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Chapter One
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In all my long acquaintance with Sherlock Holmes, there were few occasions when I was more grateful for his friendship and support than in the autumn of 1898. Even now, recollecting those months between the end of a pleasantly warm summer and the onset of a blustery, wet winter, I can picture in my mind’s eye only darkness and squalor and cold. The faded newspaper clipping I hold in my hand is on its own enough to cause a dull, leaden dread to settle in the pit of my stomach and turn my mouth as dry as ash. Barely legible though it is after the passing of these many years, I can still make out the headline and bring to mind the events it presaged.


DOCTOR JOHN WATSON ARRESTED!


CHRONICLER OF THE FAMOUS DETECTIVE SHERLOCK HOLMES CHARGED WITH MURDER!


More Inside!




But perhaps it is time, as I near the end of my life, finally to record those events I have kept hidden for so long, and to allow the world one further chance to marvel at the wisdom of my dearest friend.


Yet the chain of events that almost led to my death began in an entirely commonplace manner.


I was building up a small practice that had initially proved somewhat less busy than I might have hoped, and thus I was often to be found visiting my more elderly and infirm patients in the evening. So it was on one occasion, as I left the rooms of a bedridden old soldier whom I had been treating every night for a week, and made my way from Warrington Crescent towards Baker Street.


With the distance under two miles, I had adopted the habit of walking, trying out lines for my latest story in my head as I did so. It was a sharp autumnal evening but I was well wrapped up and, the old soldier being my last port of call, I allowed my mind to wander as my feet did likewise, replaying in my head as I walked an earlier conversation with a charming nurse.


Had it not been for my distracted state of mind, I might have been more attentive and avoided the terrible months that followed. Holmes would no doubt lambast me for wasting time in idle speculation, but still the thought nags at me that had I taken a cab, or even a different route, then I would never have known the inside of Holloway Prison, never have heard the name McLachlan – or made the acquaintance of the notorious Matthew Galloway.


Holmes would be right, though. Any such speculation is a waste of time and effort, for the fact of the matter is that I was not fully attentive when I heard running feet in the darkness of a side street, nor when a dishevelled young woman called my name as she ran into the bright sphere of the gas-lit main thoroughfare.


“Dr. Watson! Are you Dr. Watson?” she cried in obvious



distress. “They said you’d be passing this way on your way home, and I have a terrible need of your assistance, sir!”


The girl was around eighteen or nineteen, with hair almost silver in the streetlight, a small, round face and large, dark eyes. She was well, if plainly, dressed, but wore no coat or jacket, which was not to be recommended on such a cold evening.


“I am Dr. Watson,” I confirmed, with what I hoped was a reassuring expression, though whether I was successful was hard to judge, so distressed was she. She pulled at my arm and gestured back along the alleyway from which she had emerged.


“My grandmother!” she cried, with a choked sob. “I think she’s dying! Please, please… come and help her, I beg of you!”


Were I not a doctor, and so bound by my oath to assist, still I would have gone with the girl and done what I could, so heartfelt were her entreaties. I nodded my assent and hurried after her as she ran into the alley.


The house to which she led me was in the centre of Linhope Street. It was three storeys high, a former family home now converted to individual rooms; not so grand as it once had been, but a respectable enough address for all that. Scaffolding shrouded the building immediately adjacent, which consequently was cast in shadow, but otherwise the street was unremarkable. The girl pushed open the main door and I followed her in. Inside, a door on each side of the hallway presumably led to what had once been private rooms, with a staircase directly ahead and to its left-hand side a further corridor, dimly lit and leading I assumed to the back garden.


“Upstairs,” the girl said breathlessly, already mounting the first stairs.


Again, I followed, round the bend in the staircase and onto the first floor, which largely mirrored the one below. “In here,”



she said, pushing open the door on our left for me and inviting me to go inside.


The room was spacious and in the daylight would have been well lit by a large bay window, but at the moment was illuminated by a series of candles, which guttered and cast soft shadows on the walls and the over-sized print which hung opposite the bed. There was little by way of furnishings. A wardrobe with a cracked mirror stood against the wall by the open window, with a lady’s robe of decent quality draped over its door. A small, tarnished table holding a washbasin, a jug and an old-fashioned lorgnette had been placed just beside it. These few items aside, however, there was only a large double bed, in the centre of the room, in which I could make out the shape of the girl’s mother. She was unmoving and silent as I approached, and I feared that any speed we had made had been wasted and the woman was already beyond my help.


