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SOME THOUGHTS ON SHERLOCK HOLMES


I am writing this in a break in the filming of Sherlock, the BBC series in which I am heavily involved as writer, actor and co-creator. Sherlock Holmes has been a life-long obsession of mine and it is a dream come true to be presenting our two favourite characters from Baker Street on screen. Sherlock Holmes has always meant the world to me. I first discovered him through the Basil Rathbone films and The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes – the first book I bought about the Great Detective. I vividly remember Eric Ambler’s introduction to that volume which ends with him saying, ‘I wish I were reading these stories for the first time.’ I remember thinking, ‘Oh, I am.’ And I was over the moon.


I think that Sherlock Holmes is imperishable, a brilliant British icon – indeed a worldwide icon. He represents the best of us. He is as clever as we would all like to be. He is surprising, capricious, slightly dangerous, strangely elegant, dashing, Byronic and the best and wisest man any of us will ever know.


I believe he lasts because we all want to be Sherlock Holmes and we all want to believe there are people like Sherlock Holmes out there, instead of the universe being completely chaotic, which is actually the truth.


This fabulous character is the creation of Arthur Conan Doyle who, in my opinion, was a writer of genius. No wonder so many of us wish to tread in his footsteps. Sherlock now lives in other people’s stories, too, as he does in The Devil’s Promise, penned by the great Davies, whose Sherlock Holmes writings have brought me hours of pleasure.


Mark Gatiss




Prologue
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During the 1880s the name Bartholomew Blackwood was infamous in Britain. He was known as ‘The Devil’s Companion’. Blackwood, a self-proclaimed disciple of Satan, was vilified by the press and public alike as being the embodiment of evil.


He was the only son of a rich brewer from the Midlands and as a child he had been pampered and spoilt by his doting parents. Their misguided indulgence robbed the boy of many of the more sensitive feelings towards his fellow man. He grew into an arrogant and selfish youth. At university he studied languages and philosophy in a desultory fashion, gaining only a third class degree. However, he developed a strong interest in religion and on graduation he became determined to enter the ministry. Despite protestations from his ailing father, who wanted his son to take the helm of the brewery firm, Bartholomew Blackwood became ordained into the Christian church.


Blackwood very quickly renounced the teachings of Jesus and became a follower of the seventeenth-century Italian demonologist Francesco Maria Guazzo, whose writings included his infamous magical pact with the Devil, the ceremony of Corpus Diablo. Based on Guazzo’s grimoires, Blackwood initiated his own satanic cult, The Fellowship of the Dark Dawn, and using money from his inheritance, he purchased Stokely Abbey in the Fen country to provide a haven for his followers. Here they studied, researched and developed their abominable creed. The horrified public heard wild tales concerning the activities at the abbey – stories of drugs, debauchery and obscene ceremonial rites, some including human sacrifice. It was recorded that Blackwood believed that all such abominations were leading him closer to his ultimate goal: a union between himself and the Devil. Eventually a vigilante group of locals set fire to the place, believing that the conflagration would cleanse the countryside of its foul infection. Many members of the Order perished in the flames, but Blackwood managed to escape, although he was badly scarred. He fled to France with his ‘wife’ Elenora where she gave birth to twins. For some fifteen years Blackwood stayed in France, where he continued to study and research the occult. He tried to publish his numerous tracts but no publisher would touch them, branding them blasphemous and obscene.


Blackwood remained obsessed with the idea of carrying out the ceremony of Corpus Diablo, which would bring about that most terrible of goals: a corporeal manifestation of the Devil himself. Some claim that he did succeed and that the experience drove him mad. Not long before his death, his mind tormented with insane thoughts and his feeble body worn out by drink, drugs and general excess, Blackwood was secretly brought back to England by the rich followers of the Fellowship in order that he could die in his own country. Once on British soil, he seemed to disappear. There were unconfirmed reports of him living in Scotland and in Yorkshire, but no one knew for sure and there was no official record of his death. But by now a new century was about to dawn and the public had lost interest in this strange old man. There were new sensations to occupy the pages of the popular press.


