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PREFACE


BY JAMES LOVEGROVE
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HERE IS THE SECOND OF THE THREE MANUSCRIPTS I inherited recently in a somewhat roundabout way from a distant relative, the late Henry Prothero Lovecraft of Providence, Rhode Island. As with the first, it was written by Dr John Watson, a man known to millions across the globe as the chronicler of the exploits of his great friend, that pre-eminent Victorian Sherlock Holmes; and like the previous book, published under the title Sherlock Holmes and the Shadwell Shadows, this one recounts an adventure of the world’s first consulting detective which in tone and content is largely at odds with the canon of four novels and fifty-six short stories hitherto published.


As Watson himself said in his foreword to The Shadwell Shadows, that book and its sequels “lay bare all that [Holmes] really did, all that he really achieved over the course of his life. They make up, for better or worse, an alternate history of his career, one that has the benefit of being unimpeachably true.”


Now, some may query that last statement. These three books deal, after all, with subject matter that seems far removed from everyday reality and contradict the ethos of rationalism and empiricism that Holmes customarily brought to his investigations. He was always dismissive of the supernatural. In “The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire”, for example, he is on record as refusing even to consider the idea that a mother is feasting on the blood of her infant. The thought that vampires might exist provokes nothing but derision from him: “Rubbish, Watson, rubbish! What have we to do with walking corpses who can only be held in the grave by stakes driven through their hearts? It’s pure lunacy.”


Yet The Shadwell Shadows shows him developing a belief in, and then confronting, just the sort of paranormal phenomena to which he gives such short shrift in the quotation above. Similarly this book, The Miskatonic Monstrosities, and the last of the three, The Sussex Sea-Devils, depict a Holmes – and a Watson – aware of the fact that ancient entities of godlike power and hostile intent lurk at the fringes of our world and striving to mitigate the harm and havoc these beings can wreak on human lives.


The trilogy ventures into territory marked out by the famed master of uncanny literature, Howard Phillips Lovecraft, with whom Watson corresponded a great deal in his declining years. Lovecraft and several contemporaries – principally Clark Ashton Smith, Robert E. Howard, August Derleth, Robert Bloch, Frank Belknap Long, Henry Kuttner and Fritz Leiber – between them codified the nature and lore of what is nowadays called the Cthulhu Mythos. Watson, who by his own admission read some of their output in American pulp magazines such as Weird Tales during the 1920s, seems to have alighted eagerly on their shared preoccupation and found it intriguing and familiar.


This would be because, by then, Sherlock Holmes had spent a lifetime secretly combating various manifestations of the Great Old Ones and the Outer Gods, with loyal Watson constantly at his side. That is the story that these three books, collectively known as The Cthulhu Casebooks, tell.


There are those who might argue that the evidence points in the opposite direction. Such people would contend that Watson became infected by “Cthulhu fever” and decided, for some reason or other, to reinvent the history of Holmes’s career to incorporate Lovecraftian elements of cosmic horror. Since he wrote the three books very late in life, it has even been suggested that they are the product of a man succumbing to the delusions and confusion of old age; that as Watson’s body was deteriorating, so was his mind. Senile dementia left him prey to fantasies which his younger, fitter self would have had no difficulty rejecting.


I would refute this assertion simply by saying that the writing in the trilogy is as sharp and focused as any he produced, and if anything more honest and impassioned. If Watson was losing his marbles, there’s no sign of it in the novels’ execution.


I would also refute accusations made by various people – in online forums, in reviews of The Shadwell Shadows – that the author of The Cthulhu Casebooks isn’t Watson at all, but me. As evidence I would point them no further than this very book. For one thing, its structure mimics closely that of two of the canonical Sherlock Holmes novels, A Study in Scarlet and The Valley of Fear. It is divided into two parts. The first involves Holmes directly; the second, containing a subsidiary narrative nested within the primary narrative, details past events which illuminate the case he investigates. From a purely forensic point of view, this would surely indicate authenticity. The format is as individual as a fingerprint.


Then there’s the narrative-within-a-narrative itself, which with its high-flown reportage style bears a strong resemblance to the writing of Lovecraft. If this book is my handiwork, then I would be pastiching not just one author but two. Only a very bold person, or a very foolhardy one, would attempt that. Anyone who knows me will be able to tell you that I’m neither of those things.


In my preface to The Shadwell Shadows I tentatively advanced the possibility that Henry Prothero Lovecraft was the trilogy’s true author, and thus the perpetrator of a hoax. In my considered view, though, there is no question that these books are genuinely the work of Watson. It’s an older, wiser, more sombre Watson than readers are perhaps used to, who has gone through more than his fair share of hellish situations and stared too deeply into the abyss, but still the same redoubtable, earnest figure we know from the canon, the sidekick who endured so much ridicule from Holmes because he knew what a privilege it was to be that man’s one and only real friend.


J. M. H. L., EASTBOURNE
November 2017




FOREWORD


BY DR JOHN WATSON, MD
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“I HAVE NEVER KNOWN MY FRIEND TO BE IN BETTER FORM, both mental and physical, than in the year 1895.”


I may have written thus about Sherlock Holmes in the first line of the story known as “The Adventure of Black Peter”, but it could not have been more false. In fact, the very opposite was true. I never knew him to be in worse form than in that year.


