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Chapter One
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The summer of 1899 was a troubled period in the life of my friend, Sherlock Holmes. Since the turn of the previous year, he had been working on an occasional basis for his brother Mycroft, frequently disappearing for days at a time, only to return – filthy, irascible and near collapse – in the dark of night. Often, he would be injured in some manner that required my medical aid, but so great was his exhaustion that even as I stitched and bandaged his wounds, he would fall asleep in his chair, murmuring darkly to himself.


When he was not engaged in such clandestine activities, he sat before the fire in a thick haze of pipe smoke, saying nothing, but polluting the atmosphere to such an extent that I was forced to go out to my club more often than not. I began to fear that he was suffering from some form of mental imbalance, so morose had he become, and for the first time in several years I took to examining his arms for needle marks as I tended to his more mundane cuts and bruises. There were none, I was relieved to see, but that was no guarantee for the future, should his mental state remain so depressed.


I attempted to quiz him about his mysterious labours, of course, but he was tight-lipped on almost every occasion, and more than once lost his temper entirely, causing a cloud to descend upon our rooms. On the sole occasion he did speak of his work, all he would say was that it involved issues of state; though I naturally allowed the matter to rest at that point, I remained worried for Holmes’s health and general wellbeing. The news from southern Africa, where the Boers seemed finally to have worked themselves into enough of a frenzy to threaten revolt against British rule, had done little to improve the general mood, while his increasingly thin and pale face reminded me painfully of the early days of our friendship, when cocaine too often wrapped him in its malignant fingers.


It came as something of a surprise, therefore, when he announced over breakfast one morning that he intended to leave for America as soon as could be arranged. He would elaborate no further, but as he had received a letter five minutes previously that he now held crushed in his fist, it was not difficult to guess the inspiration for his sudden travel plans, even if the specific reason remained unclear.


Determined to show that I was capable of exercising those powers of observation that my friend often claimed I lacked, I called him back as he rose from his chair. “Bad news?” I enquired, nodding meaningfully at the crumpled paper in his hand.


“You might well say so, Watson!” Holmes strode to the fireplace and back in a few paces, then repeated the action several times, waving the letter like a white flag. “Here,” he said finally. “Read this. I would appreciate your opinion on the contents.”


He handed me the missive. I smoothed it on my knee and, as was my custom when Holmes and I considered a document together, read the contents aloud.


Dear Sherlock Holmes,


You will surely not remember but some years ago I briefly made your acquaintance when you were instrumental in proving my maternal uncle innocent of a minor theft from the house in which he was employed.


I paused and raised my eyebrows querulously at Holmes. “This is hardly the stuff of outrage, Holmes. This man and his family obviously remember you fondly and hold you yet in high regard, even if they consider you unlikely to be able to respond in kind.” I frowned at a sudden thought. “Surely you are not so vain that the belief you might not possess infallible recall has placed you in so foul a mood?”


Holmes irritably waved away my suggestion. “Of course not, Watson. Vanity, I’m sure you would agree, is not one of my character flaws.” He sniffed. “Besides, the letter is unsigned and gives no further indication of the identity of our correspondent. Even my deductive powers rebel when faced with so little information. But please, do continue. I am keen to hear what you think of the next section.”


I picked up the letter again, and let my eyes run down the page.


Since then, I have emigrated to the United States and now make my home in the city of New York, where I have been fortunate enough to take a wife and start a family. In fact, I am about to move on again, to California of all places, where my wife’s family have an interest in a thriving hotel, but before I left I felt it only proper to relate to you a peculiar incident I witnessed yesterday and, by so doing, perhaps partially repay my family’s debt to you.