Strangely no one ever enquired after his children, the offspring of one of the most evil men that ever lived – the man the press had called The Devil’s Companion.


What follows is a remarkable tale of events which took place in the year 1899 and concern the involvement of both Sherlock Holmes and John H. Watson in their darkest and most remarkable adventure. I have spent many years researching this brilliant detective whom Watson regarded as ‘the best and wisest man whom I have ever known’. Researches in Britain, Switzerland and America have brought me into contact with many rare documents pertaining to Holmes and Watson’s career. Gradually, I have been able to build up the complete story of what happened in those fateful months on the cusp of the twentieth century. Now at last I am able to place before the public the full narrative, and chilling denouement of this terrible story.


David Stuart Davies




Part One




One
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From Dr Watson’s Journal


I found Sherlock Holmes on the beach. He was perched like some great dark bird of prey on a large rock gazing out to sea. On the farther horizon, the morning sun rose above the grey, rolling swell, sending dazzling splinters of orange light across the water. Holmes was apparently oblivious to my approach; his stern hawk-like features, bleached by the dawn light, indicated that he was deep in thought. However, as I reached his side, he spoke to me without averting his gaze from the sea.


‘Been doing some detective work of your own, Watson?’


‘More like instinct, I’m afraid. When I came down for breakfast and observed that you’d gone out, I knew where you would be. I believe even Lestrade could have worked that one out.’


Holmes gave a harsh laugh and his features lightened for a moment. ‘I suspect you are right.’ He fumbled in the pocket of his overcoat and withdrew a cigarette case and a box of matches. ‘Care to join me?’ he asked after lighting a cigarette, caving his hands around the match to protect the meagre flame from the wind.


I shook my head.


For some moments we remained silent, watching the dun-coloured breakers surrender their force onto the beach while at the far end of the bay waves smashed against the steep rugged rocks with fragmented white foam.


‘How far we seem now, Watson,’ my friend said at last, ‘from handmade London. From those artificial boundaries which we create to keep nature at bay. It is so easy to forget the monumental power of the natural world while encased in that city. Being here with the wind and the waves and the sky – such a large sky unfettered by spires and rooftops – one is reminded how small we are, how futile our gestures are as we strut and posture along the path of life. Long after you and I are but grains of dust in some rotting graveyard, this beach, that sky and those waves will still be here.’


‘A melancholy thought.’


‘Only because sentiment makes it so. I am glad, old fellow, that you persuaded me to take this holiday. It has allowed me time to think – to really think. There have been no clients, no interruptions and no other intellectual distractions to divert my thoughts.’


‘Where have they led you?’


Holmes shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. I am still pondering…’ He paused and took a long pull on his cigarette.


‘Ah, well, I gathered that,’ said I. ‘It was the nature of your thoughts that puzzled me.’


‘I think the time is coming for me to give up my detective practice and retire.’


I smiled. ‘I believed that you might say that.’


Holmes raised an eyebrow. ‘How perspicacious.’ A ghost of a smile trembled momentarily on his lips.


‘It is understandable. There have been no stimulating cases for you of late and it has left you time to ruminate, to contemplate and measure the grains of your life. Times passes apace. We are about to enter a new century. In a few years I will be fifty. A time when most men contemplate shrugging off the shackles of work and responsibility in exchange for quiet days and early bedtimes…’


The gaunt grey face relaxed into a smile once more. ‘Your years with me have not been wasted. You have seen and you have observed.’


‘But you are not most men. And to turn your back on the pursuit and the detection of crime in order that you can retire…’


‘And study bees. I have often thought I would like to study bees. I admire their industry, their organisation, and their dedication to the task in hand.’


