
   
[image: Cover image: The Serpent Under by Bonnie MacBird]






THE SERPENT UNDER

A SHERLOCK HOLMES ADVENTURE

 

Bonnie MacBird

 

[image: Collins Crime Club logo]




Copyright
   
Collins Crime Club an imprint of

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Copyright © Bonnie MacBird, 2025

Drop Cap illustrations © Mark Mázers 2025

Jacket design by Sarah Foster/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Jacket images by Helen Bissell Bland (Sherlock Holmes model: Jonathan LeBillon), Bonnie MacBird (serpent) and Shutterstock.com (all other images)

Bonnie MacBird asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This book is a new and original work of fiction featuring Sherlock Holmes, Dr Watson, and other fictional characters that were first introduced to the world in 1887 by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, all of which are now in the public domain. The characters are used by the author solely for the purpose of story-telling and not as trademarks. This book is independently authored and published and is not sponsored or endorsed by, or associated in any way with, Conan Doyle Estate Ltd. or any other party claiming trademark rights in any of the characters in the Sherlock Holmes canon.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008380885

eBook Edition © January 2025 ISBN: 9780008380908

Version: 2024-10-18




Dedication

For

Ryan Johnson



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Note to the Reader

Prologue

PART ONE – A TWIST OF FATE

1 Heffie

2 To the Castle

3 The Body

4 The Palace Investigation

5 The Family Seat

PART TWO – ENTANGLEMENTS

6 What is the Question?

7 Count Him Out

8 Lash

9 The Dissident

10 The Fomenter

PART THREE – OUROBOROS

11 The Royal Inkmaster

12 The Japanese Village

13 Haruko

14 Cinders at Windsor

15 The Reptile House

PART FOUR – THE SSSS-SIBLINGS

16 Kate Wandley

17 Neptune

18 Clarence Wandley

19 Christie’s Kittens

20 The Theft

PART FIVE – TANGLED STRANDS

21 Heffie Reports

22 A Smelly Business

23 Watson Strikes Out

24 Gaol

25 Recovery

PART SIX – THE SERPENT’S NEST

26 Sir James

27 Stirring the Soup

28 The Factotum

29 A Convivial Whisky

30 The Macaroni Palace

PART SEVEN – EVEN A DRAGON

31 A Close Call

32 The Gypsy Camp

33 Jez Burton

34 It Was Beneath Us

35 Saving Grace

36 No Rest for the Wicked

37 Snakes Run Loose

38 Name Your Venom

39 The Tells

40 The Rising Damp

41 Ye Spotted Snake

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Bonnie MacBird

About the Publisher

   
   
NOTE TO THE READER

English Gypsy/Romani characters appear in this story. In Holmes and Watson’s time, such travellers were called ‘Gypsies’ and sometimes ‘Rommany’, though at present ‘Roma’ is more common. Even today, vehement disagreement on the correct nomenclature persists, and I could not discover consensus. I hope the readers of this tale will understand that ‘Gypsy’ used here in Watson’s tale reflects the era in which he wrote, and that no slight is intended by him, or by me as I bring this historic tale to light. The reader can trust that Watson, as he always does, writes of individuals, not types.



   

Prologue

History unfurls and has always done so in twisted, meandering strands, looping and weaving and doubling back on itself. It is peace, it is war, it is plague, it is famine; it is drought, flood, earthquake, winter; and then once again it is summer.

In the tumultuous modern times during which this manuscript came to light, I took refuge in a trip back to what many imagine was a simpler era.

The late Victorian age in England conjures up images of golden, gaslit streets in which mist shrouds the details, of silk top hats and kid gloves, bright yellow opera capes and lorgnettes, lace-covered tables laden with fine china and heaped platters of chops and buttery vegetables. Perhaps we imagine elegant gentlemen recounting the adventures of the day at the fireside, over a pipe and a brandy.

Well, in some places it must have been exactly that.

For Sherlock Holmes, it was not simply a golden era. Dastardly crimes abounded in the city and beyond. In this adventure, which Watson called ‘The Serpent Under’, their journey took them from Windsor Castle to some unusual and dark corners of London, plunging them into politics and physical peril while challenging the great intellect to solve more deaths in a single case than ever in his career.

Of course, we may expect the detective’s path to be fraught with danger and like an undulating jungle river filled with threats from beneath the surface. Treachery loves a hiding spot. As Lady Macbeth said to her husband, ‘Look like th’ innocent flower, but be the serpent under it.’

If you have read my other accounts, you will know that what follows is Watson’s account verbatim – from a manuscript found in a trove bequeathed to me by a woman from the British Library. All words are his, except for certain areas of this 130-year-old manuscript in which the ink has blurred or a random tear in the paper made parts unreadable. Once again, I beg the reader’s forbearance as I attempt to fill in the odd missing sentence or paragraph.

Meanwhile, may the recounting of this tale distract you from current world events, over which one has little say, as it has distracted me.

