulled out a piece of paper folded into a small square and flattened it to its full size. He pushed between Holmes and me, then, with a flash, applied the sheet to the wall. He took a pencil and slid it almost sideways across the paper.

“Ah, a rubbing like you would take from an etching. Most ingenious,” I said.

Quincey folded the paper back into its square and returned the information to his pocket.

“Come, let us move on,” Holmes said.

We continued, pressing into the dark. The dog moved a few yards ahead but kept himself in range of our light. Somewhere within the labyrinth, we could hear the steading dripping of water. Each droplet fell with an echo like a mournful sigh.

“It’s getting colder,” said Quincey.

“We’re getting deeper. The temperature should stabilize soon,” I replied.

“Once you have adjusted, the temperature is remarkably constant. Whether day or night, what happens above will have little impact on what we feel inside here. The air will tend to hover at the average temperature of the air outside. These caves have been fashioned over many years and have become a refuge from the elements above, a sanctuary as such,” Holmes said.

“Like the deepest cellar in a Bavarian castle, eh Holmes?”

“Quite so.”

A realization hit me amidst the forbidding dark confines of the cave’s yawning maw. I observed the countenance of the boy and Holmes. I detected a palpable veil of unease descend upon us, even the pup.

The feeble glimmer of our lanterns battled against the obsidian shroud, casting ever-weakening tendrils of light that created dancing shadows and quivered amongst the dark. The boy stopped in his tracks. His hand reached out and took my sleeve, gripping it with a firmness that conveyed his urgency. He thrust his lantern at arm’s length. The light sat before his face and illuminated his wide and glaring eyes.

“What was that?” Quincey said in a whisper.

“Where, what do you see?”

“It’s gone now. I thought I saw someone. Look Prince is

“I feel we may be under observation; we are in the place that they want us to be,” said Holmes.

I became aware that we had lost sight of the entranceway and the glimmer of light it brought. It was like a safety rope had been severed; we were now in the depths of the caves. A coolness took our breaths, where the touch of the air seemed to be kissed by the chill fingers of this strange underworld.

“It’s getting colder and damper,” I said.

“They are here,” Holmes replied.

“You can feel the weight of our anticipation, Holmes.”

There was no reply. A hushed silence hung in the air like a shroud, broken only by the muffled echoes of our breath. Every step upon the cold, unyielding stone reverberated a grim echo, sounding the isolation that gripped our souls.

Then, as if conjured by sinister sorcery, a shapeless presence stirred, forming the outline of a ghostly wraith within the murk. A chill wind pushed itself into our bones. A power exuding from its essence like tendrils sent a shiver racing down my spine.

The feeble luminescence from our lanterns faltered as though recoiling from the proximity of the creature that formed and clawed at the walls only feet away.

“It’s him!” I cried out.

“It can’t be!” Quincey returned a shout.

“Together!” Sherlock commanded.

My mind seemed to disconnect from my vision. I can’t distinguish whether it’s just a cruel trick or was it him as the figure flits just beyond the lantern’s reach. Its fluid and serpentine movements tantalize the periphery of my sight, an eldritch ballet that evokes the dread of meeting that creature again. Like a trapped bird in a cage, my heart beats frantically.

Then I saw it. The figure emerged from the shadows, its visage appearing like a nightmare born of the abyss. The eyes, twin orbs of glowing red, pulled upon the essence of my soul. An experience from my recent past, a blood hunger laughing at my fear. The outline of a demonic face appeared, a twisted and malevolent grin curling upon lips that appeared all too familiar. I try to call out.

“The Co…” is all that comes out before

The air became dense, full of thick lime-green mist, crackling with energy as foreboding as a storm-laden sky. Like a venomous serpent, fear coils itself tightly around reason, rendering my mind a captive audience to this dark masquerade.

The very walls of the cave seemed to whisper, my heart beating wildly, and the figure danced, moving in and out of view. Then as suddenly as it had arrived, the mist dissipated. I regained sight of our position, and my hand fell back onto the cold limestone wall as I steadied my shaking legs. My eyes searched for the others.

It was then I saw them and screamed.


33.           The Dead

“Watch out behind you, Quincey.”







I shouted in panic. Between Holmes and I, and Quincey and his dog, stood the walking remains of the recently buried boy and girl. 

Their bodies remained upright as though they were held by strings. Puppets of the master controlling their souls. Ragged clothing covered their broken limbs. Arms projected out from their shoulders, forearms, and hands dangled towards the floor, bent not from the elbows but at a point halfway between the joint and the wrist.

“It’s them!” Shouted Quincey.

Prince snarled and growled at the figures who shuffled towards Quincey. The dog barked, and the sound filled the confines of the cavern, ringing against my ears. We were at a point in the cave system where the carved tunnel divided into a ‘Y.’ Holmes and I were stationed before the point where the three passages met. Quincey held a station in the cavern on the right. We all pushed our lanterns as high as possible, then the dead children turned their attention to Quincey.

“Use your cane,” Holmes called.

Quincey took a stance facing the advancing dead. He widened the distance between his feet and bent his knees. He aimed a slashing cut at the side of the girl’s face as she advanced ahead of her brother. She flung her arm upwards to defend the stroke. Her broken forearm rotated upwards and flailed in a semi-circle like a windmill. Quincey moved forward and pushed the raised arm higher. His crouch lowered as he thrust his cane between the girl’s knees and levered it against the rear of her trailing leg. The girl fell backward, toppling her brother as her limbs sought to stem her fall. They both ended in a twisted heap in the center of the passage.

“I’m trapped, Sir,” Quincey shouted over the squirming dead children.

“Be ready. If you can’t get to us, keep moving into the caves. Follow the direction of the air when it gusts. It should lead you to an exit,” Holmes replied, then he turned to me.

“Open your lantern Watson and hurl it at the ceiling above the dead while they are rendered incapacitated.”

I opened the glass cover to my lantern to expose the wick, which glowed brighter as a fresh waft of air breezed at my face. Then as it had done before, A heavier gust blew against our backs. I tried to replace the cover, but I was too late. The flame jumped from its attachment and flew away in the wind. My lantern lost its light.

“Holmes, my wick is extinguished!”

“Hold it to me, quickly, man!”

