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Introduction



Holmes and Watson run across the moor. Fog swirls. The eerie howl of a gigantic hound . . . Mystery and excitement all but crackled from the television screen, and I, at eight years old, sat on the edge of the chair not wanting to even blink in case I missed one marvellous second. The film and television adaptations of the Sherlock Holmes stories provided me with my first introduction to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s legendary detective – and the film that long ago captivated me and transformed me into a devotee of Sherlock Holmes was the 1959 Hammer production of The Hound of the Baskervilles, starring Peter Cushing.


A few years later, I began to read the Conan Doyle stories in a little old book with red covers that I found in a tin trunk at my grandparents’ house. I still have that book, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, published by T. Nelson & Sons. It’s here beside me on my desk as I write this introduction. A handwritten note on an otherwise blank page before the title page tells me that the book was bought by F. Audsley on 20 May 1918. The red volume’s diminutive size suggests it was specially produced for those serving in the military, so it could be slipped into an army overcoat, perhaps, before its owner headed out to the trenches of the First World War in Europe. In my mind’s eye, I can see Mr Audsley finding a few precious moments to escape his nightmarish surroundings by reading exciting adventures, involving a man with a twisted lip, or the red-headed league, or a scandal in Bohemia, while artillery thundered, and bullets flew overhead.


I don’t know who Mr Audsley was, exactly, who indirectly bequeathed me The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, but the book has been a good companion to me over the past forty years or so. I loved the adventures that Holmes and his friend, the ever-loyal Doctor John Watson, embarked upon. Yes, I liked the parts where Holmes receives visitors to his Baker Street rooms, and makes his astonishing deductions based on how the sole of a boot is worn, or the singular position of an ink stain upon a sleeve. But what really made my blood race with excitement was when Holmes would urge Watson to pack his bag, collect his revolver, and check the train timetables for some destination where the drama would explode from the page.


Holmes would then unravel the mystery and identify the culprit, with, as likely as not, an arrest to follow, bringing everything to a satisfying conclusion. When Holmes and Watson ventured to remote parts of Norfolk or Devon these would, to many readers of the time, seem quite outlandish and strange – places that could contain lurking danger in the form of ominous figures prowling the countryside, or oozing marshes that might claim the city gentleman who wandered too far away from the path.


Holmes travelled further afield, too, of course. “The Final Problem” sees him venture across the sea to mainland Europe, eventually reaching the terrifying Reichenbach Falls in Switzerland – it is here where he experiences his fateful and seemingly catastrophic encounter with the evil Professor Moriarty.


It was this notion of Holmes travelling away from the cosy surroundings of 221b Baker Street that prompted me to suggest to the publisher of this book that I compile an array of short stories that sends Holmes out of London and away from Britain to countries overseas. The exotic places would provide an unfamiliar setting for mysteries that would test Holmes’s ingenuity. What’s more, the very landscapes themselves would test him, too, when he found himself in extremes of heat and cold, and, perhaps, faced by local populations that were hostile to the Englishman.


The publisher liked my idea and gave me the go-ahead for The Mammoth Book of Sherlock Holmes Abroad. I immediately invited a range of authors who I knew could pen fiction that was entertaining as it was imaginative and would still be respectful towards the legacy created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and satisfyingly echo the style of the original works. I recruited writers, however, that would be prepared to take risks, and transport Sherlock Holmes “abroad” in, perhaps, more senses than one. Consequently, not only does he travel to exotic locations in these pages, he also encounters mysteries that are equally exotic, and severely test his powers of deduction.


Within this book you will find several tales that are very much traditional Sherlock Holmes adventures, in the sense that they wouldn’t have been out of place in The Strand of a hundred years ago, the magazine that first featured Sherlock Holmes. Others in this volume will challenge the reader, just as certain Conan Doyle tales would have raised eyebrows and increased the temperature of the flesh beneath those stiff collars of Victorian and Edwardian Britain.


It must be said that our detective hero also experimented with drugs. These, on the whole, were legally obtainable in Sherlock Holmes’s “time”. It wasn’t until the Dangerous Drugs Act of 1920 that a wide range of narcotics, including cocaine and opium, were banned in Britain. Therefore, we can easily imagine Holmes “travelling” to fantastical destinations without ever leaving his armchair. Indeed, Doctor Watson observes his friend rising “out of his drug-created dreams” in “A Scandal in Bohemia”. Where the drugs carried Holmes in those dreams we don’t know, but in this volume you’ll find him, on at least one occasion, “transported”, let us say, and possibly influenced, by certain chemicals that he was so fond of injecting into his veins, or smoking in his pipe.


Other writers in this volume give Sherlock Holmes more conventional modes of transport: locomotives, horse-drawn carriages, sailboats and steamships. Nonetheless, these convey him to faraway realms where he encounters mysteries and adventures galore.


I hope you enjoy accompanying Mr Sherlock Holmes, as he steps out from his rooms in London’s Baker Street, and ventures abroad on these extraordinary journeys.


Bon Voyage.


Simon Clark


September 2014





The Monster of Hell’s Gate



Paul Finch


The sun dipped as we approached the mountain range. The rugged peaks of the Nandi Hills glinted flame-red, lilac shadows flowing like ink across the flat green/gold scrubland lying betwixt us and the eastern slopes of those majestic highlands. Of course, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and all the time I’d known him, my friend, Mr Sherlock Holmes, had never once been stopped in wonder and awe by anything picturesque. Even now he leaned against his armrest, absorbed in thought, the dusty white brim of his homburg pulled down over his eyes, drawing on a cigarette he’d unconsciously taken from the engraved silver case donated to him in gratitude after the stressful business at Mortmain Manor.


In truth, the romance of our setting could be exaggerated. The last two days had been arduous even by the standards of our recent travels. The horse that pulled our trap was a bony nag, its sagging posture and stick-like ribs suggesting a painful need for food and water. As such, we made laborious progress even though our road ran straight as an arrow. This was a service road, and better than many others we’d encountered in the East African Protectorate. It ran parallel to the railway tracks, only a dozen yards of dry earth separating us from the neatly arrayed sleepers and sun-gleaming metals. If nothing else, this was a welcome trace of modernity in a hot, harsh wilderness; firm evidence that civilization, at least as we British knew it, was finally pushing north through the Great Rift Valley. But it also underlined the sheer vastness of these spaces, and answered the oft-asked question as to why so mammoth a series of tasks had ever been undertaken in East Africa in the first place.


The Ugandan Railway, as the press at home christened it, had been completed five years earlier, forging an unbroken line of communication for almost seven hundred miles between Mombasa on the Indian Ocean and Kisumu on the east shore of Lake Victoria, to much acclaim but at staggering cost. This new branch line, originating at Kalawi Junction, a middle-of-nowhere former army outpost now turned crossroads town, drove away from it at a right angle towards Lake Rudolf, and had encountered similar problems: swamp, jungle, rocky ridges minus tunnels, depthless ravines minus bridges, and of course fierce wildlife and hostile tribesmen.