—Bonnie MacBird

London, December 2024



   

PART ONE

A TWIST OF FATE

‘Love hath made thee a tame snake.’

—William Shakespeare



   

CHAPTER ONE

Heffie

[image: Start of image description, An illustrated letter L with a girl’s face looking out from behind it., end of image description]ondon. March 1891 is marked in my notes as the month in which Sherlock Holmes and I encountered one of the most twisted and diabolical set of cases ever to slither across the threshold of 221B. The tangle of mysteries I call ‘The Serpent Under’ enmeshed Sherlock Holmes, and me along with him, in a conundrum which propelled us from some very arcane corners of the city to the glittering pinnacle of the British Empire, took more lives than any other single case of our careers, and nearly cost us our own.

It is said that every man has a weakness, every man has an Achilles heel. Equally true, no man is without enemies. Either can be our downfall, and our guard must be up at all times against a serpent which may lie beneath the surface, ready to rob us of our best intentions, our lofty aspirations, our souls. This adventure, which I am about to relate, revealed the serpent below a palace, below a family, and to a lesser but significant degree, below the Great Detective himself.

It was early one morning when it all began, as so many of our cases did, in the cosy confines of our Baker Street sitting room. A fire crackled in the hearth, lazy snowflakes drifted sideways in the grey air outside our window, and the enticing aroma of Mrs Hudson’s beef and ale stew wafted its way upstairs. The March weather had been madness, warm one day and snowing the next. Today was winter once more.

Seated on the couch, Hephzibah O’Malley stared up at us through a fringe of wild blonde curls which encircled her face, giving her the look of a small lion ready to spring. This seventeen-year-old hellion known to most as ‘Heffie’, was a former street urchin of unusual character and intelligence. What she had just related to us had Sherlock Holmes pacing furiously in front of the windows.

‘You’ll do it, Mr ’olmes?’ she said. ‘Back me if Inspector Lestrade takes offence?’

I eyed our curious guest. After her very able assistance on one of our cases, Holmes had secured for Heffie a job with the Metropolitan Police, a position created especially for her, which got the young lady off the streets and doing work uniquely suited to her brave and inquisitive nature. She excelled at infiltrating those shadowy groups who inhabited the edges of the criminal classes, as well as some downright street villains, befriending those as needed, often helping to solve complex cases and even, at times, to prevent violence.

Under Holmes’s tutelage, her repertoire and reach had expanded into a much wider range of London’s denizens. At the moment, she sat alert and still, except for one foot which did a very slow twitch, left, then right. A cat’s tail, as its owner waited at the mouse’s hole. This was one cat it would be well to not provoke.

‘It weren’t my fault. ’Twas Constable O’Keefe’s.’ Resentment frosted her words.

Heffie was the product of unusual parentage, her late father an Irish boxer of renown and her mother a Jewish schoolteacher who fought unsuccessfully against her daughter’s assimilation into the largely criminal culture which dominated their impoverished surroundings. Her death when Heffie was only nine had left the girl without a tutor.

Both parents had been the victims of bigotry but had not sat still to take it, and when her father was killed in the ring when the girl was eleven, Heffie O’Malley already possessed the courage, skills and street sense to defend herself against any and all, and the impatient intelligence to need a challenge in her own life. Her moral compass pointed at True North, and she had evolved into a formidable young lady.

I was proud of my friend’s championing of her and wished her the best. But it was hard to be kind to Heffie, for she was not the sort of person who accepted friendship easily.

‘Fact is,’ she continued, ‘I wants to take Constable O’Keefe out in the alley and show him what’s right,’ said she, balling up a fist. Noting Holmes’s glare, she continued, ‘But, of course, I ain’t doing that.’

‘Will not be doing that,’ he corrected. ‘And it is just as well for him.’ He stopped pacing and peered down at the street below. ‘Do you still have your position with the police, Heffie? You have not managed to alienate Lestrade, have you?’

‘No, not exactly.’

‘You must not embarrass him in front of his fellow police officers. It doesn’t pay to appear smarter than the police, Heffie.’

I laughed. My colleague was hardly one to give advice on this topic.

‘I knows well enough to give him the details in private like, so as not to make him look the fool in front of the others, Mr ’olmes,’ said Heffie. ‘’E just wouldn’t believe me!’

‘What was the result, Heffie?’ I asked. The young woman turned her penetrating gaze to me.

‘O’Keefe let the thief get away. And on his next little job, the little rat beat the victim to a bloody pulp. I knows, because I was on the scene.’

‘Did you try to stop him?’ said Holmes.

‘I didn’t just try. I did stop him. Thief ended up in hospital.’ She smiled. ‘But ’e’s in gaol now. Where ’e should be.’

‘My goodness, Heffie. Were you hurt?’ I asked.

‘Clearly not, Watson, you see her here before us with nothing but bruised knuckles. Let the doctor have a look, Heffie, would you?