I fancied I heard the door fall shut behind me, but I gave it no thought other than to wonder if the girl had some premonition that we were too late and so found it excessively painful to enter. Having no such luxury myself, I placed my bag on the edge of the bed and pulled back the top of the heavy cover.


The scene that confronted me was one I am never likely to forget. Violent death is no stranger to me, nor does it hold many terrors, but I was younger then than now, and for all my time in the army, this was the first woman I had seen so brutally slain. The body of an elderly lady lay now exposed, her eyes wide open in terror, her mouth slackly agape. She had been stabbed many times, as was clear from the amount of blood which stained her night-clothes and the open wounds I could see around her neck and on her arms, but something – shock, perhaps, or the ingrained sense of duty I had as a doctor – forced me to check for a pulse and to lift



her up enough to ascertain that rigor had begun to set in.


Only as I lowered her back to the sodden bedclothes did my common sense begin to function again. I strode to the door, intent on taking hold of the girl who had brought me here and who, evidently, was no more a concerned granddaughter than I was myself. The door, however, was locked and no key to be seen. I was trapped in the room with the murdered woman.


I gave the door a kick and pulled at the knob, but to no avail. The house may have seen better days, but its doors were as solid as the day they were built. I ran to the window and heaved it open, but the street below was empty and quiet and though I shouted for help, nobody answered. Left without choice, I returned to the door and began to kick it in fury, all the while shouting for help, crying out that murder had been committed.


I estimate that less than a minute passed in such frenzied actions before I heard heavy footfalls coming up the stairs and became aware of a hand turning the same doorknob I still held, only from the other side of the door.


“Open up in there,” someone cried from the hall, then, “Police! Open this door!”


“Do you not think I would if I could!” I snapped. “There is no key and someone has locked me in! Quickly, man, murder has been committed!”


“Murder—” I heard the faceless policeman mutter in the sudden silence as I broke off my own assault on the door. “Stand back then, sir, for I will have to force my way in!”


I did as instructed, retreating to the end of the bed. The door shuddered under the policeman’s assault but failed to open. Next thing, I heard footsteps rushing down the stairs and, crossing to the window, I saw a uniformed figure running down the street. A



few minutes later, he reappeared, with several other men behind him. Moments later, the door flew back, crashing into the weak plaster of the wall and partially rebounding from it. The constable rushed in, followed by several working men and, roused by the commotion, a thin, elderly woman whom I later learned was the landlady of the house.


At that moment, everything seemed somehow excessive – the room too hot, the body too obscene in its mutilation, the landlady’s scream from the doorway too piercing. I had seen corpses before, but I had been, at least in part, prepared for those deaths. Now, though, in this otherwise unexceptional room, I felt a profound disquiet, a deep-rooted sense that events were moving beyond my understanding. As though at one remove from my surroundings, I felt my senses become dull and muted. Perhaps it was this dislocation that initially prevented me from hearing the constable as he examined the body and began to ask me questions.


“Sir, excuse me, sir!” His voice interrupted my reverie suddenly, like the crack of a cab driver’s whip.


I brought my chin up from where it rested on my chest and refocused my eyes on the room and the man now shaking my arm.


“Sorry. I don’t know… that poor woman… my mind must have wandered... What were you saying?”


“Your name, sir, for one. And how you came to be in this place, for another.”


He was young but slightly balding, I noticed, and seemed entirely competent. He had pulled the blanket back over the body (I should have thought to do that, I realised), and stood in front of me with a notebook in one hand and a pencil in the other.


“Your name, sir?” he repeated.


“John Watson. Dr. John Watson.”




“Right then, Dr. Watson it is. Now, Doctor, can you tell me how you come to be in this room with this unfortunate lady?”


I was pleased to hear genuine enquiry rather than veiled accusation in his voice. At the mention of my professional status, he had relaxed, to the extent one could do so in the present circumstances. I explained as well as I could the events leading up to his appearance in the room, while he took extensive notes, asking me now and again to repeat some fact or expand on another. He was, predictably, particularly interested in my description of the girl who had claimed an infirm grandmother. Finally, he accurately summed up what I had said, and indicated that I would need to give a formal statement at the local police station that night.


Looking back on the next few minutes, I am astonished at my naiveté. I recall thinking that I would prefer to make a statement the following morning, and considering whether to suggest that Holmes be called at once, to provide assistance to the police in their endeavours. Madness to have thought of the events of that evening so dispassionately, as though I were not at all involved and it could be treated as simply one more mystery for my friend to investigate. In fact, I was on the verge of suggesting that Holmes and I return in the morning when daylight would aid our examinations, when a voice behind me rendered such considerations moot.


