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INTRODUCTION
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People like to speculate on big historical what-ifs: What if Elizabeth I had had a child and heir? What if the Boston Tea Partiers had stopped for one last drink at a tavern, and stayed for five? What if Winston Churchill had not been so lucky during the Boer War? The answer usually is that this would be a very different world, sometimes better than the one we live in, sometimes worse.


Here is a big literary what-if: What if an underemployed young doctor sitting in his Portsmouth practice had decided to continue writing tales of the supernatural, instead of going with his hunch that a story about a consulting detective might make him a little money? Yes, perhaps some other writer would have come up with a similar idea. But it seems unlikely that this writer would have given us Sherlock Holmes.


The greatest compliment we can pay a story is to say, “I don’t want it to end.” We know the end is coming. The strands of the plot interweave ever more tightly, the action rushes forward, clues fall into place, the hero prepares to face the villain. We look anxiously at the thin wedge of pages that is left. Of course, we want to know what happens, to see how it all turns out. But we also know that very soon we will be missing this story, its characters, the exhilaration of the ride. Then we turn the last page.


In March 1927, Arthur Conan Doyle’s readers turned the last page of the original fifty-six Holmes stories. The author was an old man by then, and for the past forty years the detective had been a dominating – not to say domineering – presence in his life. Holmes had long outgrown the proportions of a literary character to become quasi-real, a being willed into existence by the collective imagination of millions and destined to outlive the man who had brought him into the world. On at least one occasion Conan Doyle had plotted to rid himself of his creation; he almost succeeded, but his readers (and publisher) clamoured loudly that they “did not want it to end”. And so he gave in, resurrected Sherlock Holmes from the Reichenbach Falls, and kept on writing Holmes stories. Perhaps a part of Conan Doyle did not want it to end either.


Even before he laid aside his prolific pen, Conan Doyle’s creation had escaped his control. There is some debate over who might claim the honour of having written the first Holmes pastiche, but the most likely candidate is an anonymous Greek novelist who in 1913 published Sherlock Holmes Saves Mr. Venizelos – when Conan Doyle himself still had over a dozen stories in him. A pastiche is an odd bird. Most writers take pride in their own voice; they have worked hard to develop it. To write a good pastiche, however, they must set aside this voice and write in the voice of another. In the case of Holmes, they must write like Conan Doyle, or, rather, like Watson. This takes humility, but it also takes knowledge, skill and effort, which may justifiably be sources of pride. A writer venturing into the Holmes universe must know the canon just as well as Holmes knows cigar ashes; all of Holmes’s cases, Watson’s romantic entanglements, the goings-on in the wider world, even the furnishings of 221B Baker Street must be present in the writer’s mind. Beyond that, the writer must hear the voice of the kind-hearted doctor at Holmes’s side, must look into the minds and souls of the characters weaving their tangled webs, must feel the churning energy of Victorian or Edwardian London. And all this needs to find its way onto the page.


There can be yet another twist. At times, the sensitivities of the present sneak onto the pages of a pastiche; themes that exercise us in the twenty-first century demand investigation in what one might call their nineteenth- or early twentieth-century infancy. A writer whose story compels such an investigation must then not only write in Watson’s voice, but rather as Watson would have written were he writing a Holmes story today. There are few orders taller than that.


The authors assembled here have for years excelled at all the challenges a pastiche brings along. They are amongst the finest writers of Holmes stories working today, and for this collection they all agreed to take on a somewhat unusual task. Holmes solved most of his cases within the confines of a short story, to be read in one sitting, the train ride to work, say. Some of the original stories, however, push the boundaries of the genre; these stories are a little too long, their plots a little too complex for a classic short story, but they are not yet quite novels. They inch into the territory of what is commonly known as the novella; the most famous of these is probably Silver Blaze, which opened the second collection of Holmes stories. The seven writers assembled here all believed it would be fun – and a challenge – to try their hand at this form, to tell a tale with a few more twists, a little richer in characterisation than a short story, but not quite affording all the freedoms of a novel.


It has been a privilege for me to work with the authors on these narratives. Fortunately, we live in a world in which Arthur Conan Doyle created Sherlock Holmes. Even after more than a hundred and thirty years, we hear Watson’s voice clearly, and the stories about his friend the detective still make us turn the pages with eagerness.


I hope that by the time you reach the last few pages of this book you too will be saying to yourself: I don’t want it to end.


MARTIN ROSENSTOCK, Kuwait, April 2019




DEATH OF A MUDLARK
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STUART DOUGLAS


Amongst the many cases on which I worked with Sherlock


Holmes, certain stand out in the memory due to the importance placed on a successful resolution, the eminence of the parties involved or the ingenuity of either the problem or Holmes’s solution. The investigation which I have labelled in my notes “Death of a Mudlark”, however, is unique in that its primary claim to distinction lies in it being by far the most noxious case we ever undertook.


I was not living in Baker Street at the time, nor had I seen Holmes for some months, and so was not present when he was summoned by Lestrade to the old mortuary at Millbank Street. Indeed, had it not been for the urgent tone of Holmes’s entreaty that I come to the same location, I might not have become involved at all, and so would have been spared the unpleasantness which followed.


In truth, while there had been no falling out between us, there had been a cooling in relations, as is, I think, inevitable when two people, formerly intimate, no longer spend their days cheek by jowl. I had heard from mutual acquaintances that he had not been seen about town, and I had quickly settled into my new life, with only an occasional regret that we no longer investigated crimes as we once had. But Holmes’s note left no doubt that he had need of me, and so I seized my hat and coat and followed my friend’s ragamuffin messenger out into the foggy winter night.


Even so, I did not particularly hurry. The Millbank Street Mortuary was not a place to which anyone would travel swiftly, given a choice. A disreputable hovel of a building adjoining an equally decrepit shop, it bore the same relation to a modern coroner’s facility as does a broken down horse and cart to a steam train in full flight. A heavy door and short corridor led to the mortuary proper, a cramped space largely filled with cadavers, each notionally segregated from its neighbour by a wooden partition, though as often as not, pressure of space meant that several corpses lay close alongside one another. A small, clear space in the centre of the room served as an examination area. It was there I found Lestrade, and another man holding a clipboard, standing by a wooden table on which a body lay under a stained white sheet. Of Holmes there was no sign. Before I could enquire as to his whereabouts, however, his voice called my name from the gloom to one side of me.


“Watson, there you are! Quickly, fetch a light!”


Lestrade made to respond, then obviously thought better of it. Instead, he unhooked a lantern from the wall and handed it across to me.


“Good evening, Dr. Watson,” he said quietly. “Perhaps when Mr. Holmes has finished whatever it is he finds so fascinating over there, you might take a look at the gentleman on the table?” He indicated the shroud-covered body. “I was expecting a medical man to be here when we arrived, but there’s only the porter and, as you can see, Mr. Holmes has been distracted for the moment.”


I raised the lantern and glanced down the aisle at Holmes, but in the narrow space I could see nothing but his back, as he bent over what I assumed was another dead body.


“Did he consider your case at all before he became… distracted?” I asked. “His note indicated a degree of urgency.”


“No more than two minutes, I’m afraid. It is a relief to me, however, that Mr. Holmes understood the gravity of the situation at one point, at least. Though, from the way he’s been bent over that old tramp since he got here, you’d never know.”


“Old tramp?” I repeated. Surely this was not the matter of grave concern of which Holmes had written?


He nodded. “Drunk and drowned, the porter says. More likely killed by one of his own sort, if you ask me. He was found down by the docks and brought in just as Mr. Holmes arrived. As soon as he laid eyes on him, I couldn’t get him to so much as look at Ambassador Cesnauskas.”


This last was a second unexpected revelation. Perhaps my journey had not been entirely wasted, after all. “The Ambassador…?” I murmured.


