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      Toe the scratch, gentlemen!”

      John Watson looked up from his tumbler toward the fighting ring. Already the crowd was gathering round to place their bets on tonight’s bout. Disgusting, he thought, knocking back the glass and feeling the gin burn his throat like acid. Betting on men like prize horses. He’d never understood Holmes’s affinity for the underbelly of London. So many nights he’d sat here in this same spot, watching as Holmes alleviated his boredom on the skulls of underlings. But in the days since Sherlock Holmes met his demise in the Reichenbach cauldron, the only thing that could penetrate the haze of despair was a bottle of gin and the smell of the blood and chalk here at Holmes’s favorite den of vice.

      “Place your bets, men!” Screed called, maneuvering his way around the bar and pulling up beside him. “Doctor Watson! It’s been an age!”

      Watson’s skin crawled as the sweaty barkeep threw a meaty arm around his shoulders. Screed was the owner of this odious establishment and just one step above the pimps and pickpockets that infected the London streets. Night after night, he’d rake in the crowds with bawdy burlesque and gritty pugilists. “Indeed, Mr. Screed,” Watson replied, pouring himself another glass.

      “Good to see ya, guv! Care to give a lady on Mr. Thompson?” He nodded toward the hulking creature that was hunched in the corner. “Good odds, that one. Very good. He’s undefeated all week.”

      “No, thank you,” Watson replied. His vision had gone blurry, but everything was suddenly too bright. The air too close and the stench of Screed too near. He wanted to stand and make his way out of here, but he had the sneaking suspicion he wouldn’t get very far.

      “Per’aps your Mr. Holmes, then! ‘E’s always good for a read, ‘e is.”

      “So he was,” Watson slurred, standing to tip his glass in a sloppy salute, gin dribbling over its sides. “A superior pugilist, Mr. Screed!” He stumbled over his own feet, nearly collapsing on top of the pudgy man.

      “You all right, Doc? You not lookin’ so well.”

      A glance at himself in the mirror behind the bar revealed the shell of a man: wan and pale, overgrown hair that touched his collar, a scraggly bristle along his jawline, and a pair of eyes so hollow and drawn that they might have been painted on. John Watson was unrecognizable even to himself. For a moment, he thought he could see Holmes in the mirror, frowning with disapproval.

      “No… I…I haven’t been myself,” Watson slurred.

      What would Holmes do? If their positions were reversed, would he drown his own grief over Watson’s demise? Perhaps with something a bit stronger than his seven per cent solution? No, he decided. Holmes would get on with it. He’d said on so many occasions that he was not the sentimental type and would, therefore, offer a parting salute and continue on his merry way. In fact, Watson was almost positive that his friend would be utterly mortified at this overreaction to his death. Not to mention calling him a fool for grieving so.

      “Who will defeat him? Which of you gentlemen might finally take down Billy the Bull Thompson?” the crier shouted to the throngs of spectators who were beginning to heave and boil around the fighting ring. They were bloodthirsty tonight and would not be satisfied until their faces were splattered with it. “You, sir! Give us a go, then?” Watson smiled. On a night like this, Holmes wouldn’t have been able to resist the scratch, that rush of adrenaline and the satisfaction of completely giving over to the animal side of himself.

      A man should indulge in his baser self from time to time, dear Watson. Our ability to decide when is all that separates us from beasts.

      Watson heard Holmes’s voice as clearly as if he were sitting on the barstool next to him. Holmes had always been a man of action, despite his intellectualism. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps a bit of animalistic sport would dampen these dark thoughts where it seemed as if his whole being were asleep, unaware of the dawn.

      “Who will unseat Billy the Bull?” the crier shrieked over the noise. “A beast undefeated this week!” The boy shook a bag of coins at the crowd. “The purse tonight is double last night! Will the Bull take it ‘ome to ‘is pretty bird or will one of you snatch it?”

      “I will!” Watson called, pushing Screed aside and making his way toward the ring. He fumbled in his coat pockets to produce a wad of notes. “I’ll fight him!”

      “Yes, sir!” the boy shouted. “Pony up ya bets, men!”

      Screed waddled up behind Watson, snatching the entrance fee before the boy could take it. “Doctor Watson, what are ya doin, guv?” He clapped a hand on Watson’s shoulder and tried to steer him away from the ring. “You’re not yourself, sir. Per’aps you should go on ‘ome…”

      “No!” Watson shouted. His voice sounded foreign to him, as if he were speaking too slow. The roiling crowd roared and hissed, but their faces faded into swirls of amber and gold in the shadows. “No, I want to fight.”

      “But…Doctor Watson…Mr. ‘Olmes is the scrapper, sir! You’ll go hurtin’ yourself.” He tried to shove the notes back into Watson’s hands, but he was having none of it.

      “Mr. ‘Olmes,” Watson started in a ridiculous imitation of Screed, “is dead. It’s up to me now, lads!”

      “But, sir…a gentleman like yerself…”

      “Was I not a soldier?” he replied, shoving the notes into Screed’s overflowing waistcoat.

      “You were a doctor!”

      “Step aside, good man!”

      Screed evidently realized that the argument was lost and stepped aside, nodding to the crier.

      This is really stupid, you know.

      Watson whipped around, wondering where the voice had come from, but there was only the chanting of the crowd as he stepped up to the corner of the fighting ring.

      Thompson’s going to kill you. Surely you must have figured this out. Look at the size of him.

      Watson looked up at the hulking figure cracking his knuckles in the center of the floor. He was by far the largest man Watson had ever seen up close. His eyes were close set and sunken behind a heavy brow. The man’s arms were so wide that he could scarcely put them by his sides. His nose was bruised and bloody and showed evidence that it had been broken numerous times. This week. And when he managed to catch Watson’s eye, he growled at him. Suddenly Watson was very sober.

      “Toe the scratch, gentlemen!”

      Watson shuddered and pulled his jacket and waistcoat off. As he worked at the buttons at his collar, he mentally surveyed the room. How close was the exit?

      It’s a shame, really. You have so much to live for.