Yesterday morning I was walking from my place of employment to my home when I happened to pass by a boy selling newspapers. You must understand that I do not, as a rule, waste valuable pennies on what tend to be mere purveyors of scandal and gossip, but as I walked by on this occasion, something caught my eye. There, on the front page of the nearest newspaper, was the name Sherlock Holmes. I bought a copy, expecting to read of your fresh triumphs of detection, much as The Strand Magazine prints Dr Watson’s tales. You may imagine my surprise, therefore, when I opened the ’paper to discover that Sherlock Holmes is currently working in New York, and has been for some time. More surprising still, the sketch that accompanied the article was of a man who, though similar to yourself, was most definitely not the Sherlock Holmes I had previously met.


I cannot tell you much more than that, Mr Holmes. The article mentioned this man’s many grateful clients in the city, and hinted that a permanent move to New York might be imminent, but little else. Perhaps he works here with your blessing, but – remembering the service you did my uncle – I thought it incumbent on me to make you aware of what may be a terrible imposture, which could well have a damaging effect on your reputation.


A Well Wisher


Holmes cocked his head to one side in enquiry as I laid the letter to one side. “Can you believe the impudence, Watson?” he snapped. “The effrontery of this imposter…”


His words became lost in indistinct muttering, allowing me to pose an obvious question.


“Are you sure that this ‘well wisher’ is what he claims to be, Holmes? An anonymous letter is hardly the most credible of sources.”


Holmes glared at me for a moment before speaking. “Of course I shall need to make enquiries by telegram before making any firm decision, but assuming all is as this individual claims, I intend to book passage to the United States and confront the blackguard who has stolen my identity!”


I rushed to placate him. “I would say that you must certainly do something to put an end to this sorry state of affairs, Holmes. Whoever it was sent you this letter, he is quite correct when he says your reputation could be damaged. We should go to New York and confront the villain!”


“Perhaps…” Holmes lit a cigarette and blew smoke angrily towards the ceiling. “I have completed all but a tiny fragment of Mycroft’s many requests, after all. Moreover, why should I wait about for my brother to snap his fingers in the expectation that I will immediately come running? Enough is enough, Watson. I will tolerate his overbearing attitude no longer!”


Clearly, there was no need for me to say anything. Holmes’s relationship with his brother was a complex one that I did not entirely comprehend, but his unexpected inferiority complex whenever Mycroft was involved played a major role in all of their interactions. I had watched with alarm over recent months as Holmes had worn himself out at the behest of Mycroft, and felt only relief that my friend had decided to put his own interests first.


As Holmes shrugged on his coat and hat and headed for the door, it was all I could do to keep up with him.


* * *


Three days later we stood on the deck of the RMS Oceanic, the world’s largest ocean liner, and our home for the next six days, as it began its maiden voyage from Liverpool to New York. Already I could tell that the journey would be beneficial to Holmes’s health. Colour had returned to his cheeks, and his eyes – which had for weeks been heavy with tension and lack of sleep – were clearer than for some time. His manner, too, would, I hoped, undergo a similar transformation. Holmes had been ill-tempered and irritable ever since he had taken on whatever mysterious task Mycroft had given him, but I was optimistic our voyage would restore him to normality.


For myself, I must admit that the change of scenery was equally welcome. The Oceanic was as luxurious and well-appointed as any first rate London hotel, and I had already taken a pleasant stroll around the library while waiting for the ship to leave port. Holmes, for his part, had spent the time walking the decks, his mind, I assumed, turning over the matter of the mysterious imposter who had stolen his identity. Now, we met up on the port deck and stood, watching the sea slip by beneath the smooth keel below us.


“So, Holmes,” I began, “rather an impressive vessel, wouldn’t you say?”


Holmes nodded, though with little obvious interest. “The largest afloat, I believe.” His eyes flitted around as he spoke. “I admit, however, that the people on board are far more likely to maintain my interest for the next few days than a study of the fixtures and fittings.”