I had read about the case, of course. The Latverian Ambassador, taking advantage of a break in a succession of rain-filled days, had suddenly collapsed to the pavement while strolling through town, clutching at his throat. It might have been thought an allergic reaction, had a policeman who had come to the Ambassador’s aid not discovered a handbill of a revolutionary nature stuffed in his outer coat pocket. The only suspect was the dead man’s assistant, who had been walking with him and who had been taken into custody. He, of course, denied any involvement.


Whatever the truth of that, this hovel seemed an unlikely resting place for so august a diplomat. I said as much to Lestrade.


“I cannot disagree, Doctor,” he muttered dolefully. “But the Latverian authorities were very specific that the Ambassador’s death should attract the minimum of publicity.” He gave a tut of irritation. “Domestic politics, apparently. I may say that this has hindered my ability to carry out a proper investigation, though I doubt my superiors will care about that.”


“They desire a speedy resolution?” I asked sympathetically.


“They do. Which is why I invited Mr. Holmes down here. His skill in gathering evidence is likely to come in very handy.”


“What of the cause of death? Is that known?”


“We’ve identified the poison as a quick-acting one, commonly used in assassinations in the region, and only Petrov, the assistant, was close enough to administer it. But he’s refusing to speak, and nothing was found on him with which he could possibly have committed the deed.”


I had other questions but Holmes, evidently realising he remained in darkness, chose that moment to snap out my name and ask if I intended ever to bring a light across?


With a shrug of resignation, Lestrade turned back to the porter, who jabbed a finger at something written there. I slid between two rows of palettes, raised my lantern high above Holmes’s head and looked down at the body that had so captured his interest.


“Finally,” he muttered with unconcealed annoyance. “I feared you would stand chattering with Lestrade all night.” He straightened his back and moved to one side to allow me a better view, then continued in a less gruff tone. “My apologies, Watson. It is not your fault that I have been lured out on a fool’s errand. Lestrade’s telegram claimed that a police doctor would be on duty when I arrived and, as you can see, he was as much in error about that as he was about the interest I would find in his case.”


His words were hurried, and as he waved a hand in the inspector’s direction, I noticed a light tremor. I wondered how he had been spending his time in my absence.


“Has the inspector informed you about that sorry affair?” he asked. “The murder was plainly part of some trivial internecine political matter, of little interest and less logic to anyone not intimately involved.”


“There is nothing you can do to help?” I asked, recalling Lestrade’s unhappy tale.


“I did not say that,” Holmes chided. “Rather, the matter is too simple to be of any interest to me. I am inclined to leave Lestrade to solve it for himself, if he can. Perhaps then he will remember that I am not one of his men, to be called to heel at his convenience.”


This was not like Holmes. True, he had never harboured any great respect for Scotland Yard, but never before had he been so dismissive of murder. “Come now, Holmes,” I protested, “surely if you can help Lestrade, you should do so.”


He scowled but reached across the dead tramp to grasp a crumpled sheet of paper, which he handed to me. “Very well,” he muttered. “Here is the solution.”


On closer inspection it was revealed to be a sheet of Scotland Yard notepaper, on which had been typed ‘ITEMS RETRIEVED FROM CESNAUSKAS AND PETROV’, and beneath that a short list. Besides two full sets of clothing, the only other objects listed were the Ambassador’s pocketbook, a fountain pen, some coins and a pair of full cigarette cases and matches.


“How can this be the solution? There is nothing here!” I remonstrated, but Holmes simply shrugged, and returned to his cadaver.


“It is there, Watson, plain as day,” he insisted. “But now, if you will assist me…”


He took the lantern from me, and held it so as to shed the best light on the body before us. “This man was pulled dead from the Thames earlier today, dressed in ragged shirt and trousers, such as any pauper might wear – but with a gold sovereign tucked in his pocket. Leaving that to one side for the moment, I would appreciate your medical opinion on the bruise in the small of his back, which is what initially caught my eye.”


It was the corpse of a slim man – and young, too, giving the lie to Lestrade’s description. He had been dropped carelessly face down on the pallet so that the cloth intended to cover his modesty had slipped to one side, exposing him to the waist. Clearly, he had not been in the water for many days; the flesh of his back remained relatively tight to his bones, though rendered a creamy white by an extended soaking. This whiteness was marred only by a large scarlet birthmark which spread from his right shoulder blade to his neck, and a large bruise at the base of his spine, which shaded from darkest black at its centre to palest violet at its extremities, like a drop of ink spilled on blotting paper.


In truth, I did not think the bruising so unusual, and though the sovereign was an unexpected find, there was nothing to say the dead man had not stolen it.


“I fear I do not share your fascination, Holmes,” I said. “Presumably the poor wretch struck his back as he fell in the river, or shortly afterwards as the water carried him along. I fail to see mystery here.”


Holmes tutted loudly in reply and thrust the lantern back into my hands. “This bruise, and some smaller discolourations on the left shoulder, are the only blemishes on the man’s skin.”


I took his point. I would expect more extensive areas of bruising had the man been alive in the water for some time, and subject to the buffeting force of our flotsam-polluted Thames. He must have already been dead when he entered the river and so far less capable of bruising. That was no reason in itself to suspect, however, and I said as much to Holmes.


“True,” he conceded, “but the skin around the wound is unbroken. A curiously smooth object to leave such a pronounced bruise, yet not pierce the flesh.”


He fell into silent musing, and I knew from long experience that he would have forgotten I was even present.


The mortuary was freezing and damp, the smell of carbolic and ammonia overpowering, and I had no wish to remain there any longer than I must. Best to agree with Holmes, and attempt to shift his attention back to Lestrade’s more immediately important case.


With this aim in mind, I made a great show of leaning forward and examining the bruising in detail. If truth be told, it was a little intriguing. As Holmes had said, the skin was smooth and unbroken, which was not my expectation, given the size and extent of the bruise.


“It is curious,” I admitted, straightening up, “but if we are to hope for Lestrade’s help in any further investigation, would it not be wise first to examine the corpse regarding which he called you in?”


I recognised at once that I had made an elementary error in approach when Holmes’s mood was as erratic as it currently seemed. No sooner were the words out of my mouth than I wished I could snatch them back. Too late, however.


“Lestrade’s help!” Holmes hissed with exasperation. “The day I require such paltry assistance to solve a case will be the day I retire! Really, Watson, I did expect better of you!”


He glared down at the tramp’s body, as though it had somehow offended him, then back at me. His eyes glittered in the light of the lantern, and a drop of sweat rolled along the length of his nose. “I should have known to act upon my initial instinct, and not involved you,” he said stiffly. “My apologies again, Watson. I was…” his voice became indistinct as it trailed off into a mumble, but I think he concluded, “… thinking of a different man.”


Before I could say anything further, he strode past me and, pausing only to allow a stout, white-whiskered gentleman to enter through the outer door, swept from the building.


I looked across at Lestrade, who shrugged once again. “Thank you for coming down, Dr. Watson,” he said, “but now that Dr. Booth has arrived—” he gestured at the newcomer, who was even then placing a medical bag on the central table, “—it looks like I won’t require your services after all.”


For a moment I stood in the shadows, between sets of discarded corpses, in the cold, stinking mortuary, and considered my two recent dismissals, and wondered what exactly I had missed about my time with Holmes. Finally, I grunted an ill-humoured goodbye to Lestrade, handed him the lantern I still held, and followed Holmes out into the rain, the sheet of paper he had given me crushed into my pocket.


* * *


I did not hear from Holmes again for two days.


I had walked home from the mortuary rather than take a cab, the better to consider my friend’s peculiar behaviour. I was in little doubt as to its cause; Holmes had resorted in the past to chemical stimulation when a lack of intellectual activity had left him jaded, and his behaviour that evening was very familiar to me.


