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Introduction


There is film of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle talking in a most revealing way about how he created Sherlock Holmes.


This monologue, recorded in Doyle’s garden in the summer of 1927 by the Fox Film Corporation, is one of the earliest sound films, and can readily and freely be found on the internet today. The vignette of Doyle, in the company of his dog, Doley, lasts about ten minutes. Five minutes are devoted to Doyle chatting about Holmes and five minutes focus on his unshakable belief in Spiritualism.


For me, the first five minutes shine a brilliant light on to how Doyle effectively created what we now understand a modern detective to be: an intelligent seeker of truth. Doyle, in his charming, avuncular way, talks about how he used to enjoy reading detective stories in his youth. However, he became increasingly annoyed by innumerable detective heroes who appeared to identify the villain by sheer chance, or by tales in which the author didn’t explain the detection process at all. As a fledgling author, Doyle decided to write crime stories that would employ scientific methods. His detective would carefully build a case scientifically, methodically accumulating clues and facts, until he could intelligently unravel the mystery and so solve the crime.


Doyle’s professional background mentally equipped him for such a task. He had studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh Medical School from 1876 to 1881. This would have demanded long periods of concentrated study, attention to detail, the ability to remember extensive lists of tongue-twisting terminology relating to drugs, treatments, and parts of the human body from the crown of the head to the tip of the toe. What’s more, he was fortunate that one of his lecturers was none other than the remarkable Dr Joseph Bell. In the film, Doyle speaks admiringly of Bell, who could not only make accurate diagnoses of his patients’ illnesses, but could also deduce their nationality and occupation, and so on, by using ‘his power of observation’.


If anything, it seems to me that it’s Doyle’s scientific education under the guidance of teachers like Dr Bell that prepares a fertile ground for Sherlock Holmes’s creation. Just to read a few pages of Bell’s manual for surgeons, written in the late nineteenth century, reveals a machine-like mind, setting out precise step-by-step instructions to guide a surgeon through the most delicate and complex of operations. For those with a strong stomach, A Manual of the Operations of Surgery makes for fascinating reading. Bell’s manual also clearly indicates his determination to pass on his expertise to the next generation of physicians.


Doyle brought this forensic attention to detail to his fiction. He admits in the film to developing a ‘hundred little dodges’ for the detective he would write about. These ‘dodges’ are the techniques of observation that Holmes would employ, such as noticing that an individual has spatulate fingers, for example, indicating that they regularly play the piano or operate a typewriter. Doyle’s hero wouldn’t make guesses about the criminal’s identity or haphazardly stumble into a house full of thieves. No, his detective would be the equal of a scientist. He’d search for clues, perhaps scrutinizing a document written on a train to determine which route the document writer had taken by comparing the varying quality of the handwriting – jerky scribble indicating where the carriages had bounced over level crossings, or smoothly formed words penned while the train was at rest in a station. All these clues would have meaning for Doyle’s investigator. Although often deeply cryptic to policemen and the investigator’s friend, they would form a message of exquisite clarity for Mr Sherlock Holmes – a message that would ultimately solve the mystery.


All of which brings me to this anthology, The Mammoth Book of Sherlock Holmes’s School for Detection. Just as the education of medical doctors evolved over the centuries, from physicians who were little more than happy-go-lucky amateurs, to the rigorously trained, well-qualified professionals of the nineteenth century, so it must have been that the government would demand that their police should also be adequately instructed in the science of detection. If we imagine that a private detective of the genius of Sherlock Holmes really existed, then the nation’s leaders would ensure that he pass on his expertise to a new generation of investigators. After all, just one unfortunate slip at (let’s say) the Reichenbach Falls could rob society of the world’s leading solver of crimes. Therefore, it would be only logical that strenuous attempts would be made to persuade Holmes to take students under his wing in order to teach them his own remarkable methods. So, surely, a School for Detection would be born. Of course, it would be a most remarkable school, boasting one of the most remarkable men of all time. Its students would be presented with baffling mysteries, shocking crimes, and all kinds of danger.


And yet, always in the background, would be the wisest of mentors.


In this book you will find a host of ‘new cases’, imagining what might have happened if the great Sherlock Holmes had decided the time had come to educate a new breed of investigators – a breed wedded to using the power of observation and the latest scientific techniques in order to become consummate warriors in the fight against crime.


Simon Clark
April 2016




Prologue:
Holmes Receives a Most Intriguing Proposal


My good friend, Mr Sherlock Holmes, vigorously brushed his hands together in much the same way a master craftsman might, dispelling the dust after a hard day’s work had been done, and done well.


It was a crisp, sunlit morning in the autumn of 1890, and Holmes wore a distinct air of triumph as he approached Baker Street. “Hah! Watson! It’s as if the fellow wanted to be caught! As if with all his heart he longed to spend many a year in jail.”


I humphed by way of disagreement. “The blood on your chin suggests otherwise.”


“A scratch, Watson, nothing more.”


“The thief fought like a demon!”


“A mere tussle.”


“Good Lord, it was the most violent boxing match I’ve ever seen.”


Holmes’s eyes flashed with excitement. “There’s nothing like fisticuffs to make one feel so fiercely alive.”


“Those grazes on your face—”


“Pah! I do not feel them.”


“You will, when the heat of battle’s left your veins.”


“What I feel is elation! Triumph!”


“And rightly so, Holmes. You captured a mean-spirited burglar.”


“Such a glorious morning, Watson. Look at the sunlight illuminating the road. It could be made from gold – pure, shining, imperishable gold.”


“Ah, yes . . . most picturesque.”


“My appetite’s up. I’ll ask Mrs Hudson to prepare a feast. Bacon, sausage, eggs, buttery mushrooms, an entire raft of toast.” He paused before crossing the road to allow a hansom cab to speed by, the horse’s hooves making a rapid-fire clatter. “A wash and brush-up would be in order, too.”


“And I’ll attend to those cuts on your face.”


“As you wish, old friend, as you wish!”


A figure approached the door of my friend’s home at precisely the same moment we did, and I began to suspect that breakfast might be delayed somewhat. The man, clad in a brown overcoat that reached his ankles, wore his bowler hat pulled down to his ears.


Sherlock Holmes’s sharp eyes swept over the figure. “Inspector Lestrade, good morning!”


The Scotland Yard detective’s own small eyes narrowed as he noticed Holmes’s bloody face, yet he made no comment in that respect. “Good morning, Mr Holmes.” He nodded to me. “Dr Watson.”


“Inspector, you have had quite a night of it, too,” Holmes exclaimed. “Enjoying a tussle with both the living and the dead.”


Lestrade endeavoured to conceal his surprise, yet astonishment flickered across his face. “I daresay, Mr Holmes,” said he, “you’ve read an account of the arrest I made yesterday evening in the newspapers.”


“On the contrary, Inspector, I have seen no newspapers whatsoever in recent days. I do, however, read the clues here before me with absolute clarity, as if reading the sharpest of newsprint.”


“Then how do you fathom there’s been a crime involving cadavers and a living person?”


“Your right boot: a nail is stuck in the leather – a small nail with a domed head of the type so often used by coffin-makers. You experienced a violent struggle that involved kicking as well as punches. That’s how you picked up the coffin nail in your boot. The pungent aroma of embalming fluid emanates from your clothes. You’ve recently manhandled a corpse, a gruesome and decidedly unhealthy business, prompting you to scrub your hands with a brush until they’re bright red.” Holmes’s large nostrils twitched. “Yes, a scent of carbolic soap, too: efficacious in killing bacteria generated by dead flesh.”


“Yes,” Lestrade exclaimed with astonishment. “You are correct.”


“Naturally.”


“An undertaker’s assistant crept back into the premises to steal items of jewellery that were to be buried with the deceased.” Lestrade gave a queasy swallow as if his breakfast might make a vivid reappearance. “There was an altercation with the scoundrel. Coffins fell to the floor. Those grim boxes weren’t devoid of tenants, if you apprehend my meaning?”


“Most clearly, sir. Now . . . before I noticed the coffin nail, odour of embalming fluid and whatnot, I observed that you wore the expression of a man with a burning question on his lips.”


Lestrade spoke humbly: “Yes, sir. I am here to make a request of great importance.”