The portion of the route we were traversing now, which one could probably characterize as savannah, was less overtly dangerous, but, though scenic, monotonous. It changed little as we traversed it hour after uneventful hour. Our driver didn’t help. His name was Jervis, and he’d been a lance corporal in the King’s African Rifles. Now – at sixty-five, I estimated – he was too old to be of service. That notwithstanding, he’d remained here in the Protectorate, seeking what work he could, and as such was completely acclimatized. Even in the raging heat of a bone-dry February, his short, stooped form was shrouded in a double-caped overcoat, with a scruffy, moth-eaten cap hanging sideways from his head. He was a pucker-mouthed, pockmarked man, wizened and browned to the texture of a walnut. I’d attempted to engage him in banter, regaling him with a few military quips of my own, but his monosyllabic responses had not encouraged me to continue.


I adjusted my position for what seemed the eightieth time. It wasn’t easy finding comfort on a wooden plank only thinly clad with ox-hide. I irritably addressed the yellowed copy of The Times I’d managed to acquire at Kalawi. It was dated December 1905, which meant it was only three months out of date – something of a blessing in this part of the world. But its front page made the usual gloomy reading.


SOUTH AFRICAN COMPENSATION BILL
TO REACH £10 MILLION


As a continued aftermath of the Boer War, the reconstruction process was costing the British taxpayer ever more money. Not only had the initial three million pounds allocated to cover the resettlement of Boers displaced from their farms in the Transvaal or the Orange Free State, or interned in those terrible prison camps, now been used up, another three million had been earmarked in the way of interest-free loans to provide landowners with the means to replace their crops and livestock; and now it seemed another two million was to be forwarded as compensation to neutral foreigners and native blacks who’d also suffered. As a prominent MP who had opposed the South African campaign said, who knew where it was going to end?


“What did you make of Meinertzhagen?” Holmes asked me, unexpectedly.


I shrugged. “I imagine he’s the kind of chap who gets what he wants.”


“Most certainly.” Holmes relapsed into thought again, though my brief, rather inane observation couldn’t have added much fuel to that process.


The Meinertzhagen in question was Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen, under whose remit protection of the new railway project fell. On first meeting him at Kalawi, I’d thought him a rather typical pillar of colonial officialdom; an army officer by name, but in reality occupying that mysterious middle-ground between soldier, bureaucrat and sportsman that one tended to find over here. He was tall, straight and handsome, civilized in all his manners, undoubtedly well bred, and yet an unbending kind of man, with hidden depths of toughness. We’d met him in one of the stable paddocks attached to the Kalawi barracks. He’d been clad for the outdoors in a staff officer’s fawn tunic, jodhpurs and tall, well-polished riding boots, and was standing legs apart and crop in hand as he barked instructions at a group of boys engaged in breaking a succession of spirited horses. Almost inevitably, he’d seemed unflustered either by heat or dust.


“Is he the sort of man,” Holmes said, “who would stay his hand if . . . say, if it came down to it?”


“Well, it has come down to it, hasn’t it?” I replied. “And he didn’t.”


Holmes acknowledged this without speaking. I was referring to the events of five months previously, when twenty leaders of the Nandi nation, the native occupants of this region, having risen under arms against the railway’s intrusion into their tribal homeland, had been lured to a peace negotiation by Meinertzhagen, only to be machine-gunned en masse. A single bullet fired from Meinertzhagen’s own Mauser pistol had claimed the life of Koitalel Arap Samoei, the Nandi’s supreme leader.


“That said,” I ventured, “the publicity was hardly good. I doubt he’ll want any further kerfuffle with these local chaps. Which I presume is why we’ve been called in.”


“Well, of course.” Holmes’s tone implied surprise that I thought this a remarkable enough point to raise. “I’ve no doubt that very fact lies at the root of all these recent murders.”


“Not this mysterious monster we’ve heard so many mumblings about?” I said.


“Oh, I wouldn’t be sure of that, Watson. You’ve travelled the Empire to its limits. You don’t need me to tell you how intimately involved with colonial politics monsters can be.”


“Pleased to meet you, Mr Holmes . . . it’s a great honour.”


The overseer’s name was Alex Butler, and again he was just what I’d expected a white settler to look like out here. He was deeply tanned, and though a head taller than either myself or Holmes, burly with it – to the point of being four-square. He had a bull neck, a jutting jaw and a thick black beard. His weatherworn khaki tunic fitted him tightly, though his sleeves were rolled back to the elbows, exposing ham-like forearms covered in brush-bristle hair. He wore a wide-brimmed bush hat, tied under his chin with a leather thong, and two criss-crossing bandolier belts filled with ammunition. What looked like a beaten-up Martini-Henry rifle was slung at his shoulder, twenty or so tiny notches etched into its butt, a huge acid scar on its lock. Despite his ferocious appearance, Butler grinned broadly, showing even rows of white-yellow teeth. He shook our hands with strength and vigour.


“Welcome to Hell’s Gate – at least that’s what the boys have been calling it, thanks to us losing so many souls as we approached. Its official name is the Tungo Gorge.”


For the last twenty minutes, Jervis had driven us virtually alongside the railway, up a shallow gradient through a forest of whistling-thorn so closely interlaced that the setting sun had barely penetrated it. Above, the entangled spiny boughs had formed a low ceiling, which I fancied would claw the paint from the roof of any passing train. Immediately after that we’d entered the aforementioned gorge, a colossal crevice in the Nandi Hills running south-north, which we’d traversed half the length of before we’d finally encountered the construction crew.


It was well after dark, but in the infernal firelight of multiple torches, rugged walls of red rock rose sheer on either side. Only a slice of star-speckled African sky was visible overhead.


“Your boys don’t seem to care for it very much,” Holmes remarked, thinking on the groups of native men we’d seen headed east on foot, weighed down with tools and backpacks, as we’d finally reached the whistling-thorn. Those gathered around us now numbered only thirty or so, the African features of the Nandi alternating with the paler Asian faces of coolies imported from the Subcontinent. To a man, they looked tense, nervous, and yet their eyes shone with fascination at the sight of Holmes. His arrival had no doubt been trumpeted for several days.


“That’s easy to explain, gentlemen,” Butler said. “There were two more murders this evening. That makes sixteen in total in the last month.”


“Are the corpses still lying where they were found?” Holmes asked with immediate interest.


“Afraid not, Mr Holmes, sir,” Butler said. “Leave dead meat out here for long, and the scavengers are all over it. McTavish has assigned one of the tents at the far end of the works as a temporary mortuary.”


“McTavish?” I asked.