Whatever the specifics, it was incumbent on me as his friend to do what I could do snap him from the destructive spiral of which I knew he was capable. And there was only one thing that was guaranteed to do so: work. The dead tramp had, for whatever reason, piqued Holmes’s interest and was clearly a potential means of restoring him to himself.


I had decided, therefore, to present myself at Baker Street in the evening, but instead I answered a knock on my door that morning to find a telegram from Holmes, asking me to come to see him as soon as was convenient. My day was my own, my wife being out of town and my practice quiet, and so I dressed quickly, and made my way thence.


Holmes answered the door himself, already in hat and coat, and we were back in the street and hailing a hansom almost before I had had time to greet him. I was pleased to see that physically, at least, he was in a better condition. There was no sign of the shaking I had seen the night before last, though he remained pale. His voice was steady as he called to the driver to take us to Scotland Yard.


Settling back into his seat, he held up a hand before I could speak. “Please accept my apologies for my behaviour at the mortuary, Watson,” he said, with every sign of contrition. “I have been like a ship caught in a windless sea for the past month at least, idling my time away while the criminals of this city contrived to commit no offence worthy of my talents. My brain baulks at idleness, as you know, and it may be that I allowed my quest for stimulation to overcome my good sense, and my good manners.”


I appreciated the sentiment for the indication it gave of Holmes’s improved mental state, but hurried to assure him that no apology was needed.


“But why are we headed to Scotland Yard?” I asked. “Is this related to the dead Ambassador or to the dead tramp?”


“The latter, though I have assured Lestrade that once I have satisfied my curiosity, I will turn my full attention to his poisoned diplomat. He has agreed to have the coroner make a thorough examination of the drowned man – he is not, I believe, a tramp – with particular emphasis on certain areas identified by me. I hope his findings will provide us with a starting point for our investigation. If,” he concluded, “you would be willing to assist me for a day or two?”


“Nothing would give me greater pleasure, Holmes,” I said. “And I must confess I am intrigued; save for the bruise on his back, the corpse appeared devoid of possible interest.”


Holmes’s deep laugh was the best indication yet that his mood was greatly restored. “There is always something to be discovered, Watson. Surely you know that by now? But we are here now, so let us see what Dr. Booth’s report has to offer.”


* * *


We sat before Inspector Lestrade’s desk while Holmes read the report. Finally, he tapped it with the back of his fingers.


“This is excellent work, Lestrade,” Holmes remarked appreciatively, as he laid the report back on the desk before him. “Dr. Booth may be a lax timekeeper, but he is a more than competent coroner. There were three areas I asked him to check,” he went on, turning to me. “First, to confirm the existence of several distinct bruises on the dead man’s shoulder. You will recall I mentioned the possibility in the mortuary, but the light was too poor to be certain. Booth confirms three such bruises in total, all on or around the left shoulder. Secondly, to make a judgement as to whether the bruising on the corpse’s back was caused by a sudden blow. He agrees with me that the bruise was caused by extreme and concerted pressure. Finally, I observed dilation of the venous blood vessels of the eye, as one might expect with a drowning victim, and some dirt residue in the nostrils. The latter was too tightly compacted for me to extract, but Dr. Booth has done so, and has confirmed that it is common river silt, though containing certain chemical traces.”


Lestrade was plainly unimpressed. “A drowned man swallowed some Thames mud, Mr. Holmes? I could have told you that!”


“And could you also have told me where along the Thames that mud originated?” Holmes asked. “Can you do a chemical analysis by simple observation, Inspector?” Lestrade glowered but said nothing, allowing Holmes to continue. “No? How disappointing. Fortunately, however, Dr. Booth did supply such detail. I am confident that once I have examined the river tides and worked backwards from the spot at which our drowned man was pulled from the river, I should be in a position to identify, to within half a mile at most, his starting point.”


Lestrade forced a cough. “Very well, Mr. Holmes,” he said after a moment. “But you will bear in mind that you have promised to give me your thoughts on the Ambassador’s murder as soon as possible? Not,” he hurried to clarify, “that Scotland Yard will stand still in your absence. It may well be that we have the murderer in irons by the time you become involved.”


In reply, Holmes rose to his feet and reached for his hat and gloves. “Of course, Inspector. I am certain that there will be little which I contribute which you and your men have not already considered, but what I can, I shall. As soon as I have satisfied my curiosity regarding this unfortunate drowning.” He held open the office door for me. “We should be on our way, Watson. A brief visit to Baker Street to look up river tides, and then a brisk walk alongside the water, if you are amenable?”


I signalled my agreement with a smile, delighted to be working with Holmes once again, and pushing my reservations about the usefulness of this particular enquiry to the back of my mind. The benefits to Holmes were unmistakable, after all, and that was really all that mattered. I walked down the corridors of Scotland Yard with Holmes a step behind, feeling much more positive than I had when rising that morning.


* * *


Holmes was as good as his word. We were in Baker Street for no more than half an hour, while he studied a thin brown volume, then a map of the Thames, which he spread across the table.


“The dead man was pulled from the water beyond the docks at Wapping,” he explained, circling the spot on the map with a pencil. “Factoring in the river tides, he must have floated there via the entrance to St Katharine Docks or arrived there having made his way from further directly upstream, somewhere in this area here.” He consulted his book of tides and drew a thick line along the river course. “Dr. Booth was unable to ascertain the exact time of death so we cannot say how long the body was in the water. And due to the heavy rainfall swelling the river, it is even more difficult than usual to pinpoint his starting place from the tides alone. However, if we combine our knowledge of the factories which line the Thames along that stretch with the chemicals identified by Dr. Booth, we should be able to… aha!”


He stabbed his finger down on the map, covering part of the river he had already marked in pencil. “Heavy concentrations of cadmium and zinc suggest a stretch of riverbank in relatively close proximity with a steelworks, while the presence of arsenic in small but measurable quantities indicates either a small glass manufacturer, or a larger one further upstream than the steel factory. This area here is the only one which matches those requirements.” He folded up the map with a frown on his face. “Of course, that still leaves us a section of the river over a mile long and no way that I can see to further narrow that area. But there is nothing so fine as a riverside walk, is there, Watson?”


* * *


The hansom that took us down to the Thames deposited us in a part of London which was as poor as any in the city. Desolate streets lined with crumbling buildings ran down close to the riverside, or criss-crossed one another in a seemingly endless warren of dirt and decay and desperation. Now and again, as we followed the route of the water, we were forced by an obstacle in our path to leave the main road and pass directly along such streets. Even in broad daylight they were poorly lit and littered with heaps of refuse, through which scrawny dogs and thin, pale children ran. A group of men, standing smoking on the street corner, turned and stared at us as we walked by. I was glad when we cut down an alleyway and returned to the comparative civilisation of the main road along the river’s edge.


It was a cold day, with a dampness in the air that contrived to cover my overcoat in a fine white hoar. I struggled to maintain a grip on my umbrella against the biting wind coming off the river and wondered for the tenth time why we were not currently in front of the fire in Baker Street with our pipes.


Holmes, however, strode ahead of me, seemingly immune to the weather, and peered down at the flat expanse of mud below us wherever possible. I watched him as he leaned precariously far over fences and ragged hedgerows and wondered anew at the peculiar character of my friend, who could be so sullen and uninterested in the world one moment then, when presented with a suitable case, so suddenly filled with enthusiasm.


Even in the face of such a welcome rekindling of the healthier side of his nature, however, I was on the verge of suggesting that we admit defeat for the day, when Holmes – who had hoisted himself onto some rusty railings in order to gain a better vantage point – gave a grunt of satisfaction.


“I believe we have found the spot where our victim met his end, Watson!”