“Then we should continue this conversation indoors. After you, good sir.”


Twenty minutes later, the three of us sat in Holmes’s sitting room, which was cluttered with laboratory equipment that he’d been using for a series of the-Good-Lord-knows-what experiments – a large scorch mark on the ceiling suggested that those experiments were as dangerous as they were volatile. My nostrils also detected the distinct acrid smell of singed human hair. As for Holmes himself, he’d exchanged his overcoat for a purple dressing gown. When I attempted to clean the wounds on his face with cotton wool soaked in alcohol, he’d impatiently shooed my hands away.


Inspector Lestrade sat in an armchair. The man didn’t lounge back in a relaxed manner. Instead he sat bolt upright, hands clasped tightly together on his knees. He opened his mouth to speak.


Holmes leaned forward, interested to learn what had brought the policeman here.


Before Lestrade could utter a word, I issued a stern command: “Inspector. Kindly withhold all information about why you are here until Holmes consents to my treating his wounds.”


Lestrade clamped his lips together.


Holmes frowned. “Tsk, Watson. I will recover without dabs, daubs, ointments.”


“Holmes,” I said firmly, “you are my friend. I am also a doctor. I would fail as both a friend and a physician if I did not care about your well-being.”


Holmes acknowledged my concern with a smile. “Of course. Regrettably I allowed professional impatience to get the better of me. Dab away.”


I used the cotton wool to wipe blood from the sharp features, which would be instantly recognizable to millions of people around the world.


A moment later I pronounced, “Nothing serious, though there will be bruising.”


“Thank you, Watson.” Holmes’s smile was a warm one. “I appreciate your care.”


Lestrade cleared his throat. “Uhm. Dr Watson, with your permission?”


“By all means, Lestrade.”


Holmes energetically used a poker to jab smouldering pieces of coal in the fireplace – flames soon blazed, filling the room with the most sublime warmth. After that, he sat down on the sofa, one long arm thrown out along its back.


Closing his eyes, he uttered a single word: “Proceed.”


“Mr Holmes,” began Lestrade, “I am here today to beg you to accept a vital role in an educational establishment.”


Holmes opened his eyes in surprise. “Extraordinary. I anticipated you sought assistance in a criminal case.”


“Your help in our mission to educate would be most useful.” Lestrade spoke with utmost respect, if a trifle ponderously.


“What, pray, would I teach?”


“Why . . . what you are so brilliant at, sir. Solving crimes.”


“At which university?”


“This is a new establishment. Its headquarters are at 1 Russell Square, here in London. The Imperial Academy of Detective Inquiry and Forensic Science will train students from not just Great Britain but the four corners of the world.”


Holmes’s expression registered equal measures of surprise and amusement. “You wish me to don a professor’s cap and gown, and lecture students in some dull classroom?”


Lestrade appeared eager to dispel such a notion. “Naturally, you would lecture students from time to time. However, you would also act as their mentor as they undertook their own investigations assigned to them by either your good self or Scotland Yard. This would grant students practical experience in the field, as it were.”


“How remarkable.”


“On certain occasions students would, in effect, be apprenticed to you. They would accompany you on your own investigations.”


“Dr Watson is the sole individual customarily by my side.”


Inspector Lestrade’s voice rose in order to convey the importance of his mission here today. “Mr Holmes, you are the most famous detective in the world.”


Holmes acknowledged the declaration of his exalted status with a slight, although hardly modest, nod.


Lestrade continued, “You solve every case that comes your way.”


“Not every case, sir.”


“Nobody ever gets the better of you.”


“Some have, Inspector. Several individuals have defeated me.” He grimaced with displeasure. “C’est la vie.”


“Sir, modern society requires a first-class police force in order to defeat the cruel, destructive forces of crime. Anarchy will triumph if people, such as your good self, do not see to it that the police forces of the world are modernized.” He turned to me in the hope I would help plead his case. “Dr Watson, you will agree that nobody should diagnose illness, prescribe drugs, or saw the bones of living men until they have studied for many years.”


“Of course,” I said. “All medical practitioners must undergo rigorous training and pass exams before they are permitted to treat patients.”


“Thank you, Doctor.” Lestrade threw out his arms towards Holmes to implore him. “Sir, please help us. We are fighting the most titanic war against crime. You are the only man who can elevate the humble police officer to where he, and she, will become an effective detective. These investigators you create will become the intelligent, logic-driven weapons that will destroy criminality.”


“That’s quite an inspiring speech.”


“Verily, one from the heart, sir.”


“No, sir. The brain. The heart solely exists to pump blood. Isn’t that correct, Watson?”


I laughed softly. Holmes was clearly jesting. Yet, equally, I saw that Lestrade’s proposal interested him.


Lestrade pressed on. “Not only will you educate police officers. There are so many who will benefit from learning your astonishing methods, such as those engaged in espionage on behalf of our government, or men who will become bodyguards.”


“Who will draw up the students’ curriculum? Slavishly adhering to an educational framework formulated by some dry-as-dust committee will be deeply tedious.” Holmes rose to his feet before pacing the room.


“You will have a free hand, Mr Holmes. Devise whatever lessons you think fit.”


“Lestrade, Dr Watson has developed something of a career alongside that of medical practitioner. He writes up my investigations for publication. Yes, he has an inclination to render such accounts in a very colourful fashion, when he should really concentrate on my scientific approach as I build up deductions that ultimately solve the case. Nevertheless, I would not wish that he cease producing those articles.”


Lestrade nodded. “Dr Watson would be wholeheartedly encouraged to continue with his writings.”


Holmes went to the window, where he gazed out at pedestrians and hansom cabs in the street below: the teeming multitudes of this great city were going about their daily business as usual.


Holmes murmured, “Transmuting the dull base metal of men and women into the shining gold of proficient detectives?”


Lestrade rubbed those pink, well-scrubbed hands of his together with great enthusiasm. “Dr Watson’s reports about you are a joy to read. Is there anyone in this world who has not heard of the great detective, Mr Sherlock Holmes? Have not millions been thrilled by your ingenious unravelling of the most complicated of crimes? What’s more, rumours reach us at Scotland Yard that you’ve helped the royal families of Europe, not to mention a sheik and maharajah or two. What a benefit to society it would be if you trained students to apply your scientific methods in order to fight crime. Just picture—”


“Lestrade, enough.” Holmes raised his hand. “Such praise heaped upon me is quite as stimulating as cocaine – just as addictive, too.”


“I only repeat what others say. You are the master detective. The best.”


Holmes smiled. “I will not disagree, although I risk irritating Dr Watson here with a shameless display of egotism.”


“I ask again, Mr Holmes, will you offer your services as tutor and mentor?”


Holmes stood with his hands clasped behind his back as he once more gazed thoughtfully into Baker Street. “The Imperial Academy of Detective Inquiry and Forensic Science?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Despite the institution’s cumbersome title, I am intrigued. Instructing your raw recruits will be a most stimulating challenge to my intellect.”


Lestrade leapt to his feet. “Then your answer is ‘yes’?”


“It is, Inspector. An emphatic ‘yes’. Now, if you’ll excuse us, Inspector; Dr Watson will have patients to attend to, and I have a rather interesting puzzle to solve, involving . . . ah, but to say more would betray a confidence.”


And so it was that my friend, Sherlock Holmes, became teacher to a fascinating array of students. Moreover, in the course of those duties, he brought that razor-sharp mind of his to bear on a wide range of mysteries that were at times either baffling, thrilling or downright dangerous.


As Holmes so rightly pointed out, The Imperial Academy of Detective Inquiry and Forensic Science is a woefully ungainly name – so much so, that the establishment became more commonly known by the much more succinct title, ‘The School for Detection’.


In closing, I will add that this is but a small selection of those extraordinary cases which I am now, at last, permitted to lay before you, the discerning reader.


John H. Watson, M.D.,
London




The Adventure of the Avid Pupil
Alison Littlewood


_________


1


I have long found it greatly to the credit of my friend Sherlock Holmes that he has always clung to what he sees as right, regardless of any desire for personal glory. Indeed, he often insisted that I forbear from making my little accounts of his cases, particularly as his fame grew; he even came to disdain the approbation of the public. He was ever a law unto himself. Unlike other men, he did not require the approval of the world, but trod his own path within it. Thus, it chafed upon my senses all the more painfully when it appeared that another might turn Holmes’s talents to the purpose of furthering his own reputation.