Holmes delved into his pocket and pulled out a pack of matches. Ripping one away from its container, he struck the match against the wall. The phosphorus head broke away and flew onto the floor without igniting.

“They are getting up, Holmes!”

The dead children writhed and jerked as their broken limbs twisted and snapped in an attempt to stand. Prince held his position between Quincey and the children. The dog pushed his flank at Quincey’s side and caused them both to back away from the fight. Holmes took another match and struck it against the glass paper on the pack from where he had removed it.

It lit, the orange flame burst into life and pressed against the wick, igniting as a bright yellow flame.

“Now throw the lamp!”

I swung the lantern upwards towards a location directly above the children. The lantern hit the rock and broke into two. Oil sprayed down onto the half-standing creatures, who paused momentarily, their eyes connected, and the wick caught the oil and erupted into a pile of flame.

The children writhed together as they were engulfed but made no sound, the passage filled with flames and smoke, which smelled of garlic and burning flesh.


34.           The Search

As the mist and smoke cleared, we saw the boy’s lantern lying exhausted on the floor some distance from where we had last observed him. It rocked to and fro, the metallic scrape on the rock floor diminishing as the rhythm of its momentum slowed. Between lay a pile of ash which marked the place of the conflagration.

“Quincey is gone. Holmes. He must have escaped.”

“The dog is with him. Watson”

“I saw the beast. It was him,” I said.

“A trick of the mist, and the darkness, Watson. All you saw was the boy and girl and their dead shadows.”

“No, Holmes, I am certain of it. He was here. The fog was the same as we experienced at Tower Bridge. I felt his presence sucking at my soul.”

“That’s how they want you to think, Watson.”

It was clear that Holmes was not convinced that our encounter had involved the Count, but in my mind, I knew the touch of his control and that there was little doubt that the vampire was amongst us.

We both called after the boy and his dog, but only once did we hear what could have been a growl. The direction of the sound disguised as it bounced and echoed through the passageways. “Our lanterns have almost exhausted their fuel. We should make our way back to the entrance. Watson.”

“What about Quincey? We cannot abandon him. I cannot leave this place until he is located.”

“The dog is with him. If we do not leave now, we will all be lost, and what good will that do?”

“They could be anywhere.”

“Not so Watson. He is in this cave system, and so is Marie. It is a closed loop, with only three or four possible exit points. We will find them both.”

“You are convinced, Holmes.”

“Yes. Our best option is to return to the Impy and be there when the cellar wall is opened later this morning. I believe to get lost now is what they want to happen. This is set to be a trap, and if we dive further into these passages, we will walk right into it.”

I considered our conundrum, I didn’t want to leave the boy behind in this darkness, but I knew he and his pup had the fortitude and resilience to survive, providing additional time for us to plan a rescue.

“You are correct in your logic, as usual, Holmes. The only way to get to them will be by our plan and not his.”

“I believe we will have until midnight. Then the issue will be out of our hands.”

I remained hesitant but nevertheless scrambled towards the opening of the cave. Holmes led the way, and we made rapid progress. Keeping the cold against our backs, the warming air in front guided us onto the right path. Once outside, we ran to the rail station.

There was no sign of Cudd and his cab. We didn’t expect that there would be. Standing on the cab’s mark was the cart which Quincey had seen earlier. It belonged to one of the men we had met the night before at the Impy.

“Leadbetter, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Well, yes, you are that detective fellow, aren’t you?” said the man.

“Not me, Sir, I’m Dr. Watson, this is the great Detective Sherlock Holmes. Don’t you recall?”

“As you say, Dr., my mind’s a bit furry this morning after the session at the Impy. By the way, I saw the boy and his dog here not less than an hour since. Is he not with you?”

“That’s a long answer, my good man. Maybe we can relay all of it in exchange for a ride up to the Impy. There’s a shilling in it for you.”

We were back at the Inn in less than ten minutes. The doors to the loading hatch were set wide, and through it, we could hear the striking of metal upon stone. Holmes hurried inside through the main entrance. Sergeant Jones stood guard at the door to the cellar.

“Not sure you will be allowed down there, Sir. After all, it’s a police matter,” Jones said, his arm extended so his hand gripped the door frame.

The Impy was filled with the rhythmic sound of heavy blows and plumes of limestone dust being thrown up from the activity in the cellar. The whole framework of the building vibrated and rocked with each smash.

“Come, Sergeant, you know why Detective Hopkins brought me here. This is part of the same investigation, and I have information that needs to be relayed,” Said Holmes.

“Yes, come on, man, the boy is also missing, and we need to open up that wall, or he and Marie may be lost. We don’t have time to negotiate!” I added.

At that moment, with the Sergeant reconsidering his position and releasing his grip from the doorframe, a call came from below.

“Sergeant, do I hear Detective Holmes? If I do, then let them down here,” shouted Hopkins.

Jones withdrew from the doorway to stand aside. As he did so, he asked.

“You can find Marie?” A look more than hope passed through the Sergeant’s blue eyes.

“We will locate her, Sergeant,” Holmes said, placing his palm on Jones’ shoulder.

At the foot of the stairs were Hopkins, the Innkeeper, and two other men. All had kerchiefs tied to extend from under their bottom eyelid to the collar of their shirt. Each man was covered from head to toe with grey granules of rock and mortar, which had sprayed into the air from each blow. I studied the wall. It remained intact and showed little response to the effort applied to its face.

“Holmes, you should cover your breathing from this dust. It is quite corrosive,” said Hopkins.

In the background, Clements coughed and gurgled. It was difficult to determine whether it was through taking in the air or from other causes. He hacked up a glob and swallowed it with a loud gulp.

“Did you find anything? Clements informed me you would investigate the main entry to the caves.”

“We found something but lost more. The boy and his dog,” Holmes replied.

“What? You need to relay the situation to me now.”

“Come to my room, Detective, and we will discuss my thoughts. But first, how long do you give before this wall is broken?”

Hopkins turned to the older of the two men, who had paused their hammering to get a sound of the conversation. 

“Holmes, this is Thomas Oldham and his son John. They are the blacksmiths in town and have been employed to remove this stone.”

“How much more, Thomas?” Hopkins asked.