He jumped down and squeezed himself between two bowed railings, then half-trotted, half-tumbled down a muddy path which had been worn into the surrounding carpet of weeds and thistles and which led down to the Thames’ shore. Silently cursing the damp and the cold, I manoeuvred my way through the iron bars and cautiously made my way down the hillside in his wake.


The reason for Holmes’s excitement – if not the actual explanation of it – was evident the second I cleared the abandoned storehouse at the bottom of the hill and was able to make out the adjacent mudflats. Whereas until that point I had seen only an occasional and solitary figure in the distance, an isolated speck of black against a backdrop of muted browns and tans, the area that opened before me was a veritable hive of humanity.


There must have been two dozen children of varying ages in a space no more than sixty feet by twenty, and as I edged along the scrubby grass verge a few feet behind Holmes, I felt my stomach tighten in a miserable peristalsis. The children’s clothes were tattered and filthy. All were barefoot. Indeed, footwear would have served no purpose in that place. For each of these unfortunates continually trod a series of uneven shapes through the cloying mud, which sucked at their legs and coated them beyond the knee with its sticky embrace. The wind bit at their exposed arms and legs and the moisture in the air, formed by the drizzle and the spray from the river, coated their clothing.


As I watched, a girl of ten or so came to a sudden stop not far from me. She bent double at the waist and thrust her skinny arms to the shoulder into the mud at her feet, then dragged them back out, with a tiny fragment of wood clasped in one hand, for all the world like a heron ducking its head into river water in pursuit of fish. I watched, dumbfounded, as she tucked her small prize into a linen pouch that hung down inside the top of her ragged skirt, then continued her slog through the mud. All around her, other children did the same, their dull, blank faces bent towards the ground. I have never considered myself a particularly poetic man, but a line from the Italian poet Dante came unbidden to my mind – ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’ – and I shuddered.


“Scavengers,” Holmes said quietly, as though reading my mind. “With their feet, they feel the bottom of the mud where it becomes solid and seek out pieces of wood, or carpenter’s nails; any of the flotsam fallen from the boats which lay up near this section of the Thames.”


“Is that why so many congregate here?” I asked, pushing the thought of such a life to the back of my mind, to the extent that I was able. London was a city of great poverty as well as great wealth, and I was not such a hypocrite as to pretend that I had only just realised that fact. But I cannot deny that the hellish scene laid out before me jolted me a little in my complacency. Looking back later, I think it was at that moment that I began to appreciate the worth in investigating the death of the nameless vagabond from the mortuary.


In response to my question, Holmes shouted across to a nearby youngster and, by dint of a penny held between his fingers, inveigled the boy to approach us.


“No, Watson, I do not believe so,” Holmes said. “Something has happened here to bring so great a number to this place, like rooks descending on the corpse of a fox in an otherwise unremarkable field.”


“Whatcha want, mister?” The boy had come to a halt six feet away from the edge of the mud. He was stunted and thin, his face chapped and red in the bitter wind. He spoke in a low, guttural tone and would come no closer, seeming to view the stretch of mud which separated us from him as a protection. Holmes flicked the coin towards him and he plucked it from the air and quickly hid it away in the pocket of his trousers, glancing around as he did so, to ensure that nobody had seen the transaction.


“Whatcha want then?” he asked again, but his voice was softer now, and more friendly.


Holmes smiled reassuringly. “Merely the answer to a question or two. My friend and I were passing and could not help but notice the crowd of people in this short stretch of riverbank. We wondered what has occasioned such an unusual concentration?”


The boy grinned, displaying a mouth full of undersized, uneven, brown teeth. “Treasure, mister,” he said. A sudden gust of freezing wind from the river caused his thin jacket to flap open – he had no shirt on beneath, I saw – and the grin was replaced by a frown as he shivered and crouched lower down in the mud, seeking whatever warmth it contained.


“Treasure?” Holmes repeated. “What sort of treasure?” He pulled a second penny from his waistcoat pocket and held it loosely in his hand.


“A gold ring, I heard,” the boy replied eagerly. “Worth five pounds if it was worth a penny, and found just lying in the mud. That’s what I ’eard, anyway. Sir,” he added, eyeing the coin in Holmes’s hand greedily.


“Just lying in the mud, you say,” my friend replied, giving no indication that he was even aware of the penny he held. “Where exactly in the mud?”


The youngster shrugged. “Dunno that. Near ’ere, must be, or why’d everyone be looking about?”


“That would seem logical,” Holmes agreed with a small smile. “But do you perhaps know who found this ring?”


“Dunno that either.” The concern in his voice was unmistakable. Clearly, he felt his reward was slipping away from him. He frowned and began to say, “Could be that…” when Holmes tossed the coin to him.


“No, please do not use your imagination. Better to have no facts than incorrect ones. You have been most helpful, thank you.”


He turned away, but the boy, evidently wishing to provide as full a service as he could for his payment – and perhaps hoping there would be more – had one more thing to say.


“It could only have come out the sewer, though. The ring, that is. Stands to reason it come from there. How else is a gold ring going to end up down ’ere?”


Holmes spun back round. “The sewer?” he asked.


* * *


Thankfully, we were able to remain on solid ground and skirt along the edge of the mud, until we reached the sewer of which the boy – who had introduced himself as Jacob – spoke. He pointed at a semi-circular burrow in the earth, around which was arranged a border of solid bricks. All was darkness inside; entrance was by way of a single high, slime-coated step. A thin stream of pungent water trickled from the blackness onto the already sodden mud outside.


“There’s a sluice gate not far inside,” our eager informant confirmed. “It blocks off the water, ’cept when it’s open and then the tunnels get flooded. All sorts gets washed down then. Wood, metal, enough pennies to keep a soul in beef and gin every day. Even a sovereign now and again! Not that we gets a sniff at it, usually,” he concluded bitterly.


“Is that so?” asked Holmes, crunching his long frame down to examine the step through his magnifying glass.


The boy nodded fiercely. “Them toshers takes all the best stuff,” he complained. “They goes right inside, and won’t let nobody else in, see, so they gets their ’ands on any coin long before we gets a chance.”


“Except for a single gold ring, it seems.”


Jacob chuckled, an oddly adult sound from so slight a figure. “That’s right. Just lying on the mud it was.” He shook his head, marvelling at the luck of the boy fortunate enough to discover such a thing. “Dunno how Red Rob missed it, but he must’ve done. Stands to reason.”


Holmes’s eyes narrowed. “Red Rob?”


“Him as works this sewer. Red Rob Rae. ’E’s a tosher, though he was a mudlark once. Ain’t seen him for a day or two, but likely he’ll be in Matty Gray’s, off Rosemary Lane, if you’re lookin’ for ’im. That’s where they all goes.”


Holmes pulled out a final coin and tossed it across. “If you can give my friend and I good directions to this Matty Gray’s, I would be most obliged,” he said.


As Holmes and the boy discussed directions, I approached within a foot of the opening, already feeling the fumes from within catching at my throat. Close to, I was able to see a short way inside, though as this amounted to little more than a brick-lined tunnel and a stream of sickly brown water, it was hardly worth the effort or discomfort. I could, however, make out a rumbling sound emanating from within.


“What is that noise, Jacob?” I asked, peering futilely into the murky interior.


Other children had begun to take notice of our presence, and Jacob was obviously keen to be on his way with his reward intact. “That’s the Queen Rat, that is,” he said with a grin. “Size of an ’ouse, she is, and vicious as anything.” He chuckled once more. “Good luck if she bites you, though.”


With that he wrapped his jacket about him and turned away. We watched him slog across the brown slurry until he reached the far side, where he pulled himself out onto a patch of scrubby but solid dirt. Without a look backwards, he hurried away.