The tale shows him as being at the pinnacle of his career as a consulting detective, with illustrious clients fairly hammering down the door at 221B Baker Street in their eagerness to engage his services. During the opening paragraphs I indulged in a little judicious name-dropping, an aristocrat here, a pontiff there. In others of my published accounts of his exploits in ’95 I had Holmes unmask a Central American despot who was in hiding in London, engineer the arrest of a foreign spy determined to acquire top-secret plans for a submarine, and fathom the identity of the bearded cyclist who followed Miss Violet Smith on her journey from Chiltern Grange to Farnham railway station every Saturday morning.


All of this served to give the impression that the man was flourishing professionally, that his health was good, his bank balance sound, his public status at its zenith, his zest for life inexhaustible.


Would that it had been so.


Holmes, in truth, was in very poor shape. It was fifteen years since he and I had stumbled upon a new world – a world of profane cosmic entities, hidden races, black magic and ancient evils – a world in which rationality, the rule of law and the comforts of Christianity had no place. From that time on we dedicated ourselves to combating the forces of darkness wherever they manifested, defeating them when we could, corralling them when we couldn’t. We had come to the aid of people caught up in conspiracies so inexplicable that no policeman might resolve them, or even any priest. We had banished horrors, vanquished monsters, and rescued more than one bedevilled innocent from the clutches of madness.


Most of these incidents were so blood-curdlingly horrific I can hardly bear to recollect them now. Moreover, I could not have made them a matter of public record, not without revealing too much of the sinister reality that lies beneath the placid surface of what we call civilisation. Yet neither could I not write about them in some form or other, if only so as to rid my mind of a portion of their encumbrance. Thus, commencing in 1886, I set about putting down on paper the adventures in which Holmes and I participated; but I recast them in such a way that they would appear entirely credible to any who read them and would carry not the merest whiff of the supernatural.


My initial efforts, the novels A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of Four, received a decent enough critical reception, although they were poorly served by their publisher Ward Lock & Co., as was I. The first of the twain drew upon autobiographical elements – my service in Afghanistan, my first meeting with Sherlock Holmes – but re-envisioned them to seem more mundane than they genuinely were. The majority of the book was all my own invention.


The second novel likewise incorporated aspects of my own history, principally the happy confluence of fate that brought me and Mary Morstan together and led to her becoming, for all too brief a span, my beloved wife. Much of the narrative cleaves to events as they happened, but I downplayed certain of the less easily palatable aspects. One-legged Jonathan Small, for instance, was no mere ex-soldier with a grudge but a man who had become a student of the mystical arts during his time in India, learning at the feet of swamis and sadhus. Accordingly, his accomplice-in-crime was not a diminutive Andaman islander called Tonga but a loathsome homunculus whom Small kept contained in a spirit jar and was able to conjure up in corporeal form when required. Furthermore, the debilitating illness from which Major Sholto suffered was not malaria but rather the leprosy-like effects of a curse laid upon him by Small. As for the Agra treasure, I shudder whenever I recall what was contained in that iron box with the Buddha hasp. If only it had been something as beautiful and inert as jewels.


As the years went by, I continued to turn Holmes’s and my adventures into fiction. Largely I confined myself to short stories, but there were two further novels, The Hound of the Baskervilles and The Valley of Fear. All of these literary endeavours George Newnes was good enough to publish in his magazine The Strand, the novels in serialised form. Newnes compensated me appropriately, too, unlike Messrs Ward and Lock. The stories became a huge success and furnished me with a considerable extra income to add to my earnings as a general practitioner. This was necessary, since Holmes himself made very little money from his labours and I supported him financially throughout his entire career.


The stories which proved so popular and are well-known by so many, are almost all of them neat and pleasing disguises for hard-to-stomach truths. What would my readers think, I wonder, if they learned what really lay in the cardboard box which the spinster Miss Susan Cushing brought to us? Would they believe that the eerie, expressionless yellow face seen peering from an upstairs window by Mr Grant Munro was not a mask worn by a young half-Negro girl but another, more sinister kind of mask; a pallid, featureless one that hid the sense-shattering face of a creature born to Munro’s wife following a highly ill-advised liaison with something not of this earth? Would they wish to know about the beast patrolling the grounds of Copper Beeches, which was no mere mastiff, and the thing behind the barred door in that same country house, which was not Alice Rucastle?


I suppose I could have presented these episodes to the world uncensored, in all their phantasmagorical glory, and billed them as works of uncanny fiction, in the manner of Poe. That, however, would have been to their detriment, as well as Holmes’s. His analytical powers deserved to be celebrated in their purest form, I felt, and the best way to do that was to strip away anything that might distract from them. Only in a context of realism would his genius be seen to its best advantage. My portrait of him would be all the more striking if encompassed by a plain frame rather than some ornately carved one with an ormolu patina.


It was an aesthetic decision, but it proved to be justified both commercially and in terms of Holmes’s reputation. I was in many senses the making of him. I helped create the image of Sherlock Holmes that grabbed the public’s attention and endures to this day.


Yet how different things were some thirty-three years ago, when on a bright summer’s afternoon Holmes and I received an invitation from Inspector Gregson that was to lead us once more into the grim, chilling domain to which we had perforce become so accustomed…


J. H. W., PADDINGTON
1928




[image: image]


PART ONE


[image: image]




[image: image]


CHAPTER ONE


Living Targets
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IT WAS EARLY ONE MORNING IN THE SPRING OF 1895, and Sherlock Holmes and I were, as usual, running for our lives.