Oldham pulled on the tail of his mask and slid it down around his neck like a cravat. He patted the face of the wall with the palm of his right hand, then pulled at the mortar between the stones with his forefinger and thumb. They were thin enough to gain a small purchase within the gap. He squeezed at the material.

“Hard to say. This is a hard stone, unusual for limestone but very dense. But the mortar. Well, as you can see, it is soft, as though the join has only been here a day or so,”

“So, how long to get through?” Asked Holmes.

“I would say another hour or so at the rate we are going. What you say, John?”

Oldham junior nodded in agreement, his kerchief remained tight on his face.

“Join us in my room Hopkins. I have much to discuss,” said Holmes.


35.           The Rite

Holmes, Hopkins, Clements, and I gathered in Holmes’ room. Holmes paced in a tight circle beside the hearth, trailing a stream of putrid brown tobacco smoke around him like a nasty rumor. His eyebrows raised and then lowered in time to his thoughts. It must have been then, during his concentrated analysis, that he solidified an entire scenario to these events. Clements joined me as I considered the painting of Marie.

“This painting, how did you come about it.”

“It was a gift.”

“A gift, from whom?”

“The artist, of course.”

“The artist was here, in Chislehurst?”

“Only for a short time. The man arrived one night with a fever and weakness about him. Marie took pity on him and offered up a room. The room in which you stay, It’s not changed much at all since he...” Clements hesitated.

“Go on.”

“He wasn’t well and didn’t leave his room for some weeks. It became more like a hospital room. He would sleep long hours during the day and wander around at night. We would sometimes hear voices. Talking to himself, we thought. He offered to complete a portrait of Marie in return for his stay. Here it is.”

“What became of the artist? Do you know his name?”

“His name was Horace, I think. He was French and spoke to Marie freely in his natural tongue. One morning he was not in his room. We never saw sight of him again.”

Holmes halted his pacing in front of the fire. He threw his arms into the air with such force that the tobacco dislodged itself from his pipe and flew onto the bed beside where I was sitting. The embers still glowed as I swept them towards the hearth with the back of my hand.

“Steady on, old chap,” I said.

“I realize now, the symbols!” he cried. “Do you have them?”

“No, Quincey has the paper on his person. The rubbing of the marks, it’s in his pocket.”

“I think I have a good part of this riddle, Watson, but I must be certain.”

“Then what is it, fellow?”

“You caught sight of the marks on the cave wall, did you not?”

“A glimpse, yes.”

“Good. I need you to attempt to visualize just one of the symbols.”

“I can’t say that I can, Holmes. After all, it was dark, and, as I say, it was only a glimpse. There is also the shock of the boy’s disappearance.”

“You must try Watson. Everyone has a treasure trove of memories within their reach, even you, my good man.”

“As you say, Holmes. I have witnessed you explain this ability to others. An attic in one’s mind as such, where one has space to store, we never forget anything, you say. I can’t say I have much to access in my attic.”

“Concentrate, Watson. The trick is to visualize your experience in the caves step by step, think in pictures, and create the space. Feel the dark, the enclosed, claustrophobic tunnel. The air on your face and then at your back, the odor of it, how the gusts took you off your feet. Remember the boy removing the sheet of paper from his jacket, the sound it made as he unfurled it and held it against the cold limestone rock, rubbing the pencil and generating the copy? Do you have that, Watson?”

“Somewhat Holmes, albeit grey and grainy.”

“Now, draw me the shape that sits in your mind.”

Holmes took a paper and laid it on the bed where I sat. He thrust a pencil into my hand, and, to my surprise, I crafted an image without conscious effort and with my eyes almost closed in a squint.

“I’m not certain I recall what I have rendered here, Holmes.”

“Hmm, it may be close enough. What do you see, Watson?”

I held the paper and studied the scribbled form, turning the roughly hewn image back and forth. Then pulling it closer to my face, sending the paper a full arm’s length away. I squinted again until a shape took form.

“I say, Holmes! It resembles the eagle. The Imperial eagle that adorns the decoration of this place, sitting within a triangle of sorts.”

“Look closer, Watson.”

“It is an eagle, but with a faint outline. There, I see it. A double head!”

“Yes, my good man. Well done. The image has a double head because the sketch symbolizes the jurisdiction of the Rite. Do you see? The bird sees both to the East and to the West.”

“The Rite, you say?”

Holmes marched towards the hearth and dug his pipe from his pocket. In a moment, it was lit. Plumes of grey smoke blossomed around his hair like a halo. The detective was full of thought. He had something and was about to release it to the room.

“Yes. The triangle is a symbol of ‘The Divinity. From what I know, it represents the qualifying degree for membership for election to the Scottish Rite.”

“You have lost me again, Holmes.”

“Masonry, my good man.”

“How does that tie into what we have here?

“I believe the Order of the New and Reformed Palladian Rite is connected to the occurrences.”

“Never heard of the group, Holmes. What on earth is it about?”

“It is a Satanic Order, Watson. A corruption of the Scottish Rite. It has connections to Paris and to Scotland. A man named Albert Pike created the group. He imported the concept to Europe from our dear cousins in the United States. The idea invades all major capitals, propagating like wildfire and consuming the forest of political power. In Paris alone, there are said to be three active lodges. The Lotus is one.”

“The Lotus? I say that’s the flower in the portrait, Homes!”

I removed myself from the bed and hurried to the portrait of Marie.

“When you consider the placement of a pond flower in the hair, it is an unusual thing, a symbol as you deduce,” I said.

“Quite.”

I recall the mention of unusual practices related to this corruption of Scottish Masonry some years ago, which appeared in a well-known psychological journal. It may have been a copy of The Philosophical Studies by Wundt. Attached to the findings was an allegation of a particular purpose woven into the doctrine.

“What do you mean? Holmes?”

“The information therein was derived from a continental source, an account of a certain society then existing in Paris.”

“Paris, you say?”

“Yes, the connection exists.”

“A connection?”

“Secret rituals, devoted to magical practices for evoking planetary angels. The group was an association of well-placed people. Persons of high political and royal status.”

“Such as the Emperor?”

“Yes, maybe so. Even the Queen and other heads of State in the major European nations. Watson.”

“No, I refuse to believe it, Holmes! Not our Queen.”

“Victoria visited with Napoleon III at the Palace of Versailles at the same time as the reports of the ‘Paris Vampire.”