I expected we would do the same, but Holmes was eyeing a spot to the right of the entrance step. I could see wet stone and moss – and something fluttering in the breeze. With a grunt of effort, Holmes placed one foot on the step and, reaching to a spot some distance beyond the object of his interest, gripped the stone and levered himself up. He pulled tweezers and a square of paper from his jacket, and took possession of whatever he had seen stuck to the tunnel wall, then dropped back to the ground.


He carefully unwrapped the square of paper and showed me several long threads of green wool. “These strands confirm that a murder was committed here, that the murderer was approximately five feet eight, considerably more financially secure than his victim, in good health and given to carelessness.”


I held up a hand to forestall any further explanation, my desire to be gone from the mudflats temporarily driven from my mind by this puzzle. “The fact that he has snagged himself on the wall suggests his carelessness, and no doubt you recognise the wool as a rare and expensive blend, but how have you come to deduce the remainder?” I paused to consider. “The act of pulling yourself up onto the step caused you to give out a gasp, hence anyone else doing so must be in reasonably good health,” I ventured after a moment, “but I must admit defeat when it comes to the man’s height.”


“Very well done, Watson,” my friend congratulated me. “A fine effort, but you have failed at a fence which you are more than capable of clearing. You saw me reach far above the snagged thread to grip one of the outcroppings of stone jutting from the wall, in order to gain a degree of leverage. Our careless killer presumably did the same thing, reaching to a point somewhere close to the lost thread. Assuming a standard arm length, we can deduce a height approximately half a foot shorter than myself. A little shorter than you, in fact. And yes,” he concluded, “I do indeed recognise the wool as a particularly high-quality tweed. Whoever was in this tunnel was not someone who rakes the sewers to make his living.”


Looking around me, I wondered that any man would make his living in such a fashion. But there was nothing I could do for these poor children, I knew. Even if I were to give all the money in my wallet to one, there would be twenty, a hundred more behind him, whom I could not help. I turned up the collar of my overcoat against the biting wind and we headed back the way we had come, with Holmes examining the directions he had noted down in his notebook as we went.


Behind us, the remaining children continued their weary progress, as the drizzle strengthened to a steady downpour.


* * *


Evidently Jacob’s directions were good ones, for we had walked less than a quarter of a mile before Holmes stopped in front of a house in a street somewhat less unpleasant than those which surrounded it. A barely legible sign above the chipped wooden door read “Matty Gray”.


Without hesitation, he pulled it open and passed inside. I followed, wondering whether Holmes expected the killer of Red Rob Rae to be sitting waiting, for surely the coincidence of the scarlet birthmark on our corpse and the missing sewer man’s nickname meant the dead man at least had now been identified.


Such considerations were driven from my mind, however, by the sight which greeted me within the little terraced house.


Tentatively, I moved inside, a step behind Holmes, whose eyes had been caught by a curious row of tall wooden staves, barbed at the top with a substantial metal hook, held against the wall just inside the door by iron clips. Past his shoulder, I could see a sink and the remnants of a sideboard against one wall, which betrayed the room’s original purpose as a family home. Other than that, however, there was no sign that it had ever been anything other than the drinking den which was revealed to me as Holmes took another step forward and I was able to take in the entire room.


Four unmatched tables were crowded in the centre of a space no bigger than ten feet square. Beyond this a wooden bar took up the far end of the room; a short, thickset man stood behind it, his small eyes viewing us with suspicion. He, like the other men in the room, fell silent as we slowly crossed the floor. The air was as thick with menace as pipe smoke, and I found myself wishing I had my revolver to hand.


“What brings you gentlemen here?” the barman asked, his words a polite enquiry, but his tone imbuing them with an unmistakable insolence. “There’s nothing here for the likes of you.”


Holmes smiled and, unable to move any closer, spoke loudly over the heads of the seated men, each of whom continued silently to stare at us. “Good evening. We are looking for information on someone who we believe is known here. Our man is perhaps twenty years old, a little over five and a half feet tall, with dark hair. He has a red birthmark on his shoulder and answers to the name of Robert Rae.”


“What’s this?” barked one drinker, pushing his table forward so that it clattered against its neighbour. He moved into the space he had cleared and made his way towards us until he stood before Holmes. There was an unmistakable resemblance to the dead man.


The newcomer was about fifty, I would say, but showed no sign of the decrepitude which so often befalls working men of that age. Rather he was almost as tall as myself, strongly muscled and currently rather red in the face. His clothes were of decent fabric, but thick with grease, though he himself appeared personally quite clean. He stood erect in front of Holmes, his fists clenched together as he growled in Holmes’s face.


“Rob Rae is my late brother’s boy,” he said, glancing suspiciously at me. “But what’re you to Rob? I thought you were police when you come in, but now I see you closer, that in’t quite right. You’re no police. Least, not the sort they send when a shoreman’s bin caught up a sewer as they says he shouldn’t. So, what are you? And what’re you wanting with Rob?”


He fell silent, but I knew he was not finished. There was something about him, a keen intelligence in his eyes, perhaps, which I had not expected to find in such a place. Sure enough, he looked Holmes and me up and down, then began to answer his own question.


“You set out this morning with no thought to ending up here, that much I do know. Nobody who’s walked these streets would wear shoes with such a shine. The muck’s already ruined them for you, in’t it? The bottom of your trousers too. But you’re used to going places you shouldn’t. And confident too, else you wouldn’t walk into a place like this with that fine silver ring on your finger. So, you reckon you can look after yourself if trouble starts. And I’d wager you’re probably right. Nobody’s ever landed a fist on that face, leastways.


“But still… you’re not official, are you? Official tells you who it is straightaway, before it says anything else. Not you though – you asked your question first, not a word about who you are. You expected to be answered, mind. So not quite police, but not quite not….”


If Holmes was discomfited by this analysis, he gave no sign of it. “What of my friend?” he asked simply.


Rae considered, then, as though deciding to humour Holmes a little longer, suddenly smiled thinly and turned his attention to me. “Your friend in’t scared, either, I’ll say that for him. He has bin hurt sometime, though. He limped, just a bit, coming in. But no sign of any pain, so an old injury, and a bad one. Never healed quite right, did it? And a leg injury like that in’t common, either.” He coughed and spat on the floor. “He lets you do the talking, don’t he? A soldier once, I reckon. A man used to taking orders.”


I was impressed, and I fancied that Holmes too looked at the man with an unfamiliar respect. Whatever he had expected to find in this hovel, this was not it. He had not forgotten the reason for our visit, however.


“Very good, Mr. Rae,” he said, “you are perfectly correct. We are not policemen, though we do on occasion assist them. My name is Sherlock Holmes, and this is my colleague Dr. Watson. I am afraid that we come bearing bad news. A body which I believe to be that of your nephew was discovered in the water the day before yesterday. He had been dead for at least one further day.”


As a doctor, I have been obliged to break terrible news more often than I care to recall, and in my experience the death of someone known as a child – even once grown to adulthood – can break the spirit of the hardiest of men. Rae, though, was almost entirely unmoved. His brow furrowed as he took in the dreadful news, but otherwise he was as before.


The room continued in silence, until Rae abruptly called to the barman, “A drink for every man, Peter!”


Suddenly the room was filled with noise, as men pushed back tables and chairs and expressed their commiserations to the bereaved uncle whose name, it became clear, was Long Bill. He waved away every offered consolation and pulled the outermost table away from the others, then took three chairs across and invited us to sit, handing us each a drink as we did so.


“Red Rob Rae,” he said loudly, as soon as everyone had a drink in their hand, and the name was echoed by every man in the room including, a heartbeat out of step, Holmes and myself. Following Rae’s example, I drained my drink in a single draught, the rough gin catching the back of my throat and bringing tears to my eyes.