‘Stop it, Holmes,’ I cried with some passion. ‘Stop it now. You must not surrender to this malaise. Fight it as you fought Moriarty on the edge of the Reichenbach Falls. You are the man you have always been. Age will not wither you…’


‘Ah, you add Shakespeare to your potent mix of persuasion. Spare me the poetry.’ His hooded eyes flashed darkly and he rose, flicking the half-smoked cigarette into the sand and faced me, his features troubled and stern. ‘You mean well, Watson. You always mean well and I’ve shamefully used and abused your goodness in the past. The trouble is that you care for me and therefore your judgement is useless. Where is the objective thinking in the bleatings of a loving friend? I can only answer, as I always do, to my brain, to my intellectual processes, which are sympathetic to no man. They will guide me, be my lodestar. Not you, my dear Watson.’


So saying, Holmes turned and walked away, towards the water’s edge. Not for the first time, his words had hurt me, but I took small consolation in the fact that they were not meant to. Holmes believed that truth was pure and it must be embraced, however painful it was to others as well as to himself.


I gazed after him, now a slim shimmering silhouette framed by the rising sun, staring out to sea, his shoulders sunk into the great folds of his coat, and for the first time since I had known Sherlock Holmes, I felt sorry for him.


* * *


It had needed all my powers of persuasion to coax my friend into taking this holiday on the Devonshire coast. He had been in a black mood for some time and I knew that unless he was shaken out of it, he would sink further down into that perennial pit of despond that awaited him when spirits were low. But somehow, this time, the situation was far worse.


With all brilliant minds, the balance that controls the mental equilibrium is easily upset. A spring which was almost devoid of interesting cases to engage his mind had been followed in early June by the news that his brother Mycroft had suffered a stroke. For some days Mycroft hovered on the edge of death but his inner reserve pulled him back from the brink. He made a reasonable recovery but was now confined to a wheelchair, a fate that had increased his irritability. For Holmes the experience was a salutary one. Although he had dealt with death many times in his investigations, it had been in the business of detective work. Mycroft’s brush with the grim reaper had encroached on my friend’s sensibilities. Its effect was twofold. He had realised how much he really cared for his corpulent brother and he was also reminded of his own fragile mortality. Usually Holmes’ mind was so channelled into specific passions – whether it be tracing the motets of Lassus or writing a monograph on some arcane aspect of criminal detection – that he never contemplated the fact that the grains of sand were slipping, irrevocably, through the narrow channel of life’s hourglass and filling up the lower chamber.


In the old days, I would have said that all Holmes needed was a puzzling case to shake him from the malaise that enshrouded him when days were dull and there was no call upon him to exercise his detective skills. But I realised that something more radical was needed now. I thought that if I could lure him away from the familiar locales of London for a while to allow him to refresh his mind in new surroundings, this would be the start to the healing process. To be honest, I was hoping that some solution to my dilemma might occur to me as we took our cliff top walks and breathed in the cleansing sea air.


At this time I had returned to my old lodgings in Baker Street while my wife was visiting her sick sister in America, a trip that was likely to take six to nine months. I did not relish the prospect of living alone in her absence and I also believed that my presence at 221B might well help revitalise Holmes and return him to his old self. However, after only a few weeks of residence there, I could see that it would take more than the presence of an old fellow lodger to raise his spirits. Something else must be done.


I learned of Samphire Cottage near the village of Howden in Devon from Cawthorne, one of my new cronies at the billiard club. He had taken his wife there to recuperate after a major operation and apparently the isolated environment and clean air had revived not only her health but her spirits also. Here seemed the ideal prescription for my friend. A few weeks away from the grime of London and the overly familiar environments, which were now suffocating Holmes’ spirit, might well work its magic on him, too. Of course, the problem was to convince my friend of the benefit of such a vacation.


After much cajoling and persuasion, along with the help of our housekeeper Mrs Hudson who, in her canny way, had also noted a change in her lodger’s demeanour, I succeeded. Eventually I wrought an agreement from Sherlock Holmes that he would join me at the cottage for one week – ‘and one week only, Watson.’


It was a start.


