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FOREWORD


Sherlock Holmes retired from his practice as a consulting detective in 1903, decamping from London to a village in Sussex near the cliffs at Eastbourne. His intention was to lead a quiet life, keeping bees and composing monographs on whatever eclectic subjects took his fancy.


For the most part he was successful in realising this goal. Until his death, his days were tranquil and largely untroubled by the complex and sometimes perilous intrigues in which he – and I – had habitually been embroiled.


Occasionally, however, Holmes was obliged to abandon his beehives and his serenity and throw himself into the fray once more. Two such instances I have recorded under the titles “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane” and “His Last Bow”. Here, in the pages that follow, is another.


I intend to consign this manuscript to a tin dispatch box in the vaults at Cox & Co. at Charing Cross, as I have so many others. The bank’s current manager, a sharp, efficient Welshman by the name of Llewellyn, has taken to rolling his eyes every time I arrive in his office with yet one more sheaf of paper to entrust to his safekeeping. “Another of your Sherlock Holmes chronicles that nobody will get to read, Dr Watson,” he sighs. “Such a shame to deprive your loyal readers of further entertainment.”


Entertainment it may be to him, and to many, but the cases Holmes and I investigated were anything but entertaining to us. They were a serious and sometimes deadly business. Often we were lucky to escape with our lives, or indeed with our sanity intact.


In this particular instance, I refrain from tendering this account for publication in The Strand or elsewhere on the grounds that it touches on events still fresh in the public memory. It is only five years since the armistice ended the catastrophe in Europe, the so-called Great War. The cessation of hostilities may have brought peace to the continent, but the hearts and minds of the British public are still troubled. We have seen slaughter on an unprecedented scale, millions dead, an entire generation decimated, and the psychological wounds inflicted on all of us have yet to heal, in much the same way that physical wounds continue to blight the lives of countless veterans of the campaign.


This case, which I have dubbed Gods Of War, pertains directly to the conflict, as its title suggests. The events in these pages occurred in late 1913, when the storm clouds were already gathering above Europe and, as Holmes himself would put it a year later, an “east wind” was threatening, a “cold and bitter” one which would see a good many men “wither before its blast”.


It is perhaps too soon to reopen the subject, and certainly it would not be politic at this time to reveal that there were some in England who, far from being appalled at the prospect of war, eagerly anticipated it.


John H. Watson, MD (retd.), 1923




CHAPTER ONE


THE CASE OF THE PURLOINED PEARLS


“Ah, there you are, Watson. Come quickly. We must hurry.”


Scarcely had I disembarked from the train at Eastbourne than Sherlock Holmes was accosting me with these words.


“What, no hello?” I said. “No handshake? No greeting whatsoever?”


“Yes, yes, remiss of me,” said Holmes. He clasped my hand for the briefest span of time conceivable. “How are you, old fellow? Well, I hope. You look in good health.”


“And how was my journey?”


“Are you wanting me to tell you or entreating me to enquire?”


“The latter, although I’ve no doubt, you being you, you could manage the former.”


“Then how was it?”


“Very agreeable. The compartment was not too crowded, and there is that very scenic view from the Ouse Valley Viaduct just north of Haywards Heath when one can look out of both sides of the carriage and see for miles in either –”


“Good,” said Holmes. “Good, good. That’s quite enough pleasantries. Come! No time to waste.”


We hustled across the station concourse, I lugging my leather portmanteau which held toiletries and changes of clothing sufficient for a week’s sojourn in the country. It was notable that my friend had not subjected me to the customary list of deductions about my recent doings and circumstances based on close scrutiny of my appearance. This had long been his habit since he abandoned London for a rural idyll and he and I saw each other far less frequently than we once did. It would amuse him to assess, with his usual uncanny accuracy, in what ways my life had changed – both for better and for worse – during the intervals between my visits.


That he had refrained from the practice today told me that he was greatly preoccupied. But then I could also infer it from the brightness in his lively grey eyes and the agitation with which he moved. I knew Holmes better than any man, I daresay better even than his own brother, the late Mycroft, had. I knew his character and moods intimately.


“Holmes,” I said as we emerged from the station building, “if I’m not mistaken, you are on a case.”


“Watson, you read me like a book.”


“I don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to understand Sherlock Holmes. You are behaving exactly as you did when you were resident at Baker Street and had just caught the scent of some intriguing and seemingly intractable problem which you felt deserving of your energies and attention. My only quibble is, I thought you were no longer in the consulting detective game. You have, have you not, forsworn the gloom of London for that soothing life of Nature you so often yearned for. Your own words, Holmes. ‘That soothing life of Nature.’ Yet here you are, quite evidently in the throes of an investigation.”