Evidently any change in Holmes’s mental, as opposed to physical, demeanour would be a gradual one, but I was encouraged by the fact that he was at least showing an interest in his fellow passengers. It had been some time since my friend had engaged with those around him, and if I only imagined a familiar glint in his eye as he scanned a group of crewmen manhandling a crate through a doorway, it was still enough to give me cause for optimism. Attempting to build on this possibly fragile improvement, I chided him that he had no way of knowing that his fellow passengers were of any interest at all.


He reacted as I hoped he would. “No way of knowing, you say, Watson? Why, from this spot alone I count two couples travelling with companions other than their legitimate spouses, a minimum of three former convicts amongst the crew, one of whom served a substantial sentence, almost certainly in an English prison, and a lady concerned about an expensive necklace, which she fears may be broken. That small selection will be enough to satisfy my curiosity for a while.”


“I will not ask how you can identify a man in the company of a woman other than his wife, Holmes, but the others? What marks out the convict so clearly? How can you know the thoughts of a lady who is a stranger to you? Are you not exaggerating just a little?”


It would be an exaggeration of my own to say that Holmes bridled at this suggestion, but he was clearly vexed to be doubted. He took his cane and, in turn, pointed to the crewmen he believed to be criminals. “Wait a moment,” he cautioned, “until one of them chances to walk past us. Look at his hands as he does so.”


We had not long to wait. Within a minute, the nearest man picked up a heavy bag and, throwing it over his shoulder, made his way past us and down into the body of the ship. As he crossed in front of me, I glanced at his hands, but could see nothing of particular interest. I said as much to Holmes, who shook his head in mock sorrow.


“You failed to see four heavy black dots tattooed between his right thumb and forefinger? Their meaning varies from prison to prison, never mind country to country, but in every case they commemorate the criminal status and achievements of their owner. I have noticed similar markings on two other crewmen, suggesting that they too have been incarcerated in the past.”


I shook my head ruefully. “The breadth of your knowledge continues to astound me, Holmes. But the length of his sentence – how can you gauge that?”


“Simplicity itself. The sailing man’s life is an outdoor one, spent in the sun, rain and wind. It tans and weathers the face. The man who just passed us has skin as pale as a maiden’s, though his face is as lined and creased as any of his colleagues. Hence, though long in experience on the sea, he has led a wholly interior life in recent years. He also has a faint stoop and his upper arms are slightly over-developed in comparison to the rest of his frame, such as is seen in long-term prisoners who have spent many years turning a punishment crank. The crank is no longer the fashion even in English prisons and was never popular in the Americas, thus I suggest a long sentence, covering many years, served in a British institution.”


Holmes’s logic was irrefutable, but I was determined that he should explain each of his claims in turn. “And the nervous lady, with the expensive necklace?” I asked.


In response, he subtly indicated a young woman standing to our right, watching the dock disappear in our wake. I looked across under cover of taking in the same view. She wore the most fashionable and expensive of dresses, cut daringly low and decorated with a white ruff collar of the sort that would have meant a great deal to my late wife, but merely looked uncomfortable to me. Her face was small and perfectly symmetrical, with large, round brown eyes and blonde hair that peeked out from beneath a pale green sun hat. An attractive young lady, in other words, but otherwise unremarkable. I said so to Holmes.


“It is the details that should concern you, Watson, not the broadest brushstrokes. Whether her eyes are brown or blue is immaterial. Much the same can be said of her hair. Such peripheral matters are of no consequence and should be discarded. Look again, but this time do more than simply admire the lady.”


In the early days of our acquaintance, I might have taken offence at Holmes’s tone. But after many years spent in his company, I had come to recognise that no insult was intended. The simple truth was that Holmes occasionally forgot that his mind was a unique one and that not everyone was as naturally observant as he. I crossed to the railing and considered the lady from the corner of my eye, feeling rather ungentlemanly as I did so. A minute or so sufficed for me to make every observation I thought pertinent. I returned to Holmes’s side and reported my findings.