I brought the matter to Holmes’s attention as we sat one evening perusing the papers. Only a brief time had elapsed since he had agreed to pass on his skills in observation and deduction in a new School for Detection, and to mentor some of its students; and such was the subject upon which I opened.


“That fellow, Simon Smedley,” I said. “Is he not one of your apprentices?”


“He is,” Holmes replied. “A young police officer under Inspector Lestrade’s tutelage, and very keen to find improvement, though I do believe his mind to be fixed upon still greater things.”


“Indeed! For I find I must warn you, Holmes, of what I heard from his own lips this very afternoon.”


Holmes did not react to my tone. He merely raised his rather expressive eyebrows and tilted his head for me to continue, and I did so with alacrity. “I heard him boasting at my club – indeed, to all who would listen! He said that he was not only learning all that the master knew, but that as any pupil should, he would soon surpass him; at which time he would begin his own academy, one which would not only improve upon your own, but usurp its ripest fees.”


I felt my cheeks suffuse with blood in my indignation, and yet Holmes sat quite undisturbed. He drew on his pipe and let out a cloud of blue smoke so that, for a moment, I saw him through a fog.


“Well, Holmes – what do you think?”


He set down his pipe, leaned back and closed his eyes. “I think,” he said, “I may have a little nap, Watson, if you have no objection. I find the demands of the academy, along with my own cases, have left me somewhat enervated this evening.”


“But Holmes, something must surely be done! For I carried out a little detection of my own, and it took little time to discover that the fellow has been repeating his boasts all over the city. He is claiming to all who will hear him that he shall soon be a detective the like of which London has never seen. You should write to Lestrade – tell him, indeed, that you will no longer assist the man in his endeavours to take your place.”


To this, he made a low sort of grunt.


“Holmes? Is the man’s boast so empty, then, that you intend to do nothing?”


His eyebrow rose once more, though his eyes remained closed. “Not at all, Watson. No, he is a rather intelligent fellow, and keener than mustard, as you have so ably and forcibly recounted.”


“Why, then—”


He quelled my indignation. “I apologise, Watson. I am in somewhat low spirits, I shall admit. But there can be no harm in the increase of knowledge and the improvement of skill, can there? I should think there cannot, at any rate. And if we were to dismiss every man of whose manner we did not approve, we would become lonely individuals indeed.” He sighed. “Perhaps the pupil should one day outflank the master.”


“But he is nought but a swaggerer, Holmes – a buck, a swell!”


Another tilt of the head informed me that Holmes concurred with my judgement, and yet he could not be prevailed upon to denounce the effrontery of the man. Instead it was I who was forced to subside, trying to focus once again upon the newspaper; though I soon found myself staring into the fire, listening to its hiss and spit, occasionally interjecting with my own impatient sigh. It was but a short time later that I deduced, from my own observations, that the reigning master detective, Sherlock Holmes, was fast asleep.


2


The next morning I professed to Holmes that I should very much like to observe a little at the school of detection, in order to broaden the scope of my memoirs and to witness any new side to his character that the endeavour might have brought to the fore. I did not imagine him a natural tutor. He was too impatient of others’ slowness for that, and a little too inclined to enjoy baffling those around him with his own peculiar genius; but in reality I wished to discover a little more about our friend Simon Smedley. In due course, I found myself in a seat in an almost circular, steeply banked lecture theatre, watching Holmes standing in the pit below, next to an object which, despite its covering sheet, I could have little doubt was a human cadaver.


Naturally this was no new sight to me, although its presence in this room, surrounded by eager students leaning over the heads of their fellows to better absorb the sight, made it somewhat difficult to tear my gaze away. However, I wished – before Holmes began – to make a study of Simon Smedley’s appearance. He was seated in the middle seat of the middle row, his eyes shining palely. The day was gloomy and I could hear the constant assault of rain against glass somewhere behind and above me, but even allowing for the shifting light, I must say that I found him wanting. His black hair lay flat and lank and lifeless; his forehead was a little too smooth; his snub nose was too like a child’s; his wide-set blue eyes stared rather unpleasantly and, to finish the impression, he possessed a receding chin and a flattish skull that nobody could covet.


I could not fault his rapt attention on Holmes, however, as the master began to speak.


“To discover the story of what happened to a body,” he said in stentorian tones, “one must see its wounds. We must know who he was; what tool was employed to stop his breath; we must see the place in which the deed occurred. We must understand his life, in order to understand his death. Only by making close examination – by the most minute observation – can we hope to succeed. It would be a remarkable man indeed who expects to solve a crime without leaving his rooms.”


He swept the sheet from the table and a stir went about the galleried seats, for what lay beneath was indeed a corpse, but what a corpse! It was that of a man of middle years, and it was torn and mutilated and stabbed with myriad injuries.


“I shall ask each of you to step down,” he said, “and demonstrate your aptitude in making out the cause of a wound. Tranmer!” He pointed to a callow youth in the first row, who glanced around him before leaving his seat. A moment later he was at Holmes’s side, who, despite the lad’s gangling build, stood a head taller.


Holmes pointed. “Left leg. Double puncture marks, small and closeset. What do you suppose to be the origin? And pray, do not tell me a vampire did it.”


A titter went about the room, gradually subsiding into the shifting of feet as Tranmer first bent to the body and then started back, his hand pressed to his suddenly bloodless face.


“Come now, no squeamishness!” Holmes said. “For many of your fellows are officers, and they will mock you. We must not be deterred by the small matter of odorous unpleasantness, for it is in examining the first effects of the crime that our best clues may be found. The cause, if you please.”


Tranmer cleared his throat. “He – he has tripped, perhaps—”


“Nonsense!” Holmes waved a hand about the room. “Can anybody enlighten our young friend?”


I heard the shuffling as someone got to their feet. I knew before I turned that it was Simon Smedley. “It is snakebite,” he said, “as encountered in your own case of ‘The Speckled Band’.”


“Exactly,” Holmes said. “Of course, I possessed certain advantages. Enquiring into the life of Dr Roylott informed me that he was accustomed to travelling throughout the tropics and that he possessed several Indian animals. An examination of the room revealed a dummy bell rope and ventilator to allow his swamp adder to pass into his intended victim’s room. A deduction as to the cause of death provided the key to preventing the lethal bite.”


“And yet there was a bite,” said Smedley. “You frightened the creature into turning on its master; it took his life in seconds.”


Holmes bowed. “You have made a study of me.”


I stirred uncomfortably. I had written an account of the case myself. Had I done my part, then, in fuelling this upstart’s pretentions to my friend’s position in the world? And yet there was something in the assiduousness of Smedley’s pursuit of knowledge that made me see why Holmes would hesitate to curtail his progress.


For now, however, Smedley remained silent.


“You see the importance,” Holmes declaimed, “of knowing who a man is: his habits; his enemies; where he came from; of seeing the circumstances in which he was struck down. Only then may a complete picture emerge. This very week, a finely dressed man – a gentleman, by his attire – has been found at the Thames Embankment, his body cast into a sewer as if it were something worse than worthless. It is thoroughly perplexing the police, and I dare say it shall continue to do so, unless they can discover who he is and where he came from. And yet no one even appears to be searching for him.”


“The victim of a cut-purse.” Smedley had not yet retaken his seat. Holmes bowed. “The lack of injury to his person would suggest otherwise.”


“But you will solve it, will you not?” a voice called from the back of the room.


Holmes’s lips twitched. “Contrary to expectations,” he said drily, “I cannot take upon my shoulders every case in London.”


The lecture theatre was reduced to silence. Holmes paused for a moment, leaning against the table on which the much-maligned cadaver lay. The pattering of rain seemed suddenly very loud; the light shifted and flowed across my friend’s face. He appeared exhausted, his complexion almost grey. I shifted my gaze to his student. Smedley was seated once more, leaning forward, his too-pale eyes agleam amid the shadows. In that instant, he reminded me of nothing so much as a preda tory cat, poised and watching and awaiting the moment to strike.