“A coincidence.”

“Think Watson. An opportunity where leaders meet to entice them into a society that guarantees eternal power. We know that our own Queen is enamored with spiritualism. This Rite pretends to acquaint itself with a great process of a magical nature, a power far greater than the faint spirits which are allegedly called through séance.”

“But why choose here?”

“That is the question, Watson, and I think I have part of the answer at least. The energy of the Rite is to set the foundation for three world wars to bring a Luciferian conspiracy to its final stage. Pike has written that this effort might take one hundred years or more to establish members of the Rite as leaders of the entire world. At such time, they will impose a totalitarian dictatorship upon those who remain.”

He circled the room.

“Then think Watson of the connections we have discovered, all of which would facilitate such discussion. Between Paris and London, between Napoleon III and our own Queen Victoria. The isolation of France and its reconnection to Britain, the tensions which run through the Balkans at this very moment. The engagement of Russia, Germany, and the Austro-Hungarian leaders. Are we finding the embers of a plot to manufacture a world war?”

“The first of the three they intend?”


36.           The Waking

In one urgent move, Holmes raised his index finger to his lips to signal us to pause our conversation. We listened in silence. Footsteps creaked along the hallway between the bedrooms.

As the footsteps grew closer, the creak of wood against wood got louder. Then it became quiet. The movement had stopped in the passageway, the other side of the door. A gentle knock followed.

“Enter,” Sherlock commanded.

The door opened inch by inch without a sound, the gap revealing the darkness of the corridor beyond. Then, a sharp sallow rodent-like head poked through the doorway and turned its gaze towards Holmes. Sherlock jumped from his chair and moved across the room.

“Lestrade! Come on in. Take a seat. There’s one here against the fire.” Sherlock boomed. Lestrade bounded into the room. The Detective’s long overcoat flapped like wings as he stepped forward and closed the door behind him. Holmes reached out to grasp the Detective’s hand.

“You may find it a tad warm for your coat. Let me take it.” I said.

“Thank you, but I’m comfortable as I am,” Lestrade continued with a wave.

“What brings you here?” I asked.

“A matter which you all deserve to be made aware of.” Lestrade turned to each of us, his eye contact sending a shiver down my spine.

“Take a chair and let us know the details. I presume it relates to my recent telegram regarding the disposal of the dirt and dust recovered from Tower Bridge?”

Lestrade sat beside Holmes and the fire. It was difficult to discern from which of the two the more tremendous heat emanated.

“Indeed, it does. Upon receiving your telegram, I sent a message to the Dulwich police station. I requested that a constable attend the cemetery where the remains were taken and interview the groundskeeper.”

“All the remains were removed as I directed?” said Holmes.

“Yes, I oversaw the removal of the dust from Tower Bridge and sealed it into two wooden crates. The powder was of fine specks, circulated amongst the machinery, and settled into every crack and crevasse. It was the most difficult to collect. The particles became airborne at the slightest movement. It took my team three days to gather everything we could find.”

“The crates. Burned as I instructed?”

“That was the plan. West Norwood Cemetery is developing facilities as a crematorium. I was informed that experimental incinerations were being carried out. Only now I discover that machinery suitable for such a purpose is still in the final design and awaiting delivery, so it was not available for such disposal.”

“It is vital that we burn the remains.” Sherlock pounded his fist into the palm of his hand.

“We ensured that the keeper was informed of your instructions; to sprinkle the crates with holy water before they were burned. Then to dispose of the ashes of the incineration within a grave on consecrated ground. The grave was to be unmarked, and no ceremony attached.”

“I am presuming your presence shows that he followed none of the directions?”

“He did not.”

“The fool! What of the remains now?”

“There lies the issue.”

“What issue? Come, man, tell me. Out with it!”

“This is the seriousness I need to speak with you about. The purpose of my being here is connected to what I found there. There is no other reason for it.”

“You visited West Norwood yourself?”

“After receiving the constable’s report, I had to.”

“This sounds ominous,” I said, fingers twitching against my sides.

“Now, Lestrade, enough of this chatter, describes the report and the scene. Spare no detail.” Sherlock demanded.

“I received the report a few hours after I had made the request. Dulwich had already been called to send a constable to Norwood by Crooks, Gerald Crooks, the cemetery keeper. Coincidentally, by the time the constable arrived, he was drawn to a commotion in the center of the grounds, close to the entrance to the catacombs.”

“Norwood has catacombs?” I asked.

“Yes, it is well known,” Holmes interjected, accompanying his words with a dismissive glance in my direction. “We waste time. Continue, Lestrade.”

“The constable reported that a huddle of workers surrounded where the grave had been marked. Something had disturbed the ground from within. Crooks became very distressed. He had a look of guilt about him,” said Lestrade.

“What of the grave? Was the earth ripped apart, excavated?” I asked.

“In appearance, more like subsidence of the surface. The ground had sunk a foot or more. On my visit, I interviewed Crooks. He said a large vibration and rumbling had struck nearby as he worked in the catacombs. On his return to the yard, he observed the ground heave, like a huge hand was lifting the earth skywards. A mound some two feet high bubbled before him, then returned to the sunken condition I observed.”

“Good Lord! What could this be?” I said.

“It something I feared possible, Watson. And now, this is the most important part Lestrade. You mention that the instructions for disposal of the dust containing the remains were not followed. So, what was done?” Holmes said.

“As there was to be no ceremony, Crooks determined to save resources, used an existing open grave, already accommodating the remains of several others. The plot is in the unconsecrated ground in the dissenter’s section, close to the catacombs. On the morning of the next day, the open pit was due to receive the remains of a victim of a man crushed to a pulp in a train accident.”

“The remains could not be embalmed?”

“No, they were nothing more than a mash of flesh and crushed bone.”

“And fluids,” Holmes added.

“The evening before, the gravediggers opened the crates containing the dust. They spilled out the contents, dispersing them into the foot of the grave. They assumed, quite rightly, that no one would notice the addition. After all, it would help mask the previous burials it covered. Later that day, the coffin containing the crushed railroad worker was interred into the grave, and the burial was completed.”

“But the movement, Holmes?” I said.

“I suspect it was a reaction from the buildup of miasma and liquified fluids,” Holmes said.

“Miasma?” Asked Lestrade.