Only then did Long Bill speak. “I thank you for bringing the news,” he said carefully. “But there was little love lost between Rob and myself, though I’m the closest he had to living family. There was little love between Rob and any man in this room. I shouldn’t say so of the dead, perhaps, but he was a difficult man.”


“How so?” asked Holmes.


“My brother was killed when Rob was still a boy, and his mother was always a sickly woman, and not able to discipline a growing lad. Perhaps I should have done more, but I was unmarried and young myself, and there never seemed to be the time.” He would not meet our eye as he spoke, but instead traced shapes with his finger in some spilled beer on the table. “Whatever the cause, he went wrong somewhere along the way. No,” he corrected himself quickly. “Not wrong, exactly. Different.” He raised his head, and his voice, which had gradually softened to a near whisper, grew in strength once more. “Shoremen are a companionable lot. We need to be, if we’re to survive down the sewers. But Rob found such friends as he had away from his own people. Hours he spent down the mudflats, scavenging with the orphans and the immigrant children, until he was no better than a mudlark hisself.”


There was anger in his voice now, as though someone had set a match to the paper of his memories. His face twisted and his hand clenched in a fist.


“But he did not remain a mudlark?” Holmes asked quietly in the silence that followed. “In time, he took up the trade of his father?”


“He did, once I reminded him of his responsibilities. But he’d no interest in the rest of us, and he’d have no man down the sewer alongside him, no matter the danger. Money mattered more to my nephew than his own life, or so it often seemed.”


Rae’s voice trailed off, and his temper faded with it. He carefully laid his empty glass on the table, giving himself time to think before he spoke next.


“Was it money that got him killed?” he asked eventually. “Did someone do him in for a guinea or two?”


Holmes’s voice was quiet but sharp. “I did not mention a killing, Mr. Rae.”


Rae was unconcerned by the insinuation. “No, you did not. But I already said, din’t I, that even if you were police, you wouldn’t be the sort sent to tell us that a man had just bin caught by the tide.”


“Caught by the tide?” Holmes instantly sought clarification.


I thought at first that Rae would ignore Holmes, but instead, after a long pause, he responded.


“The tide’s the killer,” he said. “For a shoreman, the tide’s the real enemy. Sometimes it comes up on you sneaky, gradual, and if you don’t pay attention you end up stuck down some ruin of a tunnel where the air’s gone foul, and there in’t no way out. Othertimes, it runs up the sewer like a pack o’ rats and you haven’t the time to turn round before you’re smashed up against the bricks. Either way, you’re done for. The tide’ll take you, first chance it gets. That’s why you take a mate with you when you go down. So there’s always someone watching for the sluice gates going up or the tide coming through. Not Rob, though. He’d not have another man with him, for fear he’d have to split the take.”


“I imagine it is a dangerous life,” Holmes agreed. “The sewer we saw did not strike me as a safe place for any man. Even so, I have come to ask you to take my friend and myself down the tunnel which was your nephew’s particular domain. Will you do so?”


It was not the first time my friend had surprised me with a plan which he had not previously seen fit to mention. But after my recent brief visit to the mouth of the malodorous tunnel of which Holmes now so blithely spoke, I confess I was in no great hurry to return. I was not displeased, therefore, when Long Bill shook his head.


“There is something about you, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, which reminds me of Red Rob,” he said, but his gaze was focused over Holmes’s shoulder, and his voice was so quiet that I had the uncomfortable sense that we were eavesdropping on private thoughts inadvertently spoken aloud.


“You are not a man to follow the common herd, I think, and nor was he,” he announced more forcefully, his eyes once more catching and holding ours.


“No,” Holmes said simply, though whether he was answering a question or asking one, I could not have said.


More drinks had been passed to us as he spoke, and Rae took a slow sip. “How did Rob die then, Mr. Holmes? You in’t said that yet.”


Holmes appeared unconcerned that Rae had not answered his question but merely asked one of his own. “He was asphyxiated, we believe. Drowned in wet mud,” he clarified, “after an assault from behind.”


Rae sucked in his breath so quickly it made a whistling sound. “Is that so?” he said thoughtfully. He drummed his fingers on the table. “We’ve got a saying, Mr. Holmes. Shoremen don’t make old bones. If the tide don’t get you, the mud or the poisoned air will. Or the roof might fall, or the wrong wall crumble, or the rats might grow bold. We’re used to death and dying. But we don’t go looking for it.” He took another sip. “The sewers have bin there for hunners of years and they cross each other all over, but even so every main tunnel’s different. The water’s different, the bricks, even the muck. And the tunnel Rob worked, no other man’s bin down in five years. Not since he took it over. Nobody knows it or knows its ways, and that makes it dangerous. There’s places in every tunnel you’d be sunk to your ears, and not two foot away the floor’s as flat and safe as this one here. The trick is knowing one from the other. So, no, I’ll not guide you down Rob’s tunnel, nor will any man here.


“There is one man who might be willing, however, Mr. Holmes, though he in’t here at present. Nor ever likely to be without someone brings him. James Mackay has never bin welcome at Matty Gray’s, but he’s bin down that tunnel a time or two, I hear. And Rob was a friend to him once, so maybe he’ll feel an obligation.”


Any doubts I might have harboured about Rae’s standing in his community quickly vanished as he beckoned a brace of nearby shoremen over to our table.


“Reckon you and Crooked John can lay hands on James Mackay?” he asked the taller of the two men. “Mackay’s an odd fish,” he confided to us, as his men quickly conferred with one another. “Thinks he’s a shoreman, but he in’t. Not by a long way he in’t.”


Rae’s two men had clearly reached a conclusion. “I in’t seen him in a bit,” the tall man said, “but he never goes too far, do ’e?”


“But what if’e don’t want to come?” asked the smaller man.


“He’ll come,” replied Rae. “But if he in’t too keen, well, tell him there’s a gentleman here with a job for him. Though now I think on it,” he continued, turning to us, “he might still be leery, what with the bad blood between some here and hisself. Have you got one of them cards that the lads could take, to show him they’re in earnest? He can’t read, of course, but he’ll know the quality of the card when he sees it.”


Holmes pulled out his wallet and pushed a card across the table. The taller of the two men examined it and grinned, then shoved it into his pocket. As he and his partner left I noticed that they stopped to take a wooden stave apiece from those hanging by the door. I shuddered and Long Bill gave a small chuckle.


“Why, those are just our hoes, Doctor,” he explained. He squinted at Holmes and me quizzically. “Did you come here and not know even that much about us?”


“As you so neatly surmised, we left Baker Street this morning with no fixed destination in mind, merely a glimmer of an idea of where to start our investigation.” Holmes lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. “Until half an hour ago, I had not so much as heard of shoremen, and would, I must confess, have assumed that the people who rake through the mud by the river and those who do so in the sewers were one and the same group.”


Long Bill bristled a little at the suggestion, as I suspected had been Holmes’s intention, for I was sure he knew every detail of a shoreman’s life, as he did every facet of the London underworld. A moment later he relaxed, however, as the same realisation evidently struck him. “Now that’s an official trick, that is,” he said with a thin, cold smile. “Get a man angry and who knows what foolish thing he might say. Well, I in’t got anything to hide, Mr. Holmes. So, no, a mudlark in’t a shoreman. A mudlark’s no better than a pure man or a bunter, scraping in the dirt for the rubbish folks little better than hisself has throwed away. A shoreman, though, now he’s a different thing altogether. Working the shore takes nerve and strength. There’s danger, but there’s rewards too. Rewards that a dirty mudlark can only dream about.”


“Evidently, you do well for yourselves,” Holmes observed, glancing round the neat and tidy bar room. “Do you often find gold rings?”