      “Shut up!” Watson shouted to the air. He hoped that Holmes’s voice in his ear was going to prove a hallucination brought on by too much gin and that when he woke in the morning, it would be gone. “I’m a soldier, damn it!”

      Retired.

      Watson swatted him away and tried to look intimidating as he approached the chalk line in the center of the fighting ring. The closer he got, the more apparent it was that he was going to die tonight. At full height, Thompson could make two of John Watson. In fact, he wasn’t sure that the man wouldn’t have to bend over to throw a punch.

      “All right, gents! No gougin’! No bitin’! No kickin’! Round goes until a man goes down! Fight’s not over ‘til he’s down for good! Good luck, gents!” The boy backed away from them, and the crowd roared. Watson offered his hand to Thompson but received a snarl in response.

      Since you insist on endeavoring to go through with this suicide mission, put your fists up. Protect your face.

      Watson put his fists up, mimicking what he’d seen Holmes do so many times as he and Thompson began circling one another.

      Not like that, idiot! You’re punching his face, not asking him for a dance.

      Watson lowered his fists in an attack stance. Should he go first? Should he let Thompson go first? Maybe they should just dance around in this circle until one of them got so dizzy they fell over. Which, considering the amount of gin he’d had tonight might not be very long. He didn’t have to wait long. Thompson threw a sloppy right hook in his direction. Watson dodged it easily. Mostly from fright.

      Good. The most favorable option is to stay out of the way as much as possible. Tire him out.

      “Shut up!” Watson growled through his teeth, ducking another punch.

      Thompson lunged at him, and Watson danced to the side, letting the lurching beast stumble past him and into the ropes. It only served to make him angry, and he flailed, grabbing for him. The crowd cheered, obviously amused by his dancing defense. If he could just keep this up for a while, he might actually survive.

      His hopes were dashed by a right hook that sent him reeling backward. Watson tasted blood in his mouth as the crowd cheered. First blood. Thompson drew back to hit him again, and Watson turned to run toward the corner. What the devil had he been thinking? He was drunk, small, and not cut out for unarmed combat. Thompson caught up and grabbed him by the shoulder. The beefy meat hook was like a steel clamp, and Watson couldn’t escape. This time when his opponent jabbed, it was straight to the gut. Watson doubled over, and his forehead connected with Thompson’s fist so hard that he could almost feel his teeth rattling.

      What in hell are you doing? You can’t just stand there and let him hit you!

      Watson stumbled backward into the crowd, and they shoved him back into the ring with Thompson. He would have fallen square on his arse if his opponent hadn’t caught him under the arms. Before he knew what was happening, he felt his feet leaving the floor just before Thompson slammed his body down. The air vomited forth from his lungs, and he coughed violently, rolling over on his knees.

      Get up!

      Watson got to his feet slowly. His opponent was circling him like a hungry panther. To his credit, he wasn’t rushing Watson while he was down.

      Thompson dropped to his knees, eye level with Watson. He smiled an oily, gold-toothed grin. “Are you the Doctor Watson from the papers?”

      Watson nodded, spitting blood into the chalk dust. It turned into a sickly pink clump as it soaked in. The image brought bile and gin to the back of his throat, and he groaned. “I used to be.”

      “Sorry about Mr. Holmes. Wanted to ‘ave a go at him sometime, yeah?”

      Thompson’s words worked like flame to a gaslight, igniting his anger suddenly. All thoughts of an honorable death were driven away by the scarlet haze of rage dripping into his eyes. He reared back and bashed his forehead against Thompson’s. Thompson’s nose exploded in a spray of blood, but he looked more surprised than anything. In a swift movement, Watson managed to get to his feet, ignoring the crier’s shouts to toe the chalk.

      Yes! Get angry!

      This time, Watson attacked Thompson as if he were still on the battlefield, fighting for his life. His right fist connected with Thompson’s jaw once, then twice. His opponent was tired, and Watson’s blows nearly knocked the poor man off his feet. The shouting of the crowd was a deafening din, getting louder with each jab. Over and over Watson pounded Thompson, driving him into the crowd. Thompson desperately tried to get his arms around Watson for a crushing bear hug.

      You’re smaller, Watson. Use it! Be faster!

      He took the advice, using his shorter stature to avoid the clamping arms. It left Thompson’s side open, and Watson drove his elbow into it, feeling the crack of ribs. This time Thompson did go down, but Watson couldn’t stop. He dropped down, straddling the other man and starting to pummel him until Thompson could only cover his face as best he could and take the blows.

      Watson, that’s enough.

      This time he ignored the voice of his friend and kept on until several of the men in the crowd were pulling him off his opponent. The man’s face was a mess of blood as he lay writhing on the floor.

      “The new champion!” the crier shouted as the men lifted Watson’s arms in victory. “The Doctor!”
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      The throbbing in his temple woke him up. Watson opened his eyes on level with Mrs. Hudson’s cat, Archimedes. The gray tabby was completely round and hated every human being except Mrs. Hudson. Now it sat in front of Watson, staring with righteous indignation.

      He was lying on the floor at 221B. Not even on the rug, but directly on the hard, wooden planks. He had no memory of getting here. It was probably for the best. An empty gin bottle lay beside him, and he clutched a pair of knickers in his other hand. “Jesus, Lord in Heaven…” he slurred, sitting up. He could hear the whoosh of blood in his head and the crackling of his eyelids as he blinked. As that blood rushed to his extremities, he began to feel the cost of last night’s merriments in his fists, shoulders, and belly. And his head. Dear God, his head. It ached like it was being squeezed between a pair of bricks.

      “Hellooo? Doctor Watson? Are you there?”

      Mrs. Hudson knocked lightly on the door separating the flats. He thought about not answering, but knew that if he didn’t, she’d just come in anyway. “Just…just a moment,” he called.

      You really must practice a bit more, old man. Being a professional addict isn’t something one can just jump into, you know.

      Watson used the old armchair to climb to his feet. “I’m not an addict,” he growled. He was unsteady as he stood, the room spinning. He rubbed at the dried saliva in the corners of his mouth only to find that he was wiping his face with the mystery knickers. He gave a little gasp and tossed them to the floor, shoving them under Holmes’s old chair with his toe.