‘No. It’s fine. But I’m ’ere on another matter. There’s a little kid who floated up in the Serpentine from the thaw we ’ad two days ago.’

‘Yes, I read. Unidentified. Pauper’s clothes. Why, Heffie? What of him?’

‘I knows him.’

‘Go on.’

‘Lash Crowley.’ She shrugged. ‘I tol’ the police. They did nuffink … nothing.’ She corrected herself.

Holmes sighed. ‘I’m afraid this is a very common state of affairs, Heffie. I make no excuses for them, but they are sorely overtaxed—’

‘No, you don’t understand. You knows him, too.’

‘I don’t recognize the name.’

‘’E were in the Irregulars. Wiggins brought ’im in. And then ’e kicked ’im out.’

‘What a shame,’ said I. That ragtag bunch of street urchins was one of Holmes’s most treasured resources, travelling unnoticed and gathering information where few would venture.

‘He must have had a reason to do so,’ remarked Holmes.

‘I dunno. The boy could find anything, anywhere. You need it, ’e would find it. ’E were a wonder. But ’e’s dead and I thought you should know.’

I had a sudden memory of the boy. He had impressed me. I could not at that moment remember why.

‘Was there a suspicious cause of death?’

‘No one even looked, so far as I knows. Coppers thought ’e was a Gypsy.’

Holmes looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose I should follow up. The least I can do for an Irregular, even if he was booted out. Those boys have no one, generally. Heffie, would you look into it, please?’

‘S’all I wanted.’ She had moved to the window and looked out. ‘Uh oh. ’E’s comin’ to see you! Lestrade, I mean!’

Holmes joined her at the window. ‘Lestrade!’ He smiled. ‘He’s in a bit of a state. Are you sure you are square with him, Heffie?’

‘I figure so, Mr ’olmes,’ said she. ‘Though he don’t … does not … understand me much.’

‘You don’t need to be understood, dear girl. Only allowed to do what you do best.’

‘Well, I best be going,’ said the girl, standing up. The doorbell sounded. She looked about uneasily. ‘The back window all right?’

Holmes hesitated only a fraction of a second then nodded.

She grinned. ‘Don’t want to push my luck!’ And she was off, onto the landing where I heard the large window being slid open. Holmes had occasionally exited our rooms that way as well, when he did not wish to be seen.

Inspector Gregory Lestrade soon stood before us, a light dusting of snow on the shoulders of his dark wool coat. The wiry little inspector was pale with excitement.

‘I’ve been sent to collect you, Mr Holmes. Urgently. It’s important. A carriage will be arriving!’ He ran to the window and peered out. ‘Ah, here it comes. You’ll be in for a long ride. Hurry, please!’

‘Going where?’ drawled Holmes, refusing to be ignited into haste without information.

‘Windsor Castle, Mr Holmes. Summoned from on high, I’m told. Not me, just you and the doctor. There’s been a … an unusual death.’

‘Ah!’ Holmes was instantly on his feet and reaching for his hat. Of course he was on fire. An unusual death! We had not had one of those in weeks. And Windsor Castle, no less.

I glanced down. I would need to change my boots.

‘Never mind your shoes, Watson,’ shouted my observant friend, reaching for his scarf hanging near the fire. ‘Grab your warmest hat!’ He called down the stairs. ‘Mrs Hudson! We will miss supper, I’m afraid!’ His delight was unseemly, though I will admit I shared it.

As we ran for our outer garments, I felt a twinge of regret about the stew. Perhaps she’d keep some warm for us.




   

CHAPTER TWO

To the Castle


[image: Start of image description, An illustrated letter S with a castle that looks like Windsor castle intertwined within it, end of image description]ome two hours later our carriage pulled up at Windsor Castle. En route, Holmes had questioned the individual who had been sent to accompany us, a morose little man with a pockmarked nose and refined, costly garments intended to offset the effect. This was a Mr Palfrey, a private secretary at the royal residence, who would reveal little of the case except to say that a young lady of good repute had been found ‘expired’ in unusual circumstances. He would not elucidate any further, nor explain his exact duties.

‘When was she found?’ demanded Holmes.

‘Dawn.’

‘It is now after noon.’

‘Her family had to be notified. And the coroner, and then a second coroner. And the situation … discussed.’

‘Has the body been moved?’

The man looked out of the window. Holmes shook his head. Try as he might, he could get nothing more from the resolute Mr Palfrey. We rode in silence for a time. Holmes’s knee began to bounce. I recognized frustration.

‘I doubt the body has been left in situ,’ said Holmes. ‘People cannot restrain themselves from performing their own examinations at the scenes of violent crimes. Well, those who are not vomiting in the bushes. Or the spittoons.’

‘Spittoons, Holmes?’ My friend’s humour surfaced at the oddest times.

Palfrey’s face wrinkled in horror, presumably at the notion of spittoons in the royal residence.

‘I jest. In any case, hubris. Well, we shall see what is left for us, won’t we, Mr Palfrey?’

