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Chapter 1 – An invitation to Gloucester Gardens
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It was a bright morning in the final days of July, 1896 that was to mark the beginning of the remarkable case that I have entitled as that of ‘Indelible Evidence’. 

It was as I descended the stairs from my bedroom that the enticing smell of kippers encouraged me to hurry on downwards. As I entered our sitting room, I could see from the ruinous display of scattered cutlery and a carelessly tossed, fine damask napkin that Holmes had already breakfasted. As I reached for the bell cord to advise Mrs Hudson that I was now ready to take breakfast, I could not help myself but to remark, somewhat testily, “It seems, Holmes, that some malevolent flying creature annoyed you sufficiently at breakfast that you felt compelled to take up arms against it and to engage it in mortal combat!”

Other than a brusque rustle of the broadsheet that hid him from my view and an increase in the volume of blue smoke that rose from behind it, there was little response to my jibe. I was, indeed, used to Holmes’ cavalier attitude to the proprieties of mealtimes but, in truth, I could not help but to shake my head and express a heavy sigh.

Within minutes, my own breakfast appeared and having been served by Mrs Hudson, I tucked in to a fine pair of Arbroath smokies. This was followed by coffee, buttered toast and a generous portion of Seville marmalade. 

It was as I sat back, replete, dabbing my lips with my napkin that I noticed that Mrs Hudson had brought up on my breakfast tray the small silver salver that was used to convey our mail from the hallway below. Curiously, there appeared to be upon it two identical envelopes, each in the same hand, one addressed to Holmes and the other to myself.

Still feeling the need to elicit a response from my companion, I determined to offer him a challenge that I knew that he could not resist.

“I see, Holmes, that in the post we are both in receipt of an identical envelope. I would suggest, then, that the contents are also identical.” I paused for a moment, allowing the fly to drift a little further downstream. “Assuming that I am correct, I will wager you a florin that you are unable to determine what is within by simply examining the envelope.”

On hearing this, the broadsheet was slowly lowered and a thin smile was now to be seen upon Holmes’ lips. “I fear that it would be unfair of me to accept, Watson... but if you insist.”

I tossed the envelope addressed to Holmes over to my friend who caught it dextrously and, as he did so, I noted a twinkle in his eye as he began his observations.

Holmes pursed his lips before he began thus. “Let us see. The envelope is not of common commercial stock and whilst gummed, it is of moderate quality.” Holmes turned the envelope over in his fingers before continuing, “The postmark is of yesterday’s date and the letter appears to have been posted in Paddington.”

I looked at my own envelope and then nodded silently in agreement. As I waited expectantly for more, Holmes held the envelope to his nose before then holding the envelope aloft, viewing it against the light from our window overlooking Baker Street.

Seeming satisfied with observations, Holmes smiled and then wagged his finger. “But there is much more, Watson. Within the envelope there is a stiff card which, I would suggest, is an invitation... and from its scent, to an event with literary connections.” I raised an eyebrow at this as he continued, “Indeed, I believe it to be from Sir Thomas Clayton.” 

Holmes now held the envelope up to his nose and furrowed his brow. After a few moments. He then once more raised it towards the light before announcing, “Yes, yes! It is an invitation to a gathering of notables at his house... 42 Gloucester Gardens on, yes, I believe it to be the twenty-fifth of this month!”

I looked at my friend, goggle eyed and somewhat in disbelief! Taking up my own envelope, I tried, as best as I could, to examine it in a similar fashion to what I had observed. 

I blinked, perplexed, as I could detect nothing of what he had suggested.  Looking towards my friend, he sat calmly and then extended his hand in a gesture that was clearly meant as an invitation for me to open my own envelope to verify his revelations.

Tearing roughly at my envelope, I opened it to find that it did indeed contain an invitation. My mouth fell open as I read the detail of the fine copper plate script written upon it. This requested me to attend a soiree hosted by Sir Thomas Clayton at his Gloucester Gardens home on the precise day identified by Holmes! “That... that is impossible, Holmes! You could not possibly...” I spluttered.

Holmes raised an eyebrow and slowly wagged his finger, remaining silent as he drew upon his pipe before then laughing heartily. “Impossible, Watson? I hardly think so when the invitations are in response to a telegram that I penned to Sir Thomas asking if we both might attend his soiree!”

I sat back in my chair, stunned, before joining Holmes in a bout of hearty laughter. Once calmed, Holmes withdrew his pipe from his lips and then pointed the stem in my direction, saying, “Never suggest that what you have observed is impossible, Watson, until you have considered and then discounted all other possibilities.”

I pursed my lips and then nodded before asking, “What is your interest in this soiree, Holmes, as I have not previously noticed that you have a particular interest in matters literary?”

Holmes drew deeply upon his briar before replying, his voice now most serious. “It is not so much the gathering itself that interests me, Watson, but the attendees...and one in particular.” Holmes now furrowed his brow, saying, “A certain Mister Marius Edgewood, to be precise.”

I pressed my lips together in thought as the name meant nothing to me. “Is he a known villain?” I asked.

Holmes slowly shook his head. “No, but I have been informed that he has been present, on at least two previous occasions, when there has been an unexplained death either at, or soon after, a social gathering akin to that to be hosted by Sir Thomas.”

I gasped, asking, “He is an assassin? Surely not, Holmes!”

Holmes again drew strongly upon his pipe and then slowly released a thin blue stream of smoke towards our already almond-coloured ceiling. “It is pure conjecture, Watson. Nothing more. However, there are to be present at Gloucester Gardens some gentlemen whose death, should it occur in London, would be a particular embarrassment to Her Majesty’s government.”

I considered this for a moment before suggesting, “I take it, then, that our attendance is at the behest of Mycroft?”

Holmes did not respond; his face was without expression as he once more raised his newspaper and was hidden from my view.
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Nothing further was said that day regarding the soiree and for the two days prior to the twenty-fifth, Holmes was to be seen busying himself by poring over newspaper clippings from our collection. What information he gleaned from his research he did not share. 

For my part, I read a little from my June copy of ‘The Lancet’ and was intrigued by an article by Sir D'Arcy Power on the Medical History of Samuel Pepys and how it related to his ocular complaints. 

It was during this period of relative calm in Baker Street that I had the opportunity to record something of Holmes’ previous case. I recall that it was on the afternoon of the soiree, whilst I was sitting at the dining table, engrossed in my jottings, that Holmes sidled up to me and, to my surprise, plucked my pen from my hand. 

I frowned and hardly had the words “Have a care, Holmes!” passed my lips when several large drops of ink dripped from the nib of the pen in his grasp, landing squarely upon the open pages of my notebook.

Seeming to be oblivious to the result of his actions, Holmes announced, “Forgive my impertinence, Watson, but I had failed to observe that you had invested in one of Mr Conklin’s pens. I see that the primitive eye-dropper filling technique has been superseded by way of this small, crescent-shaped lever in the body of the pen which, I presume...”

Holmes paused as he then proceeded
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