“Not in the throes, my friend, not yet. We are, as of this moment, en route to the scene of the crime. I have not assimilated a single clue, nor formed a single theory. I am coming to the case as fresh as you are. We are both equally tabula rasa in this instance. All I know is that I received an urgent summons less than an hour ago. By sheer happenstance I was just leaving my house to come and meet you. I thought to myself, ‘I shall pick up Watson on the way and together we shall peruse the evidence and identify the felon, just as in the old days.’”


“This is hardly what one would call retirement, old chap.”


“Shall I tell you what retirement is, Watson? Retirement is a balm to the weary soul, a respite from quotidian cares and stresses, the contented evening after a hard day’s toil – and also at times extremely tedious. I have found myself feeling particularly under stimulated and restless of late. The novelty of beekeeping has worn off. The allure of penning monographs has waned. Life has lost a little of its savour.”


“You’re bored, in other words.”


My friend turned to me, amusement twitching the corners of his mouth. “Bored stiff, Watson. Bored almost to tears. And when a case presents itself, however trifling it may seem…”


“You jump at it.”


“What can I say? Detection, like any addiction, is a hard habit to break.”


We proceeded down Terminus Road, which connected the station directly to the seafront. Eastbourne’s main commercial thoroughfare was bustling at this midmorning hour, full of housemaids fetching the daily groceries, matrons eyeing up the garments displayed in windows, and children spending their pocket money on sweets. All the shops had their awnings down against the surprisingly strong late-September sunshine. We had just endured a dismal summer, but as if in compensation for the weeks of unseasonal wind and rain the autumn of 1913 was glorious, bathing England in a mellow amber warmth.


An open-topped motor charabanc clattered raucously down the road, bearing a party of my fellow travellers from the train to their rooms at one of the town’s many hotels. Since its inception in the mid-1800s Eastbourne had grown and flourished to become one of the country’s most popular seaside resorts. Year round, visitors flocked from the capital and further afield to enjoy its health-giving sea air and the delights and diversions of its promenade, as well as to bathe in the refreshingly bracing waters of the Channel.


“Not far now,” Holmes said with an “onward” gesture.


His strides were rapid and long, and I would have struggled to keep pace even if I weren’t burdened by my luggage. I was two years’ Holmes’s senior and at that moment was feeling every day of it. His vitality seemed little diminished, for all that he was just shy of his sixtieth birthday. Mine, by contrast, was a shadow of its former self. The vigour of my youth seemed a long way away, a far distant memory. I had slowed and thickened as I inched towards senescence, whereas my friend retained most if not all of the nervy energy which had rendered him so lively and dynamic in the past.


We were waylaid outside a branch of W H Smith by a cloth-capped ragamuffin who was doling out handbills to passers-by.


“Final day, sirs,” he said. “Last chance to see the marvels and miracles before we strike tent and move on.”


Holmes peremptorily brushed the boy aside, uttering an airy “Not now. Busy. Shoo!”


I, stricken by a twinge of pity for the lad, though he appeared unbothered by Holmes’s brusque rebuff, took one of the proffered handbills.


“You won’t regret it, sir,” the urchin said. “Matinee or evening, the show’s a wonder. You’ll never see the like. Never mind you won’t believe your eyes – you won’t believe any of your senses!”


The handbill advertised a travelling circus that was ensconced somewhere just outside town. I glanced at it long enough to glean that much information and no more, before promptly stuffing it into my coat pocket and hurrying to catch up with Holmes.


Presently Holmes halted outside a jeweller’s shop, Barraclough’s, which appeared to be closed despite this being a Saturday, surely the busiest day of the week for such an establishment. The blinds were drawn and the sign in the window invited customers to return during business hours.


Holmes rapped hard, and the door was unlocked and opened by a bewhiskered middle-aged gentleman whose choleric complexion and glassy stare spoke of anxiety verging on panic.


“You Holmes?” he barked. “Detective fellow?”


“I am he. You, I take it, are Gervaise Barraclough, proprietor of these premises.”


“Yes. Enter. Quickly.” Barraclough was in such a state of discombobulation that he did not query my presence, or for that matter acknowledge it. “I hope you’re the genius everyone says you are.”