“Here, Constable,” one of the working men called. “Did I hear your man say that the door was locked and there no key to be had?”


I turned round to look at the fellow. There, hanging at a slight angle from the lock on the inside of the door, was a key.


The policeman walked across to the door and turned the key in the lock, causing the bolt to recede back into the mechanism.


“Would you care to explain, sir,” he said after this exhibition,



“how the door could be locked on the inside, if you were trapped as you say in this room?”


Of course, I could not. I might have pointed out that it had been I who had brought the dead woman to his attention by calling out, but in truth my head was heavy, and I found myself struggling to concentrate. With no other choice, I suggested that we move the discussion to the station, where I might also telephone a friend to come to my assistance.


The constable agreed, and indicated that we would wait outside while he sent a man ahead to the station. With an ever-growing sense of the unreality of the situation, I slumped down on my haunches in the corridor, and waited.











Chapter Two
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The next few hours in the police station were but the first of several new experiences for me. Never before had I been one of the accused, and consequently my time there was very different from previous visits. I was fortunate that the sergeant who took my details recognised my face and, after a whispered but energetic debate with the constable who had brought me in, escorted me to a disused office, with the promise to send word to Holmes immediately. He could not have been more friendly, bringing me a cup of tea and assuring me that we would “soon clear this misunderstanding up”, but I noticed he locked the door when he left.


I did not have long to wait, thankfully. Within half an hour, I heard a commotion outside, and Holmes’s voice demanding access. Softer, calmer voices could also be heard, and presently the office door opened and my friend hurried inside, a paper-wrapped packet tucked under his arm.


“You are entirely well, Watson?” he asked as he handed me the



packet, which I was pleased to see contained a clean shirt. “You were not harmed?”


I was touched by his solicitude, of course, but feared he had misunderstood whatever message the sergeant had sent. “Harmed, Holmes? No, not at all. But I suspect that matters have not been explained to you properly. I was never in danger of harm, merely discovered alongside it.”


Holmes waved a hand at me in dismissal. “Never in danger? Of course you were. Indeed, of course you are. Are you not suspected of a terrible murder? Is not your life in peril, should that suspicion become something more concrete? The danger is very real, Watson.”


He paused for a moment, reached for a cigarette, then thought better of it and took a seat instead.


“You realise, of course, that this whole affair is a snare designed specifically to capture you? You are fortunate that whoever concocted the plan decided that it fitted his purpose better to humiliate you than to kill you. Had he not, you would even now lie dead and I would be undertaking an investigation into your murder, and not your innocence of that crime.”


Only then did he light a cigarette, offering one to me and another to Inspector Lestrade, who I realised had now entered the room. The inspector shook his head in refusal, rubbing his eyes as he took a seat. He had not shaved and his collar was askew, I noticed; sure signs that he had been roused from sleep.


“I was sound in bed when Mr. Holmes’s lad came rapping on my door, Doctor,” he confirmed, though with no indication of annoyance or irritation in his voice. “I’d have sent him on his way with a flea in his ear, too, if he’d not said he’d been told to say that Dr. Watson had grave need of my assistance.”




He opened a brown folder he had brought in with him, and consulted the first of two typewritten sheets it contained.


“And the boy spoke truly, did he not?” he asked rhetorically, glancing up from his reading. “This is Constable Howie’s report, taken from his notebook, and it makes for uncomfortable reading, Doctor.”


Holmes held out a hand. “If I may,” he said. He scanned the pages quickly, then, with a nod of assent from Lestrade, read aloud from them:


At 11.04 p.m., I was making my way along Linhope Street, near Regent’s Park. I would not usually have been in the area at the time, but I had been instructed to check on number 14, on which maintenance work was being carried out, and being unsure of the honesty of the nearby inhabitants I had made certain to keep a close eye on so insecure a dwelling.


I had barely begun checking number 14 when I became aware of a man’s raised voice coming from the next door along, number 16. A lady, who I knew to be the landlady, Mrs. Elizabeth Soames, met me in the doorway of number 16, and informed me that “a maniac is screaming murder in one of the rooms”.


Arriving at the door to the room in question, the sound of booted feet could be heard from within, banging heavily against the door. A male voice, crying “open, damn you!” accompanied this banging. Mrs. Soames informed me that the occupant, an elderly lady, had taken a room earlier that evening, having been brought to the house by a girl describing herself as her granddaughter. A gentleman had been the occupant’s only visitor, though she had not herself



spoken to him. Mrs. Soames had seen nobody leave before hearing banging from the room.