“The gases and substances created by decomposition,” I said, blowing out my cheeks and puffing out a blow of air as I did so.

“The fluids of the remains added to the pit were soon to leak and then absorbed by the dust of our friend and his companions.” Said Holmes.

“Oh, Lord. That’s a very similar process to the events which brought the creature to London?” I said.

“Regeneration. Yes.”

Lestrade hesitated. His small, dark eyes glazed into beads of glass. He stretched his lips into a grim purse before biting at them to stifle a shriek. His features grew sharper, and he whispered just loud enough to hear.

“It can’t be. Can it?”

“If there is an opportunity, he’ll be within it.”

“You mean?”

A breeze carried through the room, although no open window allowed it, and the orange lifeline of the lamps flickered in response to the thought we all had in our minds.

“Yes, I am afraid it is possible. Even though I struggle to believe in such matters.”

“And the others?”

“Yes, all of them.”


37.           The Wall

Lestrade joined us, and for once, the cellar became a crowded place, Holmes, Hopkins, Sergeant Jones, Clements, and I all viewed the hole created by the blacksmith, Oldham, and his son.

“Well done, Oldham,” Holmes said.

The space beyond was dark, as Holmes suspected it would be. Echoes of muffled sounds, dripping water, and shuffling emerged to play in pictures on our minds of what might be down there.

“Bring a lantern, Clements.”

Clements lifted the lantern from its hook, and the cellar donated its light to the void as he moved closer and thrust his extended arm into the hole. He listened to the sounds emanating from the passage momentarily, then shouted.

“Marie, are you in there?”

The words echoed, bouncing around the passageway. Silence followed, then there came a scampering of claws upon the rock and rapid footsteps.

“Stand back!” Cried Hopkins, and we all stepped to our rear, stumbling against each other as we did.

Oldham raised the crowbar he had used to pry against the stones against his chest like a swordsman reading for battle. His son patted the heavy iron hammer against his palm in readiness. The clawing came closer.

Then we all felt a breeze hit our back as the air in the cellar was drawn into the caves. A strong gust of wind blew out of the hole, stirring dust into our eyes and filling the space with the odor of the underground.

Two shapes cleared the hole as we wiped the grit and granules from our eyes. Oldham began to swing the crowbar at the dust-covered animal that emerged.

“Stop! It’s Prince!”

“And me!” gasped Quincey.

I ran to them both and embraced them with relief, almost squeezing the life out of the boy.

“I knew you would make it!”

“Give them some air,” commanded Holmes.

Quincey and the dog were covered head to toe in fine limestone dust. Clements was busy coughing to save others from clearing their own throats.

“Get them upstairs, Watson, and provide them with water and sustenance. Bring them back here when you are done. There is much to learn about their experience.”

Holmes beckoned the others to join him in a huddle, and he began to speak of a plan. I removed the boy and his pup to the kitchen, applied wet flannels, and drew water to quench their thirsts.

“How did you find your way, my boy?”

“We felt for the air as Mr. Holmes directed. It was so dark down there that without Prince, I would be lost. He has better eyes and a stronger sense of smell than I do. The passages led to many chambers, and we headed into passages with no way through many times, just blank stone walls. There were echoes and reverberations from above. I suspected that it was the sound of the cellar wall being broken. That was our only comfort because the cold penetrated the bone.”

Quincey brought the pup, leaning against the boy’s side, closer and gave him a hearty rub.

“Did you see or find any evidence of the location of the others or of Marie?” I asked.

“No, only the same noises and sounds we heard when we entered the caves earlier. Although there were moments when Prince pricked up his ears, and I thought we were being watched. But we encountered nothing.”

“Come, let’s return to the cellar and discover our next step.”

“First, I require a visit to my room to recover my kukri. I have a sense that it will be required.”

“Unfortunately, I believe you may be correct, my boy.”

Quincey, Prince, and I returned to the cellar. The blacksmith, Oldham, and his son had left the room. Clements was busy gathering additional lanterns. Holmes was in discussion with Detective Hopkins.

“Holmes, I still cannot find a reason for the delivery of the body of the girl to this place and encase her remains within the cask at that,” said Hopkins

“I find there are two, Detective. First, you will need to cast your mind back to the water which spilled from the cask when it was broken open.”

“The calcified taste and sulfurous smell?”

“Yes, Calcium Oxide or quicklime, as it is commonly referred to.”

“Doesn’t such substance act to dissolve the remains, Holmes?”

“Hopkins, there are many social myths around using calcium oxide. The most popular is that this powder can be used to increase the decomposition rate of human remains. Many criminal acts have sought to disguise a murderous event by disposing of a body and adding a covering of the material to the grave.”

“I have heard of such activity, Holmes.”

“In fact, this chemical does not have the qualities attributed to it being a factor in causing human remains to dissolve faster than nature would intend.”

“Then what is the purpose?”

“In this case, the other effects of quicklime would help conceal the rotting flesh as it was contained in the cask. The chemical, applied to the dead, reduces the generation of the odor of decomposition. It does this by inhibiting the activity of worms and the like. Therefore, as a consequence, the solution would cause mummification of the body.”

“So, it preserves the remains in the condition we found them?”

“Precisely, Hopkins. Resulting in a grey pallor and tightening of the skin.”

“But, why deliver the cask to this location and take Marie?”

“I have thought on this conundrum and can find only one acceptable reason. The girl’s body had been brought to the cellar to be released upon us later. The rebuilding of the stone at the access point would have removed any suspicion that anything remained in the space. Without discovery, our concentration would have been placed on Marie’s disappearance. I fear she is taken to become one of them. In my estimation, they will wait until midnight to engage with the ritual.”


38.           The Depths

A deep howl filled the room from the uneven, jagged hole in the cellar wall. It expanded to force the vibration to ring within our heads. We all placed our palms flat on our ears, but it did no good. The sound caused Prince to return the cry to the deep. Quincey nudged the dog to cease, which he did.

For a moment, it was silent, then the howl was replaced by the harrowing scream of a woman’s voice and gurgling laughter. A sound I recognized from our previous encounter. I peered at Holmes with wide-open eyes. He returned his confirmation in silence.

“It’s Marie. I recognize her voice,” Clements said. “We must save her! You said we only have a few hours.”