“If I’m half as clever as I am imputed to be, not least by my esteemed biographer here,” replied Holmes, “then I’m sure I shall be more than adequate to the task. What is it I can do for you, Mr Barraclough? The messenger you sent to me was short on specifics. All he would tell me was that there had been some catastrophe at your shop and that, with a promise of remuneration for my services, I was to come as quickly as possible. I have done so, and would be grateful if you could enlighten me.”


“It’s a disaster, sir, an absolute disaster,” Barraclough wailed. “Robbery. My prize goods, the cream of my collection, gone. Gone!”


I looked round the shop. The shelves and cabinets were bare. Velvet-lined ring trays contained no wares. Display boxes showed indentations where bracelets and necklaces should have been.


“You do seem to have been completely cleaned out,” I observed.


“This? No, no, you’ve got it wrong. This is how the shop normally looks first thing of a morning. We remove all the jewellery overnight and stow it in the cellar. Otherwise thieves could smash the windows and pilfer as they pleased. The cellar has safes large enough to store all of our stock. They’re Chatwoods, moreover, with intersected-steel coffers and unpickable, gunpowder-proof locks. Nobody should be able to steal from them.”


“Yet somebody has.”


“A thousand pounds’ worth of stock has vanished. And that’s a conservative estimate.”


“My goodness,” I said with a whistle.


“A sizeable sum,” Holmes allowed.


“Including,” Barraclough went on, “a dozen beautiful Tahitian black pearls which I took receipt of only last week, almost perfectly spherical and worth more than diamonds, along with a choker of domed cabochon emeralds, a truly exquisite piece which caught the eye of the Duchess of Devonshire, no less, on a recent stay in the town, and which Her Grace requested me to lay aside with a view to purchasing it on her next visit.” He wrung his hands. “Oh, Mr Holmes, you must know how influential the Devonshires are in Eastbourne. Why, they more or less built this place from the ground up. Near enough every street name commemorates them or some piece of land they own. If I were to lose the duchess’s patronage, if it were to become public knowledge that I had let the family down so grievously…”


His expression finished the sentence for him. He was contemplating the prospect of a sullied reputation, of abject ruin.


“There, there, Barraclough,” my friend reassured him. “No need to fret. I shall recover these gems for you if it is at all in my power to do so. Now, show us these safes of yours. Let us see what we can see.”




CHAPTER TWO


AN INSIDE AND OUTSIDE JOB


Down in the cellar we were introduced to Hubert Searle, Barraclough’s senior shop assistant. He was a slightly built, pale man who peered at the world through tiny, brass-rimmed pincenez spectacles. In his hands he held a bowler which he nervously turned and turned anticlockwise as though he wished he could somehow reverse time and undo what had been done.


“It wasn’t my job to open up this morning,” Searle told us. “On weekdays it is, but on Saturdays the duty falls to Tremlett, the new hire. Tremlett’s supposed to be at the shop at eight o’clock sharp and have everything in place by nine. This morning, however, I arrived at five to nine and the place was still locked. Imagine my horror when I entered and found everything just as you see it, and the safes ransacked. Mr Barraclough lives in the Lower Meads, not five minutes’ walk away, so I ran to alert him.”


“And I hastened back with Searle,” said Barraclough, “only to see for myself, to my utter dismay, what had happened.”


“Naturally one of you went to this Tremlett fellow’s home immediately,” Holmes said.


“That I did,” said Searle. “He lodges at a guesthouse in the Seaside area. His landlady let me in, but said she hadn’t heard him come in last night. I checked his rooms. There was no sign that he had slept there.”


“Interesting. Any idea where he might have been?”


“Well, I know for a fact that he went out drinking yesterday evening after work, for I was with him for a while. We have become friendly, he and I. We went to the Lamb Inn up in Old Town and supped a pint or two there, until some acquaintances of his joined us at our table and I made my excuses and left. The others were of the same age as him, and seemed bent on a night of roistering. I don’t have the stamina for that sort of carry-on any more, being somewhat older and also the father of two infants, twin girls, who shatter my and Mrs Searle’s sleep at all hours with their caterwauling. If only we could afford a wet-nurse, not to mention a nanny…”


“You believe Tremlett is still sleeping off the effects of drink somewhere? It would certainly account for why he hasn’t reported for work.”


“That would be one explanation,” Searle said.


“Another being that he is behind the theft? He has absconded, taking a king’s ransom in jewels with him?”


“That’s not for me to speculate, Mr Holmes. My main and abiding concern is this.”