Upon investigation, I discovered that the door was locked. No key could be seen and Mrs. Soames admitted that she had no spare, that key having been lost some time previously. With no means of access, I made enquiries through the door as to the reason for the commotion. A man’s voice – I believe the same as I had earlier heard cursing – replied, “There is no key and I have been locked inside! Murder has been committed!”


At this point, believing life to be at risk within, I asked Mrs. Soames to send a boy to the local station for assistance, and attempted to break down the door. I was unable to do so at first, until I enlisted the help of several men from the area who helped me to effect entrance.


The room contained little furniture. In addition to a small table and a wardrobe, the only other furnishing was a large bed, on which could clearly be seen the body of an elderly lady. The lady had suffered several severe, visible wounds.


The only living occupant of the room was a middle-aged gentleman. His clothes and hands were soiled by significant amounts of blood and he appeared confused, saying, “Sorry. I don’t know that poor woman. My mind must have wandered.”


Upon questioning, the gentleman identified himself as Dr. John Watson and claimed to have been led to the room by a young lady, who stated that her grandmother was seriously ill and in danger of death. Upon arrival, he further stated, he had discovered the room exactly as seen by myself and had been locked inside, he claimed, by the same young woman. He was unable to supply the woman’s name, though he did



provide a detailed description (overleaf).


A bag, of the type used by doctors and identified by Dr. Watson as his own, was found to contain several sharp knives, though each was clean of blood. No other potential weapon was discovered.


Further investigation revealed that, contrary to Dr. Watson’s claims, the key was still in the door lock. This being put to him, he was unable to provide any explanation.


No sign could be found of the young woman.


“And then the usual formalities of such reports,” Holmes concluded, dropping the folder onto the desk which took up a large portion of the room.


Inspector Lestrade pulled it towards himself and glanced down before he spoke. “A nasty tale, Doctor,” he said, looking back up at me. “But I think I’m a good enough judge of character to know that you had no part in it. No malicious part, at least.”


If I had been confused earlier, Lestrade’s words, comforting though they were intended to be, brought my predicament into sharp focus. The inspector was not exactly a friend, but we had worked together sufficiently often – and shared enough of Holmes’s thoughtless comments – for a bond of sorts to have formed between us. He might be willing to say that my involvement in the murder of the old woman was innocent of malice, but what of others, with less reason to believe my story?


As though reading my thoughts, Holmes nodded briskly. “You are quite correct, Watson, to wonder if the remainder of Scotland Yard will be so quick to put their trust in your honesty. Lestrade knows you well, but others do not, and will be less likely to give you the benefit of their doubt.”




“How—” I began to ask, but Holmes was already answering my question.


“We really do not have time to waste on explanation of every deduction I make, Watson, but I shall indulge you on this occasion. You heard Lestrade’s words with a small smile of pleasure, then your eyes dropped to the folder containing the constable’s report, and your face fell. Next you glanced at the door, clearly considering those outside, and your brow became noticeably furrowed. What else could you be thinking, but that you might not be so readily believed elsewhere?”


As ever, Holmes’s reasoning was faultless. Lestrade, though, seemed unimpressed.


“These parlour tricks are all very well, Mr. Holmes, but I should tell you that the very fact of my acquaintance with Dr. Watson makes it unlikely I will be appointed to this case. There is no saying how another officer might view the evidence, and Howie’s statement is damning in several respects. The Doctor has good reason to worry.”


Holmes had little time for Scotland Yard or its representatives, and the withering look he now aimed at Lestrade did nothing to mask this negative opinion.


“Of course he does!” he snapped. “He has been discovered with a dead woman, covered in blood, and with no explanation for his presence beyond a mysterious girl and an unsupported tale of a sick grandmother. Additionally, the only knives on the scene belong to him, and the room in which he was found was, it is claimed, locked from the inside, the key still present in the door after your doughty constable broke it down. He has a great deal to worry about!


“But still, there are already points of interest which we might



consider to his advantage. For instance, the key found in the door. It was definitely the original, which should have been in the possession of the tenant, and not a copy?”


Lestrade shook his head. “It would seem so, Mr. Holmes, but Howie’s just outside if you’d care to speak with him?”


Without waiting for a response, the inspector leaned into the hallway and asked Howie to come in. I nodded a greeting at the constable, who was taller than I remembered, but he failed to return the gesture and instead came to attention before Lestrade.