“Gold rings?” Long Bill’s puzzlement could not have been more clear. “Now and again, mebbe,” he continued, “but not more than once in a year or two. There’s not a man here makes less than two pounds a week,” he explained proudly, “but that’s earned by hard work, not by stumbling over gold rings!” He laughed, as did several other men in earshot. “Gold rings indeed! No, we earn our bread by learning the ways of a tunnel, and getting to know the places where lost things collect. And that’s where the hoe comes in.”


He turned in his chair and asked for one of the peculiar objects to be passed to him. I was struck again by his air of command. He expected to be obeyed, though not because he thought himself better than his fellows. I suspected, in fact, that it was those same people who made that judgement on his behalf, or at least considered him well placed to advise them wisely. I had occasionally come across such men in the army, privates with little formal education yet who exuded a charisma and an air of confidence which inspired the men around them.


“This is my hoe,” Rae said, gripping the thick wooden pole which had been handed to him, and turning it first one way, then the other, so that we could see it properly. The hoe was about as thick as a man’s fist, four foot or so long and, I was interested to note, buffed to a round smoothness at one end. At the other end, a piece of metal had been forced into the wood and bent into a hook shape. I looked across at Holmes, but said nothing, as he gave the most minute shake of his head.


“It’s a simple tool,” Long Bill continued, as Holmes lifted the hoe and twisted in it his hands. “Mainly we uses it for balance, and to prod the ground round us, looking for deep spots in the mud. But we’ve also got the hook to pull things out of the muck, if needs be – and more than one shoreman’s pulled hisself free with it, too.”


“Perfectly suited to your needs,” Holmes remarked approvingly, running a finger across the smooth wood.


Before Long Bill could reply, the door opened behind us, and the two men he had sent for James Mackay entered. Between them walked a decidedly peculiar figure, who took one terrified look at Long Bill Rae and tried to run. He almost made it, too. Before either of his escorts could lay a hand upon him, he slipped to one side and yanked open the door. Had it not been for another man fortuitously entering at the same time he would have been off down the street. As it was, he rebounded from the door back into the room, and was quickly held and then thrown to the floor before us.


Instinctively, I took a step towards the newcomer to help him up, but Holmes’s warning hand on my arm held me back, and instead he was left to push himself to his knees unaided, though he made no attempt actually to rise to his feet. He looked up at Rae, then curiously across at Holmes and myself, allowing me to observe him more closely.


He was only slightly shorter than the other men in the room, but in every other respect he stood out from his compatriots. His face was large and almost spherical, with a wide mouth overfull of brown teeth and a prominent nose above which two small black eyes were pressed close together. He was clad in a manner which brought to mind a phrase I had once heard used in the music halls: “a sorry imitation of a gentleman”. From the battered brown brogues on his feet to the tattered bowler on his head, every part of his dress mimicked that of a man of society, though the threadbare nature of each element rendered it ridiculous. His stained shirt and ragged tie were hidden by a waistcoat with one badly stitched pocket, and a decrepit frockcoat, one shoulder of which was streaked with dull red dirt. His hair was sandy coloured and parted in the centre, and thick with grease.


“He weren’t ’appy to come, Bill,” one of Rae’s men said, with a shrug, kicking at the kneeling man with his boot.


“I’m here, aren’t I?” Quickly, he stood and removed his coat, then folded it neatly and placed it under his hat on a nearby table. “Not that I had much choice.”


The newcomer’s voice held a note of challenge as he looked up at Rae. Whatever had prompted his initial fear, it had quickly subsided.


He was certainly not unintelligent, I will say that for him. He noticed Holmes and me at once, the two strangers in the company, and though he tried to hide it, I believe he decided from the first that we offered his best chance of emerging from this meeting unscathed. For it was plain, even before Long Bill lunged from his chair and grabbed the front of his grubby, once-white shirt, that Mackay was not a popular man.


“Watch your tongue!” Rae roared in fury, heaving the smaller man off his feet in a single movement and pushing him back onto a table, as though moving a sack of coal onto a cart. “We in’t fools, Mackay, and don’t you think we are!”


Spittle dotted Mackay’s face, but he showed no sign of noticing, and his voice when he spoke was placatory. “I was sorry to hear about Rob, Bill,” he said. “He was a good man.” Whatever the motivation, these commiserations were well said, but I wondered at Mackay’s sense as he continued, “Better’n some I could mention.”


Had Holmes not stepped forward and placed himself between Rae and Mackay, I believe a fresh murder would have been committed at that instant.


“Mr. Rae,” he exhorted, “I have said that I will find your nephew’s murderer, but I cannot do so if you beat to a pulp the man I require to assist me to do so! Please release Mr. Mackay and allow me to put my questions to him – and to you.”


The older man nodded, his rage again dissipating as swiftly as it had risen, his emotions evidently too raw to allow any dissenting voice, but his intelligence too great to let anger take control of him for long. He sagged backwards into his chair, but did not take his eyes off Mackay.


“Very well, Mr. Holmes. Though maybes I weren’t entirely honest with you earlier. I said that no man here wanted Rob done in, but I din’t say there were no man at all.” He spat on the floor at Mackay’s feet. “This useless devil was seen fighting with Rob not two weeks since.”


“I was not—” Mackay began to protest, but Holmes snapped at him to be silent, and he swiftly subsided into discontented, but muted, grumbling.


“Then you knew he would not come to you willingly, and used my card to lure him here?”


“You saw how slippery he can be, Mr. Holmes,” Rae protested, without apology. “I knew as soon as you said Rob’d bin struck from behind that this—” Words failed him and he swallowed and began again. “I knew Mackay was the killer. He’s done it before; attacked a man outside a pub three years since, hit him across the back with an iron bar. Did six months in the Ville for that. And it’s well known he was jealous of Rob.”


“Jealous for what reason?” Holmes asked.


“Because Mackay was a mudlark at the time Rob spent his days on the ’flats, and they was friends, once. But Rob grew up and he had no time for those as he left behind. He din’t have much time for anybody, truth be told, but Mackay took it bad and everybody knew it.”


Holmes nodded and took a long look at Mackay, who glowered back at him from beneath twisted brows.


“He’s a known cheat and a thief,” Long Bill continued, “who’d take the coins off the eyes of a corpse. And everybody knows Rob had money. A more worthless, less honest blackguard than James Mackay you’ll struggle to find from one end of London to the other.”


“Now that’s a bare-faced lie!” Mackay piped up, then grinned as he added, “I know at least two worse’n me!” He pulled himself to his feet cautiously, and could not stop his eyes from flicking across to Bill Rae, who glared at him unblinkingly, but said nothing. Seemingly reassured that there was no further threat of immediate violence from that quarter, he visibly grew in confidence.


“But I reckon it’s time we was introduced, mister,” he said. “James Mackay at your service.”


“My name is Sherlock Holmes,” my friend replied cordially, “and this is my colleague Dr. Watson. We are investigating the death of Robert Rae, and these gentlemen—” he indicated the shoremen arranged around us “—believe that you may be able to help us in our enquiries.”


“That was nothing to do with me, Mr. Holmes,” Mackay responded readily. “I was nowhere near Red Rob,” he went on, “and I haven’t seen him for more’n a month. If someone’s done for Rob Rae, it was not me, and nobody here can say it was.”


The noisy but generalised scrape of a dozen men shifting in a dozen chairs gave the lie to that assertion, but Holmes paid them no heed, and quickly reassured the man.


“No, and nobody will say it, Mackay, if it is not true.”


He turned to Long Bill. “A gold sovereign was found in your nephew’s possession,” he said mildly. “It seems unlikely that plain robbery could have been the motive for his murder.”


Long Bill reluctantly nodded his agreement. “If that’s enough for you to decide he din’t do it, Mr. Holmes, then no more need be said,” he muttered. “Lucky for you, though, Mackay. Otherwise, you’d be floating in the river yourself before the day was out.”