“Our chief engineer, Dr Watson.” Butler said this with a degree of disdain, which he quickly realized we both had noted. “Forgive me, gentlemen. Robert McTavish clearly knows how to build a railway . . . but, well, I sometimes wonder if this is really the place for a minister’s son.”


“You think he’d rather be saving souls than hammering spikes?” Holmes asked.


Butler smiled to himself. “I wouldn’t go that far, Mr Holmes, but there’s much of East Africa still needs taming, and sometimes that requires a firm hand. Anyway, you must look at the bodies . . . of course you must. But if you feel like resting first, that might be an idea, especially if you’re planning on eating.”


“No time for rest,” Holmes said, indicating that I should take care of Jervis, who, once I’d paid him, stated flatly that he was heading home straight away and wouldn’t be returning. Apparently supply carts arrived from Kalawi Junction on a two-weekly basis. When we were done, we’d “need to hitch a ride back with one of them”.


“And who’s to worry if we must first dawdle around here a few days,” I said, in a huff, as Holmes and I, laden with bags, followed Butler along the remainder of the gorge on foot.


“I doubt there’ll be much dawdling, Watson,” Holmes replied curtly. “The fear in this place is palpable.”


The few labourers remaining made space for us as we walked through. Some wore shorts or loincloths, though most were clad in loose-fitting rough-wear. Even though it was night-time the heat was unrelenting. Drab, dusty tents were everywhere, along with piles of raw materials, filling the gorge on both sides of the railway. There was also the construction train itself. This consisted of at least twenty open wagons loaded with metals and timbers. Though the locomotive was located at its rear, it was turned around, the idea being that it would push the train forward slowly as the tracks were laid, so the cargo was always delivered to the point of need most swiftly. As we passed the footplate, the driver and his mate, both Indians, remained onboard, watching us warily. One wore a Webley pistol in a harness, while the other clung to a two-handed spanner.


“They are not happy,” I agreed.


“What do you know of the Nandi Bear, gentlemen?” Butler asked over his shoulder.


“Precisely nothing,” Holmes replied. “Please feel free to enlighten us.”


“In Nandi mythology, it’s a great brute of a bear . . .”


“Of which there are no known wild species native to any part of Africa,” Holmes said.


“Correct, Mr Holmes.” Butler sounded impressed. “But even if wild bears were found in this part of the world, that’d be irrelevant. The Nandi Bear is a kind of spirit beast.”


“A tribal totem?” I suggested.


“A bit more than that, Dr Watson. A guardian spirit. At least, in the Nandi belief.”


We’d now reached the end of the train. Beyond it, the gorge was filled with opaque blackness. But initially our attention was drawn elsewhere – to a large tent on our right, standing separate from the others.


“It’s this beast,” Butler said, lifting the tent flap, “which, according to the rumours, is killing our workforce.”


We entered and, by the light of a suspended lantern, saw two naked corpses lying on parallel tables. Both were local Africans: tall, well-built chaps. Butler told us the one on the right was Torokut, who had been the construction camp foreman; the other was Abasi, one of his labourers. Both had been terribly mutilated, their bodies slashed and torn from head to foot.


“I’m afraid you can’t see the others,” Butler said. “We’ve either sent those back or had them buried along the way. Local sensitivities and all that.”


“Have only Nandi workers died?” Holmes asked, assessing the evidence in his usual unemotional way.


“No, Mr Holmes. We’ve lost several coolies too.”


“So this is a message for everyone,” Holmes said under his breath. “You say these two attacks occurred earlier this evening?”


“Shortly after eight. We’ve been falling behind badly. Torokut took it on himself to put in extra time. He and Abasi were working alone just a way up the gorge from here, trying to clear scrub that we’d torched during the day. A couple of the other boys heard their screams, but they were too frightened to investigate. I was down the other end of the train at the time. When I got there, it was all over.”


“Well, these fellows haven’t been murdered,” I said, and I honestly believed that at the time. “They’re clearly the victims of an animal attack. I’ll need to make a proper examination to ascertain the exact cause of death, but at first glance there are any number of possibilities. Throats bitten, skulls crushed, evisceration of the lower abdomen. The signs are obvious.”


“And that can’t be unusual in a region like this?” Holmes said, posing it more as a question than a statement.


Butler shrugged. “Unusual enough for Colonel Meinertzhagen to have paid your fares all the way down the east coast and across the interior. Unusual enough for him to have sent to Mombasa for additional troop numbers, once they’re available.”


“You don’t have lions and leopards in this part of the country?”


“We certainly do, Mr Holmes. The lion attacks at Tsavo impeded the mainline railway’s construction for quite a few weeks. But there’s no evidence there are big cats in Tungo Gorge. Or that they’ve attacked any of our men. Big cats kill to eat – even if disturbed, they drag their prey away afterward, or devour as much as they can on the spot. None of our casualties were in any way eaten. On top of that, I’ve farmed several thousand acres in the Lumbwa highlands for quite a few years now; I’ve guided prospectors, hunting parties, missionaries. I know my lions and leopards. I’m used to their spoor. I’d stake my life on there being no big cats around here at present. We even set lion traps when we were out on the plain, but caught nothing.”


“Even so,” I protested, “this is a dangerous place. I’d expect every man to carry his weapon of choice, and yet I only saw one of your chaps armed with a gun.”


Butler shrugged again. “We have to be wary of that, Dr Watson. Some of the boys we know and trust are allowed guns. Mainly coolies. The problem is the Nandi. They were in open revolt only recently. To equip them with firearms would be a big risk. As an extra precaution, only I have keys to the ammunition store, which is the compartment right at the front of the train. No one else is allowed in there but me.”


“Not even Engineer McTavish?” Holmes asked.


“McTavish has his own little kingdom – the explosives store.”


“You’d think a king with explosives to hand would be a force to reckon with, eh?” came a feeble-sounding Scottish voice from the entrance to the tent. “Truth is, I feel anything but.”


This was our introduction to Chief Engineer Robert McTavish. And a less than inspiring one it was. My immediate impression was of a fussy man who back in civilization would be preened and dapper, and yet here had allowed heat and exhaustion to get the better of him. Like Holmes and me, he was clad in tropical whites, though they were grubby and creased. He was of short, tubby stature, his paunch hanging over his belt buckle from an open waistcoat, his hair a greasy red-grey thatch, which hadn’t seem a comb in days. The top of his lengthy nose was pinched by a lopsided pair of pince-nez, but perhaps the most startling thing about him was his half-beard. He had a full red moustache, but only one side of his lower face wore whiskers, though these were dabbled in lather, so he’d evidently been in the process of shaving. The other side of his jaw was clean, but cut in several places, blood dribbling freely onto his collar.


“Apologies for my ghoulish appearance, gentlemen,” he added. “I only just heard you’d arrived. Plus—” he offered us a shaking hand “—I’m not as steady as I once was.”


Formal introductions were made, at the end of which McTavish shook his head wearily. “So what do you think of our horror show?” he asked.