Searle gestured at the safes. There were three of them, large ones standing in a row like cast-iron sentries, their bases fastened firmly to the floor with bolts. The doors stood ajar, and the interiors were barren save for a scattering of trinkets which even I, no expert when it comes to finery, could tell were of average quality and no great value. The gemstones were small and shone with little of the lustre of their larger brethren. The gold articles that I saw – tie clips, cufflinks, fob chains – were low-carat, many of them dull and reddish owing to the large proportion of copper in the alloy.


“If Tremlett is responsible,” growled Barraclough, “I’ll… I’ll… I don’t know what I’ll do.” He seemed to have some idea, though, judging by the way his hands clutched an imaginary neck. “I’ve shown that boy nothing but kindness. He had no qualifications for this trade, yet I took him on, I pay him tolerably well, I’m training him up, sharing with him my years of expertise – and this is how he rewards me.”


“Let us not jump to any conclusions,” said Holmes. “Tremlett may well be guilty of theft. He may equally be guilty of nothing more than a young man’s propensity to drink heavily with no regard for the effects on his constitution or on his vocational commitments. Either way, we must examine facts – the evidence – before we start pointing the finger of blame.”


So saying, Holmes knelt to study the safes. His knee joints creaked as they bent, and I was perversely pleased to hear this audible manifestation of physical frailty, however minor. He produced a magnifying glass, another sign that age was taking its toll, for his eyesight had once been the keenest of any man I knew. He inspected each safe painstakingly and thoroughly, going over every square inch of metalwork and mechanism.


“Half-inch body plates, machine-fitted,” he murmured. “Porpoise-action clutch bolts. Fondu cement infill. Handsome constructions, these. Best peters in the land.”


Then, straightening up with a soft, suppressed grunt, he said, “I can find no indication of forced entry. No scratch marks within the keyhole or on the lock plates suggestive of the use of a screwdriver or lockpicks. Nothing to point towards anything other than the appropriate keys being used to open the safes. Tremlett, I take it, has those?”


“As do I,” said Barraclough, “and Searle too. We each keep our own set. It’s a mark of how much I’ve come to trust the lad, that he has full access to both the premises and the safes. And to think that he has betrayed me.”


“He’s a good man, Mr Barraclough,” said Searle, “but even the best of us can succumb to temptation. Especially when we’re young and callow.”


“Again, a rush to judgement before a full and fair survey of the data has been made,” said Holmes with some asperity. “Thus far we have only supposition to go on with regard to Tremlett’s involvement in the theft. I would like to think the young fellow is innocent until it can be proved beyond all reasonable doubt that he is not.”


“But his absence…” Searle began.


“Is incriminating on the face of it, but far from conclusive. You haven’t called the police yet?”


“No,” said Barraclough. “I hoped by hiring you, Mr Holmes, I might obviate the need. When police are brought in, privacy is not always guaranteed. Members of the constabulary have an unfortunate tendency towards loose talk, most often when there’s beer before them and journalists within earshot. You, sir, on the other hand, seem to me a man of discretion, at least if the published accounts of your exploits are to be believed.”


“And they are,” said I. “Every word.”


“If possible,” the jeweller continued, “I would like to keep this affair out of the press, at least until my stolen stock is back where it should be and the thief has been apprehended.”


“This cellar is itself fully secure?” Holmes asked.


“Whatever do you mean?”


“I mean there is no method of ingress available other than that door and the staircase leading down here from the rear of the shop?”


“None. But have we not established that keys were used? Why would the culprit require any other access? I thought this a straightforward enough case, at least as far as the how of it is concerned, if not so much the who.”


“I am simply pursuing all possible avenues of enquiry,” said my friend. “There may be more to the crime than meets the eye. My habit is always to examine the broader picture and look for further details, if only to eliminate them should they prove irrelevant. There is this small window, for instance.”


He positioned himself below a tiny, narrow oblong window, set just beneath the cellar ceiling. Illumination crept in via a lightwell above.


“There is a back yard behind the shop, am I right?”


“A small one.”


“And the lightwell is covered by a grating?”


“Indeed.”


“Is the window ever opened?”


“Sometimes, for ventilation. The cellar is apt to get damp.”


“Yes, I observed some rust on the safe corners. When was the window last used?”


“I don’t recall. Searle?”


“I don’t recall either,” said Searle. “Certainly in spring, and more recently than that, I imagine. It was a terribly wet summer.”


“You’re not trying to tell us someone came in through that window, are you, Mr Holmes?” said Barraclough. “Preposterous! The thing’s no wider than a handspan. I doubt even a child could wriggle through. And the lightwell is no less narrow and descends vertically. For anyone to contort himself like that, bend through ninety degrees in such close confines – it would be a physical impossibility.”