      He wasn’t surprised when he turned around and saw Holmes standing in the doorway, a cigarette dangling between his longish fingers. “No? You’ve been sitting in that chair for weeks imbibing whole bottles of gin. Do you even remember what it feels like to be sober?”

      “You’re a fine one to criticize, Holmes.” Watson caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror over the fireplace. He certainly looked the part. His hollow face marked by bruises and cuts. One eye was nearly swollen shut and surrounded by a ring of black. “When I begin injecting poison into my veins, then I’ll come to you for advice.”

      “Touché, but you are the one standing here talking to a figment of your imagination.” Watson whipped around to protest, but it was too late. Holmes had already disappeared in a wisp of smoke.

      “Can I come in, Dr. Watson?”

      Oh, Mrs. Hudson. He’d forgotten all about her. “Uh…yes…just uhm…” He tried smoothing his hair while simultaneously pushing his shirttail down into his trousers. His waistcoat and jacket were nowhere to be found, but he managed to find one of Holmes’s dressing gowns on the rack by the door and hurriedly pulled it around himself. With a pasted smile, he opened the door.

      Mrs. Hudson started to greet him with her usual sunny smile, but her words trailed off into a series of rattling coughs.

      “Good heavens,” she rasped when she was able. “Are you smoking in here?”

      “You know I don’t take a pipe,” he replied. “Anymore.”

      She interrupted him with a gasp. “Oh, Dr. Watson! What happened to you, dear?” She reached out to examine his wounds.

      “Just a small altercation at the pub, Mrs. Hudson…” he said, ducking her hand.

      “Oh my goodness! You look affright!” She began buzzing around him like a mother hen. “I knew this would happen. You must stop grieving so for Mr. Holmes. It isn’t natural…”

      “Mrs. Hudson, please…” Her voice was like the screeching of a peacock drilling into his brain. His eyes drifted to Holmes’s near-empty decanter.

      “He wouldn’t want to see you in such a state.”

      “Holmes doesn’t see anything, does he?” Watson snapped. “He’s dead.”

      He regretted his words as such an expression of hurt crossed his landlady’s brow. It was true that the old bird was annoying, but she had loved him and Holmes well. She was a maternal presence in their lives and had never done anything to deserve such harsh treatment.

      “I’ll…I’ll just get you a cuppa, shall I?” she said, her voice quavering. “And there’s someone at the door for you…” Her voice trailed off in a small whimper as she hurried down the stairs, brushing past a man standing there innocently waiting.

      Good job. Anger the only woman in London willing to bring you tea and food. You could bloody well starve now.

      Watson waved away the voice as if it were the incessant buzzing of a mosquito. “Do come in…” he started, holding the door open and waving the man on the stairs inside. When the gentleman stepped into the light, he recognized him at once as the man whose clock he’d cleaned the night before. He looked much worse than Watson, but then he’d been at it for a while. This man wore the injuries of a person who was looking to be defeated. “Mr. Thompson, was it?”

      “Aye,” Thompson replied, taking off his heavily-patched bowler and ducking under the doorway. “Bill Thompson, I am.” His thick cockney brogue was clumsy and broken. Though he wore the suit of a gentleman, his coat had been mended several times and his boots were scuffed. This was a man who was more used to being thrown out of pubs than invited into parlors.

      Excellent deduction, Watson. You really were paying attention all those years.

      “Not to be impolite, Mr. Thompson, but I wouldn’t imagine you spend too much time visiting the homes of your previous…victims?” Watson said, still ignoring the voice in his head.

      Thompson chuckled and nodded. “True enough, sir. Might I come in?”

      “Of course,” Watson said, gesturing to the chair by the fire historically reserved for clients. “I’m afraid I can’t imagine how you found me or why on earth you’d want to.”

      Thompson nodded, his expression almost guilty. “Yes, sir, but… Are you really the Doctor Watson from The Strand?”

      “Indeed, I am. Though, I haven’t written for them in quite a while. And I didn’t cover the fighting houses…” He turned and took the tea tray from Mrs. Hudson as she approached. Before she could make her exit, he gave an apologetic nod. He smiled as she turned up her nose and marched down the stairs. The old bird wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily, it seemed. “If you’re looking for publicity.”

      “No, sir, but when I ‘eard your name last night… Well, I thought you might be the only person who might be able to ‘elp me.”

      “I think you’re probably looking for Sherlock Holmes,” Watson said, interrupting the man. “And as you are no doubt aware, he’s been dead these last three months.”

      “‘Twas sorry to hear that, I was,” Thompson said. “He helped me old man get off a burglary charge a few years back.” Watson poured a cup of tea and handed it to his guest. He nearly laughed at Thompson’s enormous hands clutching Mrs. Hudson’s delicate china. But something stopped him cold.

      The man’s hand was shaking so bad that the cup rattled against the saucer.

      “Doctor Watson, I know you don’t know me at all…but I didn’t know where else to go.” He tried raising the cup of tea to his lips, but only succeeded in sloshing it into his lap. “You gotta help me…”

      “Perhaps the police,” Watson began.

      “No!” Thompson roared. “They…they can’t ‘elp me neither. They wouldn’t believe me no way. They ain’t in the business of catchin’ ghosts.” He finally set the cup down on the table beside him and fixed Watson with a gaze so fierce that the good doctor was quite certain that the man would get on his knees and beg if need be. “Please, sir. You was always a kind man. Me old man said so.”

      “Well, in comparison with Sherlock Holmes, I suppose.”

      Your wit is boundless, Watson.

      “It all started two weeks ago. It was right after me first fight at the Cock ‘N Bull. Mr. Screed was so pleased about the crowd that ‘e took me for a drink at a place in the old Limehouse. Now, Doctor Watson, I’m a God-fearin’ man, and I don’t reckon I spend much time with wag-tails and such. I figured I’d just ‘ave a drink, like.”

      “And what was the name of this place?” Watson asked.