“I suspect an animal attack of some sort,” I stated again.


McTavish smiled. “You think we’ve never experienced that kind of thing out here, Dr Watson? Trust me, I wish that was the answer, then we could snare and shoot the rogue beast responsible, just as they did on the Tsavo River.”


Before I could reply, Holmes spun to face Butler. “You told me these men were heard screaming as they died. You didn’t mention any animal sounds – no roars, snarls?”


“Nothing of that sort, Mr Holmes,” Butler replied.


“Nothing,” McTavish echoed disconsolately.


Holmes gave this brief thought. “And that’s something we can’t disregard, Watson, no matter how it may muddy our waters.”


I had to admit, this odd fact needed explaining. In India, I’d known tiger attacks where the predator made no sound initially, but if it turned into a struggle, as this one surely must have with two victims involved, there were almost always growls. Besides, there are no tigers in Africa.


“Time we looked at the murder scene,” Holmes said.


Butler took the lantern, and we moved out of the tent. Much of the camp now lay at our rear, but was largely deserted, the majority of the workforce having retreated to their beds. Alongside us stood the front three carriages of the train. The first was a rudimentary but fairly standard railway compartment, which, after its years of service on these sun-wizened hinterlands, looked understandably weather-worn. According to McTavish, this one contained the works office. The second compartment was sealed, its few windows shuttered and bolted, the shutters bearing warning insignia for explosives, though several of its air vents were fixed open with screws. The third and last, the ammunition store, bore no markings but this too was closed up except for several air vents, which had also been screwed open.


Our eyes had now attuned to the equatorial darkness, and we could see that north of this point, the railway line ended in dust. From here on the gorge was filled, initially with burnt and blackened vegetation, but beyond that with lush, tangled thorns and deep grasses, some reaching to shoulder height and above. We advanced into this along a footpath flattened through the stubble. Butler led the way with lantern held high and rifle unslung. On reaching the clearing where the double attack had taken place, it immediately struck me as worrying how close it was to the main camp. Thirty yards from the end of the train, no more. Here, the burned foliage thickened up again, interspersed with patches untouched by flame, but it offered no real screen. It seemed that only superstitious terror had prevented the rest of the workforce coming to the doomed pair’s aid.


On entry to the actual clearing, it didn’t require Holmes’s sharp eye to conclude that violence had been done. Both charred and fresh vegetation alike had been trampled and torn, the sunbaked earth kicked up in divots. And there were spatters of gore everywhere.


“So close to safety and neither one of two strong men was able to escape,” he remarked, thinking aloud. “Our assailant came upon them with great speed and ferocity.”


“Every death has been like this,” McTavish said in the tone of a man at the end of his tether. “Some poor fellow out alone, or even two, usually after dusk, assaulted with brutal savagery, left dead in a minute or less. And yet our sentries never see anything, sometimes it’s the sentries themselves whose lives are taken.”


Holmes was no longer listening. He’d slipped on a glove and was in the act of pulling several yellowish strands from an acacia bush.


“Straw?” I said. “Is that important, do you think?”


He pursed his lips as he slid the strands into a small envelope that he’d taken from his pocket. “Look around, Watson, you’ll find dried grass aplenty, thorns, twigs. But no fresh straw.”


“I don’t wish to spoil any burgeoning theory, Mr Holmes,” McTavish said, “but it’s likely the two victims brought that here themselves. Probably bedding from their sleep mats.”


Holmes nodded, acknowledging this, but pocketed the envelope anyway.


For several seconds, we stood in silence, letting the heat seep through us. Even the usual trilling of night insects was absent, which was perhaps a little strange,


“It’s the ultimate double threat, of course,” Holmes eventually said. “This Nandi Bear story. Not just a fear the beast will kill you, but a fear it will kill you because you’ve trespassed on ancient tribal land. So if you fall victim to it, not only does your body perish in this life, your soul perishes in the next. Considerable motivation to abandon a job halfway through.”


McTavish shook his head in despair. “But I can’t understand why anyone would want to scuttle this project. We all stand to gain. It’s economically and strategically vital for the whole Protectorate, it helps us defend the source of the Nile, opens up new markets to British goods in the African interior, will enable us to transport troops into the Sudan via Lake Rudolf . . .”


“Will the Nandi see the same advantages?” Holmes wondered. “They certainly didn’t when the mainline was run through their lands to Lake Victoria.”


“But they paid a price for that,” McTavish argued. “They even lost their beloved leader.”


“Which could be why they’re now fighting you in this clandestine manner,” I said, though personally I still felt we were dealing with an out-of-control animal here.


“Pretending there’s a monster when in fact it’s they themselves?” McTavish shrugged. “You’re not alone in that suspicion. Butler thinks the same.”


“It’s plain as the horn on a rhino’s nose,” Butler chipped in from the far perimeter, where he was standing with his rifle across his chest.


“But you don’t, Mr McTavish?” Holmes asked.


The engineer shrugged. “I’ve spoken with the Nandis at official level, Mr Holmes. I negotiated agreements with them. Not just in regard to this railway, but to the previous one too. Look, they’re an honest set of fellows. Hard-working, affable among themselves—”


“But not with outsiders?”


McTavish looked irritated by that. “Not initially, no. When we first laid the parent line across their pasture, they called it the ‘Iron Snake’. It was a gross intrusion into their privacy. But they’ve grown accustomed to the idea now. They can see the benefits, the trade—”


“But there could still be some latent hostility?” Holmes asked.


“That would be an understatement, Mr Holmes,” Butler interrupted again. “The Nandi hate you.” He hawked and spat. “They don’t want us anywhere near this place.”


“They don’t hate us, Butler!” McTavish retorted. “If they did, their young men wouldn’t have come and laboured for us. They can see the pay is good, and I think, after the death of Samoei, their elders have reached a decision that this kind of progress can’t be halted.”


“But discontented individuals remain?” Holmes persisted.


“Perhaps one or two,” McTavish admitted. “Not the sort to wage this kind of guerrilla war. Murders like this were not the Nandi way before, so why should they be now, especially when the victims are their own people? No Britons have been killed, you’ll notice. On top of that, when these crimes began, I had meetings with the Nandi members of our workforce, and they were sure their own kind couldn’t be doing this. They say they’d have heard if there were any rumours.”


Even though, as Holmes always instructed, I was determined to be open-minded about this, I felt a growing sympathy with McTavish’s position. En route here, we’d passed several Nandi settlements, and had seen only pleasant folk leading quiet lives in grass-roofed villages. Their children had even come rushing out to see who we were, waving, calling to us.


Holmes didn’t appear to share this view. Not entirely.


“It has struck you, McTavish, that by insisting our killer is the Nandi Bear – a mythical tribal monster – the Nandi might simply be resisting blame, refusing to face an unpalatable truth about themselves? Much as those Londoners did who insisted Jack the Ripper had to be a Jew or a Red Indian, or some drooling, wild-eyed maniac?”