The rest of the lecture brought a repeat of the same performance, though with different actors and examples of the detective’s art. Holmes revealed his knowledge of examining stab wounds – their width, angle and positioning, whether made by sword, ice pick or stiletto; the numerous effects of strangulation, and some insight into how a bullet may be matched to a weapon. None of his listeners proved so well informed as Smedley, however, and he asked several pertinent questions, pressing Holmes until the hour grew quite late. I found myself drifting as Holmes went on, speaking of the importance of bringing all the senses to bear upon a case, and concluding with his ability to identify the type of tobacco from its scent and the need to follow one’s nose.


Not content even at that juncture, Smedley once more rose to his feet.


Holmes did not speak. Indeed, he looked by this time quite spent; he squinted along his aquiline nose and made an impatient gesture.


The young man gathered himself. “Are we to apply these theorems on the actual streets of London at any juncture?” he asked. The question could have been impertinent, and perhaps it was, and yet it was asked purely in a tone of enquiry. Something about it set me prickling, however. It reminded me of the way that Holmes would question a suspect, wearing the face of innocence, without giving them any intimation that was what they were.


Holmes inclined his head. “When you are ready,” he said simply, and he turned his back, preparatory to leaving the hall.


Smedley’s face darkened at once. I was reminded that he was, in fact, a practising police officer prior to taking up his place in the school; he must have encountered several real cases before now.


“However.” Holmes stopped without turning. “A little sojourn on to the streets of London would not harm any of you, I am sure. Tomorrow!” And with that, he swept from the room.


A short while later, I met my friend with a view to taking a hansom cab together back to our rooms at 221b Baker Street. He was little inclined to speak, and I was scarcely less so; it was an effort to raise our voices to be heard above the sound of the rain, constantly lashing the cab roof and the driver’s oilskins, and hissing about the streets. I could not prevent myself, however, from making some little outburst when he asked how I had found his lecture.


“It was informative, Holmes – too informative, perhaps! Why, the fellow asked all he could – he is intent upon learning what he can about you, and you tell him everything!


“Of course, my dear fellow. Is that not the purpose of a teacher?”


“But it has ever been your way to hold a little in reserve, has it not? Why should you now—”


“I am mortally tired, Watson.” Holmes settled back into his seat, lowering his hat over his eyes. “Pray, let us discuss it another time.”


I blustered, I admit, but I subsided, valuing the peace of my friend above my own indignation. I really did not like his appearance; his cheeks had remained quite bloodless. And I supposed there was little to be done, if Holmes was truly intent upon giving away every last one of his secrets.
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I had not intended to spend a further day away from my consulting rooms, but Holmes’s proclamation about an outing into the streets had piqued my interest. And so the next morning I found myself once more at the School for Detection, surrounded by the eagerness of youth, and watching Holmes as he unpacked a series of boxes. The rags he removed soon spilled from the table, and still there was more; I could smell old fustian, see the rusted black of a clerk’s jacket along with indifferently clean aprons and pinafores. From another box he removed pairs of spectacles and hats; next, he produced face pastes, paints and powders, and several unpleasantly real-looking wigs. Finally, he took out several mirrors.


“This,” he said, quite unnecessarily, “is a lesson in disguise.” He smiled and gestured about him.


I knew Holmes to be a master of such subterfuge. During the course of his investigations he had donned the appearance of everybody from a clergyman to a groom to an opium addict. I had in the past looked him squarely in the eye and entirely failed to recognise him. He could not only mimic to an uncanny degree the way of standing or walking of other men; he could control the musculature of his face so closely that the shape of his visage almost appeared to change with his character.


“We shall each adopt the dress, expression, posture and habits of another, proceeding in that guise into the heart of London,” he continued. “But it shall not be so simple! For sometimes, you may find it necessary to throw off pursuit. How useful it would be, then, if a disguise could be adapted or exchanged – the moustached clerk turning in an instant into a bearded fellow with a stoop? Such is your challenge. You will enter the street in pairs: one to flee, one to follow. When one is caught, the game is up and your positions are reversed. Half an hour, I think, will suffice to affect your transformations.” He gave a rare smile.


An excited shuffling ran about the lecture theatre and I realised that, once more, Simon Smedley had risen to his feet.


“Yes, Smedley?” There was no trace of irritation in Holmes’s voice, though I bristled at the imposition.


“Thank you. I merely wish to point out that there is an irregular number of students in the room.”


“Is there? Then I thank you.” Holmes paused, never taking his eyes from Smedley. “Very well. I shall myself adopt a disguise, and I shall be your pursuer, at least until such time as you give me the slip.”


Smedley did not smile, but he could barely conceal his eagerness as he nodded, and all made their way down the steps to discover what personage they could possibly become. They had seized what clothing they wanted. Some stepped into voluminous skirts where they were, whilst others concealed their finds and retired to try them in privacy before revealing themselves. There came many muted guffaws and excited murmurs as they blackened their teeth and held up various wigs, while Holmes turned his back on it all and left by a side door.


A short time afterwards, the students began to return, wearing the most outlandish array of costumes: a beggar, his beard too well trimmed and his cheeks too well fed to ever have it to perfection; a costermonger and a hawker of penny bloods, a little bundle of pamphlets ready in his hand. A passable clerk stood to one side, and a clergyman who gave me pause. His round eyeglasses sparkled in the light, and some mild arrogance in the tilt of his head, under his low-crowned hat, was so fitting that I almost thought he was real. I started when I realised that it was Smedley.


“Good day, sir.” I looked around at the tremulous voice and saw a woman in the mourning weeds of a widow making her way towards me. I did not stand; I knew it was not necessary, though the be-ringed hands with their prominent knuckles, clutching a walking stick, were quite convincing.


“Holmes,” I said, “good heavens! I had expected better of you.”


For of course, it was he. And he looked enough like a woman – the higher pitch of his voice even made him sound like one – but it was a remarkably simple disguise in comparison to many I had seen. He had had to do little, after all, with his visage, save to conceal it beneath a thick black veil. And yet such a thing would be an easy matter to cast off, would it not, if anybody pursued him? But the skirts would scarcely be so simple.


“Did you, Watson?” he asked mildly. He surveyed his students at the bottom of the amphitheatre. “Perhaps you are right. This dye is nasty stuff – pah! There is little wonder that widows complain of their eyes. It is not merely tears that irritate them so, I’ll warrant.”


“It is a pity not to lead more by example, Holmes. I know you to be a master in disguising your features, even when they are in plain view. Why, nobody would recognise you, if you really did not wish them to do so.”


He stared into space for a moment. I could just make out his fine nose, his wan cheeks. A casual observer could certainly imagine him a woman, her face hollowed by the privation of loss. He even wore a rather intricate jet brooch at his neck.


He drew a deep sigh. “And yet there is a gentleman cast into the sewer whom no one knows. How he would wish, if he could cry out from the ground, that somebody would recognise him!”


“Ah. And you really have no interest in the case?”


“A little interest perhaps, though very little time. And yet I find my absorption is growing, Watson. It seems that half of London is taking some measure of concern in the matter. It is perhaps in the nature of man, is it not? For I fear it is the very horror of it which has them all pondering the solution. Why, it has become quite a matter of importance, in notoriety if not in difficulty.”


“Difficulty? Why, I thought you stated there to be quite insurmountable problems.”


“Not if examination had been made, I am certain. Though it is too late for that.” He roused himself. “Now, where is Smedley?”


A low cough made me start, for it came not from some distance, but almost at our backs. I turned and saw that Smedley had crept around the row of seats, not next to our own but directly behind us; and I wondered at once how much he had overheard. I was instantly ashamed of my comments on Holmes’s guise, and yet my friend was not in the least perturbed.


“Capital! You apprehend me already,” he said, forgetting even to speak in the higher register. “It is my turn! Come, let us proceed at once.” He called out more loudly, “Do not forget: be artful! Evade, dodge, melt into the very walls!” He glanced at his watch. “We reconvene at two, to consider what we have learned. For now: London!”


“London!” came the echoing cry, as the motley gathering of every class and occupation tried to spill all at once from the door.


Soon I was alone in the room. I glanced around at the shadowy ranks of seats, imagining the eager faces that had filled them, there and then vanished. Perhaps, in later years, it would seem that each group of hopefuls had passed through this place in a trice; it could not signify, after all, what one trifling individual might boast.