“Besides,” said Searle, “I thought this was an ‘inside job’. Now you’re of the opinion that it’s common opportunistic burglary?”


“Not opportunistic, nor common,” said Holmes. “This has the hallmarks of something that was planned, and with some precision. The window has been opened not long ago. One can tell by the disturbance of the cobwebs adhering to it.”


He unlatched the little window and swung it inward. Standing on tiptoe and craning his neck, he peered up into the lightwell, which rose some three feet to ground level.


“The dust on the surfaces of the shaft has been disturbed too,” he said. “As though by the passage of a body or some other object.”


“But the window catch lies on the inside,” said Barraclough. “The thief could not have opened it without smashing a pane, even supposing he managed to squeeze himself down into the lightwell in the first place, which I sincerely doubt.”


“Not if he had an accomplice on your staff. It would be child’s play to leave the latch undone at locking-up time, allowing the window to be pushed open from the outside. Who would notice a tiny discrepancy like that?”


“So whoever was down here contrived to leave the window openable for someone else to gain access later. That would mean… Was it you who was last out of the cellar yesterday evening, Searle, or was it Tremlett? I can’t remember.”


“It was Jeremy, I believe, sir. That is – Tremlett. We both shut the safes together, but I left the room before he did.”


“Damn it. The evidence against the lad continues to mount,” said Barraclough. “He is clearly in cahoots with another. What about those rowdies he met at the Lamb? Any of them strike you as shifty, Searle? The criminal type?”


“They were a mixed bunch certainly,” said Searle. “Come to think of it, one or two of them did seem a little less than respectable.”


I evinced surprise. “In a town like Eastbourne? Renowned for its gentility?”


“Indeed, sir. The fact is you get all sorts here. Rough-and-ready fishermen. Labourers, bricklayers, navvies – the town is expanding and there’s a constant stream of work for them. It’s possible that Tremlett has fallen in with a bad lot. One of them must have put him up to this, intimidated him, or blackmailed him with some indiscretion from his past.”


“It is to your credit, Searle,” said his employer, “that you continue to give the benefit of the doubt to that miscreant. I, for my part, wish to see Tremlett clapped in irons and left to rot in jail.”


“As I said, I count him a friend. A kind of protégé, indeed, much as he is to you.”


“Does that not make his abuse of your benevolence all the more galling?”


“I try to think well of all men.”


“Then, my good fellow, you are more of a saint than I shall ever be.”


“If I may,” said Holmes, “I would like to go outside and inspect the grating. I have a strong suspicion I will find that it has been levered out from its setting, doubtless with a jemmy, and subsequently replaced. After that, Dr Watson and I will make a short detour to another part of town before returning with, if all goes well, your stolen jewels, Mr Barraclough, and also with the co-perpetrator of the robbery, who should be able to furnish us once and for all with confirmation or otherwise of Tremlett’s involvement.”


Barraclough brightened. “Really, Mr Holmes? Capital!”


“I would appreciate it if you and Mr Searle would do us the favour of staying put in the meantime.”


“Of course. Hurry back.”




CHAPTER THREE


SHADES IN THE FOREST OF THE MIND


The grating had indeed been jemmied out and then put back. Holmes ascertained this to his satisfaction by study of the moss which grew in the groove surrounding it.


“Note how easily I can uproot it,” he said, plucking out a clump of furry green plant matter with his thumb and forefinger. “The villain took the precaution of stuffing the moss back into place after he had completed his work and lowered the grating, which was cunning of him. At a glance, one might not notice. However, well-established moss would not normally come free without some effort on my part. I would have to dig it out, whereas here it is as loosely anchored as ripe cotton in its boll.”


“But that still does not explain how someone could slither down the lightwell and into the cellar, Holmes,” I said. “I could barely fit my arm down there, without a hope of reaching the window. Unless some other method was used in the theft…”


“Such as?” Holmes gave me a sly, inquisitive look.


“Well, how about a fishing rod? Or some similar such device? Something that could be insinuated into the aperture and manipulated from out here. Something that could be telescoped outward until it extended to the safe doors.”


“And how would this ingenious contraption of yours unlock the safes, Watson? How would it retrieve the jewels?”


“A hook on the end? A pincer? I don’t know.” I pondered further. “What about a monkey, then?”


“What ever put that thought in your head? Are you perhaps thinking of the orang-utan that committed those extraordinary murders in Paris some years back?”