“The lady is around twenty-five years old, and of substantial means. She is carrying a monogrammed leather bag, with a heavy gold clasp and the initials JAD stamped in the leather. She is wearing diamond and emerald earrings and a matching bracelet, but no rings. There is a faded scar on her right wrist and a small mole on the back of her neck. Nothing else struck me, I’m afraid, Holmes.” I knew even as I spoke that there had been more to see, and that Holmes would delight in telling me so. “I take it I have missed something of importance?”


“No, Watson,” he replied, to my astonishment. “You have missed nothing. The pity is that, as ever, though you have seen, you have not observed.” He led me by the elbow into the interior of the ship. “I did tell you that the lady is worried about her necklace, yet you did not think it pertinent that she is wearing no such item?”


I cannot deny that I was stung by so unfair an accusation, and was quick, therefore, to correct Holmes. “I did not mention its absence because I believed that to be the exact situation we were considering!”


“Come now, Watson,” my friend chided, “there is no call to take offence so readily! You described the earrings and bracelet as matching; it is surely not too great a leap to suggest that there was once a necklace in the same set? Or that its absence is the cause of the lady unconsciously reaching up and touching her throat several times in the past few minutes?”


I thought I had spotted a flaw in his reasoning: “Even so, perhaps it was stolen, and not broken?”


“I would say not,” replied Holmes firmly. “Judging by the quality of the remaining pieces, the missing necklace was a spectacular item. Its theft would raise a hue and cry on land, far more so at sea, where there is almost no chance of escape. No criminal would take so foolish a risk.”


“It may have been stolen on land.”


“And the lady chose to wear an incomplete set rather than buying new jewellery before boarding? You have been married, Watson. Does that strike you as at all likely? No, the necklace was damaged in some way today, soon after the young lady came on board – within the past hour, at most. She has not taken the time to go to her cabin to change because she wished to see the ship embark from the quayside. Doubtless she tucked the necklace inside the bag she carries, which, as you noticed, has a stout clasp.”


Holmes’s argument was convincing. “Very well done,” I exclaimed, slapping him on the shoulder in a fit of bonhomie. Then, determined to keep his mind active, I continued, “but now, having dealt with our fellow passengers and the ship’s crew, have you had any further thoughts on the scoundrel we are crossing the Atlantic to confront?”


There was no doubting the change that overcame Holmes as he spoke of our current case. He pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it to me. I had no need to read it, however, for Holmes quickly explained its contents to me. “As you know I contacted the New York police force, who were able to confirm that Sherlock Holmes is, indeed, currently a resident of their city. Beyond that they would not elaborate, on the admittedly sensible grounds that they were unwilling to discuss the habits of Sherlock Holmes with Sherlock Holmes.”


He smiled, the first such expression I had seen on his face for months. “Fortunately, that letter you hold is a note from our own Inspector Gregson to one Inspector Simeon Bullock of the New York constabulary. It appears that Bullock is a Yorkshireman by birth, and trained alongside Gregson when both were callow constables in England. They have kept in touch intermittently since Bullock emigrated to the United States, and the letter should serve as a useful introduction once we arrive.”


“Well, that is a stroke of luck!” I exclaimed – and nothing made me more sure that this trip had been the tonic that Holmes needed than the pained expression which crossed his face in response.


“My apologies, Holmes,” I replied with a small smile of my own. “I should have known better than to give any credit to mere Providence.”


Holmes acknowledged my gentle barb with a raised eyebrow, but said nothing. He continued to scan our fellow passengers and such crewmen as were above decks, and I was reminded – not for the first time in our acquaintance – of a young boy considering an ant colony. I did not give voice to this observation, as I knew Holmes would not be flattered, but instead suggested lunch in the ship’s luxurious dining saloon. Remarking that the sea air had left him hungry, Holmes agreed with my suggestion and, with a final glance around the deck, led the way.