I smiled to think of Smedley’s endeavours at shaking off Sherlock Holmes amid the streets he knew so well, and I decided I would step out for a time and enjoy luncheon at my club. Today, at least, I should not have to listen to the young buck’s boasting.


Outside, the sky was lowering, the clouds swollen and heavy with as yet unfallen rain. It was not so dank as yesterday, however, and for now there was no downpour; only an ever-present dampness that hung in the air, the humidity turning all things grey with mist. I wondered how that would help Holmes’s students to make their various escapes, then banished them all from my mind.


I decided I would trust in the weather’s abeyance and walk. As I did, I began to realise the air was not merely redolent of rain, but of the river; I could smell the heavy brown scent of the Thames. I wrinkled my nose. For the first time in an age, I could detect the taint of human ordure; the sewers must be overflowing into its channel. I comforted myself at the thought that at least the system was much improved since the time of the Great Stink. I could not recall it, but I had been told of its awfulness; men were even forced to hang blankets soaked in chloride of lime at the windows of the Houses of Parliament, to keep out the noxious stench. Still, with these conditions, and with such a quantity of rainwater, it was little wonder that even the marvel of engineering that was London’s sewer system was struggling to cope.


Thankfully, after a pleasant repast of cutlets and kidneys, I returned to find that the day, as well as my mood, was brighter. The latter was not to be sustained for long, however. It was well short of two o’clock, and yet I had not quite re-entered the lecture theatre when I heard the exulting tones of a familiar voice in the passage.


“That’s right!” Smedley crowed, for it was he. “Under twenty minutes! I would swear to it upon my life. I slipped into an emporium, circling aimlessly – he was hindered by his skirts, ha! – and from thence it was a simple matter to make my escape by the doors into the opposite street.”


There came to my ear the scornful laughter of one of his fellows.


“I employed no great trickery, nor was it needful to change my guise to outwit him. He is losing his sharpness, I tell you – he is worn down! Unless the accounts of his skills are all the invention of his buffoon of a friend, and never even existed.”


His contemptuous tone became too much, and I strode around the corner to see that his eyes were alight with triumph and mirth. He lowered them at once at the sight of me, then glanced over his shoulder, gave a shallow bow and stole away. His friend looked around and followed likewise.


I was glad to have routed them, though I would have welcomed the opportunity to give vent to my anger. How dared he! And yet I do not think that it would have rankled so deeply if it were not for the memory of Holmes in the simplicity of his disguise. He could do better – I had seen better! If anything, in the course of making my reports of his many capabilities, I had rather taken the side of subtlety and muted praise. Anything else would have been anathema to Holmes’s proud sensibilities.


I still stood there, breathing heavily and glaring at the space where Smedley had been, when some small sound behind me made me turn. There, framed in the doorway, was Sherlock Holmes himself. He was stooping, and although it made his semblance of a worn-down widow the more convincing, I could not help but feel there was something of reality in his deportment. For a moment he leaned against the jamb, before throwing back his veil to reveal a waxen countenance.


“There you are, Watson,” he said gruffly, as if it were I who had been off chasing wild geese about the alleys and byways of London.


“I am indeed! Though I did not expect to see you for a while yet, Holmes.”


“Ah – no. That is true.”


“What on earth happened, my dear fellow? Are you well? You look quite spent.”


“I am well, to answer one of your questions, Watson. To reply to the other: hmm – well, perhaps I am a little tired, after all.”


“And yet the churlish fellow has been here crowing that he was lost to your sight within minutes! How could that be so?”


“The luck of youth, Watson, or perhaps the legs. Curse this veil!” He rubbed at his eyes, which were quite red.


“You are ill.”


“No, it is simple. He gave me the slip. I could not even find him again to reverse our roles.”


“He has been making much of it, Holmes. And he will do so again when the others return, I have no doubt of it.”


“Then pray accompany me to my office. It would not do to be mocked whilst wearing a dress, I suppose, even if it is one of such a sombre colour.”


He went past, his skirts rustling against the wall, and I followed him down seemingly endless corridors until we entered a spacious room with a decently solid mahogany desk. He did not immediately remove his outer vestments, however, but slumped into the chair, picked up a pipe and slipped it into his mouth, staring contemplatively into space. He had not even taken the trouble to light it. I opened my mouth to remonstrate further, but a sudden sharp rap upon the door gave me pause.


A moment later it opened to reveal a police officer. He did not notice me at my place in the corner, seeing only Holmes; he murmured an apology and turned to leave, but Holmes bid him enter. He started in surprise, staring at Holmes’s attire, then shuffled forward as if he were not quite certain how to proceed. Holmes merely waited, though I could hardly bear to stand by and see the twitch of the impertinent fellow’s lip; and yet the comicality of the scene kept returning to me, and I was forced to swallow back my own unwelcome amusement.


The constable’s next words made it entirely evaporate. “Sir, I wonder if you are able to accompany me to the Embankment?” he said. “For there has been a body found – a woman this time – and we should very much appreciate your eyes at the scene.”


Sherlock Holmes stood in a dignified manner, despite the rustling of the crepe. “I shall join you forthwith,” he said. “Just allow me a moment.”


The constable raised one sly eyebrow. “To remove your dress, sir?” he asked.


“Quite so,” was Holmes’s colourless reply.
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It was a dismal sight which met our eyes when we stepped from the hansom near the bank of the Thames. It was almost a pity that the skies had begun to lighten, clearly delineating the scene that lay before us. The constable led us towards the brown water until we saw, just over the banking, a narrow platform just above the level of the swollen river. There lay an elderly woman, foully begrimed and soiled. Her dress must once have been white, though now it was greyed with water and discoloured with more abhorrent matter still. Her face was the same grey as her dress and her hair was tangled and matted, flowing loosely like waterweed about her shoulders. She had not the dignity of a cap; perhaps it had been lost.


Holmes did not hesitate. He jumped down to join another officer who was at the woman’s side, and he leaned over the corpse. He viewed her without repugnance or compassion. Then he peered around and I thought he looked for me: then I realised he was staring at the wall.


I went towards him, thinking to offer my opinion as a man of medicine, and yet I was distracted by rapid steps behind me. I turned and my spirits fell as I made out, hurrying from a hansom cab which must have followed closely upon our own, none other than Simon Smedley.


He nodded and touched his hand to his hat, and opened his mouth to speak to me as if his being there were the most natural thing in the world. And yet he said nothing, but merely let out a long “Ah,” and I realised that he too was gazing down at the body, not in pity, but with the same rapt eagerness he had demonstrated in the lecture theatre.


The similarity of the scene struck me. And yet here were no banks of seats or plinth or respectfully covering cloth: there were only the lighters out on the river, the blank rushing water, the glare of the sun spearing through the broken clouds.


“Smedley?” It was Holmes who spoke and I was pleased to hear that his tone was peremptory. Smedley felt it too; he gave a start, and in a moment he had overwritten his fervent expression with a more apologetic look.


“I thought it was you, Mr Holmes!” he said. “I caught a glimpse of you at Russell Street, you know, and felt I had better take my turn at once. I am quite sure you had caught up with me at the emporium, after all.”


At this most blatant of excuses, I stared. It was as if the man had not known me to have overheard his words in the passage; and he had, after all, taken the time to remove his own disguise. But Holmes spoke before I could.


“This is a most pressing case. You must return to the school at once.”


Smedley’s eyes flashed. “Ah – of course, if you wish it. I am ready to be your most humble servant. But I am here, am I not? Perhaps I would not be entirely in the way if I could observe the master at his work?”


Holmes stared at him for a long moment. I could have burst. I waited for him to dismiss the fellow, but Holmes only turned back to his task and gestured over his shoulder for Smedley to follow.


Smedley shot me a look; his lip curled. Then he strode, ahead of me, to the narrow and slippery steps. I had no choice but to follow at his heels, until four of us were crowded on the little platform with the body. At once, I noticed what Holmes had been looking at. I could hardly fail to do so, so noisome was the stench that emerged from it. Behind us was a large, brick-lined opening, which dripped with foetid matter, clots of loathsome origin still clinging to the stained walls of the outflow.


“The sewer.” The constable’s explanation was scarcely necessary. I took out my handkerchief and pressed it to my nose. “The body came from in there. We only found her in this place because of the rain; the system is overflowing into the river, as you may see.”


