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Introduction to
The Adventure of the Abominable Inn
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Those familiar with the life of the Great Detective know that after his encounter with Professor Moriarty, during which he appeared to have perished with the “Napoleon of Crime,” he traveled under various disguises in various countries, some of which were hinted at in Doctor Watson’s narrative, “The Adventure of the Empty House,” (for what really happened after his return to London in 1893, please refer to the “The Coils of Time”), but, for the most part, his activities during the Great Hiatus remain unknown. Here, then, is an episode that occurred while the world considered Sherlock Holmes but a shade pursuing houseboats upon the Styx...
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The Adventure of the 
Abominable Inn
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Sherlock Homes glanced up from the finely penned vellum pages bound in calf-hide as the train slowed, then shuddered to a stop. They were just over four hours out from Rome, deep into the Italian countryside, and no halts were scheduled until they reached Milan; of course, that did not mean much, for although the Italians were possessed of many fine attributes, running a railway efficiently was not among them.

“Oh my, I hope nothing is seriously amiss,” murmured Canon Fairpenny, lowering the compartment window and thrusting his grey head into the chill air of late afternoon. “I can see the guard, or whatever they call him in Italian, on the side and talking with two other men.”

“Is there some object blocking the way on the rails?” asked Mlle Giscard, her accent as broad as she was thin.

“Not that I can see, my dear,” the Canon replied. “All I see are thick woods, mountains rising behind, and maybe...yes, I think I see perhaps the start of a hamlet at the curve, but it is certainly not a main station on the line.”

“Will we be long at this hamlet, as you say, do you think?” the French girl asked.

“Oh, I couldn’t say,” replied the elderly cleric, still looking out the window. “What say you, Mr Sigurson?”

“It is always foolish to theorize without facts,” Holmes said. The faintest of smiles momentarily pursed his thin pale lips. “One just as well might try to make bricks without straw.”

The little clergyman looked back into the compartment, frowned, then allowed a small pained smile. “Ah, very good, Mr Sigurson, but the Children of Israel did make do, did they not?” He took a last long look down the curving length of the train, then returned to his seat. “The guard is coming this way, but surely not to our carriage; why would he do that?”

Sherlock Holmes shrugged his bony shoulders. But he closed the calf-bound tome and returned it to his satchel-bag in the bin overhead. His study of the poisons favored by the Mohammedans might have to wait another day.

He had looked forward penning his weekly letter to his brother, Mycroft, telling him of his visit to Rome and his acquisition of the book of poisons. That, too, he thought, might have to wait for another day.

The door at the rear of the carriage clattered open, then slammed shut. Heavy footfalls pounded down the passage. The guard, a wide-shouldered man with an equally wide moustache, slid open the door of the first-class compartment and let his gaze linger momentarily upon each of the three foreigners.

“I say to regret that a stop not on schedule to be made it must,” the guard announced in heavily accented and fractured English.

“C'est très regrettable,” the young French girl murmured with obvious distress. “Combien de temps nous allons être arrêtés?”

The Italian frowned in concentration, but managed a small smile of encouragement for the pretty girl.

“What will be the duration of the interruption, my good man?” Canon Fairpenny inquired.

Again, the guard frowned, but he did not smile.

The thin pale man traveling under the name of Sigurson asked softly: “Qual è il motivo per l'arresto non programmato, e quanto tempo sarà?”

The guard beamed and proceeded to pour out a torrent of words in his native tongue. Sherlock Holmes nodded now and then, and occasionally voiced a brief question.

“Mi scusi, Signore, ma devo informare tutti i passeggeri in prima classe che ci sarà arresto per la notte in questo villaggio,” the guard said as he withdrew into the passage. “Ha una locanda, piccolo e semplice, ma molto bello.”

“My word,” Canon Fairpenny breathed. “How fortunate we are to have you amongst us, Mr Sigurson. What did the man say?”

“Yes, will it be of a long time?” Mlle Giscard asked, forming the English words slowly and carefully.

“Je suis désolé, mais la garde dire qu'il y sera retardée jusqu'au matin,” Holmes said to the girl. “Il y a eu une avalanche sur la ligne et les pistes sont bloqués."”

“Merci beaucoup, Monsieur.”

“There has been an avalanche ahead, Canon,” Holmes said. “It is being cleared, but we shall be delayed here through the night.”

“Oh dear, that is distressing,” Canon Fairpenny sighed. “What ever shall we...”

“There is a very nice inn, or so claims the guard,” Holmes cut in, “where we might pass a comfortable night.”

“Oh. I do not know about that,” the Canon warned. “This is hardly Rome; these pleasant rustic villages usually turn out to be more rustic than pleasant.”

Holmes smiled thinly. “Well, be that as it may, Canon, we shall have to make do. Much as the Children of Israel did when asked to make bricks without straw.”