      “The Twisted Orchid. ‘Round the corner off the ‘igh Street. And Doc, I ain’ never in all me livin’ days seen no place like that. As soon as we walked in, girls in nawt but their skin walkin’ ‘round with golden goblets in their hands and long, thin opium pipes clutched between their teeth. People was everywhere: drinkin’, smokin’, and even…” Thompson leaned close, his cheeks rosy with embarrassment. “Even a bit of engagement in the shadows, if you get my meanin’.”

      “If memory serves.” Watson cleared his throat and nodded. “Go ahead then.”

      “Me ‘n Screed found a table in the back and sit down to have a drink. And I guess after a whiles I just kind of forgot where we was. Thinkin’ about it now, maybe me head was a little woozy from all that dragon fire.”

      “You think you were drugged by the opium smoke?” Watson frowned. Opium and its more socially acceptable relatives were, in his considered opinion, going to be the downfall of the Commonwealth. He’d scolded Holmes over and over about his overuse of opiates and absinthe.

      You’re such an old lady, Watson. It’s more likely that Thompson sustained a few too many blows to the skull.

      “It’s hard to explain, Doctor. One minute I was ‘avin’ a tug a gin and the next I was...” Thompson looked away, as if there were some shameful truth that he wasn’t quite ready to face. “You have to believe me, Doctor. I wasn’t there for a tup in the corner. Me mum raised me better, but there was this woman. She was…the most beautiful creature I ever saw. An angel, she was. I saw her, standing by the bar and smilin’. She just smiled at me. Her ‘air was long and white as the fresh snow, but she ‘ad these eyes—so beautiful, they was. As soon as she looked at me, I couldn’t get away from them eyes.” Thompson’s voice choked up, and suddenly he was overcome with emotion.

      Watson felt his cheeks go up in flames once more. “Take your time then, Thompson.”

      “I’m sorry, Doctor Watson,” he sniffled. “But…even after everything…them eyes. I see them everywhere. Wide and black as soot. I can see the whole world in them eyes. And they make me…want her. That devil woman!”

      Watson rose from his chair and went to the decanter, pouring what little was left into a glass and handing it to Thompson. Clearly, the man was unhinged. Another minute or two and he’d be raving like a lunatic. “Here. Take this.” The man nodded and knocked it back in one gulp.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Devil woman? We’ve all had our moments of frustration with the opposite sex, but to call them demonic is overstating a bit.”

      Thompson shook his head. “You don’t understand, Dr. Watson. Jiao is not a…regular woman. I think I knew it the first time I laid eyes on her. I tried to ignore her and just stay in me cups, ya know? But it was as if she was…calling to me.”

      “Calling to you?”

      “Not with her voice. Somethin’ inside…” he said, patting his chest. “I couldn’t stop myself. I went over to her and tried to introduce me-self, but she didn’t speak. She touched my face, and her fingers was cold as ice! Then she leaned close. I thought she was gonna kiss me, but she sort of rubbed her cheek against mine and sniffed at me like an animal. It was so odd. I started to do a runner and just leave, but she gave me this.”

      Thompson passed Watson a square bit of thin paper. Inscribed in ink were strange characters that he recognized as the Chinese hànzì:

      
        
        奴隸

      

      

      Several of the children in Holmes’s network communicated this way. Holmes himself had learned a bit of it from them. Watson traced each of the letters as if he might decipher some of their meaning, but to his eyes, they were just scribbles.

      “Do you ‘ave any idea what it means?” Thompson asked.

      “None at all,” Watson replied, turning the paper over in his hands and examining the fibers. “Did she say anything to you?”

      “Nothing, sir. Just this paper.”

      “And what happened next?”

      “I…I’m not really…I don’t remember…” Thompson sputtered and shook his head as if he were afraid of the truth that was hiding somewhere in the recesses of his mind.

      He’s lying.

      “Obviously, you must remember something. You’re here, aren’t you?”

      The other man hesitated for a moment more before giving a defeated nod. “It’s fuzzy…only bits and pieces. I remember following her to a room that was red.”

      “Red?”

      “Yes…red all over. Like somethin’ straight from ‘ell. She didn’t say anything, just…smiled this wide grin with more teeth than I’d ever seen on a woman. I wanted to run, but it was like me legs was too heavy to move. She asked me to sit, and I just sort of fell into a chair. All the time me ‘ead tellin’ me to run, but when she looked at me, I was overcome with a lust like nothin’ I’d ever known.”

      Watson felt his cheeks go up in flames. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the rest of Mr. Thompson’s sordid tale.

      Get over yourself, Watson.

      “So you…ahem…well…”

      “I don’t know!” Thompson wailed. “I remember her coming to me. She was wearing this long, silk robe. I could see every line of her body through it. She was almost more naked than if she’d been standin’ there without it. She come to me and kind of straddled me lap. Lord help me, I wanted her. Her body was so soft. Her breasts pressed against me… She kissed me and then…then…” Thompson growled in frustration and brought his fist down hard on the side table. “I just can’t remember, Doctor Watson. After that, it’s like maybe I was drugged or somethin’, but I can’t remember nothin’ after she kissed me.”

      “Could you have been drugged? Slipped something by Screed? Or maybe some of the barmen? I mean, other than the opium smoke you described.”

      Excellent, Watson. You’re in sparkling form today!

      Thompson shook his head. “Just the opium smoke.”

      Watson’s eyes drifted toward the decanter, wishing for all the world he had a drink. His head ached, and every muscle in his body was throbbing. And why was this man talking to him about this anyway? Holmes was the detective. John Watson was just a military doctor, a constant observer with a knack for relating stories in vivid fashion to the public. “Mr. Thompson,” he said finally. “I sympathize with your story, and in truth, it’s a fascinating tale with endless possibilities, but I’m not sure what I can do for you. Holmes was the detective…”

      “Please, Doctor Watson. Please help me. This woman… I haven’t been back to The Twisted Orchid in weeks, but this woman—she’s everywhere I turn!”

      “What do you mean, she’s everywhere you turn?”

      “She follows me at night. I’ve seen her at the fact’ry! I’ve seen ‘er outside me ‘ome!”