I looked again at the pitiable remains. She was coated in filth; she must have been submerged in it. It struck me then that perhaps she had even drowned in it, and I pressed my kerchief more tightly across my face. And yet, when I peered at her more closely, I could not help but think she must have been dead before her subterranean journey began.


Holmes knocked into my side.


“Steady, Holmes!” I said, alarmed at my precarious position, and he spoke at the same time.


“Apologies, dear fellow . . .” he broke off.


There was no more, and after a moment, the constable continued his account. “She was seen by a trawler-man, out on the water. He saw her white dress and came in a skiff to examine it further. Lucky she didn’t wash into the river, or she might not have been found for a week.”


“And then,” said Holmes, half under his breath, “we might never have discovered where she came from, or what her life was.”


“What her . . .?” the constable sounded puzzled, and I could well understand why. It was hard to imagine this pitiful creature ever having a life; it was a sad reflection on reality that any life might have ended in this. I reflected on what Holmes had said about the horror of the case resulting in glory for the victor, and I cast a glowering eye upon Smedley, who stood close by, missing nothing.


“Her dress is somewhat expensive,” Holmes said. “The stitching is very neat. And it is plain in colour, but see this lace, and this quilling! Sadly bedraggled now, of course, but it is fine work. Have the police received any enquiries after a missing woman, Constable?”


He gave it that they had not.


“Like the other.” Holmes spoke under his breath, though not so low that Smedley could not drink in his words. “And her clothes are stained with ordure but there appears to be no blood, no visible injury, no damage to her attire other than could be expected from her being consigned to the filth of London.” He gave a sympathetic sigh, then turned to the outflow. He stared into its dark emptiness; I saw his nostrils twitch.


“Well,” he said, “it is a pity.”


“A pity?” Smedley inched forward; it was as far as he could go without positively stepping on Holmes’s shoes. I did not know how he could go closer to that dreadful hole. The foul miasma came from it in damp waves, stronger and more putrid than any quantity of fresh air could possibly efface.


Holmes suddenly sagged. “Constable,” he said, “do you possess such a thing as a lantern?”


“Holmes, you cannot mean it!” I expostulated. I looked again at that black tunnel mouth. It was unthinkable. A man could not even stand straight within it; he would have to stoop, balancing himself by running his hand along those filthy bricks, breathing in . . .


No. He could not do it. And yet the constable nodded, calling to his colleague to bring the light, and the relief in his voice was such that I knew this was what he had intended all along; that Holmes, not he, would make his staggering way along that dreadful conduit, until he found – what?


“It leads north, I take it,” Holmes said.


“It does. The tunnel lets on to the main passage, which is both taller and wider than this opening. By following it against the flow, one might find the source.”


“Indeed.” The lantern was put into Holmes’s hand and he held it high, revealing more clearly the parlously stained brick. The light wavered and I realised his hand was shaking.


“Holmes?” I stepped towards him. There was something wrong, I knew that now. I remembered all his speech about enduring a little odorous unpleasantness, but this was no mere disgust; he looked truly ill. His eyes were damp and I realised they were streaming. “Holmes, please.”


“If I may, Mr Holmes.” It was Simon Smedley who spoke. “Perhaps I might be of assistance.”


I turned. “Perhaps he could,” I said. It was infuriating, but my friend’s health must come before my annoyance.


“You do not look well, Mr Holmes.”


“Nonsense. I have some little irritation of the eye, that is all. The veil, you know—”


“And now the stench.” Smedley spoke eagerly. “Pray, allow me to help. I have listened to your lectures most assiduously, Mr Holmes; I have studied your ways. I am quite sure, if I can discover where this woman came from, I can solve it all.”


Holmes looked into his face with new respect. “You know, I almost believe you could, at that.”


“I could! And after all, Mr Holmes, you cannot take every case in London.”


“I cannot.”


“I can . . . follow my nose. I shall make my report with all haste.”


Holmes only looked the more intensely weary. He turned to the constable. “I take it that you have spoken to a representative of the sewer company?” he asked. “It is safe to pass – it will not flood again today?”


“We have, sir, and it will not. Levels have been falling throughout the forenoon. It shall be unpleasant, to be sure, but it will be safe.”


Holmes turned and stared out at the murky river. After a moment, and without looking at Smedley, he held out the lantern. Smedley reached out; his fingers closed around the handle.


“There is just one thing I should like to ask before I embark on my adventure,” the man said, his voice low and insinuating.


“You do not need to name it.” Holmes raised his head and met his eye at last. “Should you solve it, I assure you, the discovery shall be yours alone.”
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We made a taciturn party during the ride back to Baker Street, accompanied only by the constant rumble of the wheels of the hansom cab. I kept opening my mouth to speak, but really, I had nothing to say. I could not approve of what had just passed; nor could I wish my friend to be in the dark and malodorous tunnels beneath London. And yet I could not but reflect upon the rough pursuits that Sherlock Holmes had not hesitated to undertake before, during the course of his investigations. Was this to be the future, then? Would others take his place, one after the next, whilst he retreated further into his lectures?


It made me somewhat melancholy as we stepped out into the early evening. I looked up into the clearing sky before we entered at the door, only to find that Holmes had reached it before me and was striding up the stairs two at a time.


“Hold, Holmes!” I called out, and followed after him. I found him already ensconced in his chair, lighting his pipe. A blue-grey haze – the spiced scent was an unspeakable relief after the awful vapours emerging from the tunnel – rose before him, obscuring his features.


“Really, Holmes,” I said, mildly, and then all my indignation returned. “He is a cad – he is taking advantage of your position! He will steal all your cases away, beginning with this. Why, he will solve it before you!”


Even through the pall of smoke, I saw the white flash of his teeth. “I very much doubt it, Watson. For I solved it myself this morning.”


I started and he laughed at my astonishment.


“Just so. Inspector Lestrade will be calling upon us shortly to discuss my conclusions. I think he shall find all to be satisfactory.”


“But who . . . what . . .?”


He settled back into his seat, though all his tiredness seemed to have evaporated. “It was actually quite elementary,” he said. “Did you not wonder why nobody should be looking for the unfortunates discovered by the tunnels?”


“Of, course, but—”


“And why both of them should be found in such a place, and yet with no marks of unnatural death upon them?”


I sighed with exasperation. “Pray, explain it to me. For I find I am once more at a disadvantage, and much out of sorts at that.”


“I thank you for it, Watson. You have ever been a dear friend to me, and I am indebted to you for guarding my interests so zealously.”


“You are teasing me, Holmes.”


“I am; and yet I am sincere.”


I bowed.


“Did you happen to notice a small piece in the newspaper about St Michael’s Chapel? It has long been used as a place of worship, and yet its congregation is much depressed in these godless times.”


“I did not,” I replied. “Are they dissenters?”


“They are not. But there have been some strange occurrences at the chapel. Children going into fits, women fainting, men vomiting and so forth.”


“And the cause?” I spoke impatiently, for I could not possibly see how the two things could be connected.


“Foul air,” he said. “Emerging through the boards from the burial pit below. It was closed some years ago, naturally; the Burial Laws have seen to that. And yet people complain of a dreadful stench, and not only that, but of biting insects – ‘body-bugs’, they are calling them – rising from beneath their feet. The vault was never sealed, you see. It is packed to the rafters with coffins and festering bodies, and yet there is no lath or plaster; only the floorboards, which have naturally shrunk over time to emit the scent of the dead.”


I frowned.


“It has happened before, Watson. Enon Chapel – you have heard of it? It was constructed before we were born, in 1823, but it remains quite notorious. Over twelve thousand bodies were interred in the burial pit beneath, until anyone attending there became terribly ill. Ironically, it was Enon Chapel that became a great impetus for the Burial Laws, and led to the development of new cemeteries just outside the city.”


“I never heard of it.”


“Have you not? It was turned into a dancing salon – before the bodies were even removed. In fact, they turned it into something of a morbid attraction. Wait!” Holmes sprung to his feet and returned with an ageing handbill, curling and yellowed. I read:


ENON CHAPEL – DANCING ON THE DEAD – ADMISSION THREEPENCE. NO LADY OR GENTLEMAN ADMITTED UNLESS WEARING SHOES AND STOCKINGS.