When I say “as usual”, I should qualify the remark by stating that this was far from being an everyday occurrence. It was not, by the same token, uncommon. Nor do I wish it to appear that I had grown accustomed to the experience or blasé about it. I most assuredly had not.


Running for our lives was nonetheless something our habitual forays into the supernatural demimonde often obliged us to do, and on this particular occasion the urgency entailed was perhaps greater than it had ever been.


The venue of our desperate, headlong flight was an Underground tunnel to the west of the Aldgate terminus. As for our pursuers, they were a trio of humanoid beings who kept after us in a series of powerful leaps, propelled by hind legs so heavily muscled they put a kangaroo’s to shame. Both Holmes and I were sprinting flat out, yet the creatures matched our pace seemingly without effort. I could hear them behind us as they landed upon the track with a clatter of hooves and took off again in a single bound. I could hear their panting breaths, so much wider spaced and more measured than my rapid, stertorous own. I could sense them getting closer and closer, and knew that if they overtook us we would not stand a chance. They would tear us apart and feast upon our still-warm remains.


It was bad enough being aware of the penalty for failure to escape the beasts’ ravening clutches. Worse still was the fact that we were actively inciting them to chase us, for in my jacket pocket, as in Holmes’s, lay a slip of paper upon which was inscribed a summoning sigil. This drew the monsters like a beacon, and were I to have discarded mine, there is every probability they would have left me alone; Holmes likewise. The sigils made us living targets. Bearing these irresistible attractants upon our persons was nothing short of suicidal.


Onward we ran, the beams of our dark-lanterns bobbing frantically before us, affording fleeting glimpses of rail, sleeper and the moist, rugged brickwork of the tunnel wall. I was flagging. We had been racing full tilt for the best part of a mile and I was not sure I could keep going at this demanding pace much longer. My heart was hammering; my lungs burned. A minute at most, I thought, remained before exhaustion overwhelmed me and I had to stop.


“How— how much further?” I gasped.


“Nearly there,” replied Holmes. He sounded less winded than I was but only marginally so. “Around the next bend we should— yes!”


The tunnel opened out ahead and dimly I glimpsed the edge of one of the platforms at Aldgate. There lay our ultimate destination. Once we reached the station, we might just have a hope of survival.


I darted a glance over my shoulder, only to see a noseless face and a pair of deep-set, pallid eyes looming directly behind me. The owner of these unprepossessing features was within arm’s length. One sweep of its taloned paw could have felled me, sending me sprawling to the track, never to rise again.


I tapped into reserves of energy hitherto undreamt of. I put on a turn of speed that would have done champion mile-runner Fred Bacon proud.


Within seconds I had arrived at the station, Holmes hot on my heels.


“This is it, Watson!” my companion cried. “Exactly as we rehearsed, remember!”


The station was dark and deserted, for it was not yet five o’clock. Metropolitan trains would not begin service for at least another hour. Holmes and I scrambled up onto the platforms on either side of the dual tracks. The three creatures pursuing us appeared at the tunnel’s mouth and, as one, came to a halt. Something made them pause. Some instinct, perhaps, was telling them that to proceed might be unwise.


I groped for a length of rope, which dangled from the roof. Holmes did the same.


“On my mark,” said he. “Wait for it. Wait for it.”


One of the creatures loped forth from the tunnel, just a step or so. It, like its two brethren, was the size of a small horse and sheathed in the knotty, rugose hide akin to that of a rhinoceros. Its questing eyes were without irises, moon-like beneath an all but non-existent brow. It turned its empty gaze upon me, then upon Holmes. Indecision was writ large in its bearing.


“Come on,” Holmes urged. “Come on, you hideous beauty. You and your confederates must oblige us by venturing all the way out into the open, else our efforts will have been for naught.” He snatched the summoning sigil from his pocket and waved it. “Here is the charm that has so entranced you. Come and get it.”


The monster fixed its attention upon the weird, curlicued symbol, a pattern delineated in ink that was partly composed of human blood – Holmes’s own, to be precise. Though lacking anything that resembled nostrils, the creature seemed to be scenting the air, in the manner of a hunting beagle. All at once it leapt from the track onto the platform, as lightly and easily as a grasshopper. The other two instantly followed suit.


“Watson!”


I did not need to be told twice. This was it, the moment for which we had painstakingly planned. We had spent all night setting up the trap. Now we sprang it.


By dint of tugging on the ropes, Holmes and I released the various bolts of heavy black cloth that we had tacked over the station’s skylights. One after another they fell away, each pulling down the neighbour to which it was attached. The material – the same cotton drapery fabric used for stage backdrops – tumbled to the floor, and the gleam of dawn filtered in through the skylight glass.


As it radiated downward, the grey illumination bathed the three creatures. They, in unison, raised their heads, opened their mouths and screamed.


It was as far from a human sound as can be imagined, that ululation. It was screeching and mournful, a hoarse, high-pitched threnody of suffering, and I could scarcely bear to listen to it. All three creatures shrank before the nascent daylight, pinned in place by their helpless agonies, howling. I watched them collapse one by one, and I continued to watch while their bodies twisted and warped elastically, wracked by terrible fatal spasms.


It took five minutes, all told, for the monsters to die. Their demise was not merciful, but then the creatures themselves had shown little mercy to their victims. If nothing else, there was a primitive, retributory justice at work here.