“Everyone, take hold of a lantern and find a suitable weapon to defend yourself. We will be descending into a battleground that is not familiar. Whoever, or whatever, is down there waits for us and plans to do harm to us all. We can only plan to find Marie and then exit the caves with her alive and well. Once we are inside, we need to remain close together. If you are separated, the best way out is towards the main entrance,” said Holmes.

“Should we telegram for help before we enter, Holmes?” asked Lestrade.

“A sensible step, Inspector, but I fear we do not have the time to wait for others to arrive.”

Holmes poked his hand into his pocket and withdrew the .450 Short-Barreled Metropolitan Police Revolver, which he always carried and inspected the chambers. I had already retrieved my Enfield Mark 1 service revolver from my room. Quincey had the kukri pressed into its leather holster. Clements gathered the crowbar used to defeat the wall. Lestrade, Hopkins, and Sergeant Jones each checked their respective police-issued firearms.

“We need to be as quiet as we are able. Let the dog lead the way. As Quincey observes, the pup has far keener senses than us, and we need to heed what the dog detects. Clements, I am asking that you stifle your cough as we travel,” Holmes said.

The Innkeeper acknowledged the request, opened his mouth, and stuffed a stale, used towel between his teeth. We stepped into the black hole one after the other in a queue. The Sergeant brought up the rear of the line. After a few steps, we were swallowed by the cavern, and our shadows sprang onto the walls of the passage. Underfoot, the passageway sloped to descend deeper into the ground. Every few feet, a step dropped us further into the cave.

“Careful of your footing as the air will gust when a door within the cave system is opened. We shall direct ourselves to find where such a mechanism is located.”

The lamps provided a yellow tint to the grey-white walls of limestone rock. The sounds and aroma of the caves ebbed and flowed around us, bouncing off the walls and returning to their source.

We traveled at a steady pace. The passage circled around in a clockwise direction upon itself like a coiled serpent. The temperature dropped steadily, and soon we would see the mist of our breath. One lantern followed the next. The darkness covered our path, so we left no trail.

“Holmes, may I ask what you suspect we will find?” I asked.

“I suspect we will discover a place which, most of the time, is sealed with a door. Within that place, we will encounter a ritual that I once saw described by a man named Leo Taxil. He described a practice of obscenity, diabolism, and sacrilege associated with the Rite. He wrote that the New and Reformed Palladium is adopted to impart a new force that honors Lucifer as the good God. I fear Marie is to become a sacrifice to confirm the embodiment of their group.”

“The return of Dracula is then perfectly timed.”

“The demon has been feasting on children’s blood since his resurrection. He has specifically sought them out. Whether that effort has empowered him is another question. We know from Jonathan Harker’s experience that younger blood has a higher regenerative effect upon the Count.”

We ended our descent and were able to stand side by side. The passage from the cellar of the Impy split into three separate paths.

“There is no indication of which way we should choose. Prince does not identify a preference, sir,” said Quincey.

“We wait for the wind. The tunnel that we enter will be joining to the path of the updraft,” said Holmes.

We waited, listening, and shivering in the cold.

“I feel there are eyes upon us,” said Hopkins.

Minutes passed and Clements began to show his impatience, but before he resolved himself into a coughing fit, we felt the air move. The dog jumped to face one of the passages then turned to another.

“There it is, Holmes, the wind,” said Clements, his moved towards the opening from which the gust had emerged.

“Wait!” Quincey shouted, “the air comes from two of the passages at the same time.”

“He is correct, observe the dog,” I said.

“How should we proceed, Holmes. There is no way to assume the right direction based on your instruction,” said Lestrade.

“Hmmm, the only way forward is to split ourselves into two groups. I suggest that Lestrade, Quincey and Watson accompany myself, into the passage on the left and the remainder of you will take the one on the far right. If you find nothing, it is imperative that you escape these caves by making your way to the main exit.”

“We are losing time, let’s go before it’s too late,” Clements urged.

The groups separated and entered their respective passages. With the lanterns reduced in number the volume of the tunnel bathed in their glow was reduced. The walls of the passage tightened around us and our progress forward faltered.

“I can hardly squeeze myself through these narrow parts!” I said.

“A smaller portion at dinner may have helped, Watson.”

“No need for that Holmes, I can’t help my fondness for a healthy plate.”

I turned sideways and lengthened my back by breathing in and managed to pop myself though the pinch of rock. Thereafter the passage began to widen. We had travelled a good distance and had not encountered or heard anything. Then my ears felt the pressure as the wind began to fill the small space and rush first one way and then the other, whistling around our stationary poses.

That’s when we all heard the screams and moaning. Prince turned to his master and cowered at his side. The cries were louder, much louder and fuller in vibration than we had experienced up to now. They penetrated to the bone.

“They are ahead,” Holmes said in a whisper.


39.           The Confrontation

The passage turned to the left, and we readied ourselves to discover what lurked beyond our sight in the darkness ahead.

“The mist!” Quincey said, pointing to the floor.

A low, thick mist leveled itself against our calves without warning and covering beyond our ankles. A green-yellow glow emitted from whatever was beyond. The color highlighted itself as a dark rainbow within the swirls of the river of fog twisting through the passage floor.

“Turn down your lanterns to their lowest and let your eyes adjust to the dark before we enter,” said Holmes.

The passage walls flickered and came to life as well-defined shadows danced against the jagged limestone rock. Our only movement came from our eyes as they followed the jumps and leaps of the figures through the ether. It was as though we were under the spell of a master hypnotist. The shapes turned and twisted, and the colors blended like oil on water.

“This section of the passage has been carved very recently,” said Holmes as he rubbed his palm against the sharp edges of the stone.

I could not respond, and neither could any of the others. Even the dog stood transfixed by the show. We all jerked back into our reality as a voluminous scream from a woman’s throat filled the air, shattering our stupor as it broke the hypnosis. The passage was then filled with soft chanting. A chorus of many voices, an orchestra of the devil.

A loud thunderous drum began to beat in a slow rhythm. A master voice cried out. Its baritone sound echoed against the cave walls. I thought I knew its tone. I had heard a softer version of it before now.

“In the names of Baal-Zebuob and Mirzam, we demand that you accept our offer today. This woman, robed in the sacred garments of Adonai, her soul offered to become the servant of the good God.”