“Shoes and stockings!” I exclaimed. “But Holmes, what does this have to do with – it does not make sense! Old bodies would not emit the sort of stench you describe. And there would be no insects, not so long after interment.”


“Ah.” Holmes was suddenly grave and I realised that he was waiting.


“Oh,” I said.


“You see, you hit upon it. There would only be such a fetor if the vault had been reopened and was being used again for burials.”


“But that – that would be illegal!”


He smiled. “So it would. And yet such is the case. The vault is full, of course. The only way it could accommodate further occupants is by finding some additional room. In this instance, it was an easy matter, since the church is situated above an open sewer.”


I grimaced. “You have investigated the tunnels already, then?”


“Not so. Do you think me a fool? I sent for a map of the system; I am already well equipped with a map of the city. It was simplicity itself to compare the two.”


“So our victims—”


“Are not victims at all, in the sense you mean. They were buried, in the full knowledge of their families, in a grave the like of which can scarcely today be found in London: within the sanctified walls of the church. That is why no one looked for them. Their relatives were not to know that their loved ones had ended in the sewer, and from thence been borne to the Thames – almost onward to the sea estuary itself. If it were not for the recent rains, they might never have known it.”


“A terrible thing. But, Holmes – how on earth could you be sure of it?”


“Why, did you not wonder about my choice of a widow’s guise this morning? I had all the facts before me, and yet I thought I would pay a little visit to the chapel for my own satisfaction. I made there certain enquiries about the cost of such a burial. I found the curate a rather grasping fellow, and somewhat down on his luck. He was most sympathetic to my plight, particularly when he saw what a fine brooch I wore. Did you notice that little touch? I was rather proud of it. I needed to look as if I had a not inconsiderable sum set by.”


I stared at him. “But Holmes – Smedley! He was to accompany you, was he not?” And then I understood how neatly he had worked it, and a smile spread across my features.


“You see it all, Watson,” he said warmly. “Smedley has been like my shadow; waiting, I am sure, for just such an opportunity as he found today. And yet I seem to have hit upon the very means to shake him off, have I not?”


“By making him believe he had been the one to shake you off. Why, Holmes, you are a genius.”


“Not at all. I simply know that there is little use in observation, if you do not trouble to read the papers.”


I thought of Smedley, his pale eyes penetrating the shadows of the lecture theatre, so intent upon Holmes’s words; and it suddenly returned to me where he had gone. “And now – your rival?” I exclaimed.


“He is, this very moment, exploring the foulest underbelly of London, armed only with a lantern and a small quantity of oil. There, he may discover for himself the source of the body. I have no doubt he is equal to the task.”


My smile faded as I thought of it. He would be stumbling through the dark, filled with its thick, damp, mephitic vapours, with only a little light for company. I imagined the shadows that would shift and dance about him; the choking pestilence; the uncertainty of the ground beneath his feet. Who knows what he would be forced to wade through before the tunnel’s end? And what an end! To discover the vault with its rotting corpses and skeletons in their cerements, the coffins each piled one atop the next until they burst; the stink of it; the horrors. What dread thoughts must pass through his mind at the sight? What dreams would proceed upon it? I almost pitied him.


It was in a softer voice that I spoke. “You might have simply dismissed him, Holmes.”


He gave a grin that was almost wolfish. “Ah,” he said, “but where would be the enjoyment in that? Though I must admit, my plan was almost undone by the weather. Did you notice I ascertained that the tunnels would not be subject to another flood? I wished to bring him lower. I did not actually mean to kill the fellow.”


I inclined my head.


“At any rate, Watson, I have broken with my usual reticence. You shall be able to read about it later this very day, in the evening edition. Smedley will no doubt see it too, when he emerges. A burial pit discovered beneath London – it will have created quite the stir by then, I imagine.”


“It shall.” I let out my breath. “Why, Holmes! I do believe you have solved it all, without even heeding your own lesson. What of your advice – your talk of observing the body and the place it came from, of understanding the life to perceive the death? Were you not, after all, incorrect?”


He turned and met my eye, for the moment holding aside his pipe. “Not at all,” he said. “For did I not say that it would be a remarkable man indeed who could expect to solve a crime without leaving his rooms?”


I stared at him. After a long moment, he drew on his pipe and breathed out, slowly and with evident satisfaction, and I could not help it, I began to laugh. Upon the instant, Holmes was laughing with me; and for once we entirely lost ourselves in a veritable contagion of mirth.




The Pressed Carnation (or A Scandal in London)
Saviour Pirotta


_________


London, 1893


It was coming up to Christmas and I’d just been to see the Gaiety Girls at the Palace Theatre when, on a whim, I decided to drop in on Holmes in his rooms in Baker Street. I found him laying the table with china and a ruby-coloured plum cake.


“Good evening, Holmes.”


The great detective looked up from the teacups. “You have come just in time, Watson. I am expecting company.”


“Anyone I know?” I asked, hanging up my hat. It was freezing outside and Holmes had turned the gas up full. He’d made a halfhearted attempt to decorate the room for the coming festivities. There was a bunch of flowering holly in a vase on the windowsill and a few greeting cards from friends ranged along the mantelpiece.


“A student from the School for Detection,” he answered, putting out freshly pressed napkins. “Some colleagues from his class have invited him up to Scotland for Christmas. They are very keen for a foreigner to witness the joys and excesses of Hogmanay. He has asked to see me before he takes the 10.15 from King’s Cross.”


“I take it he is one of your favourite pupils,” I said, eyeing up the cake, which he’d placed on one of Mrs Hudson’s best cake stands.


Holmes went to the window and looked out. There were carollers across the street, which added to the cheerful aspect of the evening. “He is a young gentleman from the Continent. A very gifted student who, in time and with proper guidance, could be the young Holmes of Central Europe! There’s a clue to his identity, Watson. I wonder if you can guess anything as to his parentage before he reveals it. Here he is now.”


Even as he spoke there was the sound of a hansom rattling to a halt outside the building. We heard Mrs Hudson answering the bell, then the quick rat-a-tat of agile footsteps hurrying up the stairs. Holmes came away from the window and opened the door before the visitor had time to knock.


“My dear sir, how are you?”


The man who came in was young, no more than twenty-two or -three. He was slim and well dressed, with a well-tailored modern lounge coat and a matching waistcoat. An elaborately tied bow adorned his neck, while a large amethyst flashed on the middle finger of his left hand. He had a short, mouse-coloured beard, which was combed forward into a neat point. His face looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t for the life of me recall where I might have seen or bumped into him.


“Watson, this is Vaclav,” said Holmes, taking the young gentleman’s hat and top coat.


“Good evening, Doctor,” said the young man. “I have heard a lot about you. You are Mr Holmes’s chronicler.”


“He is indeed,” added Holmes. “Sometimes a sensationalist one, I fear. Please, take a seat. Will you have tea and cake?”


“Thank you,” replied the visitor, shaking my hand before sitting down rather stiffly in Holmes’s basket chair. “The English make very wholesome cakes. No milk in my tea, please, Mr Holmes. And I wouldn’t mind a drop of something stronger in it, seeing as we’re not at a lecture now. I am terribly worried.” He spoke perfect English with a light foreign accent, which I recognised right away as coming from somewhere east of the Rhine.


“I can indeed detect you are exceedingly anxious,” said Holmes. He took the stopper off a decanter and poured a generous tot of brandy into the young visitor’s tea.


“How so?” said our guest, his mouth falling open. “I thought I was hiding my anxiety rather well.”


Holmes chuckled. “You forgot to take off your gloves when I took your hat and you also neglected to wipe your shoes on the doormat. Both signs that there is something troubling you.”


“I apologise for my lack of manners,” cried our well-bred visitor.


“No offence taken,” smiled Holmes, handing him the tea. “As to what weighs so heavily on your mind, I have deduced that too.”


The young man nearly dropped his cup in astonishment.


“Your bowtie is somewhat lopsided,” said Holmes, “and your shoes seem to have been very unprofessionally shined, for there is still shoe polish adhering to the heels. That leads me to think that you had to polish your shoes and dress yourself without the aid of your trusted valet this evening. I can also see that one side of your face is not shaved properly and the length of the bristles suggests this has been going on for a few days. Your valet has gone missing. Is that not true?”