* * *


So perished a triumvirate of ghasts, anthropophagous abominations who had been lurking in the deeper strata of London’s underground railway system for several months. Their presence had been drawn to Holmes’s attention and mine thanks to the death of a man called Cadogan West, a clerk at the Woolwich Arsenal. His body had been discovered lying upon the tracks not far from this spot, horribly mauled and mutilated. His fiancée, Miss Violet Westbury, had come to our rooms at 221B Baker Street, begging that Holmes investigate the matter. It was assumed by the police that West must have fallen from a Metropolitan line train while passing between carriages and been dragged beneath its wheels. Miss Westbury had reason to suspect otherwise.


Upon examining the body in the morgue, Holmes found the torn remnants of a sigil in West’s pocket, an eldritch totem that would have acted as catnip to the ghasts. He was able to deduce, too, from an indentation in the skull, that West had been killed before the ghasts got to him, the recipient of a savage blow to the head. His corpse had then been hurled from the window of a house overlooking a stretch of line near Gloucester Road Station where the tracks temporarily go above ground. It had landed on the roof of a passing train, and had later slipped off, dislodged when the train passed over points at the junction just outside Aldgate.


Inspector Gregson, at Holmes’s instigation, arrested the culprit. His name was Captain Valentine Walter and he was the brother of West’s superior at the Arsenal, Sir James Walter. Valentine Walter was a scurrilous old rogue known for the seduction of young women who took his fancy. Often he would resort to occult methods for gaining their compliance, plying them with wine that was laced with an aphrodisiac philtre whose recipe may be found amid the scraps of ancient, forbidden lore known as the Pnakotic Fragments or, more commonly, the Pnakotic Manuscripts. Then he would have his wicked way with the hapless female at his flat in Caulfield Gardens, Kensington, the backs of which terrace overlook the railway. Afterwards the victim would leave with nothing but a hazy, confused recollection of the offence committed against her and an erroneous belief that she had been a willing participant.


Walter had developed a liking for Miss Westbury, which he pursued with an ardour that only intensified the more it was robustly repudiated. The final straw for the lady was when he began to make veiled threats against both her and Cadogan West, implying that the two of them might suffer dire consequences if she did not oblige him. She was too scared to tell her husband-to-be what had transpired, for she feared he might confront Walter. A contretemps between him and his employer’s brother might well jeopardise his future prospects.


Frustrated, Valentine Walter elected to remove what he thought was the only obstacle standing between him and Miss Westbury’s capitulation, namely Cadogan West. He was aware that ghasts had taken up residence in the Underground; the creatures had, it transpired, been responsible for the mysterious disappearances of several Metropolitan Railway employees in recent weeks. Walter thought that by summoning them to West’s defenestrated body with the sigil they would consume it whole and thus dispose of the evidence. He had, however, overestimated their numbers, or their appetite, or both. The three ate their fill but inconveniently left enough of the corpse behind that it could be identified.


Holmes had devised a scheme for eliminating the ghasts, for whom direct natural light was as lethal as cyanide gas. It necessitated him and me making bait of ourselves in order to lure the creatures to the Aldgate terminus, whereupon the rays of the rising sun, freed from the obscuring black cloth, would do the rest.


Now, as the echoes of the ghasts’ death throes drifted amongst the station’s rafters, my friend and I regarded each other across the tracks. I slumped to a seated posture, elbows upon knees, while Holmes leaned against a pillar. If my face looked anything like his, then it was smudged with soot and streaked with perspiration, framing eyes that stared white and wild and were more than a little bloodshot.


“Well,” said Holmes eventually, “now that the danger is past, I must go and alert Inspector Gregson, who is waiting outside. Do you mind remaining here? I shall not be long, and someone needs to placate any railway staff who may happen along.”


I blearily waved a hand. “I doubt I have anything to fear from a trio of cadavers. Go.”


In the eerie quiet that fell after Holmes’s departure, I began musing upon how I might transform this escapade into a fictional adventure. Inspired by the nature of West’s employment, I wondered what if there were some top-secret blueprints involved? Something military, vital to our nation’s security – patented plans for a new kind of submarine, perhaps – and an enemy spy eager to get his grubby hands on them?


A story, a bowdlerisation of the truth, purged of all otherworldly elements and thus made suitable for public consumption, began to take shape in my mind. It was the kind of tale I could easily see gracing the pages of The Strand and, in the States, Collier’s Weekly. I would probably omit any mention of Inspector Gregson, substituting Lestrade in his place. Gregson was the man we invariably turned to when dealing with matters supernatural, for he was almost as well versed in them as we were, but his more literal-minded colleague seemed a better fit with the prosaic yarn I was spinning. Neither of them would mind. Lestrade enjoyed taking credit for work he had not done, whereas Gregson, being of a more self-effacing bent, preferred to shun the limelight.


The exercise was pointless, in any case, since I would not be publishing further chronicles of the adventures of Sherlock Holmes. My literary career had gone on hiatus and I had no idea when, or indeed if, it would ever be resuscitated.


Holmes presently returned, accompanied by Gregson. The Scotland Yard official brought with him two constables who he said could be counted on both for their discretion and their strong constitutions. One of them gave the lie to the latter part of the assertion when, upon seeing the ghasts, he was immediately overcome by nausea, with the inevitable rebarbative consequences.


“What in heaven’s name are those things?” the fellow declared, wiping his mouth.