“The Rue Morgue case? The one your esteemed Auguste Dupin solved? I had forgotten about that, but yes. Obviously we’re talking about a far smaller primate in this instance, perhaps a marmoset or a capuchin monkey. One of those would have sufficient agility and intelligence, not to mention dexterity.”


“Esteemed?” Trust Holmes to alight on that single remark, among all the other salient points I had raised. “I hardly admired Monsieur Dupin, Watson. He had a few professional qualities that I, in the early stages of my career, found inspirational and worth emulating, but his personality – oh dear! On the one occasion our paths crossed he came across as a shallow, pompous and vain little man, so full of himself he would hardly let anyone else get a word in edgewise. He was very old then, so I allowed him some latitude out of respect for his age. But still, a tiresome individual. He was forever scanning one’s face, searching it for subliminal clues, for insights into one’s innermost thought processes.”


“You didn’t care for someone subjecting you to the kind of scrutiny you routinely visit on others?”


“You may mock, Watson, but my methods are far subtler and neater than Dupin’s ever were. The man was deplorably prone to supposition and flights of fancy. There was not nearly enough logic in his workings, his ratiocination based as much on intuition as on impartial observation. But we digress.” He dismissed the subject of Dupin with a flap of the hand, as though swatting aside a fly. “A capuchin monkey, you say. Clearly this would be a creature so well-trained that it can open safes with a key and select Barraclough’s finer wares while rejecting the inferior. I picture it with a jeweller’s loupe screwed into one eye socket, holding gemstones up to the light to gauge their clarity and brilliance.”


“Now you’re the one who’s mocking, Holmes. But my conjecture is not unsound. Without question it is more credible than your notion that a man was able to insert himself into the lightwell. Unless…”


“Unless?”


“Unless he was a small man. A midget. Even smaller than that Andaman islander, Tonga. The chap who nearly killed you with a poison dart during the Pondicherry Lodge affair. Accomplice to the ex-soldier who double-crossed my Mary’s father…”


I broke off. I had called her “my Mary”, but she had not in fact been mine for quite some time. For only a handful of years did I and Mary Watson, née Morstan, live together as man and wife before callous fate made me a widower, and though I had since remarried and been more than content with my current spouse for a little over a decade, yet, for all that, Mary remained my first and perhaps my only true love. There were times when I could not help but think of her as alive, still as amiably handsome as when she first entered our rooms at 221B Baker Street and presented to us the riddle of her father’s disappearance. She now lay buried in Brompton Cemetery, along with the stillborn infant whose torturous arrival took the life from her, yet forever in my heart there is the sound of her sweet voice, the generous understanding with which she viewed my relationship with Holmes, the worry that she fought so hard to disguise every time I raced off to join my friend on yet another dangerous investigation…


Holmes nodded sombrely, knowing what a pang I felt whenever the forests of my mind were revisited by the shade of Mary. “I grant you that a person of Tonga’s stature might, just might, have pulled off such a feat. At the very least he would be able to get his body into the lightwell, and possibly even his head – but through the window too? The body is pliable but not the skull. The skull is of fixed solidity. It cannot be compressed into spaces smaller than itself, at least not without permanent and in all likelihood fatal injury. Then there is the matter of the right-angled turn at the foot of the shaft. No normal human being, whatever their dimensions, could pull off that manoeuvre. The mechanics of physiology do not allow it.”


“But you maintain, all the same, that someone somehow managed to?”


“I do.”


“Well then, who? How? What sort of man?”


“You hold the answer – the key to the answer, at any rate – in your pocket, Watson.”


The only objects I had in my pockets were my wallet, my house key, a handkerchief, a train ticket stub and a small hip-flask of whisky – the last purely for medicinal purposes, it goes without saying.


“I don’t follow you,” I said.


“The handbill, Watson,” said Holmes. “The one you so heedlessly thrust into your jacket on Terminus Road.”


I took the piece of paper out, unfolded it, smoothed the creases and studied the wording. MCMAHON’S TRAVELLING THREE-RING EXTRAVAGANZA, it said in an ornately patterned font, alongside photogravure images of a striped Big Top and various acrobats and wild animals. PLUS MENAGERIE AND FREAK SHOW.


“A… circus performer?”


“Let us go,” said Holmes briskly. “McMahon’s has pitched camp to the east of town at Gilbert’s Recreation Ground. At a fair lick we can be there in under half an hour.”


Scarcely had we travelled a hundred paces, however, when Holmes slapped his forehead.


“Oh, how careless of me!” he ejaculated. “I’ve left my magnifying glass back at Barraclough’s. Wait there, Watson. I shan’t be a moment.”