“Right then, lad. Mr. Holmes here is wondering whether it’s certain that the key you found in the door was the usual one, the one given by the landlady to the tenant of the room. It could not be a copy, made by persons unknown?”


“No sir, it could not,” Howie replied. “Mrs. Soames identified the key by various marks on the barrel as the same one she’d handed to the dead lady earlier.”


“And the lock?” Holmes leant forward in his chair eagerly, his face lighting up as his great brain came alive. “The door was definitely locked? It could not have simply been jammed shut with a piece of wood?”


“No such jam was found in the room, sir, and the splintering of the wood around the keyhole indicated that it had been locked prior to the door being broken down.”


“And how long would you say passed between you first hearing a raised voice from number sixteen and the breaking down of the door?”


“No more than five minutes, sir.”


“You are certain, Constable? It could not have been closer to ten?”


“Not ten, sir, no. Maybe a minute or two beyond the five, but I’d swear it was no longer than that.”




“As much as seven minutes, then.” Holmes’s long fingers tapped a rhythm on his legs. “In which time you saw nobody other than those persons mentioned in your report?”


“I took a note of everyone who entered or was present in the house, sir. There was nobody else there, or I’d have taken note of them too.”


Holmes considered this, his head cocked to one side. “Thank you, Constable Howie,” he said finally. “You have been of great assistance.”


Lestrade gestured that the officer might depart, which he did with relieved alacrity, leaving the three of us alone in the room once more. In the sudden silence, I felt my spirits fall. I stared down at my shoes, my thoughts unhappy ones.


I heard Lestrade’s voice as though from a distance. “For the moment, we should see what we can do to keep Dr. Watson out of a cell, and his name out of the newspapers.”


“We will need to be quick to catch the early editions,” Holmes replied thoughtfully. “Watson will be charged with murder, and while I cast no aspersions on your officers, there is always someone who will speak to a journalist, if the financial inducement is suitable. But I believe that there is someone I can speak to who will be able to ensure that the case is allowed to disappear, at least so far as the gutter press are concerned.”


Holmes’s reluctance to mention his brother Mycroft in front of Lestrade was understandable, for his role in government was a complicated and largely secret one, but he was spared the need to explain further as the door of the office chose that moment to creak noisily and open a little. A tall, dark-headed man stood framed in the doorway for a moment, then pushed his way inside.


“Good evening, Lestrade,” he said with a nod. “I’m surprised to see you here. Isn’t this your night off?”




The man could not have been more obviously a policeman, from the tips of his closely cropped hair to his polished regulation boots. He was thin to the point of emaciation, with the sharp bones in his face straining against his skin, and a wide, crooked nose, below which a sparse moustache struggled to be seen. His eyes darted quickly about the room as he made his way behind the desk and took a seat.


“Won’t you make the introductions then?” he said, pulling the folder, which still sat on the desk, towards him as he spoke.


“Mr. Sherlock Holmes, Dr. John Watson, meet Inspector Potter,” Lestrade growled quietly, making little effort to hide a clear dislike of his colleague. “Potter, before we proceed further, you should know that the Doctor has been a good friend to the Yard.”


It was a name I had heard before, though I could not immediately say where. I nodded a greeting and mumbled, “Inspector,” while Holmes merely closed his eyes and allowed a half-smile to play on his lips.


The effect of these introductions on Inspector Potter was, however, far more marked. At the mention of Holmes’s name, he sat forward and stared directly at my friend, keeping his eyes upon him for what felt like at least a minute. Finally, he spoke, though he directed his comments not to Holmes but to Lestrade.


“Well, let’s be clear from the off, Lestrade. There’ll be no favours here. Your good friend” – and here he stressed the word mockingly – “will be treated the same as any other person suspected of murder, beginning with a night in the cells and a trip to court in the morning where, I’m certain, he’ll be invited to spend a good deal longer in our custody.”


Lestrade, to his credit, protested immediately and with force. “Dr. Watson and Mr. Holmes have given great assistance to the



force in the past, Potter. Without them there’s many a villain who’d even now be free and easy, and we none the wiser.”


It must have pained him to make such an admission, especially in front of Holmes, but whatever discomfort he felt was surely doubled by Potter’s reply.


“That may be so, Lestrade, but that is exactly the sort of appeal for special favour to which I referred. The fact that these gentlemen have been able to shore up your own shortcomings as a detective is hardly germane to whether one of them is a killer or not.” He paused for a moment. “Be assured that I have no need of their assistance.”