Shrieks and heavier drumbeats vibrated against our bodies. Prince cowered and whimpered. I had never seen the pup behave in such a manner before now. Quincey drew his kukri from its sheath, and I wrapped my fingers against the grip of my pistol, which remained loose in my jacket pocket. The shadows and lights gathered intensely on the walls, almost blinding our vision.

“I offer the blood from this soul to be used by our righteous master so that he may anathematize the lower degrees of the world’s children and take our rightful place above them all,” rasped the voice.

“Now, draw your weapons and follow me,” Holmes shouted over the cacophony of sound and light.

We ran in a line behind Holmes and entered a vast open cavern, a space larger and higher than any cathedral had been cut into the limestone rock. A tremendous domed ceiling hung over the area, its surface decorated with colored paintings of tumultuous scenes of spirits and daemons. Serpents writhed against dark angels and human sacrifice. Colors seemingly plucked from the depths of a midnight abyss swirled to form twisted figures within a hellish landscape. It was a tempestuous marriage of human and bestial imagery, locked between pain and ecstasy.

The masquerade of figures unfurled around a central character. Malicious tendrils stretched from its raised arms, red eyes smoldering with rage forced themselves from the hooded face. A collage greater in detail than that of the Sistine Chapel. We stood in awe.

“The work of Vernet, that is why he was brought here as a servant of the devil,” said Holmes.

“It’s him look!” I pointed to the ceiling and to its focus. “It is the face of Dracula!”

The chanting and drumming ceased. The eyes of the coven turned towards us in a blaze. In the center of the space, on a rectangular stone altar, lay a stretched-out figure of a writhing body. It was Marie.

The ropes tied to her ankles and wrists were attached to a pulley mechanism that forced her arms and legs against the hard corner edges of the slab. It was apparent that any further tightening of the bindings would cause the bones in her limbs to snap.

“The arms and legs, Holmes, are set to fracture in the positions matching the ones we found with the boy and girl!” I said in horror.

Standing over Marie with a gold curved-bladed knife stood a figure. A hood covered his face. He bent toward the neck of the struggling woman. The blade flickered, glinted against the light, and brushed against Marie’s jugular.

“It’s him. It’s Dracula,” shouted Quincey.

The face turned towards us, and the figure drew back the hood to reveal itself. The knife glinted again in the flicking of flaming torches hanging from the walls as the blade cut into Marie’s flesh, drawing a thin line of blood as she screamed.

“Cudd!” I blurted.

Holmes reacted in a flash. He drew his pistol and fired two shots in quick succession. The first hit the center of Cudd’s chest, and he staggered backward. A hole appeared in the white robe, and tendrils of red spread through the material like the legs of a spider. The second hit the cabby just above the bridge of his nose, blowing a gaping hole in the back of his head. The coven skreeched as one. Cudd fell, stumbling backward from the altar, his arms flailing above what remained of his head. The knife fell from his hand and rattled against the stone floor.

“Quincy, Watson, to the altar, release Marie, Lestrade with me,” Holmes shouted.

The majority of the coven, about twenty figures, all dressed in long-hooded robes, distanced themselves from our approach. Two braver souls stood their ground. I raised my gun and shot each of the men baring our way. The rounds struck the targets, their robes splattered red. The figures folded on themselves, the bodies slumping together in a heap. I wasn’t confident that they would remain there.

Quincey reached the altar and leaped onto the lower level of the platform housing the winch mechanism. Marie turned her face towards me, her eyes filled with hope. The boy started to hack at the bindings with his kukri. The ropes frayed but remained attached.

“Here you are!”

From the shadows, a heavy, calm voice resounded. Then emerging from a recess carved into the side of the cavern stepped the figure of Count Dracula.

“Thank you for coming to visit us. We have been expecting you. Especially you, Quincey Harker. Our acquaintance ended rather abruptly, don’t you think, my boy? A rather unfortunate encounter. We didn’t have the opportunity to talk. By the way, I have someone who you must have missed.”

A lithe figure Behind the Count stepped into the light of the cavern.

“Quincey, come and join us. Everything is good here, I miss you,” a woman’s voice, the voice belonging to Mina Harker, whispered from the lips of the figure, her face hidden behind a veil of lace.

The boy stopped, lowered his knife, then turned towards Dracula and his accomplice. Marie gasped, “help me, Quincey, please!” she croaked.

“Mother?” the boy ignored the plea for help and stuttered to move towards his mother’s voice. Prince stood before the boy and blocked his path as he motioned to step further.

“It’s not her!” Holmes shouted. He and Lestrade had almost reached the only other entry to the cavern. An open sone door and our exit.

Lestrade was discharging shots into the crowd, who were beginning to creep towards them. Amongst the huddle, three figures collapsed, and the encroachment halted. I stepped onto the slab beneath the altar and pointed my weapon at the Count.

“You realize they have no effect upon me, those puny weapons of yours, Dr.? Come to us, boy, join this Rite and save yourself.”

The figure of Mina raised one hand and lifted the veil. Quincey waited with lost expectation for the sight of his mother’s face. The face he had seen last as it dissolved into dust. The veil withdrew, and a ghastly sight revealed itself. The features were not of his mother but were a mash of different parts, a bubbling boiling pot of unfinished human flesh. The eyes and nose shifted positions and shape. The mouth turned from a smile to a snarl.

“That is not her!” Quincey yelled and averted his eyes in anguish.

“But she is inside, so are your father, Van Helsing, Seward, and Godalming. They are all here. They are waiting for you! Ha, ha, ha!” Dracula commanded the coven forward. The crowd inched toward Holmes.

“We do not have enough bullets for them all, Holmes,” said Lestrade.

“Quincey, do your work!” Holmes screamed across the cavern.

The boy raised the kukri, bringing it down with all his anger onto the ropes. They split and released one by one. Marie was free, and I dragged her from the altar. She staggered and then hung onto the shoulder of the boy. It was then I saw the indentation in the stone. The imprint was no larger than a child.

I retrieved the gold dagger from where it had been dropped by Cudd and hurled it at the figure beside Dracula.

The knife twisted end over end in the air and struck the thing in the center of its chest. With a thump, the blade embedded up to its hilt. The figure screamed, and many voices flew out of its distorted mouth. Features bulged, and its eyes flickered in different colors. Then it fell to the ground.