He hastened back down to the road to the jeweller’s, returning some five minutes later.


“I’m getting forgetful in my dotage,” he said, brandishing the magnifying glass at me. “The old grey matter is starting to wane.”


“It comes to us all, my friend,” I said with a rueful smile. “Even the mightiest of intellects.”




CHAPTER FOUR


REPTILIO THE HUMAN COBRA


We arrived at a stretch of elegant park, complete with boating lake, putting course and bowling green. Beyond lay scrubland, and it was here that the circus was situated, within a stone’s throw of the sea. The red-and-white Big Top dominated, its canvas snapping and its guy-ropes twanging in the persistent onshore breeze. People were drifting into the tent, the matinee performance due to begin in half an hour. Barrel organ music played jauntily and, more distantly, a lion roared. A burly strongman in a leopard-skin tunic strode past us carrying a two-hundred-pound barbell on his shoulder as though it weighed no more than an umbrella. A clown juggled a half-dozen balls, much to the delight of a small knot of children.


Holmes did not head for the Big Top but rather diverted past it to a longer, lower tent. Around the entrance a painted hoarding announced that this was McMahon’s World-Famous Freak Show – A Cavalcade of Oddities, Monstrosities, and Curiosities! Holmes paid the sixpence entry fee for each of us, and as we stepped inside he murmured to me, “I don’t suppose you happen to have brought your trusty service revolver along, have you?”


“Holmes, I haven’t fired the thing in anger in nigh on ten years. My wife won’t even allow it in the house.”


“That’s a no, then.”


“Forgive me but I hardly could have predicted I would need a gun. This was meant to be a social visit, old friends catching up, not two superannuated sleuths rushing headlong into danger. There is, I take it, some risk attached to what we’re doing?”


“Perhaps, perhaps not. I asked about your revolver more in hope than expectation. It never hurts to take precautions. On balance, however, I believe we are both up to the task of collaring the suspect should he refuse to come quietly. My baritsu skills have not entirely deserted me, in spite of a lack of practice, and I’m sure your military training is still embedded in your muscles, for all that it’s been more than three decades since you were on campaign. The reflexes remember, even if the mind thinks it has forgotten.”


Holmes’s faith in my combat prowess, while I was sure it was hopelessly misplaced, was nonetheless heartening.


The freak show tent smelled of mud, trampled grass, and a strange, indefinable odour which I am going to call “fascinated revulsion”. Holmes and I, along with a handful of other paying customers, strolled past a series of roped-off booths where the bizarrest specimens of humanity disported themselves for our benefit.


There was the Tattooed Man, every inch of his bare skin a network of designs and arabesque patterns. There was Giganta, a lady so fat that she appeared to have three chins and a similar number of folds of flesh over each ankle. And of course the obligatory bearded woman, whose luxurious facial hirsuteness would have been the envy of any pirate captain.


There was also an unfortunate afflicted with Von Recklinghausen disease, which had left him with warty growths all over his body, a twisted pelvis and a distended cranium. The swelling of his skull was such that a conical bony protrusion stuck out from the centre of his forehead, and this had earned him the sobriquet the Rhinoceros Man, no doubt in homage to Joseph Merrick, the Elephant Man, who had suffered from the same syndrome. Holmes and I had made Merrick’s acquaintance during an adventure I have yet to write up but which I am thinking of bestowing with the title “The Deformed Angel”, and I can honestly say I have rarely met a gentler, humbler, more delicately mannered creature than he, for all the grotesqueness of his outer self.


People peered and ogled at the freaks, buoyed up with a sense of “there but for the grace of God go I”. Children, with the absence of self-restraint that is the mark of immaturity, gesticulated and jeered, although some of the adults present behaved little better. One or two of the women, and not a few of the men, looked visibly unwell.


For my part, I was overcome by curiosity, to such an extent that I couldn’t tear my gaze from the array of weirdness and ugliness on display before me, even as I berated myself for my prurience. As a general practitioner it was my sworn duty to treat all the people in my care alike, no matter what repellent medical condition afflicted them, but here, outside my surgery, I found it hard to maintain a professional detachment. I wanted to stare like anyone else, much though I berated myself for it. Wasn’t that what we had paid for – the liberty to regard fellow human beings as dispassionately as though they were museum exhibits? Sixpence was all it cost to leave our sympathy and our decorum at the door.


Holmes touched my elbow. “Ah. Here we are. Watch, Watson.”