“The rogue has absconded,” cried our guest. “He’s been with me for four years and he has never had any cause for complaint. Indeed, I treat him more like family than paid staff. I can’t possibly travel up to Scotland without finding him first. Mr Holmes, I’ve been forced to cancel my little sojourn.”


“It’s nearly Christmas and the season to drink and make merry,” I ventured from across the room. “Are you sure the fellow is not lying drunk somewhere?”


“He has been missing for three days,” replied our visitor. “Besides, Banks does not drink. Nor does he eat red meat or take refined sugar. He is decidedly Spartan in nature. He is very keen on sports and keeps himself in impeccable shape with boxing and running.”


“Perhaps he had an accident on one of his runs,” said Holmes. “Watson is right. He might be lying injured in a ditch.”


“No, I am certain the fool has run away,” insisted the young man, gulping down his tea. “I have checked his room and he has taken all his stuff with him. His clothes, his shoes, his boxing gloves and the few knick-knacks that he inherited from his Russian grandmother!”


“Did he take anything of yours?” asked Holmes.


“No, only his own things as far as I can tell,” answered our guest without hesitation.


Holmes poured more tea and brandy. “And do you have any idea why he might run away?”


“None whatsoever,” came back the reply. “As I said, sir, Banks and I are like brothers. He seemed in an ebullient mood the morning he disappeared. He had received a Christmas card with a Russian stamp on the envelope that made him very happy. I assumed it was from his mother. Piter – his first name is Piter – has a Russian mother and an English father, which accounts for his English surname. They live in Moscow. I remember him humming some Russian country song as he cleared the breakfast dishes. We were expecting delivery of a live Christmas tree from Harrods on the Brompton Road. I believe the custom is popular in London, too. Banks was very keen to start dressing the tree. He had already purchased ribbons and baubles for it at a market in Pimlico.”


“How old is Banks?” enquired Holmes.


“He’ll be twenty-six next March,” answered the student.


Holmes cut into the plum cake. “You said he is very lean and in excellent shape. Describe him some more to me.”


“Green eyes. Full mouth. Typical Slavic nose! Keeps his fair hair very short, almost shaved to the skull. Most of the time one can’t even tell it is blond. The chap must be at least six foot four but very light on his feet. And very strong!”


He stopped and looked at the famous detective almost pleadingly. “You must help me find him, Mr Holmes. It is terribly important that he returns to my employ.”


“I take it you have not informed your country’s diplomatic corps about the business,” said Holmes. “Nor been to our police here in London?”


“No, sir. I would rather solve the problem without help from either party.”


Holmes reached for his cherry-wood pipe and lit up. “You say Banks has been gone three days. When did it occur to you that he had run away?”


“The same morning he left,” answered the young man. “I’m using the upper rooms of a family property on Vicarage Lane in Mayfair. Banks had made me breakfast and laid out my clothes for the day. My friends from the school were going ice-skating. I was keen to join them. When I returned home, he was not there. I thought he might be reading or napping in his bedroom so I ran up the stairs to check. That’s when I found out that all his things were gone.”


“Had the Christmas tree been delivered?” asked Holmes.


“Yes! I found it propped against the back door when I came home.”


Holmes poured the student another cup of tea. “How did Banks come to be in your employ?”


“He was recommended to my father by a family friend back home,” said our guest. “Banks might only be in his twenties but is an accomplished valet. He has very impressive references. I believe he has also served with high-ranking military officials in the Ukraine.”


“And I presume your father pays his wages.”


The young man nodded. “Yes! Since it is not yet decided whether I will go into my country’s secret service after I graduate, I cannot use funds from the public purse. My father’s accountants transfer Banks’s wages into his bank account on the last day of every month. I give him a weekly allowance for our living expenses from my own funds. He keeps detailed house accounts, even though I don’t ask him to do so.”


“I see,” said Holmes. He got up to refill the kettle and put it back on the stove. “Well, you have only been at my school for one term but here you are about to tackle your first case already. I was telling Watson before you arrived that you are one of our most promising students. I am sure you will find your missing valet.”


Vaclav sat up in his chair. “But will you help me, Mr Holmes? I will not be able to do it without you, and I cannot stress how important it is for me to find him. For reasons I can’t tell you, my life depends on it. I have confided certain secrets in him that might reflect very badly on me with the family if they are divulged. Indeed, they would make me an outcast. They would cause a scandal.”


Scandal!


That one word made me sit up in my chair. Now I knew why the young student seemed familiar. He had the same facial features, the same colour hair as Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismond von Ormstein, Grand Duke of Cassel-Felstein and hereditary king of Bohemia. He was a member of the Bohemian royal family.


Five years ago Holmes had helped the king of Bohemia avoid a scandal that would have wrecked an alliance through marriage of two of the most powerful houses in Europe. Now a younger relative of the king’s was begging us to avoid a second catastrophe.


“I will help you,” said Holmes to the prince. “Have you been inside the valet’s room since you first discovered his disappearance?”


“Only for that instant in which I realised he had run away,” replied His Highness promptly. “I opened his wardrobe to see if his clothes were there. I found only empty clothes hangers. I thought it wise not to disturb the crime scene, so to speak, although no crime has been committed, as far as I know. There is a little bathroom off his room. I checked in there too. His toiletries and shaving equipment are missing too.”


“Go home, and make sure the room remains undisturbed until we meet again tomorrow morning,” said Holmes. “And get a good night’s rest. We need clear heads to solve this mystery. We’ll see you at your house at ten precisely.”


The prince departed and Holmes turned to the plum cake for a second helping. A good mystery to solve always gave him an appetite, even though it was not always for wholesome food or tea.


“I believe he’s a member of the Bohemian royal family,” I said, as Holmes cut himself more cake.


“The king’s oldest nephew,” confirmed Holmes. “Son of his younger brother. Prince Vaclav Alfons Antonin von Ormstein. Tenth in line to the Bohemian throne.”


“I hope he finds his valet,” I said. “He seems very attached to him and relies on him a good deal.”


“I hope so too,” said Holmes. “Not that His Highness need fear the poor fellow will reveal any dark secrets.”


I gasped. “How so?”


But Holmes would say no more about the matter. After we had polished off the excellent plum cake, and I fortified myself against the cold with a shot of brandy, I made my way home.


Holmes and I reconvened in Mayfair the next morning, outside one of those grand yet somewhat shabby houses owned by foreign nobility. They always seem to be neglected, despite their owners’ wealth and power.


The prince answered the bell the moment we rang. He ushered us across a vast hallway, its furniture and marble statuary shrouded in dustsheets, and up grand stairs to his humbler quarters. Here the prospect was brighter. There was a somewhat gaudy wallpaper on the wall, with a blue and white willow pattern, and lilies in tall Chinese vases at the windows.


The prince offered us tea, which Holmes declined. He wanted to proceed with the investigation right away.


“I still have not heard from Banks,” said the prince as he led the way down a corridor, turning on the gaslights. “Here is his room.”


We all three stood in the open doorway and looked in. It was simply furnished, with outdated wallpaper on the walls and a gaslight with a glass shade between two windows. There was a small veneered wardrobe against one wall, a chest of drawers with a small mirror on top of it and a rather grand-looking bedside cabinet next to a single bed. A Lloyd Loom chair, piled with overstuffed cushions, stood in one of the windows. A second door led into what I took to be the small en suite the prince had mentioned the night before.


“I expect you have followed my instructions and not disturbed the scene since our meeting yesterday,” said Holmes.


The prince replied in the affirmative.


“Well,” Holmes said, putting on white theatre gloves, “look around the room carefully, as I taught you. What can you see?”


The prince cast a slow glance around him. “As I said yesterday, Banks has removed all his possessions. His clothes and shoes, his beloved boxing gloves that he always kept by his bed and blackened frequently, and a Russian icon of the Madonna he inherited from his grandmother. It used to sit on his bedside cabinet. He has taken his pictures off the wall too.”


“And what else?” urged Holmes. “Do you see anything amiss?”


His student looked slightly bemused. “Amiss?”


“Is there anything in the room that strikes you as unusual? Perhaps some things are not in the spot where they should be? They have been moved, or taken out of the room completely.”
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