Dracula raised both arms in anger. Between them, his face raged, and his thin lips stretched to bare the white of his fangs. The Count’s eyes turned a crimson red, and he called out.

“Stop them. Bring them all to me!”

Quincey had managed to help Marie half the distance to Holmes and Lestrade. I was a few steps behind. The coven swelled together and moved towards us. I shot twice again, two more, and a path cleared in front. We were all at the exit but knew we could not avoid capture.

We huddled together, resigning our escape.

“Whatever you have remaining in your chambers, fire them into the ceiling, aim for the eyes of the Count,” said Holmes.

Lestrade, who had managed to reload his pistol during the melee, Holmes, and I raised our aim and fired together in quick succession. The bullets entered the rock in a tight grouping around the face of evil. Small limestone fragments fell upon the hoard as they closed on us.

“We are lost!” Lestrade said.

“Wait!” Quincy yelled.

Cracks began to run through the portrait face of Dracula. The fissures widened, and larger rocks started falling on the coven below. Like an earthquake, a great noise filled the cavern as the curved ceiling gave way, disintegrating into piles of limestone rock and dust.

We ran from the cavern leaving muffled cries and moans in our wake.


40.           Quicklime

We exited the cave and were struck that the day had been taken by night. In the small clearing stood the other companions of our separated search party, Hopkins, Sergeant Jones, and Clements. Beside them, holding a canvas tarpaulin over the bed of a wagon, was the blacksmith, his boy, and the two men, Alby and Slack, who we had engaged with at the Impy.

“You have done what I asked of you?” Said Holmes.

“Yes, sir, everything is prepared as you asked,” answered the blacksmith.

“All of it?”

“The others are lighting fires at the Folly and the Bishop’s Well as we wait. The hole within the cellar wall is covered and sealed,” Oldham said.

“Very good. Wait on my command.”

Marie emerged supported by Lestrade. On seeing her husband and the rest, she stumbled a few steps and started running toward the group. Clements held out his arms to receive his wife, but she flew past him and instead hurled herself into the grip of the Sergeant’s willing hands.

The Innkeeper slumped to the ground with a look of confusion and astonishment. Jones swept up Marie, and they hugged in a lover’s hold.

“I knew it. I said, “the love letters that were discovered at the Impy, Holmes,” I said.

“Yes,” Holmes replied. “When did you find yourself convinced of the likely connection?”

“At the orphanage when we met with Agnes.”

“That late, eh?”

A steady wind began to flow and feed into the caves. The intensity and strength of the breeze gathered pace and volume. Our clothing started to flap, and loose twigs and leaves flew past my head, and I felt myself being pushed toward the gaping mouth of the caverns.

“Everyone, stand clear and protect your breathing. Do not inhale any of the compound we are about to release,” shouted Holmes.

Quincey drew Prince to stand at the boy’s side and moved with the others to a place behind the cart. Holmes ensured the group kept a safe distance. As the wind increased, the detective raised his hand, waiting for the right moment. Then as the wind reached its peak, he gave the signal.

Oldham drew back the tarpaulin to reveal a heap of white powder beneath. The fast-flowing air flashed across the surface of the substance. The powerful gust drew it into whirling spouts of mini tornadoes like the scirocco wind taking sands across the Sahara desert.

A cloud rose up and then moved like a great ball of cotton. The wide mouth of the entrance welcomed the mass and swallowed the volume completely into the caves. The bed of the cart was cleaned entirely of its cargo. Within seconds we heard strange, muffled screams and coughs from the darkness. The sounds reached a fever pitch and then descended into silence after a few minutes. In the directions of the Folly and the Bishops Well, two separate plumes of burning embers towered into the night sky. The wind calmed, and everything was still.

“Are they done, Holmes?” asked Hopkins.

“Suffocated without a doubt,” replied Holmes.

“Whatever concoction was the powder?”

“Caustic quicklime, I used the chimney effect to draw the powder into the caves. The fires lit at the Folly, and the Bishops Well created a draw from the air below, which sucked the powder into the cave system. I believe it has penetrated the entire maze.”

“Are you sure the quicklime will have the desired effect?”

“The Roman general Sertorius deployed the same choking clouds of caustic lime powder to defeat the Characinoid of Hispania, who had taken refuge in inaccessible caves. So, I think we have an acceptable precedent.”

“Remarkable, Holmes,” I said.

We waited for dawn. Clements withdrew from the group and returned to the Impy without saying a word or glancing at his rival, who sat with Marie on his lap. The Innkeeper was relieved that his wife had been saved but deeply disappointed with the realization that his marriage was to be no more.

The blacksmith and his son gathered sticks and logs to construct a campfire, which, once lit, we sat beside until a chorus of birds informed us that it was time to venture inside the caves again. We all hesitated at the thought.

“Lestrade, if you would, please venture to one of the churches in the village, or both, and return with the Monsignor and Rector thereof. We will require their assistance in rendering what we may find harmless.”

Lestrade made no objection and climbed into the blacksmith’s wagon. After refilling our lanterns with oil from a barrel brought by Oldham, The wagon left to collect religious assistance. Then Holmes, Hopkins, Quincey, his pup, and I reentered the caves.

As we stepped from the morning light into the darkness of the caves for the last time, we did so in a solemn mood. Although our victory had saved Marie, other victims would not find any peace after their death, even if their remains were subsequently to be anointed with religious blessings.

The air inside the passages was now clear of the quicklime. We traced our path back towards the cavern which held the altar and where we hoped to find the remains of those who aimed a conspiracy to harm the world as we know it.

“If we find the bodies, Holmes, shouldn’t they be burned before dusk?” I asked.

“Based on our experience, I would say that yes, we would need to burn the remains so that they are finally returned to the earth.”

“It will be a task to recover the remains though Holmes,” said Hopkins.

“Maybe they are burned in place,” murmured Quincey, Prince nuzzled against his master’s side.

Eventually, we reached the point of our encounter and found nothing more than heaps of limestone rock and dust.

“It appears that they are gone, and so is their master,” Holmes said, kicking against the rubble with the toe of his boot.

We all knew that this would not be our final encounter. The Count and his followers had bigger plans for this world.
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