      “What has she said to you? Do you ever invite her in?”

      “I don’t want to, but…some’ow…I’m just drawn to her. Like I ain’t got power over me own two feet!” Thompson’s eyes took on a hunted look. It was obvious that he was not only frightened of this woman, but terrified. “I even see ‘er in me dreams! And now…now I fear that she’s done something to me.”

      “Something physical?”

      “Everything I eat turns to ash in me mouth. I can’t sleep! I’ve got a cold in me bones that just won’t leave. I barely ‘ave the energy to leave the ‘ouse! I’ve ‘ad to quit me job at the fact’ry!”

      “You seemed to have plenty of energy last night,” Watson remarked, rubbing his sore jaw.

      “Only at night. At night I’m ravenous, but nothing satisfies me. All I can think of is the woman. I’m filled with rage so powerful it scares me. Please, Doctor Watson…I need your ‘elp!” Thompson grabbed Watson by the lapels of Holmes’s old dressing gown and pulled him to his feet. He could smell the man’s breath, thick with whiskey and something dark and dank beneath. “Please ‘elp me!”
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      Watson tried to forget about Billy Thompson and his devil woman, but the incessant whining of his ghostly friend wasn’t about to let go of such a thing so easily. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling and trying desperately to sleep while the ghost of Sherlock Holmes paced back and forth at the foot of the bed, wailing away on his violin.

      “Jesus Christ in Heaven!” Watson shouted, throwing a pillow at the apparition. “Don’t you have better things to do in the afterlife than torment me?”

      “Not really, no,” Sherlock mused. “I was surprised, really. I thought being dead would be more my speed. No one ever bothers you. Turns out, it’s incredibly dull.”

      “What a shame,” Watson grumbled, jerking the coverlet over his shoulder.

      Sherlock heaved an exasperated sigh and began playing a dirge-like tune that sounded to Watson like Mrs. Hudson’s cat being dragged through a keyhole. It wasn’t going to work. Ignoring supernatural activity is the most effective method to make it go away. John Watson did not believe in ghosts!

      He had played this game so many times with Holmes in life. Whenever they had a disagreement, Holmes would do everything in his power to annoy him until finally he acquiesced. Not this time, damn it! Sherlock Holmes was dead, and it didn’t seem proper to continue letting him win arguments. Watson pulled the pillow over his head and pretended he didn’t hear. The tune became more dissonant with each passing second, Holmes’s footsteps heavier. Watson couldn’t help but smile as the ghost became more aggravated.

      He was nearly asleep when he heard the crash.

      Watson got to his feet in an instant, rushing into the parlor to find the source of the noise. It was no secret that 221B was cluttered at the best of times. Holmes had had no interest in tidying up, citing that he needed to be close to the evidence and his books to solve his puzzles. Consequently, the modest flat was in a constant disarray, much to the doctor’s chagrin. But even on Holmes’s worst day, the sitting room had never been such a wreck.

      Papers floated down from the ceiling, books were strewn from stem to stern, the shattered decanter littered the hearth, and every cabinet in the place had been thrown open. And in the middle of it all, the ghost of Sherlock Holmes sat in his old armchair, smoking a cigarette and looking satisfied with himself.

      “What in hell are you doing?” Watson exclaimed.

      “No, Watson. What are you doing?” Holmes replied coolly. “You cannot honestly be lying there like an old shoe when there’s finally something interesting going on.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Mr. Thompson and his demon! You can’t tell me that isn’t intriguing.”

      “I’m surprised you think so, Holmes. The man is obviously suffering from guilt brought on by the oppressive religious training of his parents. More than once he called himself a ‘God-fearing man.’ He got himself a bit corned and took up with a dolly-mop. Now he’s feeling guilty and paranoid. Case closed.”

      Holmes took a long draw of his cigarette and exhaled a curling plume of smoke toward the ceiling. His form faded, amalgamating into silvery mist before appearing by the window. “You never did have much imagination, old boy.”

      “I let go of childish things long ago, Holmes.”

      Holmes replied with a hearty chuckle. “You’re the one arguing with yourself.”

      “I am not arguing with myself! You’re a ghost.”

      “You don’t believe in ghosts.”

      “Neither did you!” Watson scoffed, growing tired of their dialogue. His head ached, and he needed to sleep. That’s what all this nonsense about seeing ghosts was about. He’d been subsisting on cheap gin for weeks with no more than an hour or two of sleep. “Look, Holmes. All I want to do is sleep and forget about all this nonsense about ghosts and demons!”

      “You can’t tell me you aren’t even slightly interested.”

      “Not in the least,” Watson said, knowing it wasn’t true.

      “Just go over there and see if the woman is even real.”

      “You want me to go over to the Limehouse now?” Watson glanced at the clock on the mantle. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

      “Half past eleven. Just before the witching hour.” Holmes grinned and turned away from Watson, his form fading once more. “Come on, Watson,” he said, his voice only a whisper now. “The game is afoot.”

      Watson gazed around the room at the havoc wrought by Holmes’s ghost. In typical Sherlock Holmes fashion, he’d messed everything up and then disappeared, leaving his friend behind to pick up the pieces. “I’m not cleaning this up!” he shouted to the darkness. He stood there a moment waiting for a wisecrack remark. When it didn’t come, he turned on his heel and went back to his bedroom, grumbling the length of the corridor.

      “There are no such things as ghosts,” Watson said as he jerked the dressing gown from around his shoulders and threw it across the footboard. “You’re nothing more than a bad tumbler of gin! A bit of exhaustion or a mild concussion! You see, I’m a doctor. I know these things.” He flopped down in his bed and pulled the coverlet tight around himself. He watched the flickering of the candle flame at his side, imagining that he could see Holmes there, all made of shadow and laughing at him. Then Billy Thompson. In a flicker, the creature Thompson had described appeared in the flame, growing out of nothing until it overtook him. Its form crept along the walls, now looming over Watson. First, the shapely figure of a woman dancing in the firelight, but as he focused, it morphed into an enormous creature with red coals for eyes and black teeth. He could almost smell its breath as it whispered his name. The shadow-thing reached for him, and for a half-second, Watson could feel the icy prick of its talon on his cheek.