Mr Palfrey did not reply.

Soon we arrived at our destination, passing through a gate, up a cobbled hillside and into the main quadrangle. The inner sanctum of the Palace.

Windsor Castle was a fairytale wonder in the glitter of the new snowfall. It struck me as a child’s toy in a snow globe, a place of fantasy and romance – for children, at least. I knew better, of course. It was staffed by an army of hardworking servants, toiling long hours in a strict, unbending hierarchy. Between them and their employers stood a layer of civilian positions of honour, ladies-in-waiting, Privy Council and the like, whose exact duties and privileges eluded me. Topped over this elaborate and intricate scaffolding sat the Royal Family itself.

It was to this mysterious middle rank of Palace denizens that our victim belonged. She was a companion to some Duchess friend of Queen Victoria. Finally I learned from the kitchen staff, as we waited on a bench outside the royal kitchen along with a meat vendor and a florist, that the deceased was a Miss Jane Wandley, twenty-four, daughter of Sir James Wandley, a wealthy industrialist knighted for his charitable works for the blind.

Holmes, irritated at being asked to cool his heels, seethed on the bench beside me. I could sense an impending outburst. I struck up a conversation with the man seated on my other side. A wicker basket at his feet held a great volume of expensive, colourful blossoms, most likely imported or from greenhouses, given the weather.

‘Mr Fairweather,’ I said, for so he had been introduced to me. ‘Can you recommend a long-lasting bouquet to a gentleman wishing to delight a lady in this unseasonable weather?’

The man looked up at me in surprise. ‘Roses. Always roses.’ He waved his hand dismissively at me. It was bandaged, and protruding from the edge of the dressing I noticed a large black mark on the skin.

‘Sir, I am a doctor. Your hand—’

‘It is nothing.’

‘What happened to you?’

‘Snake bite. An adder. In our poppy fields. It is fine.’

‘Poppies? In this snow?’ asked Holmes. I thought his attention had been elsewhere.

‘South of France,’ said the florist. ‘No snow.’

‘Really, where?’ asked Holmes. ‘It is an area I know well.’

‘That is our trade secret, sir,’ said the florist crisply.

I supposed that those supplying the Palace must be well connected. Her Majesty enjoyed not only the fruits of many nations but would naturally be provided with only the best flowers, too.

‘That can turn necrotic if you are not careful,’ I said. Adders were the only venomous snakes to exist in Britain and France, and although bites were rare I had treated a couple. Typically, they were a minor injury, painful to be sure, but could then fester and cause a great deal of trouble if not tended properly. I was once consulted on such a bite too late, and death had, in fact, followed. ‘I would keep an eye on it, sir,’ I added.

From a large bouquet of long-stemmed chrysanthemums at his feet the florist plucked out a pink one and handed it to me.

‘Er, thank you,’ I said.

Holmes sprang to his feet next to me. ‘Come, Watson,’ said he.

At the doorway to this anteroom stood a tall, elegant man in formal attire, who introduced himself as Jonathan Henderson, the Master of the Household. The man struck me as the epitome of a career servant, former military no doubt, ramrod straight, hair sleek as glass, unctuous and autocratic all at once. Henderson seemed to look through me, then nodded to Holmes. ‘This way, Mr Holmes,’ he said.

In a room just outside the pantry, we were introduced to Chief Inspector Slade of the Windsor police. I had heard of Slade. He was the highest-ranking officer assigned to the Royal Family. I had never met him, although Holmes and his brother Mycroft had previous dealings with him. Slade was a tall, well-muscled man sporting a large sandy-coloured moustache groomed to perfection, and had a commanding stare that could intimidate all but perhaps my friend.

Slade, Holmes and I were ushered by Henderson into a large, cold room. There we faced a long wooden table under the bright glare of several overhead electric lights. Its proximity to the kitchen led me to believe it was a kind of cold storage pantry. Standing in attendance were two other policemen and, I assumed from their aprons and sombre faces, two coroners. One of the latter looked familiar. Jones, I remembered. He nodded respectfully to Holmes as we entered.

On the table was the covered body of a slender female, recognizable as such even under the draping of a white sheet.

‘The body has been moved, then,’ said Holmes bitterly. ‘You have most certainly destroyed evidence!’ Henderson and Inspector Slade exchanged a look.

‘Mr Holmes,’ intoned Slade, ‘we are here by the special invitation of a great lady whose identity you may infer. It is by her grace and pleasure that the doors open to you to assist us in our investigations. There is protocol. Do you understand?’

The Queen herself had asked for Holmes!

‘Hmm.’ Holmes was now staring at the covered body like a racehorse eyeing the track just before the starting pistol.

‘Yes, we understand,’ I said.

Holmes stepped forward, but Slade held up a hand.

‘Stop! You may look but not touch. You must ask for anything you wish to see or know. Mr Jones, the coroner, and his assistant will uncover the body and take your instructions. You may begin.’