And so on a bright July afternoon we came to the little whitewashed dwelling which sat on the edge of the cliffs like a great brooding gull. We had travelled by train to Totnes and then hired a small carriage to drive the rest of the way and to be our conveyance for the duration of the stay. That had been two days prior to our conversation on the beach.


On arriving, we quickly settled our domestic arrangements and although Holmes was more than usually quiet, he was congenial. For most of the time he took himself off on solitary walks carrying a spyglass which he had discovered in one of the cupboards in the cottage or he sat before the fire, his long legs tucked under him, scribbling footnotes in red ink in a large copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress that he had brought with him.


I have always considered myself a patient man and I knew that it would take time to unravel that knot which held the real character of my friend in its thrall. Frustrating though it was to see him like this, I knew I could and indeed would wait.


I rose and stretched, still not feeling fully awake. By now Holmes had disappeared behind a large outcrop of rock near the water’s edge and the beach was deserted. The gulls wheeled high above me, their shrill harsh cries heard above the roar of the surf. I was about to turn and make my way back to the cottage when suddenly there was another sound to join this cacophony. It was Holmes’ voice. He had reappeared from behind the line of rocks and was running towards me with his hands held before him as though in an act of supplication.


‘Watson, for God’s sake…’


I took a few faltering steps towards him and then stopped dead. I saw that the hands of Sherlock Holmes were dripping with blood.




Two
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From Dr Watson’s Journal


‘Come, man, come,’ cried Sherlock Holmes, his eyes more alive than I’d seen them in many a long day. His body turned awkwardly, ready to retrace his steps, but he waited for me to respond.


‘What is it, Holmes?’ I cried, my eyes fixed on his upraised palms, glistening red in the early morning sun.


‘Unless my faculties have failed me altogether, it is murder, my friend, brutal murder.’


I shook my head in some confusion.


‘A body,’ he said. ‘Beyond the rocks. Come.’


He turned and I followed. We set off at a brisk pace, our feet sinking into the moist sand.


‘I thought it was a large piece of driftwood at first,’ cried Holmes, over his shoulder, ‘but when I reached it…’


Together we clambered over the rocks, Holmes ahead of me, eagerly negotiating his way across the slippery terrain.


‘It wasn’t driftwood,’ he continued. ‘It was the body of a man. A middle-aged man – somewhere in his late fifties, I should say.’


‘He has been washed ashore?’


Holmes shook his head. ‘No, no. His clothes were dry. And he couldn’t have fallen from the cliff top – his body lay too far from the base. Besides there were severe wounds to his head indicating that he had been attacked from behind.’


‘Surely he could have sustained such wounds by falling from the cliff.’


‘Possibly, but he would have received other injuries also. To the face, for instance. And his clothes would have been torn. But this was not the case.’


‘You think that he was murdered on the beach?’ I could hardly believe the circumstances my friend was describing.


‘No, I don’t think that.’


By now we had traversed the outcrop of rocks and reached the new area of beach.


‘Where is this body?’ I asked, scanning the empty shoreline.


Holmes stopped in his tracks, his eyes wide with surprise. ‘It was… it was there,’ he said, indicating a bare patch of sand. ‘But it has gone.’


‘Gone!’ I exclaimed. ‘But that’s impossible.’


Holmes pointed a finger at me. ‘No, Watson, not impossible. Improbable, I grant you, but the two are not the same. Only a fool dismisses the improbable.’


‘You say there was a dead body here and now it has gone.’


‘I do,’ snapped Holmes, lifting his eyes to scan the cliff top behind us. There was nothing or no one to be seen. ‘Obviously the body had been left on the beach to be carried out to sea. It is likely the murderers were in the process of dragging it to the water’s edge when they spied me clambering over the rocks and so they dropped it and ran for cover.’


‘Murderers. You think that there was more than one?’


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he snapped impatiently, his eyes flashing with suppressed frustration. ‘One man could not have brought a body down here from the cliff top on his own. There must have been at least two of them.’