On a wooden podium stood a man. Most of him looked fairly normal, apart from his head, which was flattened on top and pointed in front, so much so that his eyes were set further apart than is customary. He was dressed solely in a loincloth, revealing a frame that was thin almost to emaciation. His sign described him as “Reptilio the Human Cobra”. His looks alone seemed deserving of the name, for the profile of his head, with its low brow and forward tapering, reminded me distinctly of that of a snake.


At the centre of the podium was a wire birdcage. Reptilio opened the door, whose dimensions were perhaps seven inches by nine. He inserted one foot in the cage, then, crouching down, the whole of one leg. Before our very eyes he proceeded to introduce the rest of himself into the cage. He bent, twisted and doubled over in ways that the most limber of contortionists would have had difficulty emulating. He seemed able to dislocate his shoulders and hips at will, with no evident distress, and to flex his hinge joints such as the knee and elbow in completely the opposite direction than the good Lord in His wisdom intended. In less than a minute he was fully ensconced inside the cage, and a small tug of his fingers enabled him to close the little door, sealing himself in.


I have to admit I was more than a tad impressed, and more than a tad disconcerted, and I applauded, as did most of the others who formed an audience for the feat, even as I winced squeamishly.


When I perceived that Holmes was not clapping, but rather merely looking on with a wry fascination, that was when it dawned on me that before us lay the accomplice of whoever had masterminded the robbery at Barraclough’s. Only a man as eerily, unnaturally lithe as Reptilio could have wormed down the lightwell and penetrated the cellar via the tiny window.


“Him,” I whispered. “He’s the one.”


“Indubitably,” said my companion. “Just yesterday the redoubtable Mrs Tuppen described to me a trip to this very circus where she had seen a man climb into a birdcage no larger than the one in which she keeps her own pet parrot.” He mimicked his housekeeper’s thin, querulous voice. “‘Tweren’t natural, Mr Holmes. Not right that a man should be able to fold himself like that, like crumpling up a piece of paper. Almost witchcraft, it was.’”


Reptilio undid the cage door and began to climb out. He emerged head first, his peculiarly shaped skull just fitting through the aperture.


“We should rush him now,” I said. “Grab him while he’s still half in, half out and we have him at a disadvantage.”


“Unwise.” Holmes cast a meaningful glance towards a couple of circus employees – roustabouts is I believe what they’re called – who were keeping an eye on things in the freak show tent. Both were big, beefy men with faces that spoke of former careers as bareknuckle pugilists or else a general, leisure-time fondness for fisticuffs. “I’d prefer not to earn the unwanted attention of those two. Anyway, I have a better idea.”


We repaired outside and waited until the freak show closed briefly to allow the “exhibits” a rest. Soon enough the Tattooed Man, Giganta and the rest filed out of the tent, making for the wooden caravans that were parked haphazardly round the back of the Big Top. Holmes and I stole after them, at a distance. We saw Reptilio bid the others a casual farewell and climb the steps into his own caravan.


“Now to beard the serpent in its nest,” said Holmes. “I will approach from the front, formally. You, Watson, are to stay here and stand guard. I fear the Human Cobra may prove as slippery as his namesake, so be prepared and on the alert.”


Holmes knocked on the caravan door, and when Reptilio answered, looking surly and not a little suspicious, my friend launched into a monologue about being a talent scout for a rival circus, they were on the lookout for new acts, the terms of any contract would be highly favourable, et cetera. Reptilio was by no means persuaded at first, but such was Holmes’s silver tongue that he soon began nodding his snakelike head, intrigued. He invited my friend inside, and I remained where I was, some dozen yards from the caravan. Behind me the orchestra in the Big Top struck up a rollicking march, accompanied by the tramp and trumpet of elephants and cheers from the crowd.


Further minutes passed, and I regret to say that my eyelids grew somewhat heavy and began to droop. I had reached the age where some kind of nap during the day was no longer an option, more a necessity, and the urge to take forty winks was pressing hard upon me now.


I had almost dozed off where I stood, when all at once I beheld an eerie sight which jolted me out of my somnolence. Reptilio was squeezing out through a tiny window in the side of his caravan: his head, then one arm, then the top half of a wriggling torso. Feeling a crawl of horripilation up the back of my neck, for a moment or so I was too stunned and aghast to move.


Then a sound of splintering wood issued from within, followed by a sharp, urgent cry in a voice which I recognised as Holmes’s. This roused me from my paralysis, and I dashed over and seized Reptilio firmly by the available wrist.


“Watson!” Holmes called out. “He is trying to get away! Do you have him?”
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