He rose from his seat and stretched his long frame. “Now, all we need is a handy constable and we can have your friend” – again he stressed the word – “tucked up in a cell, quick smart.”


My heart fell as his hand closed on the door handle and I turned to Holmes, who had remained silent since Potter had entered the room. Now, with the smallest of nods, he spoke.


“Are we to assume that you have already been formally appointed to Dr. Watson’s case, Inspector?” he asked.


“Not yet. Not formally, no,” the inspector admitted grudgingly, turning back from the door.


“Then you have no more authority in this matter than, say, Inspector Lestrade. Is that correct?”


“I have been told by the Commissioner himself that I shall be given the investigation,” Potter blustered.


“Shall be,” repeated Holmes. “Not have been.”


“In which case, Inspector Potter,” interjected Lestrade, with the beginnings of a smile, “I’ll continue to deal with Dr. Watson for the present. It’s getting late, though, and there’s no need for the two of us to be here. Why don’t you take yourself off home, and I’ll see to it that suitable accommodation is arranged for the Doctor?”




So long did Potter take to reply that I felt sure he would protest, but in the end he simply shrugged. “As you wish,” he muttered. “I shall return later in the morning, with the appropriate paperwork to hand, and relieve you of the responsibility. I’m sure you have a good deal of your own work which requires attention.”


With that, he left the room, closing the door firmly behind him. I heard him call the name of a colleague, and his feet retreating down the corridor outside, and then everything fell silent.


Holmes was the first to speak. “An interesting man, for a policeman. Do you know his story, Watson?” I shook my head. “Lestrade will no doubt correct me if my information is erroneous, but my understanding is that Inspector Potter had, until relatively recently, enjoyed a meteoric rise through the ranks of his chosen profession. Too fond of the rulebook, his critics have said, but that is perhaps no bad thing. He is currently the youngest inspector on the force, I believe. Lestrade?”


The inspector nodded, a sour expression on his face. “Very popular with the higher-ups is Potter, yes,” he admitted.


“He had even been mentioned in senior police circles as a potential future Chief Constable, or so I am told.” Holmes cocked his head at an angle. “That, of course, is not what makes him interesting. To be the most senior of a gaggle of incompetents and paper pushers is no great boast, after all. One may as well congratulate oneself on being chief madman in the asylum.”


He smiled at his own jest and, suddenly, I was irritated by his insistence on drawing out his every minor thought as though it were spun gold.


“For goodness’ sake, Holmes, why is he interesting then?” I snapped.


Holmes was immediately contrite. “I am sorry, my dear fellow,”



he said. “I’m sure you’re tired and naturally you are concerned, yet here I am, wandering off on a tangent of my own devising.” He straightened in his chair and continued. “Potter is interesting because his rapid ascent up the police ranks came to a juddering and, it once seemed, permanent end the year before last. He arrested, and insisted – in the face of opposition from his superiors – upon charging, the younger brother of one of our most senior judges, along with several other members of prominent society families. The crimes were… well, let us simply say that they were more of a moral nature than a strictly criminal one and leave it at that. In any case, it was felt that Potter had pressed on with the case for reasons of personal publicity, and not in the best interests of the force or the country at large.


“The upshot of the whole affair was that pressure was brought to bear, the charges were quashed, and Potter’s ambitions left in tatters.”


“Or so it seemed at the time, Mr. Holmes,” Lestrade interposed. “But this last year he’s arrested so many London criminals that the papers have started calling him the Capital’s Saviour. That’s the sort of thing to put anyone’s career back on track.”


Now I recalled where I had heard Potter’s name mentioned before. Even The Times had carried a few small pieces on his spectacular successes in infiltrating and exposing the work of the criminal gangs who currently infested the capital.


“Why has he been allocated my case then?” I asked. “Am I viewed as so important?”


Lestrade shrugged. “Who can say? Your name is a well-known one, as is Mr. Holmes’s, and Inspector Potter is back in favour among my superiors. What’s more, he has a nose for the popular cases. I wouldn’t put it past the man to have asked for the case, hoping thereby to have his name in the newspapers even more



often. As though that’s the measure of good police work…”


It was plain that Lestrade did not care for his colleague. I had no more desire to listen to the inspector bemoaning his lot compared to that of Potter than I did to hear Holmes’s intellectual digressions, and so changed the subject as quickly as I could.