‘What body?’ I asked with some incredulity, viewing the empty beach.


Holmes narrowed his eyes, glaring at me for a moment, and then, suddenly, his thin lips broke into a tight smile. ‘Ah, so now you add madness to my melancholia. The old boy has begun hallucinating. There are no murders on hand to investigate, so in desperation I conjure one up out of thin air. Is that it?’


I knew that hallucinations were not unusual in cases of deep depression but I had not considered that such an emotional reaction could affect my friend. But his own mention of such a possibility sent out danger signals.


I shook my head reassuringly. ‘Look, Holmes, of course I believe you… but who else will? Where is the body? Where are the signs that there was a body?’


He held up his fingers caked with dried blood. ‘Fresh from the wound at the back of the head…’


‘Then surely there will be traces of blood on the sand.’


‘Possibly,’ commented Holmes, tersely, but without conviction.


‘And footprints,’ I added.


‘They could have easily been smoothed away,’ he murmured.


In silence we searched the area in vain. There were no crimson spots or smears on the virgin beach and no imprint to suggest a body had lain there.


‘How do you explain it, Holmes?’


He shook his head. ‘I can’t. I can’t. The culprits could have hidden behind that sand dune yonder on hearing my approach. They would not have had time to struggle with the body, so they left it and, concealing themselves, watched me. As soon as I ran off to you… they scooped up the cadaver…’


‘Yes…?’


‘Ah, well, that’s where my deductions run out. Too little data.’


‘Well, at least we can take a look behind the sand dune for signs.’


‘There will be none – but nevertheless we may as well look.’


Holmes was correct. There were no footprints or any other signs to indicate that two men had been standing there. And again there was no blood.


‘Why were you so sure that we’d find nothing when you believe the murderers were here?’ I asked.


‘Clever men. Too clever to be caught that way,’ Holmes cried, dabbling his fingers in a shallow pool to wash the blood from them.


‘Tell me more about the corpse. You say he was middle-aged. How was he dressed?’


‘A white shirt, coarse quality material, dark trousers. Anonymous clothing I’m afraid. He had only one shoe. He had a pale complexion and his nose was marked by indentations at the bridge suggesting that he wore spectacles. His hands were soft and without the telltale marks of manual labour. No rings or other obvious markings that I could see.’


‘Well, I am puzzled, Holmes.’


‘It is one of those rare occasions when we share that same emotion, Watson.’ Holmes gave a short braying laugh. ‘I can imagine you writing this up in the Strand as “The Unsolved Case of the Disappearing Corpse”.’


I gave a weak smile and said nothing. But what I wanted to say was: ‘Holmes, there is no case. All I have is your word that you found a corpse on the beach. There is no indication that such a thing existed. And you have just washed away any evidence to corroborate your story in a beach pool. For all I know, that substance on your hands could well have been red ink, the red ink you have been using for your notes back at the cottage. In your current state of mind, I could quite believe that you did indeed manufacture this little drama as some kind of escape from the pit of despair into which you have fallen.’


Holmes turned to me and gave me a brief nod, his eyes flashing wildly, indicating that he knew what I was thinking.


And so we stood like uncertain statues on that deserted beach, the sound of the wind and the waves pounding in our ears, both at a loss what to say or what to do. I felt adrift from my friend. In all the years I’d known him and in all the strange and exotic humours he had exhibited, I always knew, often instinctively, how to act in order to defuse a dangerous situation or develop an uncertain one.


But not now.


Without warning Holmes crouched down and picked up a handful of sand and let it filter through his fingers. ‘O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown.’


‘Holmes… I…’


‘I crave a little sustenance and a warm fire. I believe I am ready to continue my studies again.’


I nodded and solemnly we made our way back to the cottage.