I admit to having no great knowledge of passenger liners or of sailing ships in general, having until that point exclusively travelled in army ships, which are not vessels renowned for their luxury. Even I was in no doubt, however, that the dining saloon of the Oceanic was a wondrous sight. With seating for several hundred diners and a massive and ornate domed glass ceiling, reminiscent of a similar feature in the library, the room was also lit by a series of oversized portholes along each side of the ship that bathed the whole room in a deep golden late afternoon light. The maître d’ hurried over as Holmes and I entered and quickly showed us to a free table. Around us, diners chatted loudly as at least a score of waiters weaved amongst them, lifting and depositing silver salvers and delicate china plates with complete aplomb. We ordered our meals and sat back in contented silence.


* * *


In this manner, we passed the first three days at sea. Every morning after breakfast I would stroll to the library, where I would spend my time writing up my notes on recent cases. Holmes, meanwhile, disappeared into the body of the ship without explanation. I would see him now and again via a window as he strode across the deck, or through the library door, as he made his way from one unknown location to another, and though I was aware that I should call his name and ascertain what he was doing, equally I cannot deny that the peace and quiet of solitude was refreshing in its own way. At exactly one o’clock we would meet in the dining room for luncheon when, in the absence of any news regarding Holmes’s American double, we would desultorily discuss the weather and the state of the sea, then part immediately afterwards. Twice, I tried to bring up topics that I hoped would stimulate his mind, but he seemed uninterested and answered in monosyllables. Holmes, I feared, was bored and would likely soon descend once more into the dark mood that I had hoped this trip might alleviate.


In spite of my concerns, I would not have wished for the news that greeted me later that night, however. When a firm knock at my cabin door caused me to lay down my book and glass of whisky, the last thing I was expecting was to be informed of a murder on board.


I recognised the young officer who stood before me as the one who had greeted us on our arrival – Sub-Lieutenant Agnew was his name. He described the discovery of a crewman’s body inside an otherwise empty starboard lifeboat, and the ship’s own doctor being occupied with a passenger in First Class running a dangerous fever, he explained that the captain wondered if Dr Watson might spare the time to examine the body and provide some idea of the cause of death?


“The dead man is one of the crew – Fireman Thomas Bellamy – and, obviously, the location of the corpse suggests foul play,” he continued in a suitably serious tone. “But nobody has touched anything and a professional opinion would be most helpful to the captain.”


I immediately agreed to dress and go with him, asking only that he make his way to Holmes’s cabin and apprise my friend of what had happened. “I’ll meet you both at the lifeboat in ten minutes,” I concluded, already casting my eye around my cabin, wondering where I had stored my medical bag. Although I was sorry to hear of the dead man, I cannot deny that I was also envisioning the improvement a case would bring to Holmes’s disposition and, perhaps, even hoping a little that it would not prove to be a simple case of a drunken seaman falling and breaking his neck. I am not proud of the admission, but such was my concern.


* * *


Shortly afterwards, Holmes and I stood to one side as two crewmen rolled back the heavy canvas which covered one raised lifeboat. The night air was chill after the warmth of my cabin, and this section of the ship was gloomy and deserted, the sun having set. I shivered a little as we waited, but Holmes stood stock still with his head to one side, taking careful note of every element of the scene before him. Finally, the lifeboat was secured satisfactorily and I was beckoned forward.


I clambered up the ladder that had been propped against the side of the small boat and, with the sailor who was already inside holding a lantern above my head, leant forward and looked down at the bottom of the vessel. The wood was painted white and, in spite of the canvas cover, wet, curving down on either side, with benches stretching almost the entire length. The flickering light illuminated a dark, humped shape partially hidden by one of these benches, but it was impossible to make out any further detail without a closer examination. Moving to one side, my helpful companion laid down his lantern and, reaching out an arm to balance himself, pulled me over the side of the boat.