“Never mind Potter for now,” I said. “He can wait until the morning. Of more pressing concern is the question of what is to be done tonight.”


Lestrade indicated his agreement. “Of course, Doctor. Though there’s not a great deal anyone can do at this time of night. You’ve been charged with murder, and can hardly be allowed to return to Baker Street, at least until further investigation has taken place. But,” he smiled, “there’s nothing to say that you cannot pass the night comfortably enough in this room, in discussion with myself, officially speaking.” He considered his own words for a moment, then continued, “I can even get a couple of day beds brought in and you and Mr. Holmes can get your heads down for a few hours.”


His smile was obviously intended to be encouraging, and though the expression looked out of place on his thin, rat-like face, I appreciated the effort, and the offer of sleep. It had been a long night, and in the distance I could hear bells chiming two o’clock.


Holmes, however, was predictably keen to press on. “There will be plenty of time for sleeping later,” he announced, jumping to his feet. “Just now, we must make the most of the time we have to prepare Watson’s defence.”


“Thank you, Holmes, but I fear none of us are in any condition for such a task,” I said with a yawn. My whole body ached with tiredness and it was all I could do, now the immediate danger had passed, to keep my eyes open.


Holmes stared at me for a long moment, then nodded his head



briskly and began to speak. “Quite right, Watson,” he admitted. “It has been a trying night for you, and perhaps rest is the best preparation for tomorrow.”


He shrugged on his coat and took his hat from the stand. “For myself, there are certain papers back at Baker Street which I might profitably consult in the meantime. Take advantage of Lestrade’s kind offer and I shall return in a few hours having, I hope, made some progress in your most interesting case.”


Had I not been so exhausted I might have made some small jest at the speed with which Holmes had relegated my arrest on suspicion of brutal murder to an interesting intellectual exercise, but instead I confined myself to bidding him farewell and slumped back in my chair as he left the room. I think I must have been in shock, for even as Lestrade murmured something about arranging for a bed, my eyes had closed, and within seconds I was fast asleep.











Chapter Three


[image: chap]


The following morning, I was woken by Holmes’s voice close to my ear.


“Wake up, Watson. Potter is on fast on my heels, and I have a question to ask you before he arrives.”


I struggled to sit, feeling every muscle protest as I uncoiled myself from the chair in which I’d passed the night. Holmes stood before me, still wearing the clothes in which I had seen him the previous evening, and carrying a carpetbag which he placed on the floor by the desk.


“What is it, Holmes?” I asked. “Have you discovered something already?”


“Too early to say,” he replied shortly. “But quickly, before Potter arrives. What do you know of Major Sir Campbell John McLachlan? He is a proud Scotsman, currently a Member of Parliament, having previously served with the army for many years in Afghanistan and India. Did your paths ever cross during your own army service?”




The name was unfamiliar, though I could not say with certainty that we had never met. I had treated many officers while in Afghanistan, but retained few names in my memory. I said as much to Holmes, who nodded as though expecting such a response.


“Very well,” he said. “Potter will be here in a moment, possibly with news that the lady of whose murder you are accused was a relation of Major McLachlan. If you have no knowledge of him, it can only work to our benefit. But give the name some thought. It would reflect badly on you if you were to deny knowing the man, only to have Potter uncover some past acquaintance, however slight, which had unfortunately slipped your mind.”


With that, he took a seat, just as the door swung open and Inspector Potter entered the room.


He was as immaculately dressed as before; my own trousers still bore specks of blood, as did the cuffs of my jacket. He strode across the room, took a seat behind the desk and, with an irritated glare at Holmes, flipped open a folder he had carried in with him. He wasted no time on polite greetings, but launched himself into what I felt sure was a prepared speech.


“Dr. John Watson, you have been charged with the murder of a person unknown, said event taking place at number 16 Linhope Street, London, on the evening of 4 November 1898. You will be taken from this place to appear before a magistrate, who will then decide whether the gravity of the alleged offence, and the evidence implicating you in its commission, provide sufficient cause to detain you in custody while further investigation is carried out.” He slowly closed the folder, and looked up at me for the first time. “Do you understand what I have just told you, Doctor?” he asked.


I glanced across at Holmes, wondering at Potter’s failure to mention the MP, McLachlan, then nodded towards Potter. “I do,”



I replied, hastily swallowing the bile which had risen in my throat as the charge against me was read out. I had every faith that our legal system would soon acquit me of guilt, but to hear the charges against me read out so coldly was an uncomfortable experience.