“Circus freaks, escaped from their cages,” Gregson said with brisk authority. “Now sharpen up and set to work, lads. You know what you have to do.”


The constable got a grip on himself and, if still somewhat whey-faced, joined his colleague in removing the ghasts. They bundled the creatures up in lengths of the black cloth and lugged the corpses out to a waiting Black Maria.


“The Thames will dispose of the evidence,” Gregson said. “Tide’s on the turn. My men will toss the bodies into the river. The current will carry them out to sea.” He cast a speculative eye over Holmes and me. “You both look like you could do with several good nights’ sleep. Jolly time, was it?”


“Delightful,” I said.


“And how did you catch the monsters?”


Holmes explained.


“Ah,” said Gregson. “Doctor, did you not employ a similar method with that marauding phantom hound on Dartmoor a few years back? You each carried some sort of amulet, is that right?”


I nodded. “An amulet bearing the soul-symbol of a corpse-eating cult of Leng. The hound was drawn inexorably to it, and we in turn led the hound towards a Portal of Banishment we had set up in the Great Grimpen Mire.”


“But the creature got away from you.”


“Alas it did, and Holmes and I were lucky to escape with our lives.”


I can never forget the awful baying of that spectral hound as it pursued us across the moor. Nor can I forget stumbling on a tussock of grass and falling head over heels, and the hound, glowing like the moon, rearing up to pounce on me. Its claws, although intangible, had the power to scoop away a portion of a man’s soul with a single swipe, and its fangs could rob a man of his senses; I would even now be a gibbering, half-sane wreck, were it not for Holmes’s quick-wittedness. He came to my rescue by interposing himself between me and the beast, brandishing a medallion made of greenish soapstone with an Elder Sign etched into it. Repelled by the protective glyph, the hound veered away, retreating into the mist until it was just an incandescent dog-shaped outline, a canine will-o’-the-wisp, flickering then gone.


“It was a close shave,” Holmes said. “The creature continues to haunt the moor to this day, a hazard to anyone unfortunate or unwary enough to stray into its path, but it will be some five years before an appropriate alignment of stars recurs to make a Portal of Banishment viable again in that region of the country. I cannot say I look forward to our second meeting.”


“Me neither,” I said.


“I don’t blame you,” said Gregson. “There is only so much of this sort of stuff a fellow can handle. Frankly, I have no idea how the two of you manage it, day in, day out. Helping you clean up the aftermath is bad enough. I’ve got more grey hairs than someone my age ought to, and I pin the blame firmly on my dealings with Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson.”


“We are, alas, sharers in a terrible secret,” I said. “The three of us and Holmes’s brother. It is a heavy burden.”


Gregson nodded with feeling. “Sometimes I fancy that everyone else is sleepwalking through their lives, and we are the only ones awake. Even Mrs Gregson does not know about any of this, though I hate to keep anything from her. Equally, because I love my wife, I prefer that she remains oblivious, for her own peace of mind. It isn’t just the monsters that infest this city and its environs; that is bad enough. It is the other things. The ‘gods’.”


One could quite clearly hear the inverted commas with which he bracketed the word. It seemed sacrilegious to dub them gods, those terrible ancient beings that lay at the fringes of the universe and in the depths of the planet, biding their time, ever ready to arise and enslave mankind. Yet creatures so numinously powerful could scarcely be called anything else.


The police official shuddered. “Civilisation is thin ice, is it not? With a cold darkness below. And most people skate on it all unknowing, little realising how it could give way beneath them at any moment.”


We all three exchanged glances of sombre acknowledgement. Since the events of Christmas 1880, which I have related in The Shadwell Shadows, Holmes, Gregson and I, along with Mycroft Holmes, had forged a secret brotherhood. Together we had made a pact to keep the world safe from unholy horrors and unearthly threats, and we had stuck by it during the intervening fifteen years, albeit at a cost to each of us in his own way. Gregson, for instance, might well have advanced further up the police hierarchy, were he not repeatedly being diverted from his usual cases in order to assist Holmes in extracurricular excursions about which he could not tell his peers or superiors. He had become notorious at the Yard for the frequency with which he disappeared from his desk without explanation and, as a result, had garnered a reputation for unreliability.


“While I’m here,” said he, “something has come to my attention which may warrant yours.”


“Go on,” said Holmes, evincing no considerable enthusiasm. If he was as worn out as I was, then all he craved right now was a bath and bed.


“It may be nothing,” Gregson said, “but then again it may not. I have an arrangement with an attendant at Bethlem Royal Hospital. This fellow, whom I first encountered in a professional capacity, is under instruction to let me know if anything out of the ordinary, anything truly perplexing, comes his way.”


“A useful contact.”


“Indeed. And yesterday McBride – that is his name – sent a note to tell me the asylum has recently taken in a new inmate. The man was brought in a few days ago, stark naked. He had been found wandering somewhere in the region of Purfleet, dazed and disorientated, shortly after sunrise, by a farmhand on his way to work. He was covered in scratches and bruises, and also the marks of older, more severe injuries. There was no form of identification upon him. Enquiries have been made but no one has any idea who he might be, and he himself is no help in that regard. He was catatonic to begin with, and lately he has begun to show signs of life, but according to McBride, when he speaks, what comes out is a barely comprehensible babble.”


“So far, so unremarkable.”