      “All right!” he screamed. “I’ll go wherever you want! I’ll do whatever you want me to do if you’ll just leave me alone, you insufferable cock!”
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      Getting a hansom to drive him into the Limehouse in the wee hours of the night was no small feat. After that business in Whitechapel, cabbies were wary of well-dressed gentlemen who frequented the more colorful ends of town in the middle of the night. Watson tugged nervously at his waistcoat as the cab bumped over the uneven cobblestone streets. Middle age had been settling in around his midsection at an alarming rate since Holmes’s death. If things went badly, he might give himself a coronary attack trying to get away.

      Watson pulled back the curtain and stared out at the darkened streets. They were lit by flickering gaslights that set tiny sparkles along the wet stones below. Unfortunates wandered up and down the sidewalks, smiling and hissing at men as they passed by. Some were so intoxicated that they were holding one another up. Others were like faded daguerreotypes of women, sad and spectral behind their worn bodices and tattered lace. The dark circles around their eyes told tales of heartbreak and abuse. Lantern boys stood outside opium dens, beckoning people inside to chase the dragon. Watson thought he recognized Holmes’s favorite, Wu Sing’s, at the corner of the lane. It was said that one of the performers there, Tsing Mei, was the most beautiful night flower in London. Watson had never had the pleasure of seeing her himself. He’d asked Holmes, as a regular, if she was as legendary as rumored, but Holmes had brushed him off and refused to answer, stating that he had no opinion of the opposite sex. Women were, as he said, “bad for brain work.”

      The hansom pulled up to The Twisted Orchid with a jolt. Watson could scarcely get out as the cab shook and rocked on its wheels. The horse was pawing and putting up an awful racket as the driver tried desperately to hold on. He peeled off a few bills and handed them up to the driver. “Thank you, sir,” he offered politely, but the driver snapped the reins and drove off without a word. “Well, that was quite rude,” Watson said to himself.

      That horse was awfully spooked. I wonder why.

      Watson started up the sidewalk toward the entrance to the brothel, ignoring the ghostly whisper in his ear. The building was plain, and this surprised him. He had always imagined that a brothel would be lit up and gaudy, but The Twisted Orchid was anything but. It looked like an old brownstone building set into the corner of the lane with naught but a faded placard announcing its presence and single red door. A large man stood beneath the dim gaslight with his arms crossed over his chest. He regarded Watson with suspicion as he approached the door.

      “Ah! Good evening!” Watson said, tipping his hat. He tried to sound as cheerful and normal as possible.

      “Password,” the man replied without changing his expression.

      A password? Thompson hadn’t said a word about needing a password to gain entry into this establishment! How in God’s name was he supposed to know the password?

      Take a look around you, idiot! This place is called The Twisted Orchid, and the door is red. On the doorframe, there is a small sign indicating that The Twisted Orchid was featured in Swell’s Night Guide and features private theatricals on Thursday evenings. A precursory sniff just outside the door leaves no doubt that opium and French perfume permeate the air within. Opium is an intoxicant imported and popularized in Britain by the Chinese, which is indicative that the proprietor of this establishment is Chinese. Therefore, the password is probably a common Chinese word that would be easily spoken on the English tongue. A word that is common in our everyday speech, yet sounds a bit racy. It might also be worth noting that the Chinese are also the prime source of that most revered English delicacy—tea…

      “Oolong,” Watson said without hesitation. The doorman nodded and stepped aside, gesturing that Watson should go inside.

      At first Watson thought that perhaps Thompson had been exaggerating in his description of The Twisted Orchid. The narrow foyer was unremarkable save for the intricate Oriental rug under his feet. Two small tables with vases full of the namesake flower stood on either side of a set of carved double doors that stretched from floor to ceiling. He could smell their heady scent as he approached. The blooms were plump and fully open, bright white except for a splash of blood red at the nexus that spread outward. They were obviously fresh as tiny droplets of water clung to the edges of each petal. He reached out and touched one of them, but then snatched his fingers away as if he were afraid someone might see. Then Watson noticed that the wooden carvings that were so unobtrusive next to the blushing orchids depicted scenes so erotic that his cheeks flushed with color. Even the curves of the door handles were sexual.

      Don’t be such a baby, Watson. He felt a push from behind him, nudging him toward the doors.

      “I’m going!” he hissed.

      On the other side of the doors, the salon was exactly as Thompson had described. The room was open and dim with a variety of tables, chaises, and divans set around in the space. A strange crystal chandelier hung in the center of the room, giving everything a speckled glow. Watson could smell the sickly-sweet scent of the opium wafting from the throngs of people inside. He couldn’t help thinking that The Orchid was a mish-mashed cross-section of the city. Well-dressed gentlemen sat alongside sailors, sharing a pipe. Butchers, bakers, and candlestick makers laughed and carried on with bankers and barristers. Clearly the vices of the flesh knew no bounds of social class.

      “Welcome, sir.” A gloved hand touched Watson’s shoulder and slid down his arm. He turned and found himself staring into the tiny face of arguably the most beautiful creature he’d ever had the pleasure of setting eyes upon. The woman was tall, taller than any English woman he’d ever encountered. Her skin, almost as pale as the white kimono that hung loosely about her shoulders. Her eyes were wide almond shapes, set close together and giving her the appearance of a she-cat. Her tiny, scarlet lips were poised around the end of an ivory opium pipe. But the most interesting thing about her was her hair: long and smooth like corn silk, but almost completely devoid of color. She completely stole his breath and his words caught as he tried to speak. “Can we interest you in a pipe?” With lithe fingertips, she pulled the long opium pipe from her mouth and offered it to him.

      “I…well…no thank you…” Watson stammered. Despite his adventures with Holmes, Watson was still somewhat sheltered and easily scandalized.

      “Then perhaps one of my lovely girls…” She gestured toward the bar where a covey gathered, giggling and enticing the passersby. Watson thought back to Thompson’s tale and thought that perhaps the man had exaggerated somewhat. Though the girls were not properly dressed, they were far from naked. One of the young girls stood posed by the bar, a cheerful red fan poised demurely in front of her face. Another with glassy black eyes leaned against her. A tiny English woman in a full bustle stood beside them with a long opium pipe between her teeth.