“Very well. That being the case, I must ask you to ready yourself for transport to court. In view of your professional status and standing in the community, it has been decided you will not be manacled, but I should stress that any uncooperative behaviour on your part will cause that decision to be reversed.”


Potter did not look at all pleased as he spoke. Had it been his decision, I had no doubt I would be shuffling into court in a full set of irons. I wondered to whom I owed my thanks that I would not.


“I have brought Dr. Watson a fresh suit, and such toiletries as he will need to make himself presentable. I assume that is in order?” Holmes was already opening the bag with which he had arrived. He handed me a neatly folded jacket and trousers as Potter retrieved his folder and walked towards the door.


“Five minutes, and not a moment longer,” he said with a scowl. “Once five minutes are up, he’s leaving with me, whether he’s had time to brush his hair or not! Constable!” he shouted through the open door, then waited until a uniformed policeman came running up.


“Keep an eye on the prisoner while he changes, and tell me as soon as he’s ready to go. Or in five minutes’ time, whichever comes first. Mr. Holmes,” he continued, “is to be escorted from the station immediately. You may have friends in high places, Mr. Holmes,” he concluded, “but that does not give you the right to do as you wish in my station. If you will follow me?”


The familiar half-smile on Holmes’s face was enough for me to know that he was pleased with Potter’s reaction to his presence,



and he willingly followed the inspector from the room, pausing only for an instant to assure me that he would be present in court.


The door closed firmly behind the two men and, under the watchful eye of the constable, I made my toilet with as much haste as I could manage. I had no wish to appear at anything less than my best before the magistrate.


* * *


My court appearance was, in fact, remarkable only for its brevity.


Although Holmes and I had led many men and women into the embrace of our legal system, I had rarely concerned myself with what happened next; how the criminals we had exposed were treated and how they passed through the courts on their way to sentencing and conviction. So it was that, while I had a vague sense of what was to occur, I was still surprised to be whisked into an all but deserted courtroom and, within two minutes at most, informed that I would be held in custody while the police carried out further investigation.


“The gravity of the offence being such that no thought of bail might reasonably be expected,” in the words of the magistrate.


With no opportunity to speak for myself, I was led from the court and back down the corridors and passageways through which I had entered. From there, I was placed in one of the so-called Black Marias – police carriages specifically designed for the transport of prisoners, with the rear carriage converted entirely into a series of secure cages, each entered separately from the outside. Holmes strode across as my door closed behind me and whispered a swift warning. “Speak to no other prisoner, if you can avoid it, Watson, but if you are forced to do so, take note of them in detail, for your life may depend on your knowledge of your fellow



inmates. There is more than one man inside our prisons who has reason to curse the names of Sherlock Holmes and John Watson. You will be allowed no visitors on your first day, but rest assured that I shall come to see you tomorrow. With positive news, I feel sure.” His voice fell away as the Maria moved off.


It is a mark of my disturbed state of mind that I welcomed the enclosure provided by the Maria. It concealed me from the potential embarrassment of public scrutiny and left me alone for the first time in almost twenty-four hours. I considered Holmes’s words and recognised the sense in them. I knew that people believed the old saying that there is no smoke without fire, and though I had no doubt that Holmes would uncover a flaw in the case against me and I would be set free, the fewer people who knew of my predicament in the meantime the better. Exhausted as I was, the steady motion of the carriage soon lulled me into deep sleep.


* * *


For the second time that day, I was woken by a hand on my shoulder. A police constable stood before me in the doorway of my enclosure.


“Up you get now!” he ordered roughly. “Don’t make me drag you out of there!”


Over his shoulder I could see an imposing brick building, the interior portion of Holloway Prison, to which I knew all prisoners awaiting trial were brought. I stepped from my temporary cell and, in the company of my fellow detainees, followed the constable through the imposing gateway and into the prison itself.


“Males? To the left,” a voice rang in my ear before I had a chance to take in my surroundings.


On either side of me stretched a long passageway, lined with what I took to be cells. I shuffled in procession to the left and



allowed myself to be placed at one corner of a square of prisoners, facing a bored-looking guard who immediately began to recite a set of rules and regulations in a dull monotone. That completed, another guard called each of us forward and handed us two grey sheets, in addition to our cell number.


Thereafter came a long period of standing in the cold corridor, while the guards led prisoners, a pair at a time, to have their measurements and weight recorded. When my turn was completed, all that remained was to sign a form listing the few possessions that I had in my pockets (these were taken away for safe keeping), and then I was led to the cell, which was to be my home for the night at least.
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