I heard Holmes scramble down beside me as I squatted and carefully rolled the body onto its back. A thick hank of dark hair covered the man’s forehead, but nonetheless I could see enough of his face to know that he had suffered a fairly severe beating before he died, including one particularly vicious cut across his left temple. From habit alone, I felt for a pulse at his neck and, as expected, found none, though I did pull my hand away sharply as I felt the unmistakable wetness of congealing blood. I heard Holmes softly hiss at my side, then he took the lantern from the waiting seaman and brought it down close to the man’s neck. In the yellow light a gaping razor wound, stretching from ear to ear in a crooked line, was hellishly obscene, though thankfully there was not a great deal of blood.


With such an obvious cause of death and in such poorly lit conditions, there was nothing more for me to do, and I said as much to my audience. “I cannot be absolutely positive until I examine this poor chap under more favourable conditions, but he has been dead for around three hours, I would say. The condition of the wound and the fact there was still a little unabsorbed water under the body supports such a timescale, as does the fact that this area of the ship will have been quiet at that time, allowing the hiding of the body in this lifeboat. I should add that he is unlikely to have been killed here. There would have been a great deal of blood, and as you can see, there is little such to be found.”


I couldn’t help but glance at Holmes as I laid out my conclusions, lacking though they were any solid medical basis, and was gratified to notice that he was smiling with obvious satisfaction at my recital.


My part complete, I moved back to allow Holmes access, and as I did so my foot kicked a small, hard object across the bottom of the lifeboat. “Hello,” I said in surprise, “what’s this?” I scrambled unsteadily across to the object, whatever it was, and picked it up. Held to the lantern light, it was plain that we had found the murder weapon – a commonplace shaving razor, with a wooden handle and a blood-encrusted blade. The letters “BP” were carved in the handle, a fact that caused our officer escort to give a sharp intake of breath as I handed it to him.


“If you will excuse me, gentlemen, there is a matter that I must urgently attend to,” said Agnew. He made to leave, then, evidently remembering that we were passengers and not members of his crew, briefly turned back. “Smith!” he shouted to one of the waiting crewmen. “Look after Mr Holmes and Dr Watson until I return. Do not leave this area until you hear from me. Clear?”


With that, he made to leave, but before he could do so, Holmes called him back.


“You recognise the blade?” he asked.


“I believe that I do. If you will excuse me, sir, I will ensure that the owner is held secure.”


I thought that Holmes would say more but instead he nodded his agreement, and we returned to the task at hand. Holmes knelt down beside the body, seemingly unconscious of the water soaking the knees of his trousers, bending so close to the dead man’s face that they were almost touching. He examined the killing wound for a long minute, then inspected the hands and particularly the fingernails of the victim. Finally, he undid the man’s shirt and, holding the lantern close to the skin, checked both sides of the torso.


“See, Watson,” he said, “there is a mixture of old and new bruises extending from this man’s waist to just below his collarbone. Nothing further up, excepting the perimortem damage to the face, which was part of the final assault, so before tonight his many injuries would not have been visible.”


“You think that was deliberate? That someone has been beating this man for some time, but carefully, so as to keep his abuse hidden?”


“More than one person, I believe,” Holmes replied. He held up the man’s right hand. “Notice that although the skin is tough, as befits one who does manual work aboard a ship, the nails are not recently broken nor are there any cuts or other marks on their backs. Sailors are no shrinking violets, Watson, as I am sure you are aware. It seems exceedingly unlikely that our victim would not at least attempt to fight back against a single assailant, given time and repeated attacks.”


“A gang, then?”


“I would say so. Two men at least to hold him, while another administered the blows.” He considered the scene again. “More like a punishment than an assault.”


“An official punishment?” I asked, doubtfully.


“To this degree? Of course not!”


He shook his head briskly, but his face was puzzled as he re-examined the man’s wounds. “We are looking at the problem from the wrong end, Watson. It matters not, for the moment, how he gained these old bruises, but how he came to receive the new. How and why did regular beatings turn to murder?”