“I think you’re crediting the Nandi with too great a sophistication of feeling, Mr Holmes,” McTavish replied with a sad smile. “They have a very simple view of right and wrong, good and evil – there are few in-betweens to them. Hence the ease with which Samoei was lured and killed by Meinertzhagen. But, whatever the truth of it, I don’t see how we can carry on much longer. Every time there’s a death out here – and Lord knows, there are deaths enough already – accidents, fever, scorpion bites – it’s more than just a personal tragedy. With each actual murder, we lose a percentage of the workforce. They flee, terrified. You’ve seen for yourself, we have only a handful left now, and progress was moving at a snail’s pace as it was. For the sake of the rest of us, we may have to abandon this place, maybe as soon as tomorrow.”


“Abandon the whole railway?” Holmes asked, eyebrows arched above his lean face.


“Temporarily maybe, until we can recruit new labour elsewhere.” McTavish shivered. “But Heaven help us, the whole thing is already running drastically over budget. A big delay would be a disaster in itself, and would reflect very badly on Meinertzhagen, who’d be absolutely furious.”


“And would blame the Nandi no doubt,” Holmes said. “And attack them again.”


“Exactly. We’d have another war on our hands.”


Holmes pondered this as he turned and headed back to the camp.


Before I followed, I surveyed the foliage to the north of us. It was lush, dark. Again the silence out there struck me as odd. Nocturnal insects in the Tropics are notorious for the racket they can raise. The only occasions in my experience when they fall silent is when something very dangerous lies close at hand.


“It seems obvious to me, Holmes,” I whispered, as we headed back.


“Indeed?”


“There are still resentful Nandi, who are prepared to do anything they can to prevent this railway reaching completion.”


“You forget one important detail, Watson – the teeth and claw-marks on the bodies. Were those the work of Nandi spears and machetes?”


“Couldn’t the murderers have fabricated claw-like weapons? Fitted teeth into clubs, that sort of thing?”


“An interesting conjecture. But I’ve already decided to check the bodies again.”


On return to the camp, McTavish climbed into the works office to provide us with any official paperwork that might be of use, while Butler said he would see about arranging sentries for that coming night. We took the opportunity to re-enter the mortuary.


The bodies lay as before, brutalized and dismembered. This time I stripped to my shirtsleeves and made a more thorough examination.


“Any obvious man-made injuries?” Holmes enquired. “Incisions, stab wounds?”


“There is this.” I indicated something I’d noticed before but had thought irrelevant. “Among his other injuries, this chap Torokut has lost two toes from his left foot. The more I look at it, the more I think they were cleanly severed, as though with an edged implement.”


Holmes drew his magnifying glass and crouched to examine the wound. “Unfortunately, Watson, I suspect this injury is somewhat older than the rest.”


“Not much older surely? It’s almost fresh.”


“Yes, but it’s been dabbed with iodine. In addition, there’s a sticky residue along the sole of the foot, implying that some kind of gluey bandage was bound here.”


“That’s correct, gentlemen,” McTavish said, entering the tent behind us. “Foreman Torokut was hurt yesterday morning when they were clearing ground cover. One of his co-workers accidentally caught his foot with a machete.”


“Are you telling me this fellow lost a couple of toes, and you put him straight back to work?” I said.


“It was Torokut’s own choice, I assure you,” McTavish replied. “I suggested he take some time off. But, like I said earlier, their world is changing, particularly for their ambitious young men. He didn’t want to languish without pay in the sick tent, and he’s not the only one. A bush railway is a difficult and dangerous environment. A few weeks ago we had a man – a very stout fellow, Kiprono. He fell on his own pick, punched a hole in his groin, would you believe. It was a shocking wound. But he insisted on returning to work that same day, though he was hardly fit.” McTavish shook his head. “By the following morning he was dead too.”


“Blood poisoning?” Holmes asked


“Not a bit of it, Mr Holmes. This same beast – the Nandi Bear. But this was a few weeks ago, as I say. The latrines were still outside the camp. It was sometime after midnight, and Kiprono limped out there alone. The thing took him while he was relieving himself. Poor devil. Anyway . . .” McTavish knuckled at his brow. “I’m for bed now. It’s early, I know. I hope you’ll forgive me, but it’s been another terrible day and I need to sleep if I’m to resolve this problem satisfactorily tomorrow. I sincerely hope that won’t mean you’ve travelled all this way for nothing, gentlemen, but with these latest deaths I don’t see how we have any choice.”


We accompanied McTavish as he walked through the camp, elaborating as he did on the other murders and handing us documentation to this effect – official reports, witness statements and the like. By now, most of the campfires were dying and, as we’d seen earlier, the bulk of the workers were inside their tents. McTavish’s own quarters were several hundred yards along, but before we reached this point, we passed the cook tent, where Butler was briefing two nervous-looking coolies, both armed with breech-loading shotguns.


“We place one chap at either end of the train,” Butler explained, after the Indians had set off to take up their nighttime posts. “One advantage of camping in a gorge: the enemy’s angles of attack are limited.”


“Yet still he comes,” Holmes said, unimpressed by this simple logic. Apparently, two other men had died in the gorge prior to Torokut and his work-mate. The killings hadn’t just happened out on the plain.


“We do what we can, Mr Holmes,” Butler replied. “With so few boys remaining, we can’t put entire gangs out on watch. There’d be no one to work during the day.”


“Might we see the tent belonging to the unfortunate Torokut?” Holmes asked.


Butler looked surprised. “You don’t want to eat first? It’s been a long day, surely?”


I did, as it happened, so first we went into the cook tent, where we were treated to a rather marvellous curry. After that, Butler escorted us through the camp to the billet where the unfortunate Torokut and the other victim, Abasi, had lodged. There wasn’t a great deal of space, so Butler remained outside while we entered – only to find that it contained very little: tools, some rough clothing (neatly folded), a few pathetic personal belongings, two simple foldaway truckle beds made from wooden frames with ox-hide strips and, crammed into a corner as though awaiting disposal, a crumpled heap of deeply bloodied bandages.


“That foot wound must’ve bled profusely,” I remarked.


“And still he went back on the job,” Holmes said. “McTavish is right, if some of these people are so dedicated to working with the railway company, is it truly conceivable that others among them would oppose it with criminal violence?”


“Society takes all sorts, Holmes, even simple rural societies like this.”


“And yet the Nandi in the workforce don’t think this could be the case. Is there anyone better placed than men like those to make such a judgement?”


“More questions here than answers, Holmes, that’s for sure,” I said.


“I quite agree.”


“Of course, if McTavish reaches the decision I suspect he will tomorrow morning, this investigation will have finished before it’s even begun.”