“Yes, but here’s the rub. He has scrawled things on the walls and floor of his cell, shapes or pictograms or something. McBride is of the view that they are words in a foreign alphabet, but if so, nobody can recognise which. The letters hang off horizontal bars rather in the manner of Sanskrit but, according to a half-caste Indian doctor who works there, they are most certainly not Sanskrit.”


I glanced at Holmes, he at me.


Gregson, seeing our looks, said, “Yes. Thought that might pique your interest. As I said, it may be nothing. Nevertheless…”


“I am grateful to you for that, Inspector,” said Holmes, “and for your assistance this morning.”


The policeman touched a finger to the brim of his bowler. “We do what we can, Mr Holmes. Fighting the bad fight.”
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CHAPTER TWO


The Anonymous Inmate
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HOLMES AND I REPAIRED TO BAKER STREET, WHERE we cleaned ourselves up, donned fresh clothing, and ate a hearty repast provided by Mrs Hudson, before setting out again.


A hansom took us to Southwark and St George’s Fields, where lay the Bethlem Royal Hospital, popularly known as Bedlam. The institution’s central block loomed before us, fronted by a colonnaded, dome-capped portico. Three-storey-high wings stretched to either side for nearly a hundred yards. It was a huge and intimidating pile, its dark brick façade seemingly overhung by shadow for all that the day was sunny and bright and the sky a cloudless blue. As we climbed the front steps a faint, anguished scream emanated from a far window. This was answered by a torrent of oaths from somewhere also indoors but nearer by, then a shrill cry from somewhere else in a voice that sounded only tangentially human.


“The call of the wild,” said Holmes.


My reply was merely a mirthless grin.


We entered that place of madness, and Holmes presented his card at the reception desk and asked for McBride. Shortly the attendant arrived, a brawny redheaded Scotsman with a handshake like a bear trap and eyebrows as bristly as gorse. His white tunic was crisply starched and tightly buttoned.


“Welcome tae ye both, gentlemen. Gregson said you’d come. ’Tis an honour tae meet the mighty Sherlock Holmes. You too, Doctor. I’m an admirer of your stories. If you ask me you’re every bit as skilled a wordsmith as Scott or Stevenson.”


“How kind.”


“Now, if ye’d both care tae follow me…”


McBride led us towards the east wing, where he explained the male inmates were kept. The other wing was reserved for female inmates.


As we ascended a narrow, otherwise unoccupied stairwell, the attendant paused, turned to Holmes and said, “Would ye mind if…? Nay.” He shook his head. “I shouldnae ask.”


“Ask what?”


“It’s just that I’ve read so many times how ye can just look at a man and tell everything there is tae know about him. I was wondering, would ye mind doing it on me?”


There was a sharp intake of breath from Holmes. “You’ll forgive me, Mr McBride, but Watson and I are somewhat pressed for time…”


The Scotsman looked abashed. “Of course, of course. Rude of me.”


I nudged Holmes from behind.


“But,” my friend said, “I do not suppose there is any harm in me furnishing a basic summary of facts about you. You are from Edinburgh, obviously.”


“That I am.”


“The soft brogue is distinctive. But we can be more geographically precise than that. You were born and brought up in Cowgate, a slum area of that city.”


“I wouldnae say it was Auld Reekie’s loveliest spot. How did ye ken?”


“Your surname is Irish, and many of Irish descent in Edinburgh are inhabitants of Cowgate’s tenements. Statistically, the probability was high that you used to be amongst their number.”


“That is true an’ all.”


“Upon moving to London, you fell into a life of crime. Our mutual friend Inspector Gregson has already hinted that you have a shady past, for he told us that he met you ‘in a professional capacity’. When a policeman says that, more often than not it means he has felt the collar of the person to whom he is referring. I would go further and state that you were a cracksman.”


Beneath those wiry ginger eyebrows, McBride’s eyes were downcast. “Hardly my proudest boast, but when I first came down south I was on my uppers and had tae earn a living somehow. I’m a good soldier now, keeping the covenant. How did ye ken I used tae burgle houses?”


“One hand bears a scar, the particular shape of which indicates it can only have been caused by a jemmy slipping from your grasp and its tip gouging deep into the palm. Doubtless you served time for your misdemeanours.”


“Two hard years in Pentonville.”


“But to return to your upbringing, I would aver that your father was a drunkard and a brute, who used you ill as a boy.”


“Aye. Right beast he was, my da. How does it show?”


“Your left wrist hangs bent to one side when at rest, suggestive of a break inflicted during youth, the kind commonly known as a greenstick fracture. Were the injury the result of an accident, the break would most likely have occurred in line with your arm. The way your wrist is kinked tells me your hand was instead twisted radially, by force. The most probable cause of that is violence, and since you are a large man, well able to defend himself, the reasonable inference is that it occurred before adulthood. The likeliest suspect, then, would be a close relative, and in most instances such abuse is inflicted by the father. As for the man being a drunkard, you referred to yourself just now as a ‘good soldier’ who was ‘keeping the covenant’. Such phrases are common currency amongst those who have pledged themselves to the eleven doctrines of the Salvation Army, the so-called Articles of War. The obvious inference is that you are a member of that organisation.”


“I volunteer on my days off, giving out food tae the poor at my local mission.”


“Since one of the requirements of any Salvationist is that he be teetotal, I can draw the conclusion that you do not drink alcohol, and a credible reason why that might be is because your father did, in the worst possible way. By abstaining, you are explicitly rejecting the poor example he set.”