Holmes looked up to face Slade and Henderson. ‘Gentlemen, Mr Jones has worked with me before. I cannot examine evidence without touching, as he well knows,’ said Holmes coldly. ‘If you would like me to assist in this case you must allow me the freedom to conduct my investigation in the way I see fit.’

Slade did not move a muscle, but his eyelid twitched.

‘It is that or nothing,’ said Holmes, simply. ‘My methods are my own and I often observe minute details that have eluded others.’

Another silence.

‘See us out, then, would you, Mr Henderson,’ said Holmes to the Master of the Household.

I was horrified. But Holmes had called the bluff. He had been asked for by Her Majesty. These people would not defy the Queen. Slade gave in and nodded to Henderson.

The room changed over like a surgical suite between operations. Within a minute, Holmes was put in charge, and the coroner and his assistant stood aside but remained at his beck and call. It did not hurt that Jones was an admirer of Holmes’s. Slade and Henderson retreated a few steps from the table, where they stood motionless during the proceedings, their eyes riveted on Holmes’s every move.

Slowly he withdrew the sheet.

Holmes inhaled sharply and my eyes watered instantly in reaction to the sight. We had both seen many a shocking death, but what lay before us was the stuff of nightmares. It was the body of a beautiful young woman. Yet … strangely altered.


   

CHAPTER THREE

The Body


[image: Start of image description, An illustrated letter I with a snake writing above it in the shape of the infinity symbol (a horizontal letter 8), end of image description]should say once beautiful. The poor creature, a young woman under twenty-five, had been mutilated in a most terrifying and unusual way.

A tattoo of particularly intricate and stunning design had been carefully inked across the delicate planes of her lovely features. It depicted the writhing bodies of two snakes, one blue and gold, the other red and green, with scales inked in detailed and delicate black tracery. They seemed to emerge from under the hairline at the top of her forehead, curving down over her eyes and cheeks, encircling them then crossing over the mouth and disappearing back into her hairline at the temples.

The execution and design were masterful – dare I say even beautiful in a ghastly way. Whoever had done this work was a virtuoso of his art.

Holmes stood frozen at the sight, as did we all. Even those in the room who had already seen the girl’s face were cowed in the presence of its terrible effect. As we stood, unmoving in the silence, I could hear water running in the next room and the crunch of horses’ hooves in the snow outside the window.

The work had been recently executed. The skin around the tattoos was red and shiny, more so on the left side of the face, which was slightly swollen, and several drops of dried blood were in evidence.

‘This will have taken some time, Holmes. Days, I would imagine,’ I said. Had this young woman been conscious through this ordeal? It would have been excruciating.

‘She was missing for four days,’ said Slade.

‘Her name, again? Occupation here?’

‘Jane Wandley. Companion to the Duchess of Ormond.’

‘Married?’

‘No.’

Holmes nodded, frowning in thought. ‘Has this been photographed?’ he asked.

This. Not she or Miss Wandley. Holmes often objectified the victims in the first moments of his investigation. His scientific mind was processing the evidence. The practical details. The how, the what. The who and why would come later.

‘Yes.’

‘I will need copies of these photographs before I leave. The artist is a rare one and I will find him.’

‘Copies are being prepared for you.’

Of course, the Palace would have its own darkroom. It was a veritable city state, I had been told.

‘Something is missing here. Where are the heads of the snakes?’ said Holmes.

The coroner shrugged. ‘They left those out, I suppose. We looked.’

‘Help me lift her head,’ said Holmes. ‘I want to see the back of her neck.’

‘They are not there.’

Nevertheless, one of the coroners stepped in and helped lift up the corpse’s head, as Holmes peered under it and along the neck on both sides. Nothing.

‘Fine then,’ said Holmes as the man set her head down gently. ‘The hair. Is this as you found it?’

The poor victim’s voluminous auburn hair was arranged in an elaborate chignon, piled atop her head in the style favoured by so many young ladies of my acquaintance, with a few stray curls framing the face. They now lay limp and flattened.

‘Well, yes,’ said Slade. ‘We had no reason to – stop that!’

But Holmes had raised the beautiful but disfigured head himself and was loosening the pins that held her hair in place. ‘It is necessary. Help me, Watson.’

I approached that end of the table and helped support her head. As the hair tumbled down we were shocked at what we found. A six-inch circle at the crown of her head had been shaved and there, tattooed in the same exquisite detail as on her face, were the heads of the two brightly coloured snakes, the bodies intertwined one last time, and with the tail of each snake being swallowed by its own head.

‘My God!’ I exclaimed. ‘What on earth …?’

‘It is an ouroboros,’ said Holmes. ‘Two, in fact.’

‘What is an oro … whatever you said?’ asked Slade.

‘A snake consuming itself. An ancient alchemical symbol. It stands for “infinity”. As in mathematics.’ Holmes frowned. ‘And there are other meanings as well.’