Holmes seemed unperturbed by that. “My dear Watson, the murders may not yet have finished, let alone the investigation.”


That night, we were allocated a tent close to the centre of the train. We were both bone-tired, but as I suspected, sleep was to prove elusive. It wasn’t just the intense heat; those wood and leather truckle beds were damnably uncomfortable. Unable to rest, we spent a slavish extra hour perusing the documents McTavish had given us, but to my eye at least they contained little of value


“Well,” I grunted, after we’d extinguished our lamp for the second time, “we haven’t learned much so far.”


“On the contrary, Watson, we’ve learned a great deal.” Holmes reclined on his bed, but, from the dim firelight outside, I saw that he’d taken the envelope from his pocket and was re-examining it. “Wherever our assailant lurks, there is fresh straw.”


“The straw bedding,” I replied.


“Is there any straw bedding in here?”


I felt at the truckle bed on which I was lying: hard-wearing wood and ox-hide, but no straw, no bedding. “Well, it might not be the same in every tent.”


“Granted, but it was in the tent belonging to the two most recent victims. I’d imagine these foldaway items are the easiest kinds of beds to transport, and railway construction crews are forever on the move.”


“That means McTavish lied to us,” I said.


“Or wasn’t thinking straight. He’s clearly a man on the verge of nervous exhaustion.”


“Also, he seems . . . well, he seemed a trifle guilty, I’d say.”


“How astute of you to notice, Watson.”


“He is a minister’s son, I suppose.”


“And perhaps is torn about his duty,” Holmes added. “Wondering if the imposition of the British way on these people is actually good for them.”


“You think that may have unbalanced him somehow?” I asked.


“You mean is he a suspect? No. But I can’t help wondering if this torment has blinded him to the nature of the opponent we’re facing.”


“You suspect the Nandi then?”


Holmes pondered his. “Were it not for the Nandi fatalities suffered here, I would leap to that conclusion. In the meantime, I’d prefer to sleep on it. McTavish isn’t the only chap who’s tired.”


But, as it would transpire, neither we nor the worn-out Scottish engineer would get any kind of rest that night. Only two hours later, we were woken by a frenzied shrieking and shouting. I’d only slept lightly, and jumped up with such force that I struck my head on the canvas. Of course, Holmes was already out and through the tent flap. I staggered outside after him.


To our left, by the fading glow of the campfire embers, other men were emerging from tents, half naked, fuddled with sleep. It was the same on the right, with one additional detail – on this side, the men fell back in horror from a central figure, which stumbled in our direction from about forty yards away.


“Great Heavens,” I breathed. “McTavish!”


As we dashed forward, we were overtaken from behind by Butler, minus hat and tunic, but with rifle in hand and heavy boots clumping the ground.


“Robert!” he bellowed. “In God’s name!”


But even Butler came to a sliding halt when the bloodied shape of McTavish slumped to his knees in front of us, and then fell face first in the dust. The rest of the workforce crowded in. It was all Holmes, Butler and I could do to fight our way through. We turned McTavish over, to general gasps. His face had been gouged to ruin by what must have been a monstrous set of claws, and his throat slashed repeatedly. His torn shirt revealed ribs laid bare by multiple lacerations.


“He’s dead,” I said dully, after dropping to my knees and, rather pointlessly it seemed – no man could have survived those wounds – checking for vital signs.


Butler rose to his feet, his face a livid purple. Frothing into his beard, he turned his Martini-Henry on the gathered labourers, who slowly retreated.


“Where did this happen?” he demanded. “Damn it, one of you must have seen!”


“Easy, Butler,” I cautioned him.


“Devil take you, Watson, how am I supposed to react?”


As one, the frightened labourers shook their heads.


“You see!” he roared. “Right in the midst of us! And this lot quivering in their tents like terrified rabbits. Not one of them saw a thing . . . well, I don’t believe that. One of these damn cowards surely saw what happened!”


“We know what happened,” Holmes interjected. “The same assailant that killed Torokut and the others has now killed Robert McTavish. We’re all on the same side here, Butler.”


“Robert was too understanding with these blasted Nandis!” Butler retorted. “That was his main mistake. His job here was to build a railway! Nothing else! And damn them and their kind to hell in a hand basket if they objected!”


“Think straight, Butler,” I urged him. “These chaps wouldn’t be here working for you if this was their true face.”


“Well, we’re running now,” Butler said, still shaking with rage. “That’s all there is to it. This has done for us. But I’m damn well not leaving here until I’ve found out who’s responsible for this! Someone bring me those damn sentries! If they were asleep, I’ll thrash the living hides off the pair of them.”


Happy to send the blame elsewhere, the rest of the workforce were quick to grab the two coolies who’d supposedly been on guard duty, disarm them and hustle them forward, forcing them to their knees – at which point Butler questioned them viciously, repeatedly threatening them with his rifle. I watched uneasily, while Holmes held some more discreet enquiries of his own. At first he examined McTavish’s tent, which hung in blood-soaked ribbons, and then circled among the frightened onlookers, speaking quietly with those who understood English.


The sentries assured everyone they were innocent of wrongdoing, which Butler dismissed out of hand.


“At least consider that they may be telling the truth,” I said.


“Don’t be a fool, Watson. One had the north end of the train, one had the south. A narrow field of vision by any standards. They claim they didn’t sleep, but how could that be if someone or something slunk past without their noticing?”


“Because the attack didn’t come from either end of the train,” Holmes said.


He now stepped forward in the company of two other labourers. One was a very aged Nandi, white-haired and white-bearded, who I’d noticed assisting in the cook tent earlier. He was clad in a knee-length shift and leaning on a twisted stick. He ambled forward with the assistance of a taller, much younger Nandi dressed only in shorts.


“And what’s this?” Butler snorted.


“A witness,” Holmes said.


There was an amazed muttering.


Butler’s eyes flicked from the old Nandi to the young, and back again. “You saw something?”


Slowly, uncertainly, the old fellow commenced a rambling, low-voiced monologue, which I could make neither head nor tail of because it was in the complex Nandi tongue.


Butler’s harsh voice cut across him. “Enough gibberish! Can anyone here translate?” He turned to the younger one. “You . . . who is this imbecile?”


“My father, bwana,” the young Nandi replied in faltering English.


“What’s he saying?”


“He say, half-hour ago, he not sleep. He hear ‘bang’.”


“Bang?” Butler said. “You mean like a gun?”


The young man queried his father, who responded by shaking his head.


“He say, something hit wood.”


“Like a thud or bump, you mean?”


The younger Nandi nodded. “He think strange. He come out. See nothing. Eyes . . . not so good. Fires low.”


I glanced around. Only now were the campfires being restoked. Again, they cast that wavering hellish light up the rugged canyon walls.


“He see,” the young Nandi added. “On . . . train.”


“On the train?” Butler replied. “What do you mean?”


The young Nandi pointed to the train roof.