      “Or boys?”

      Watson tried to speak, but the words would not come. He was shocked by the display of perverse beauty before him and choked by the overwhelming vapors of the dragon fire all around. For a moment, Watson feared that he would faint like a schoolgirl.

      “Are you quite well?”

      Watson struggled to smile. Eventually his throat opened up and he could breathe precious oxygen into his lungs. “Of course,” he said. “Just a bit croaky.”

      “Please, sit.” The woman moved aside and offered Watson a chair at a small teakwood table. “As we say here at The Twisted Orchid, leave your troubles at the door.” She turned to walk away, throwing a flirting wink over her shoulder. The effect wasn’t lost on Watson, and he felt his heart give a flutter.

      Watson watched the angle of the girl’s hips as she walked away. They swayed in an almost hypnotic rhythm, and he followed her movements until she was out of sight completely.

      You’re so easy, Watson.

      Watson looked up to see the shade of his friend sitting across from him. He looked perfectly relaxed in this strange place. It was no surprise. In life, Holmes had always preferred the company of Bohemians and misfits. Perhaps he should see a doctor for all these visions of the dead he seemed to be having lately.

      “What do you mean by that?” he asked, trying not to look like a raving idiot.

      “You and your weaknesses of the flesh. One wink from a comely night flower and all your reason goes to pieces.”

      Watson rolled his eyes and accepted the glass of whiskey that one of the barmaids offered as she passed. “I haven’t gone to pieces. But even you must find this just a little odd.” Watson nodded toward the stage where a woman with black eyes, an intricate headdress, and not one stitch of clothing began to sing.

      “I find everything about this odd. But not for the reason you think, my friend.”

      “Oh?” Watson leaned over his drink. He was simultaneously trying not to look at the stage and keep anyone from noticing that he was talking to himself. “I’m sure you’ll enlighten me with your observations.”

      Holmes leaned against the back of the chair and exhaled a magnificent plume of smoke from thin lips that were pursed with arrogance. This was his favorite part. “Look around at the men here, Watson. This is an opium den, but notice that none of the men here are smoking. Most of them don’t even have glasses of whiskey.”

      “So? Maybe the barman is slow tonight.”

      “And you just happened to get yours first? There’s also a class of men that frequent opium dens on this end of the Limehouse. Gentlemen. This isn’t a common slummy dosshouse. But look around. There are men of every social class. Not just the subscribers of Swell’s, but sailors, tradesmen, vicars. Even doctors.”

      “What’s your point, Holmes?”

      “That something is drawing all of these different types of people to this particular place. And does it also not strike you as odd that these men are almost utterly silent?”

      “Silent?”

      “Yes. None of them are talking. To each other or the workers. Usually there is raucous laughter, shouting at one another, perhaps even a couple of brawls thrown in the mix at a place like this. And look.” He gestured toward the stage where the woman sang in some exotic tongue, her voice like the shrill call of a loon. “There’s a woman completely nude on the stage, but everyone is silent.”

      “Perhaps they’re scandalized out of their skulls. Or simply intoxicated.”

      “Come now, Watson. Have you ever been in any situation where a drunken man was silent?”

      “If you could kindly make your point, Holmes…”

      “And one more thing. Take a look at the women standing at the bar.”

      “What about them?”

      “Do they not seem…less than animated?”

      Watson was about to protest that his friend embellished for effect, but then he realized they were like a tableau, locked in the same positions as they had been upon his arrival. As if they were life-sized dolls that could only be brought to life by the highest bidder.

      He had to admit that the whole thing had a rotten air to it.

      “But you’ve missed perhaps the most interesting thing, dear Watson.” Holmes’s image faded quickly into the mist of opium smoke, but the glint of understanding still shone in his eyes.

      “Which is?”

      Holmes nodded toward a darker corner. Watson followed his gaze to where Bill Thompson sat at a table alone. But Thompson had told him earlier that he hadn’t been back to The Twisted Orchid since the night he met his devil woman. Why would he lie?

      Watson swallowed the last of his whiskey and was about to order another when he saw one of the women from the bar make her way over to Thompson’s table. She wore a silk kimono so sheer that when she moved into the light, Watson could see her body fully outlined in shadow. She leaned over the table and whispered something to him. He nodded and rose from his seat. As she walked away, Thompson hesitated, but when she beckoned him with a long pale fingertip, he was quick to follow.

      Something about the way the woman moved filled Watson with dread. She moved slowly, almost limping. There was nothing graceful or demure about her, every gesture calculated. Almost like one of those strange automatons that Holmes had been so fond of.

      They disappeared behind a small door behind the bar. Watson got to his feet so quickly that his glass slipped from his fingers and clinked against the floor. He ducked into the shadows, not wanting to be seen as he made his way through the door. A narrow corridor opened up before him. Gaslights lined the dark paneled walls, guiding the way deeper into the building. A deep red rug under his feet silenced his footfalls.

      “Where on Earth did they go?” Watson whispered to himself. There was no sign of Thompson or the mystery woman. He turned, staring into the dim hallway and wondering if he should turn back. Another push from behind and he stumbled forward. “Yes, Holmes. I’m going,” he grumbled. “It’s so stimulating being your marionette.”

      Watson started down the narrow corridor. On either side, small doorways were hidden behind heavy beaded curtains. A few of them were pulled back to reveal tiny rooms. One had a shabby couch and a few silk pillows strewn about. Another had a pallet of pillows on the floor with an intricate hookah pipe in the center. It was a large copper monstrosity with several twisting tubes protruding from the bowl in a starburst-like pattern. Watson could hear faint moans and labored breathing, the farther he ventured inside. He fixed his eyes on the floor and walked past, willing himself not to peer between the beaded slats to see what sort of debauchery happened inside.