Holmes returned his gaze to Mackay. “It appears that you have a reputation for thievery, and it is that which has perversely convinced your neighbours that you are innocent of this particular crime.”


Mackay did not appear in the slightest abashed. Rather, recognising perhaps that he was not in any immediate danger, he seemed to take pride in the description.


“Thievery is a harsh word, Mr. Holmes,” he said with an insolent grin. “There’s nobody else to look out for me but myself, and plenty who’d be happy to do me a bad turn. I stick by those who stick by me, and let the Devil take the rest. Is that not right, Bill? Haven’t I heard you say that yourself often enough?” He grinned suddenly. “Bill here dislikes me, you see, for I was Rob’s friend when Long Bill had no time for him. No time for his own flesh and blood! Have you ever heard the like, Mr. Holmes?”


Again, Holmes’s eyes flickered in warning towards Bill Rae, then back to Mackay.


“Be that as it may, were you arguing with Rob Rae two weeks ago?”


Mackay shook his head with exaggerated weariness and, with deliberate offence, pretended to yawn. “I was not. Have I not just said that I’d not laid eyes on the man for a month or more?”


I was sure that he was lying. And, from the frown that never left his face, so was Long Bill.


“You did,” Holmes replied, before anyone could protest. “Yet, these gentlemen believe that you were seen in his company more recently than that.”


Mackay shrugged. “I can’t be held responsible for their bad eyesight, now can I?”


“Perhaps, then, we might have better luck with your whereabouts more recently. Where were you the night before last, for instance?”


“The night before last…?” Mackay nodded his head fiercely, answering his own question. “Yes, I was in my room. Business was slow and I’d not a shilling to spend.”


“Indeed? What is it you do for a living?”


“A bit of this, and a bit of that,” he laughed. “I can turn my hand to most things, but mostly I make things to sell.”


“But not on that night, so you stayed in your room. You did not go out, even for a drink? Not here, perhaps, but in another establishment?”


“Ha! I’m not welcome here even when I have money to spend. Nor many other places, neither.”


“Do you have a hoe like this one?” Holmes asked suddenly, swinging the long wooden stave from the table. Involuntarily, I sat forward in my seat, keen to hear Mackay’s response.


“Something like that,” he admitted cheerily, apparently unmoved by the turn the conversation had taken. “And what if I do? It’s not just toshers who use a hoe!”


“Indeed,” Holmes, to my surprise, agreed equitably with Mackay. “I ask merely because I wondered if some of the this and that which you do involves working inside the sewer system?”


Mackay was clearly not keen to answer. He glanced nervously at the silent men around him. “Sometimes,” he muttered finally.


“You have, in the past, been down the tunnel worked by Rob Rae?”


Mackay nodded, almost imperceptibly, and again the room shifted noisily around us.


“But not recently?” Holmes pressed.


“Not for years.” Mackay’s voice had lost all trace of levity now, and he seemed to retreat into himself, smoothing his hair compulsively as he spoke. Again, I was certain he was lying. He reached over to his folded coat, then seemed to think better of it and pulled his hand away. A moment passed and, evidently having reconsidered, he slipped his hand inside the jacket and slid out a battered hip flask from which he took a long draught. His hand shook and the alcohol spilled down his chin and onto the floor. “Rob and me were pals once, but we both knew how things were.”


His eyes flicked round the room, as though daring anyone to disagree with him. All eyes were on him, but nobody spoke.


“And how were they?” asked Holmes, breaking the silence.


“Rob followed the toshers’ rules. Long Bill’s rules.” Mackay was hesitant, but seemingly unable to stop himself speaking. “Only a shoreman can go down a sewer. And Bill Rae decides who’s a shoreman, and who isn’t.”


“I do,” Rae agreed without rancour. “Someone has to, and why shouldn’t it be me? There in’t room underground for those as in’t born to the life; I told you, Mr. Holmes. It’s a dangerous place.”


“But you are willing to allow Mackay here to guide Watson and myself down your nephew’s tunnel?”


“If you think it needs doing to find him as killed Rob, then yes. I won’t ask one of my men to risk his life but I reckon this one’s bin down there more recent than he says.” There was an undercurrent of threat in Long Bill’s voice as he held Mackay’s gaze.


“That’s why I was dragged here?” asked Mackay, addressing Holmes directly. “To guide you down Rob’s sewer?”


“If you are willing,” confirmed Holmes. “I believe there may be evidence inside that tunnel that will lead us to the murderer. All I ask is that you take us in as far as we might travel in safety, and that you hand over to me anything out of the ordinary which you might discover.”


Mackay did not even pause for thought. “Why not?” he grinned. “When did you have in mind?”


“At daybreak, I think,” Holmes suggested. “At the entrance to the tunnel?”


Mackay nodded briskly. “As good a time and place as any,” he observed, reaching for his jacket and hat. He held them tightly in his hands as though to protect himself as he backed away from us, towards the door. The two men who had fetched him to Matty Gray’s moved to block his path, but Long Bill waved his hand quickly, and the pair stepped aside and allowed him to leave.


“Will he meet us, do you think?” I asked in the silence which followed his departure.


Holmes nodded. “I believe so, Watson.”


“If he doesn’t, don’t you worry, Doctor,” Rae added grimly. “The boys can find him again quick enough.”


“I believe he will meet us,” Holmes repeated, gathering up his hat and gloves. “For the moment, however, I thank you for your assistance, Mr. Rae. Watson and I will be in touch should we uncover anything tomorrow.”


In reply, Long Bill raised his glass and tilted it in our direction. “Your good health,” he said. “Be careful of Mackay. He in’t to be trusted. No matter what he says, he was with our Rob in the last fortnight, and he knows enough to lose two innocents like yourselves underground, and you’ll never be seen again if he does.”


“Rest assured we will keep a close eye on him,” Holmes replied.


There being nothing else to be said, we made our goodbyes, and hurried through the rain-slicked streets outside to the main road, where we were extremely fortunate to catch a growler as it left the gates of one of the nearby boat yards.


* * *


As we settled ourselves in the cab, I raised the question uppermost in my mind since first we laid eyes on the toshers’ hoes. “I was surprised—”


“—that I made nothing of the fact that a hoe might be used as a weapon?” Holmes completed my question for me. “Especially given that the end of one of those heavy poles could very easily have produced the bruise on Red Rob’s back?” He shook his head in mock censure. “Have you so little faith in my abilities, Watson, that you believe I would fail to draw so obvious an inference? Of course, the hoe might well be employed to strike a blow against an unwary opponent. From behind and at a reasonable distance too, so that the relative strength of the two men need not necessarily be taken into account. James Mackay is a small man, but his hoe, used appropriately, would render Rob Rae’s greater strength and reach immaterial.”


“Then why did you fail to say so when we had Mackay in our hands? I have seen enough liars to know that he spoke barely a word of truth. Why have we agreed to explore a dangerous tunnel with a man who might well be a murderer?”


“I see that both James Mackay and Long Bill Rae made an impression on you, Watson. Mackay made a poor first impression, it is true, whereas Rae is an intelligent man where you did not expect to find one. You have consequently made the common mistake of equating ability in one area with that in another. But the example of Professor Moriarty should surely have demonstrated to you that such morality and intellect are not necessarily linked. We have no reason to believe Rae’s claims that no man of his would have harmed his nephew, any more than we have reason to believe that Mackay would.”


I had no answer to that. I lit a cheroot and considered whether I had been too quick to suspect Mackay and assume Long Bill’s innocence. By the time we reached Baker Street, where I had agreed to spend the night, I was still unsure.


* * *


Whatever my feelings, Mackay was as good as his word. We arrived at the top of the hill as dawn broke the following morning, dressed in old suits and stout rubber boots and gloves, and Mackay was already there. The river tide was out, and there were already many youngsters treading the mud.
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