Butler looked incredulous. “On the roof?”


“Yes, bwana.”


“Something jumped down onto the train roof?” I said, equally astonished. Overhead, the walls of the gorge rose tier upon tier into fire-tinged darkness. “That’d be a devil of a leap for any living creature.”


“What jumped?” Butler asked impatiently.


This time the old man lowered his head, and shook it.


“Well?”


The young Nandi asked the question again, but, as before, the old man refused to answer.


“My dear fellow,” Holmes said, stepping forward, “if you’re too frightened to give a name to this thing you saw, perhaps you could tell us whereabouts you saw it? Which part of the train?”


Somewhat reluctantly, the old one turned and pointed.


“The north end of the train?” Holmes said. “Where the explosives and ammunition trucks are?”


The young Nandi nodded, explained that this was close to where his father’s tent was located.


“Good God!” Butler shouted, dashing down there to check those two vital compartments had not been compromised. He returned just as quickly, assuring us they were still sealed, and then resumed his interrogation.


“No more of this stupid native superstition,” he barked at the old man. “You need to tell us what you saw. We have to know what we’re dealing with here.”


Still the old man refused, but now Holmes approached his son.


“Young man, you should know that we are leaving this cursed place as soon as first light tomorrow.” Holmes glanced for confirmation at Butler, who sullenly nodded. “By mid-morning, you and your and father will be far from here. This thing will not be able to harm either of you. But it’s important he speaks to us now. Or other Nandi may come here at a later date, and they won’t know the danger.” He indicated McTavish’s mangled corpse. “Does your father want more of his people to die like this?”


Again the young man relayed the message, and this time, reluctantly, his father responded.


“He say . . .” The young man struggled to find the words. “Is . . . forbidden to say. But he will draw.”


Brief confusion reigned, before Holmes ushered everyone back. The old man leaned down and, with the end of his walking stick, inscribed a shape in the dust.


It was a crude depiction of an animal, something on all fours, with powerful front shoulders, a sloped back and long, muscular forelimbs. Its head was flat and square, and its mouth gaped, exposing huge incisors. Unmistakably, it was a carnivore, and a large specimen at that, because while his father was drawing, the young Nandi explained that it was “more big than two men”.


I expected Butler to scoff, to resume shouting. But for the first time that night the overseer himself seemed lost for words. If it was possible to tell in that firelight, he even blanched.


“The Nandi Bear, I presume?” Holmes said.


Butler chewed his lip. “Every description I’ve ever heard, every wall and cave painting I’ve seen . . . that’s exactly what it looks like.”


He turned his narrowed gaze on the old Nandi, and was about to speak further, maybe to advise him that if this turned out to be a lie, he could be arrested as a conspirator in these crimes, but the rest of the crew had now had a chance to absorb the image – an apparent confirmation of all their worst fears – and a gabble of panic-stricken voices erupted. Coolie and Nandi alike began scrambling back and forth, shoving each other aside, rushing to their tents.


Only three deafening gunshots, fired into the air from Butler’s Martini-Henry, brought them to order.


“Where do you think you’re running to?” he shouted, addressing their rows of sweat-shiny faces. “It’s twenty miles to the nearest village, and sixty miles to Kalawi Junction. You think you’ll make it that distance in the dark, with this thing, whatever it is, on your tail? Listen, it’s three hours to sun-up, at which point we will leave this place together, on the construction train. You men can ride on the cargo wagons. Nothing will assail you there.”


Mutters and mumbles followed this, and nods of frantic agreement.


“Very well,” Butler said. “But we do this in calm, sensible fashion. We pack up as if moving on to the next camp, and leave nothing behind of value.”


The throng dispersed reasonably quietly, each man heading off to pack his personal equipment. This seemed a good plan even to my ears, but the lack of a rational explanation was more than frustrating. It only surprised me that Holmes didn’t appear to feel the same way.


He lit another cigarette and smoked as he watched them go about their business.


“My apologies, gentlemen,” Butler said, approaching us. “I hope Colonel Meinertzhagen paid your fee in advance. It seems you’ve wasted your time out here.”


“Butler,” I said, “you’re surely not giving credence to this Nandi Bear nonsense?”


“Dr Watson, those canyon walls are over a hundred feet high. Nothing, neither man nor animal, could have jumped down from up there without killing itself.”


“A spirit-bear might,” Holmes said.


Butler eyed him curiously. “I don’t believe in ghosts and demons, Mr Holmes.”


“Neither do I,” Holmes replied.


“But what you and I believe is not the issue here.” Butler shrugged with regret. He walked over to McTavish’s body and sighed. “Whatever this thing is, whether it’s the work of the Nandi, which I still suspect, or some other saboteur, there are things here beyond our control. In any case, as I say, without the brains of our operation, we’ve no choice. We must turn back.”


Holmes nodded.


Butler slung his rifle over his shoulder and, calling a couple of the boys over, supervised the removal of the engineer’s body to the works office. He turned back to us.


“There are no actual living quarters on the train – the boys are on the wagons, as I said, and I’ll bunk in the ammunition truck, but for you the office will at least be comfortable. Plus you’ll have privacy. Aside from Robert, of course. I don’t like asking you to ride for an entire day in the company of the dead, but it’s needs must, I’m afraid.”


“The living, in my experience, are infinitely more troublesome than the dead,” Holmes replied.


Butler nodded, and strode away. We, too, went to gather our things.


“I’ll admit I’m confounded by this,” I said, as we entered our tent. “But one thing’s clear. If the failure of this railway doesn’t work to turn Meinertzhagen and his paymasters against the Nandi people, the death of Robert McTavish certainly will.”


“Without question,” Holmes replied. “It amounts to a declaration of war. Which is exactly what the murderer wants. And which is also the reason we too must head back.”


“You have a theory . . .?”


“Later, Watson. When we’re on the train. Even canvas walls have ears.”


One and a half hours later, Holmes and I were ensconced in the office, where there was now a melancholy air. The long, narrow desk was strewn with paperwork, which the unfortunate McTavish would never again need. The same applied to the charts and diagrams on the walls, and the various books and hand tools littering the surrounding shelves. If nothing else, the deceased engineer’s decanter of Armagnac was something Holmes and I could put to use – and we did, purely for medicinal reasons of course. We were both heavy-limbed with fatigue, and yet there was no possibility of sleep.


In that regard, the presence of McTavish’s corpse did not help. It was laid on a trestle in the corner, and with its shroudlike wrappings blotched through with blood, was hardly a pleasant sight. On top of this, as the heat of the day increased, it would likely become pungent, especially in the enclosed carriage. But Holmes had already put this from his mind. He sat by the window, lifted the blind and gazed along the firelit gorge. The eastern strip of sky was slowly turning violet. Shouting voices could be heard further down the train as the last of the workforce climbed aboard with their packs and bundles.