‘But why …?’ I wondered.

‘That is only one of many mysteries here, Watson. I have made a study of tattoos. While the rendering of the scales and the colours are Japanese, the symbol is universal.’ That he was an expert on tattoos should have come as no surprise, I suppose. That a technical response would be his first was equally typical.

I gently laid the poor girl’s head back on the table.

‘Watson, let us confirm the cause of death. Start at her feet.’

‘She committed suicide,’ said Slade. ‘The girl slashed her wrists.’

Holmes leaned in with his magnifying glass to look at the beautiful, ruined face. ‘Watson! Look at her left temple. Is that a bruise I see?’

I took the glass and looked. Indeed there was a dark bruise, very difficult to see because of the inking around and over it.

‘It is. A blow to the head,’ I said.

‘Could it be the cause of death?’

‘Technically yes,’ I said. ‘Or might at least have rendered her unconscious.’

‘Carry on, Watson. Examine her closely … look for signs of struggling, more bruising, injection points, restraints, or what you will.’ 

I nodded and got to work. I took out my own magnifying glass and began to inspect the body quite closely, starting with her feet, looking for anything that would tell us more of the story.

‘We examined her thoroughly,’ said the coroner.

‘Except for her head,’ said Holmes.

‘Well, only missing that. She slit her own wrists, as I said,’ Slade remarked. ‘I might have done so, myself, discovering that all over my face!’

‘Where, then, is all the blood?’ Holmes could not keep the sarcasm from his voice.

No reply.

‘Where was the body found?’ asked Holmes.

‘In her private bath, this morning, by the maid,’ said Henderson.

I presumed the Master of the Household had his eye on all.

‘More detail please,’ said Holmes.

‘She was fully clothed but submerged to the neck in her own bathtub. The, er, water was … was all red …’

‘She bled out in the bath, then,’ I said.

‘Obviously, Watson.’ This from Holmes.

‘Yes. The maid fainted.’

‘So you removed the body, removed her clothing, cleaned her and brought her here?’ said Holmes.

The coroner and the Master of the Household both nodded.

‘And in so doing you destroyed valuable evidence.’

Henderson was aghast. ‘Well, we could not just leave her there. That bath is shared with three other ladies, and—’

Holmes hissed in frustration. ‘What was she wearing?’

‘We have disposed of the clothing—’

Holmes grimaced.

‘But it was identified as the same dress she was wearing when she vanished a few days ago,’ said Henderson. ‘Are you finished here?’

‘You are sure it was the same dress?’ asked Holmes.

The Master of the Household was not used to being challenged. ‘The friend who shares rooms with her identified it,’ he said, ice in his voice.

‘Get her for me. And I’ll need to speak with the girl’s family. You have no doubt called them. Watson, what do you see?’

Henderson paused, then departed in a cold fury.

Chief Inspector Slade stepped closer to Holmes. ‘Mr Holmes, you have much to learn of protocol in the royal residence.’

Holmes looked up at him dreamily. ‘Have I? Do you suppose Her Majesty has called me in because of my manners? No, I rather think Her Majesty would like a solution to a murder which took place here. Carry on, Watson.’

I turned my attention to the girl’s feet, looking for traces of needle marks between the toes. There were none. The ankles bore faint traces of binding. I indicated this to Holmes. He shook his head ruefully.

‘We have not seen all, I am sure. What then? How and why was the body disrobed and moved here to the pantry?’ asked Holmes.

Slade informed us that the Palace doctor had been summoned, confirmed death by exsanguination, and a cursory examination was done in place. It was he who had ordered the clothes removed and the body cleaned. She was then transported to the room in which we now stood, and examined fully by the coroner, Jones, in the presence of Henderson and Slade.

I could sense Holmes’s mounting fury. Much evidence would have been lost by these actions.

‘Watson, the wrists?’

‘Look,’ said I, raising her arm to display the inner right wrist. A deep slash crossed it, clearly severing the radial artery.

‘Poor thing,’ said Inspector Slade. ‘Must have caught a look at herself in the glass and then took her own life in despair.’

Holmes stared at the man incredulously. ‘You think she noticed her tattoos, then filled the bath, stepped into it fully clothed, and did the deed?’

I raised up the left arm. ‘And the left, Holmes. Look.’

Holmes stepped closer and picked up each wrist in turn, examining it with his pocket magnifier. ‘So I see.’ He put down the second wrist and confronted the inspector. ‘Not self-inflicted. This was no suicide.’

‘Agreed,’ said I.

‘How do you read that?’ said the policeman.

‘The slash is in the same direction on both wrists,’ said Holmes.

‘Also,’ I added, ‘the radial artery has been cut. On both. It is deliberate – note the depth of the incision.’

‘Incision? You make it sound like a surgical procedure.’

‘Very much so,’ I said. ‘It is actually difficult to commit suicide in this way. Most veins and arteries in the wrist are fairly superficial and will not suffice. Except this one.’