      As he continued through a labyrinth of corridors, Watson was struck by how large the building must be. Every corner he turned led to another and another. After a while, he had the thought that the opium smoke had started to affect him. Or maybe he wasn’t really here at all. Everything from the last twenty-four hours had perhaps just been a fever dream brought on by too much alcohol and too little food.

      Finally, Watson came to the end of the corridor where a spiral staircase led to the floor above. He looked over his shoulder to be sure no one watched. The coast was clear, so he started up the narrow stairs. The old ironwork shook more the higher he climbed.

      The stench hit him as he rounded the final bend. An odor Watson knew quite well from his time in Afghanistan. A foul mixture of rotting meat and blood. Layered over that, a sickeningly sweet floral perfume, not unlike that one might find at a funeral service. As he emerged on to another corridor, the smell grew worse until finally Watson felt that being violently ill into one of the decorative vases was a very real possibility. He pulled out a handkerchief and held it over his nose and mouth in a weak attempt to breathe.

      The moans of intoxicated ecstasy faded as he moved toward the double doors at the end of the hallway. This room was well away from any of the others. The doors were carved ebony depicting more erotic scenes. These were much more disturbing than the ones at the entrance. Bodies writhing in fire in an orgiastic frenzy. Demons stabbed their forked tongues into the nether regions of their supplicants. Watson could only imagine what sort of horror lurked inside. He steeled himself, gripping the doorknob and trying to gather the courage to open it.

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      Watson turned to see Holmes leaning on the wall opposite, striking a Congreve that illuminated his hollow features making him look more hawkish than usual. “Stop doing that!”

      “Are you seriously going in there without your gun drawn?”

      Watson gasped, patting his pockets in a desperate search for his revolver. He heaved a sigh of relief as he pulled it out.

      “You’ve gotten soft, my friend. There was once a time when you wouldn’t have stepped out our door without your old bulldog.”

      “I hadn’t intended to get into any firefights,” Watson hissed. “Now go away!”

      “I wouldn’t miss this for the world!” Holmes said. “Besides, I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I’m as much a part of you as that silly moustache.”

      Before Watson could protest, an inhuman scream echoed off the walls. He tried the doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Of course it’s locked, idiot. Break it down!”

      “You’re so much help!” Watson shouted. Another scream and he shoved his shoulder into the door, pounding on it with his fist. “Hello! Open the door!” His shouts were met with more screams and thuds. Before Holmes could say it, Watson stepped back from the door and shot at the doorknobs until they fell, smoking on the rug.

      A forceful kick and the door exploded inward. Watson felt a rush of adrenaline that he hadn’t felt in a long time, like a lightning bolt of lust that made him feel powerful and propelled him forward. He had missed this.

      When he entered the room, Watson expected to find someone being murdered, but to his surprise, the room was empty. Everything looked pristine, not even so much as a spot of blood or a footprint in the plush carpet beneath his feet. Several couches and chaises were positioned strategically around a fireplace, but there was no evidence of a struggle whatsoever. Yet that smell, that horrid stench of death, still lingered.

      “I could have sworn…”

      Always follow your nose, Watson.

      Watson surveyed the room carefully. The only door was the one through which he’d entered, and there didn’t appear to be any windows. Perhaps the tapestry that stretched across the opposite wall hid some kind of secret door. Slowly he padded over, keeping the revolver cocked and ready. His heart felt as if it might leap from his chest, but Watson struggled to keep calm. Whatever awaited on the other side of that tapestry was not going to escape. He reached out, his fingertips barely touching the woven fabric.

      “A-ha!” Watson shouted, pulling back the tapestry to reveal a blank, stone wall behind it. He went behind the tapestry, feeling along the stonework for any kind of seam or secret door. When he reached the end, all he had to show for it was a face full of dust.

      Watson wrinkled his nose as he emerged from behind the tapestry. The smell overpowered him as if a dragon had breathed a noxious fume into his face. On his tour in Maiwand, Watson had become very acquainted with the smell of death. The coppery odor of the blood cooling in stagnant veins. Then, that earthy, rancid stench of rot that begins to take hold as soon as the heart ceases. And the devastating truth is that for a moment, there on the battlefield, the loathsome decay was inviting. Watson shuddered, remembering his mouth watering that first time, hungry for the fresh meal that surely awaited him.

      The deathly smell drew him to the bookcase that stretched along the opposite wall. It was full of leather-bound tomes and strange trinkets. Strange that a brothel would have such a well-equipped, albeit small, library.

      “What are you doing?” Holmes reclined on one of the chaises, blowing smoke rings toward the ceiling.

      “Looking for clues. Someone in here was screaming! I know there was, and now they’re gone. And in case you hadn’t noticed, you insufferable git, it stinks like a dead carcass. There must be evidence somewhere. Perhaps a secret door.” He shoved his pistol down into the back of his trousers and started toward the shelves. Even as Holmes chuckled behind him, Watson knew that death was there, waiting to be found.

      “Have we devolved into a penny dreadful now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “A secret room hidden behind a bookcase? That’s ridiculous, Watson.”

      He ignored Holmes as he poked and prodded at the various books and knickknacks that lined the shelves. Watson ran his fingers along the spines, pulling some of them out and examining the pages.

      “Erotic Art of the Far East,” Holmes read over his shoulder. “Clearly you’re on to something now.”

      Watson started to respond when a flash of light caught his eye. He turned to see a small sculpture of a nude woman sitting in a nook between two leather-bound tomes. The statue had been carved from heavy green jade. The curves of her hips and exaggerated bosom indicated that this must be a fertility fetish. Unlike most ancient art, this woman wore a wide smile on her full lips that revealed a row of pointed teeth that had been gilded. The lamplight bouncing off the golden teeth caught his eye.

      Watson glanced over his shoulder before grabbing the statue. It didn’t budge as if it were bolted to the shelf. He tried pushing it with his fingertip, but again, there was no movement.

      “What were you expecting?” Holmes taunted behind him.

      “Well, it’s stuck to the shelf, so obviously it has some purpose,” Watson said, placing his hands on either stony breast of the statue.

      Before Holmes could respond, the statue moved, and the bookshelf began to turn on an axis, slinging Watson into a secret room on the other side.
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