Three
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From Dr Watson’s Journal


After an early lunch, Holmes wrapped himself in a travelling rug by the fire with the copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress and continued his note making. No more was said about the supposed corpse on the beach and I felt reluctant to raise the subject. I really did not know what to make of the matter. Instead, I tried to lose myself in a hefty seafaring novel that I had brought with me, but constantly my mind was pulled away from mountainous waves, creaking timbers and ferocious seadogs to dwell on the mental state of my old and dearest friend. In the end I tossed the book to one side and picked up the latest copy of The Lancet. I knew that where Holmes’ condition was concerned my medical knowledge was limited. It would need a more informed medical mind than mine to return him to his old self. I realised that I would by some means have to persuade him to see a specialist in mental disorders. Someone who could unlock the chained repressions that were holding Holmes prisoner. It was then that an article on psychoanalysis caught my eye.


As evening drew its darkened wings around the cottage, Holmes thrust his work aside and sank even lower in the chair. He spoke for the first time since lunch. ‘I must tell you that I have no inclination to visit Vienna, Watson,’ he observed with a nod to my reading matter before closing his eyes.


After the moment of initial surprise, a smile spread across my face. The old devil!


* * *


I woke early the next morning with a sudden start. A sharp, steely thought had thrust its way through the veil of sleep and prompted me into consciousness. I rubbed my eyes as the thought nagged at me: what if I had been wrong and there had been a body on the beach? Was it possible that I was allowing my feelings about Holmes’ condition to mask what may be the truth? His comment of the previous evening – the reference to Vienna – indicated that his detective skills were still as sharp as ever. He had read my thoughts and determined that I was thinking of Sigmund Freud, who practised in that city. He had deduced that I had come across the article on Freud in The Lancet and, aware of my concern for his erratic behaviour, he had cleverly made the connection without any prompting comment from me. This casual demonstration clearly revealed that despite his malaise, his professional skills were not lying dormant.


I leapt from my bed and within twenty minutes I’d had a quick wash, dressed and was hurrying from the cottage. Before leaving, I opened the door of my friend’s bedroom a fraction to make sure that he was asleep. My effort was rewarded by the sound of the regular heavy breathing that denotes deep slumber. I guessed that he would not be awake for another hour at least.


Rather than take my usual route down to the shore – a track some quarter of a mile from the cottage – I walked further along the cliff top in search of another way down to the beach, nearer to the spot where Holmes claimed to have seen the body. Sure enough there was another path half a mile further along. It was neglected and overgrown and somewhat tortuous but nevertheless I gauged that it was negotiable. Before attempting the trek down to the distant shore, I scrutinised the terrain around about to see if I could find any signs of recent visitors. To my delight I discovered distinct tracks in the soft sandy earth near the pathway. They were tracks of a horse-drawn carriage or cart: solid wheels had imprinted themselves clearly and other impressions suggested that the conveyance had been drawn by one heavily hoofed horse with a misshapen shoe on its off foreleg. Of course this discovery did not verify Holmes’ story but it certainly presented evidence to support it.


Buoyed up by this knowledge, I made my way down the rough pathway, my eyes searching for other signs of recent passage and, in particular, signs of blood. I saw none. The absence of blood seemed to me to be a great stumbling block. If, as Holmes described, the body was bleeding from savage wounds to the skull, there were bound to be splashes of blood somewhere. If not on the path or nearby foliage, then on the beach near to where the body had been laid. And, as I had ascertained the previous day, there were none. One thing I did espy however was a brass buckle lodged in a tuft of grass. Examining it, I decided that this could possibly have come from the man’s shoe. Holmes said that the corpse was only wearing one shoe. Whether the buckle was of any significance I knew not but I pocketed it just in case.


The beach itself was now a blank canvas. The tide had had its way with it, creating a set of new bland ribbed patterns in the sand. Any bloodstains would have been washed away. And besides I had been there the previous day and seen none. I gazed around me, a despondent cloud settling about my enthusiasm once more, and then… then I saw it. Some distance away beneath the overhang of a grass-tufted dune was something that looked like the legs of a large albino spider poking from the wet sand, but as I approached I could see quite clearly that they were in fact fingers – human fingers reaching out from their yellow prison.
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