“The whisky was my da’s best friend, only love, an’ great ruin. I have vowed it will never be mine.”


“In short, Mr McBride, what I see is a man brought up with limited prospects, who fell from grace but has paid the penalty and risen again to become a productive citizen. You are an object lesson in turning one’s life around, and for that you are to be commended.”


McBride seemed both amazed and moved. His eyes were wide and sparkling, close to tears. “It really is uncanny,” said he, “an’ just as Dr Watson describes it in his tales.”


Holmes made an upward-ushering gesture. “Now, might we resume?”


The stairs emerged onto a corridor, which was a kind of gallery, with a row of barred doors leading off on either side. We proceeded along it past wretches in various states of psychic distress and physical disarray. One man was plucking invisible flies from the air and inspecting each imaginary insect with a connoisseur’s eye before popping it into his mouth. Another paced in circles, hammering his brow with the heel of his hand and reciting nonsensical rhyming verse. A third simply glared at us through the bars as we passed, scratching the intimate crevices of his body, while a fourth, who was chained by an iron collar to his bedpost, growled at us and gnashed his teeth, more a feral animal than a human being.


I tried to remain impassive at these sights, but inwardly I quailed. It was not the inmates’ sordor and mental enfeeblement that chilled me so much as the thought that, were I not careful, I might one day join their ranks. All too often in recent years I had felt my sanity to be on a precarious footing. Only a small amount of extra pressure would be needed to tip it over the edge.


“Here we are,” said McBride. “Our mystery man.” Removing a ring full of keys from his belt, he unlocked the door. “Right, you,” he said sternly to the inmate. “Visitors. Be on your best behaviour.” To us he remarked, “He’s not any trouble tae be honest, but keep out o’ his reach all the same, just tae be on the safe side. Ye ne’er can tell with these bampots. One moment meek as lambs, the next trying tae rip your throat out.”


We entered the cramped cell. The inmate was a man in his mid-to-late twenties. He was clad in a soiled smock and was on his knees in one corner, busy drawing upon the floor with a stub of charcoal. I saw straight away that he was missing one hand; his left arm ended just above the wrist. The injury looked old, the stump long healed.


But that was not all. The left half of his face was a ruin, the skin riven with so much scar tissue that it resembled melted candle wax. The eye on that side peered out through lids that were so distended one could only just glimpse its sclera, a little glistening lozenge in a cave of puckered skin. The scarring extended all the way down his neck to his trapezius muscle. Like the amputation of his hand, the facial injuries looked to be old. Two or three years had passed, I estimated, since their infliction. There were, however, more recent wounds too. I spied numerous fresh cuts, scratches and scrapes, and even what I thought were bite marks.


As Gregson had said, the walls and floor of the cell were festooned with jagged hieroglyphs inscribed onto the brickwork at criss-crossing angles. The inmate was using the charcoal to add to them.


“Aye,” said McBride, seeing Holmes’s and my interest in the man’s activities. “He started doing that afore he started speaking. At first he used his own filth for ink, I regret tae say. Since he wouldn’t stop and us attendants became fed up scrubbing away the mess, I got permission for him tae have sticks of charcoal instead. He’s been happy with those ever since.”


I approached the nearest wall and peered at the madman’s work. The hieroglyphs were R’lyehian, three phrases repeated over and over:




R’luhlloig


Grah’n wgah’n


Sgn’wahl nyth





Roughly translated, this meant:




The hidden mind


The lost one controls


Shares space with the servant





The last of my decipherings, however, was not exact. The line could equally have been “The servant shares space”. The trouble with rendering R’lyehian into English is that it is terse and utilitarian. Grammar and syntax are pared down to the bare minimum, and therefore ambiguity of interpretation is rife.


I grimaced at Holmes, and he reciprocated by setting his lips in a thin, sombre line. R’lyehian was never welcome in any context. It invariably betokened bad things.


Holmes moved directly into the inmate’s line of sight. Bending down before him but receiving no sign of acknowledgement, he waved a hand to attract his attention. Slowly, almost indifferently, the inmate ceased writing and looked up.


“Sir,” said Holmes. “My name is Sherlock Holmes. And you are…?”


“I…” The inmate hesitated, seeming puzzled. “I am… I don’t belong here.” The words came out slurred, thick-sounding, and were couched in an accent which I thought was American.


“I am sure you feel you do not,” said Holmes. “Yet you would not be where you are without good reason. Your incarceration is for your own wellbeing, at least, if not also the wellbeing of others.”


“No,” the inmate insisted. “Here.” He jabbed a forefinger – his only forefinger – at his chest. “I don’t belong here.”


“The laddie’s been telling us that a lot,” said McBride. “Plenty of ’em say the same. Usually it’s the ones who think they’re Napoleon or Julius Caesar or whoever. ‘I’m the emperor of France. Where’s my palace gone?’”


“Or do you mean you belong in Boston, rather than London?” said Holmes to the inmate. “For Boston is where you are from originally, if I do not miss my guess.”


“Boston?” The inmate’s tone was wistful, almost dreamy. “Boston… No, not Boston.”


“Your intonation is distinctly Bostonian.”


The man shook his head, not so much in disagreement or defiance as in puzzlement.


Holmes motioned to the hieroglyphs. “R’luhlloig,” he said. “Grah’n wgah’n. Sgn’wahl nyth. Yes?”


Now the inmate looked truly confused. It was as though he had never before heard spoken out loud the very words he was writing.