“Could he have defended himself, on this last occasion? Fought back and so provoked his attackers that they made an end of him? Three men you said, Holmes! What if there were only two at the outset, allowing their victim to defend himself for once. It remains two against one, of course, so he still takes a beating, but perhaps he holds his own for long enough to worry his assailants that they will be discovered. Long enough, even, for a third man to make an appearance, coming up behind this poor man and cutting his throat!”


I admit I was pleased with my theory; it fitted all the facts admirably. It was clear from the look on his face, however, that Holmes did not share my enthusiasm.


“I hardly know—” he began, only to be interrupted by a shout from the deck. A head appeared over the side of the lifeboat, as Agnew returned with further news. The dead man’s bunkmate had been accused of the crime and was being held in his cabin until Sherlock Holmes could question him.


Holmes, however, did not move. Instead, he pulled out the magnifying glass he always carried and held it close to the wound on the victim’s neck.


“Holmes?” I said, as the officer cleared his throat loudly. “I think we are wanted elsewhere.”


For a moment I thought he had not heard me, then he whipped his head round and, with no attempt to conceal his irritation, snapped, “Nonsense. If they already have the murderer, then a delay of a few minutes while I ensure that I have all that I need will make no difference, and if the killer is not he, then this examination is certainly a better use of my time than an unnecessary interview. Now, do you have pencil and paper about you?”


Used as I was to Holmes and his often eccentric behaviour, I had made sure to bring both items with me from my cabin. I handed them to him and watched as he drew two horizontal lines, one long with a very slight upturn at one end, the other shorter but straighter, the two lines just barely touching at their tips.


“That should suffice,” he said and, without warning, jumped to his feet and gestured impatiently for Agnew to get out of his way. Within moments he was back on the deck. I followed him more sedately, feeling my old Afghan wound begin to flare up as I manoeuvred my way down the ladder to the deck.


“If you will just follow me, gentlemen, I will take you to Fireman Bellamy’s cabin,” began our guide, but Holmes cut him off with a raised hand.


“Never mind that for now,” he said. “Answer me this one question instead. Is the dead man’s cabin mate clean-shaven?”


No doubt I looked as perplexed as Agnew at that moment, but the sailor quickly rallied. “Not clean-shaven, no, but neither does he have a full beard, Mr Holmes. Many of the crew below decks only shave occasionally. Bob Peters is such a one.”


Holmes brushed some dirt from his sleeve before he replied. “In which case, I do not need to speak to Mr Peters. What I do need to know is exactly where Bellamy worked. That is where I need to go.”


Agnew was clearly torn between a desire to help the famous Sherlock Holmes and a need to satisfy the orders of his captain. In the end, obedience to authority won out, and he shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t take you down to the engine room, Mr Holmes. Not only is the area forbidden to passengers, but it is dirty and dangerous – and besides, Bellamy’s bunkmate has as good as admitted doing the deed!”


“Really?” I said, then, hoping to find some compromise, “Do you hear that, Holmes? The fellow’s admitted it.” Though I remained keen to see Holmes alleviate his ennui by investigating a case, I preferred to do so in a comfortable cabin rather than amidst the filth and noise of a ship’s engines.


It was a disappointment, therefore, when Holmes pedantically corrected me. “As good as admitted it, I believe. Which is not quite the same thing as an actual confession.” He turned his attention to the officer, who was by now barely hiding his impatience. “How – exactly – has this helpful soul confessed to the murder of this man?”


“The razor Dr Watson discovered is his, and he cannot account for its whereabouts, or his own, earlier this evening!” announced Agnew triumphantly, then, with every sign that he considered this entirely conclusive, added, “And the two were seen arguing violently this morning. In fact, Andrew Harper, Bellamy’s foreman in the engine room, overheard Peters threaten to kill him just a few hours ago and warned the two of them to sort out their differences before their next shift.” He swallowed heavily and I was struck by his extreme youth. “I doubt that he had this in mind, though,” he finished quietly.