I held up the delicate arm again.

‘Whoever cut these wrists knew exactly what they were doing. She would have died of exsanguination in less than ten minutes,’ I added. What a terrifying ten minutes. I briefly wondered if perhaps she might have done the one wrist, then been helped along with the other.

Holmes took out his pocket magnifier and inspected the wounds more closely. ‘It appears to be the same type of blade. Watson, do you concur?’

I looked closer and agreed. That confirmed murder.

‘One question is the precise time of death,’ said Holmes. ‘Clearly her head was not submerged?’

‘No.’

‘When she was brought here, was any further bleeding noted?’

‘None,’ said the coroner.

Holmes stood silent. No one made a move.

‘Take me to this room with the bath.’

‘It has been cleaned,’ said the Master of the Household, who had returned to the room.

‘Why?’ exclaimed Holmes in disgust. ‘You hamper me exceedingly!’

‘We wished to avoid panic. Word spreads quickly in the Palace.’

‘Ridiculous. Everyone knows already,’ said Holmes.

Jones, the coroner, nodded almost imperceptibly. Of course they did.

The two guards posted at the door exchanged quick looks of embarrassment, further confirming Holmes’s theory.

At last Holmes straightened and nodded for me to cover the body. I did so, as he stood back from the table, thinking. He did not move for over a minute. It was as though the Difference Engine, that steam-driven computational wonder invented by Charles Babbage, was at work inside his head. If the human brain were not made of gelatinous and mysterious stuff, I was sure that I would have heard the faint hissing and clanks of wheels and gears spinning at utmost capacity.

At last he turned to Chief Inspector Slade. ‘All right,’ said he, ‘I am ready to hear the rest. And then I shall inspect the bath.’


   

CHAPTER FOUR

The Palace Investigation


[image: Start of image description, An illustrated letter T with an ornate cast iron, claw foot bath in front of it. The limp arm of a woman dangles over the side of the tub, end of image description]he ‘rest’ was little enough. We spent the next three hours learning of the timeline and further details of the gruesome discovery and interviewing Palace staff.

Miss Wandley’s body had been discovered just before dawn, and while Palace security and the Metropolitan Police initiated their preliminary investigation, so destroying critical evidence, word came down from the Queen herself that she wished them to call in Sherlock Holmes.

Before this could happen, family members were notified. The father of the deceased, Sir James Wandley, had been summoned. But Wandley instead sent his man, a Peter Oliver, who was visibly saddened by the sight of the girl and left once he confirmed the identification. Both her siblings were called and further confirmed the identity of the body, her brother Clarence fainting in the process.

Arriving only moments after these was poor Jane Wandley’s betrothed, Count Charles Harold Augustus Friedrich. This gentleman arrived and was violently sick upon seeing his dear lady’s face and could not depart the Palace soon enough, it was reported.

The account of these reactions piqued Holmes’s curiosity, and he declared his intention to interview both the family and the fiancé in all haste.

‘Much appreciated, Mr Holmes,’ said Slade. Now that murder under the Palace roof was in the picture, the policeman seemed eager to hand the reins to my friend.

He nodded towards Henderson, who said, ‘A royal carriage will be provided for your conveyance. It is yours for the day and through the night, if needed. We will assist your investigation in any way possible.’

‘Excellent. Have it at the ready. But first I must interview several people here at the Palace.’ After a brief consultation with Henderson, Holmes had produced a shortlist.

Ten minutes later, Lady Elizabeth Barnstable, twenty-two, arranged her silk skirts daintily as she sat perched on the edge of a chair in the tiny sitting room of the small Palace apartment she had shared with poor Jane Wandley. Her eyes were red from crying, and as she related the following to us, the tears continued to flow.

‘Simply one of the sweetest women at the Palace,’ she said. ‘Jane … er, Miss Wandley, was a true friend to me, and to many. That this happened to her, of all people—’

‘A friend to many, you say? Would this be a universal appraisal? She had no enemies?’ asked Holmes.

‘None of whom I was aware. Jane was popular,’ said Lady Elizabeth. ‘She recently helped patch up a squabble between two ladies-in-waiting. It was a misunderstanding, and now all three are – were – good friends. That was typical of Jane.’

‘What of jealousy?’

‘I would say not, sir. To be blunt, Jane was not high up in the hierarchy here. The Duchess of Ormond, to whom she was attached, was once a close confidante of Her Majesty but has grown cantankerous and something of a problem. Jane was hired to soothe the savage beast, so to speak, and to distract the Duchess from her somewhat destructive inclinations. It took a great deal to manage this difficult lady, and several before her had failed. Jane, however, managed admirably. No one envied Jane’s position, not for a moment.’

Holmes nodded. He next made a careful assessment of poor Jane Wandley’s bedroom and private sitting area, finding nothing of note, then asked to see the adjacent bath, where the body had been discovered.