“R’luhlloig?” Holmes enquired. “Grah’n? Nafl-kadishtu. Phleg.” In English: “The hidden mind? The lost one? I do not understand. Explain.”


McBride tapped my elbow. “What’s he saying?” he murmured. “What language is that?”


“It is… the Algonquin tongue,” I said, extemporising. “Evidently our anonymous New Englander has had contact with members of that Red Indian tribe.”


“Ye don’t say! And Mr Holmes is conversant in it? Well now, my admiration for the man increases. Is there nothing he cannae do?”


I had not expected McBride to accept my explanation quite as readily as he did, but then he was a fairly simple soul. Moreover, as a Salvationist he would have no truck with the occult and thus would be oblivious to it in its less familiar guises. Something overtly satanic he might be attuned to, but not the subtler, more insidious evils that were our beat. Gregson had chosen his “useful contact” in Bethlem well.


Holmes quizzed the Bostonian further in R’lyehian but it was fruitless. He was greeted with nothing but blank incomprehension.


He abandoned the effort, at which point the inmate spoke again. “I am… wrong,” he said, trying strenuously to frame his thoughts in speech. “I am not what I seem. I do not belong.”


“You are not what you seem?” said Holmes. “You seem mad. Are you saying you are sane?”


“No. Do not belong. Not here. Not here.”


The man repeated those two words while jabbing his forefinger at himself with increasing emphasis. Eventually he gave it up and collapsed back onto his haunches with a guttural sigh of exasperation.


“Very well,” said Holmes. “I understand that you feel you are not meant for the madhouse. Now…” He stretched out both hands. “I would like to inspect you, if I may.”


“I wouldnae do that if I were ye, Mr Holmes,” McBride cautioned. “Ye’ve no idea how unpredictable folk like him can be.”


“I shall take great care. I do not believe our friend is violent. He seems more confused and displaced than anything.”


With a surprisingly gentle touch Holmes took the inmate’s truncated arm and studied it, then ran fingertips over the disfigured side of his face. He examined the man’s surviving hand and finished by giving his head a thorough going-over: ears, hair, neck, teeth. The inmate submitted to his ministrations, weirdly serene. I had to wonder how long it had been since anyone had done anything but manhandle him. Bethlem was not known for the delicacy with which its denizens were treated.


“Watson, what do you make of this?”


Summoning me over with a flick of his fingers, Holmes drew to my notice a tiny round scab at the back of the inmate’s neck.


“It could be an insect bite of some sort,” I suggested. “I would not be surprised if the fellow has lice or fleas.”


“An insect bite?” said Holmes. “Perhaps.”


“You think not?”


“Were he riddled with vermin there would be other bites, not just this one.”


“A single mosquito bite, then.”


“I see none of the customary inflammation. Do you? Nor are mosquitoes common in London.”


“They might be in Purfleet, where he was found. It is fairly rural around there.”


“All the same, to me this looks very much like a puncture, such as might have been caused by a hypodermic needle.”


“That was my first thought,” I said, “but I dismissed the possibility. To insert a needle at the base of the skull, into the cervical vertebrae, is more than hazardous. There is no sound medical reason for injecting there, and every reason not to. What if the spinal cord were injured in the process? The consequences could be catastrophic: hypertonic spasticity, muscle atrophy, tetraplegia…”


“It is a queer location for an injection, I agree, but the mark of a needle is distinctive.”


Holmes’s expression added an unspoken suffix: And I should know.


As well he should, for beneath his sleeves countless such punctures adorned his arms. My friend’s dependency on cocaine was then, in the mid-1890s, at its height. Elsewhere I have portrayed his habit of resorting to the stimulant as the product of boredom, an almost whimsical indulgence to stave off ennui during the periods when clients were thin on the ground. In reality he availed himself regularly of a seven per cent solution of the drug – and sometimes a stronger dosage than that – simply in order to keep himself functioning beyond the normal limits of human endurance. Cocaine sped up his thought processes and combated tiredness, but the corollary was that it ravaged his nervous system. He worked more effectively under its influence but cumulatively, over the years, use of the drug was taking its toll. I had badgered him long and hard to give it up, but it would not be until 1897 that my campaign was successful.


“Well…” Holmes rose to his feet. “I believe I have seen enough.”


“Ye ken who the fellow is?” said McBride.


“His actual identity? No. That would be a miracle. But I have gathered sufficient clues to lay a foundation for finding out.”


“I should be interested tae learn more.”


“And I have no interest in telling you,” Holmes said curtly. “You have already exacted one display of analytical reasoning from me, Mr McBride. Be content with that.”
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CHAPTER THREE


The Stories and Real Life
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“THERE WAS NO NEED TO BE QUITE SO BRUSQUE with the man,” I said to Holmes half an hour later at a hammam on Waterloo Road. My friend had insisted we take a Turkish bath in order to revive ourselves, and now we were perched in the hot-room, naked save for towels around our waists, our skin pinkened and perspiring freely. “You hurt McBride’s feelings, poor fellow. He was quite crestfallen as he escorted us out.”


My companion shrugged. “I have little patience with these people who expect me to perform for them. ‘What can you deduce about me from this fob watch, Mr Holmes?’ ‘Tell me everything you can about me from the condition of my walking stick, Mr Holmes.’ As though I am some trained bear, ever ready to rise up on my hind legs and dance about when they clap their hands.”
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