Canon Fairpenny frowned at the return of his own words.

With a sudden jerk, the train resumed its journey and shuddered into the village of Inulati.

Canon Fairpenny nearly stumbled as he stepped down from the carriage after the train halted. Had not Holmes taken the cleric’s arm in a surprisingly strong grasp he would have surely fallen face first into the icy mud.

“Thank you so very much, Mr Sigurson,” the man of the cloth gasped. “You would think they might at least have a platform, if not a station proper.”

“From what I have managed to glean from conversations between the railway personnel this is not a regular stop, Canon,” Holmes said. “Nor has it ever been, though halts due to avalanches seem to be regular occurrences...perhaps too regular.”

“Oh, I see,” the cleric said hesitantly, though he did not really see at all. “That explains it all, I suppose.”

“The others are heading toward the inn with the guard,” Holmes noted. “You should probably accompany them.”

“Are you not joining us, Mr Sigurson?” Canon Fairpenny said.

“I shall join you shortly,” Holmes explained. “I am something of an antiquarian, so I thought I would use our enforced visitation to see if Inulati holds any interest for me.”

Canon Fairpenny swept his dubious gaze over the dismal little village caught in the shadowed vale and slowly shook his head.

“I wish you luck, Mr Sigurson,” the canon said.

The two men moved away from each other, Canon Fairpenny to catch up with the group being led up the narrow cobbled roadway toward the promised comfort of the village inn, and Holmes drifting toward a knot of railway workers who seemed loath to stray far from their train. When they noticed Holmes moving near, they ceased their quiet murmurs and shifted about nervously.

The workers answered Holmes’ queries with nods and vague generalities. Eventually they began to warm towards him, a combination of his facility in their own language and him not being the kind of English traveler they knew all too well, ready to pour fiery coals upon their heads for incidents not of their making. And, yet, for all their apparent openness, there remained about them a vague apprehension, a nervous hesitancy before answering the simplest question. Holmes smiled when he learned all of them would be passing the night in the confines of the railway carriages.

“Is that your company’s directive, or a choice of your own election?” Holmes asked.

“The choice is ours,” replied Mario, an assistant guard. “Our duties are here. We do not stay in the inn.”

“Not here,” chimed Lorenzo, one of the junior attendants in the baggage carriage. “Not at that inn.”

Holmes noted the frowns covertly directed toward Lorenzo, but gave no indication. “Why not? I understood from the guard that it is very comfortable, a nice place to rest.”

“The sort of rest from which you do not awaken, Signori,” Lorenzo blurted.

“Lorenzo!” Mario snapped. “Non parlo stupidamente!” The thin guard forced a smile and said to Holmes: “You should pay no attention to Lorenzo, Signori. He rides the rails to all the cities of Europe and yet he remains the county boy afraid of the dark. He is not to be listened to, capisci?” He nodded sagely. “We, you and I, Signori, as men of the world, know that there is no evil-eye, that there is no uomo nero reaching from the shadows, that the world we see is all there is. This is a rational age, a time of steam and steel.”

“And there are no devils?” murmured Holmes.

“Si, Signori!” Mario agreed quickly.

“And no God?” Holmes suggested.

“Well...perhaps...no one can really say,” Mario stammered.

“Perhaps,” Holmes agreed. “Yet, before this job was arranged by your uncle, when you attended university in Germany, were you not surer then that there was no heaven or hell?”

“Sì, Signore, i professori...” The young man looked at Holmes with wide eyes. Those around him, especially Lorenzo, did not hide their mirth at his sudden discomfiture. “How could you possibly know I attended university? Or where?”

Holmes canted his head a bit and smiled the faintest of smiles. “As you said, ‘the world we see...’ but many look upon the world without really seeing what is there. For example, your coloring and the weakness of your eyes reveals a man who has spent many hours within doors, away from windows, and many hours pouring over books by lamplight. There are particles of ink embedded so deeply in the skin between your thumb and forefinger that they will never be scrubbed away, surely a sign of extensive writing activity; the color of the ink indicates a high level of cobalt, which is peculiar to some German universities.” He paused. “Heidelberg?”

Mario nodded.

“A student of philosophy?” Holmes ventured.

Again, Mario nodded.

Lorenzo made a sign against the Evil Eye. A man who could tell this much from a mere glance was surely a man possessed of unnatural powers. His grandmother, who was Romany, had taught him how to protect himself from such stregoni.

Mario had the expression of a man who wished he could have such faith as did Lorenzo, whom he had always looked down upon as simple minded.

“Your professors instilled in you the strength to doubt the simple faith of your ancestors,” Holmes continued. “And yet they never told you the simple truth that there are more things in heaven and earth than can be contained in all your philosophies. At university, the nihilists seemed to possess all the answers, yet, here, in this place and amongst
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