There, the latest in indoor plumbing had been luxuriously supplied, even for companions and ladies-in-waiting, and a full-size cast-iron tub with gleaming brass fittings filled the space. Holmes bent down to inspect it.

‘It has been scoured!’ he exclaimed in disgust. He then proceeded to spend the next ten minutes circulating through the small, tiled room, magnifying glass in hand, examining the walls, the corners, the towel racks and the floor, like some giant spider weaving a web through the space.

‘As I feared,’ he said, pocketing his lens. ‘We will learn no more here. It is likely she was unconscious when brought here, and the body then placed in the bathtub where the murderer, perhaps thwarted in some larger plan, slit her wrists and left her to her fate. There are no signs of a struggle, nor droplets of blood anywhere in the room.’

‘But thoroughly cleaned,’ I reminded him. ‘As was the bathtub.’

‘Do you doubt me? Traces would remain and I would have seen them!’

‘Of course, Holmes. But … this is diabolical. She was brought here … and placed in this bath? It all seems so odd.’

‘Your talent at understatement can always be relied upon. You noticed the faint marks of bindings on both ankles. My initial thought was they were from a restraint during her torture, but they would have been deeper, and she would have had other marks on the body if so. There were none. Likely this was to ease transporting her. I think her wrists were cut here, without a struggle. There must have been a great deal of blood.’

‘Hence the blood we found under her fingernails.’

‘Yes. He was remarkably cold-blooded about all of this.’

‘For it must be a he?’

‘Unknown, although statistically it is likely. This clearly was an extremely personal crime. The villain, whoever he was, wanted her found here at the Palace.’

‘Why, I wonder?’

‘Undoubtedly for maximum effect. Publicity. Shame in front of those whom she no doubt wished to impress. Perhaps even a kind of retribution for having taken this position.’

‘Or jealousy? Perhaps Lady Elizabeth was wrong.’

‘The motive is unclear, many are possible. And now to the “savage beast”.’

After being made to wait some twenty minutes to interview this character, we found ourselves in the sitting room of the elderly Duchess of Ormond, Georgina de la Tour. Lamp-post thin and clad in expensive layers of a bilious yellow-green, this spectral creature raised an elaborate lorgnette which sparkled with jewels and peered at Holmes and me with a malevolent eye. She waved us to take a seat.

‘Not there!’ she barked, as I started to sit on a green velvet chair. Holmes had taken the only other seat, so I stood awkwardly throughout the following.

The Duchess turned her attention to my friend.

‘I have heard of you,’ she said. ‘You are famous. You see things.’

Holmes smiled, and it seemed most genuine. ‘Your Grace, I am delighted to make your acquaintance. You are, I believe, the patron of one of the finest art galleries in London.’

How he knew this was a mystery.

She did not seem to melt but leaned back in her chair and lowered her lorgnette. Her face twisted slightly in what perhaps was a smile. ‘Jane. You wish to hear of Jane,’ said she in a voice which quavered most irritably.

‘I am deeply sorry for your loss,’ said Holmes. ‘I hope to solve the mystery surrounding her death.’

The Duchess sniffed. ‘Jane was the best friend a woman like myself could have, Mr Holmes. Some call me “difficult”. You would be so yourself had you led the life I have had.’ She dabbed at a rheumy eye with a lace handkerchief.

‘I am sure that is so, ma’am,’ said Holmes without a trace of sarcasm. ‘In what way was Miss Wandley helpful to you?’

‘Patience. She put up with my, shall we say, wants and needs.’

‘Like a servant, then?’

‘Not at all. I have several servants. No, Jane was more of a friend, really. A professional friend, as she was assigned to me in the wake of …’ The old woman turned to stare out of the window.

‘In the wake of what, ma’am?’ asked Holmes. He smiled at her and I wondered at his ability to turn on the charm in the face of such a disagreeable woman.

‘In the wake of the departure of two predecessors. I do not take kindly to being managed, you see.’

‘No one does,’ said Holmes with a smile.

‘And yet I do need it. My patience is not what it once was. You! Don’t tread on those draperies!’ Her voice cut like a knife.

I backed away from the window, to where I had gravitated. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’

She turned back to Holmes. ‘Miss Wandley was a kind young woman, and she “handled” me, as the Palace likes to say, with humour and the art of gentle distraction,’ said the Duchess. ‘I shall not see her like again, I am afraid. What a terrible, terrible loss. Now leave me, please, you two. It is time for my nap.’

Over the next two hours, Holmes spoke to one Palace denizen after another, the indelible picture of an extremely well-liked young lady emerged. Even under probing questions and careful observation Holmes could find no strong evidence – not even a hint – that this heinous crime originated within the castle walls.

By the time we left Windsor, he and I were convinced that despite the cauldron of intrigue that is any royal enclave, the perpetrator of Miss Jane Wandley’s crime was much more likely to have come from the outside world.

But why, Holmes wondered, would her body have been transferred to the Palace? Was it a message? And if so, designed for whom?
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