“No, I think not,” Holmes replied solemnly, but with Agnew continuing to press, he did at least agree to go to speak to Peters and see what he had to say for himself. We left the corpse to the crew, and followed the young officer back inside the body of the ship.




Chapter Two


[image: image]


It was approaching eleven by the time we made our way along the deck and through a heavy door marked “CREW ONLY”. The sensation of stepping into another world was distinct. Where outside on the deck all was quiet and still, with only a very occasional passenger taking the night air or stopping for one final cigarette in the moonlight, inside was all hustle and bustle, even at this late hour. As we followed our guide through a labyrinth of almost identical, wholly functional corridors, crewmen of all sorts pushed past us, appearing from and disappearing into one hatchway or another, like rabbits traversing their warren. Beyond one door I spied chefs in loose white jackets and waiting staff in unbuttoned waistcoats, playing cards around a low table, while another room appeared to contain only a teetering tower of freshly laundered white towels. Finally, we were directed towards one particular room, outside which stood a seaman holding a heavy, wooden paddle of some kind. Stooping to enter, we found ourselves in the cramped quarters that had, until today, been shared by the victim and the man accused of his murder.


That same man sat on the lower level of a set of bunk beds that took up almost half of the available space, smoking a cigarette, which shook in his hand as he brought it up to his mouth. He had not heard us enter, it seemed, and so I was able to take a good look at him before we spoke. I placed his height at around five foot eight and weight about eleven stone, though not a pound of that was fat. He was dressed in heavy blue working overalls and a collarless shirt, with a dirty white linen scarf tied round his neck.


Agnew chose that moment to step into the cabin, however, and any chance of further, covert observation was ended as he ordered Peters to his feet.


The prisoner – for there was no doubt that that was what he was – came to his feet carefully. He raised what was left of his cigarette to his lips, only to have it dashed away by Agnew.


“Put that down, man! Have you no conception of the trouble you’re in?” Agnew barked, though his calm face drew much of the sting from his words. A more than capable young man, I thought approvingly, ensuring Peters knew the gravity of the situation but not allowing him to be overwhelmed. The accused, for his part, obviously respected Agnew well enough, for he made no protest and mumbled an apology to me and Holmes.


As expected, Holmes gave no indication he had heard either Agnew or Peters speak. Instead he walked slowly round the little room, circumnavigating Peters as though he were a globe.


Finally he stopped in front of Agnew. “As I said earlier,” he began, “this is not the murderer, and the time we have spent on this pointless exercise would have been better utilised in confronting the real killer.” He shook his head. “Quite why this unfortunate soul was suspected at all is beyond me entirely. Mr Peters,” he said, with a smile that was obviously intended to reassure, “do you shave often?”


“Coupla times a week,” Peters mumbled in response without raising his head. “Less in winter.”


“And as evidenced by your hirsute chin, you are currently on your winter schedule, is that correct?”


Peters looked at Agnew in confusion, but that stalwart officer was unable to shed any light on matters. Holmes, again, appeared not to notice and carried on as though Peters had answered in full.


“So you have not had cause to lay hands on your razor today? And more likely not for a day before that, more than enough time in which someone might have slipped into your cabin and stolen it.” Holmes glanced round the cramped space. “There are not, I would suggest, many places where you might store the blade. It would be a matter of a minute at most to make off with it.”


“Are you saying that you believe Peters to be innocent on the basis of his toilet habits?” Agnew interrupted. “You think someone else is trying to implicate him?”


Holmes nodded sharply. “Of course. Could anything be more obvious?”


I might have warned Agnew to be silent then, but with that combination of bravado and foolishness that marks every young officer, he had clearly decided already that perhaps the reputation of Baker Street’s finest was somewhat exaggerated. “How can you say that with such conviction, Mr Holmes, when Peters’s razor was found underneath the body?” He half-turned towards the accused man. “I am sorry, Peters, but it is hard to see beyond the weight of evidence against you, especially when all Mr Holmes can offer in your defence is the beginnings of a beard.”
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