The south door to the office, the one connecting with the open-topped wagons, was closed and locked, so it was through the north door that Butler now entered. His rifle was still at his shoulder, but he’d removed his hat and was dabbing at his sweaty face with a cloth. Even Butler – a solid, sun-hardened fellow if ever there was one – looked harrowed by these events.


“We’re done at last,” he said. “The locomotive will be running backwards of course, so it’ll be a slow journey. But I’m all in anyway, and am going to try to sleep. You gentlemen should do the same. By the time we wake up, we’ll be at Kalawi Junction. And then, I fear, our problems will really begin.”


Holmes nodded, and Butler withdrew, closing the door behind him.


The train juddered to life, commencing a slow crawl backwards, though over several minutes it gradually accelerated to a respectable thirty or so miles an hour, swaying and rocking along the new-laid rails.


“Quite the actor,” Holmes commented.


“Who?” I enquired.


He remained glued to the window. “Butler, of course.”


“Butler? I don’t follow.”


Almost unconsciously, Holmes filched a cigarette from his silver case. “Nice bit of melodrama he put on back there, I thought.”


“Melodrama?”


“That terrible outpouring of anger and grief for the loss of his friend, whose very name he sneered at when first we arrived here.”


I was bemused. “You think he was pretending?”


“Maybe, maybe not.” Holmes lit his cigarette and exhaled a stream of smoke. “But do you imagine they’d be close friends, a minister’s son with clear liberal tendencies, and a hardy bushranger? We certainly didn’t see much sign of it before.”


“We haven’t been here very long, Holmes.”


“But do you consider it likely, Watson?”


“Whether I do or don’t, that hardly proves anything.”


“Not on its own, I grant you. But let’s look at the larger picture.” He pondered for a second, blowing out more smoke. “Mysterious and violent deaths have occurred on this railway for the last month or so, in short, ever since it entered the lands belonging to the Nandi people. All the victims appeared to have fallen prey to a vicious animal.”


“Correct.”


“Discounting the mythical Nandi Bear, we are left with several possibilities. Either the beast responsible, whatever it is, was simply defending its own territory, which is unlikely, as the work party always moved on to territories new within a few days. Or it followed the work party, which is also unlikely, as many miles have been covered since the first death, and no wild animal would stray over so vast a distance? Not easily.”


“A predator might,” I countered. “If it thought it had found an easy food source.”


“And yet none of those killed were even partially eaten.”


“That is a problem,” I conceded.


“In which case, we must consider the third possibility – that we are not, in fact, dealing with a wild animal at all.”


“So, again it comes down to the Nandi?”


“Not necessarily. We’ve already noted how Nandi men have died too, while McTavish advised us that wiser heads in the Nandi tribe have realized further resistance may be futile.”


“We said it before, Holmes, rogue elements . . .?”


“And as McTavish said before, Watson, those Nandi friendly to us would surely know about that, and would bring it to our attention if it were the case, certainly they’d do that rather than blame some tribal demon. However, let us focus on our friend Butler, if that is his real name.”


“His real name?”


“Do we know it’s his real name, Watson? Do we know anything about him?”


“Only that he works for Meinertzhagen . . .”


“As do hundreds of other men, all swiftly recruited, no doubt, when contracts were signed for the construction of this railway. Do you imagine the good colonel checked all their antecedents?”


Again, I was lost. But now Holmes was in full flow.


“It seems likely, does it not, that for a killer to most effectively strike again and again at this train’s workforce, he would actually be travelling with it? He can hardly have travelled on foot.”


“Yes, but . . .”


“Hear me out, Watson. Butler has not been entirely truthful with us, so why would he have been truthful with Meinertzhagen. For example, he claims to have farmed this region for many years. And yet he couldn’t translate a word the old Nandi man said to us.”


I shrugged. “It’s not inconceivable that he hasn’t learned the language.”


“‘The Nandi hate you’. Those where his exact words at the scene of the double murder. Not ‘the Nandi hate us’ . . . they hate you’. Then he corrected himself and added: ‘They don’t want us anywhere near this place.’”


“A slip of the tongue?” I suggested.


“Or an unguarded moment, one I find rather telling. It indicates that Butler does not consider himself one of us, as in one of us British.”


“Well . . .” I shrugged again. “These colonials, you know . . .”


“But we already suspect that he isn’t a local man. And if that’s the case, and he isn’t one of us either, what exactly is he?”


“By his accent he’s a fully naturalized Anglo-African. I mean . . .’ A new thought left me thunderstruck. “Good grief, Holmes, you don’t think he could be a Boer?”


Holmes regarded me with a pensive smile. “It isn’t implausible.”


“If so, he’s a very long way from home.”


“So are we, Watson. So was McTavish.”


“But, Holmes, the South African issues are settled . . .”


“To the satisfaction of some. Maybe not all.”


“This is all supposition, surely?”


“Not quite, Watson. You observed the notches on Butler’s rifle. I counted at least twenty.”


I had, as I’ve already mentioned. Personally, I’d always considered it a distasteful practice as it appeared to celebrate the act of killing. It was a typical affectation of bushrangers and other border ruffians, and yet, on reflection, even by those standards twenty notches seemed rather excessive.


“Quite a scorecard,” Holmes added, “for a supposed civilian. On which subject, if you look at Butler’s rifle, you’ll actually notice that it isn’t a standard Martini-Henry of the sort produced in the Royal Small Arms Factory at Enfield.”


“So . . . it’s an imitation?”


“More than that, Watson. It’s a Peabody-Martini-Henry, of the type made by the Americans and purchased by the Turks, many of which, as you know, found their way to the Boer Republics. I fancy the acid burn on the lock is all that remains of a telltale crest. The Ottoman star and crescent perhaps?”


“By Jove, Holmes,” I said. “This blaggard is a Boer. But couldn’t he just be . . . well, a good Boer?”


“I imagine they all consider themselves good, Watson. The question is why would he be conducting murder and sabotage?”


I shook my head. “It makes no sense. Especially when the British government’s in the process of authorizing enormous compensation payments.”


“Revenge is often irrational,” Holmes replied. “What I mean is, how can atrocities like this, terrible to those present yet minor in the great sweep of things, really be of gain to a foe of the British Empire?”


“Well . . . we know the costs of the Ugandan Railway have spiralled. But it’s seen as essential work.”


“Exactly,” Holmes said. “As Engineer McTavish said, the project must continue. The money will need to be found, no matter how crippling the burden on the Treasury. But this won’t reflect well on Colonel Meinertzhagen. It will be another disaster on his watch.”


“He’ll attack the Nandi again,” I said. “We know he’s sending for extra troops. Perhaps this time he’ll do a real job of it. Not just kill their leaders but incarcerate their warriors in prison camps, like those in South Africa.”


“And anti-British feeling abroad will be further outraged,” Holmes said. “British brutality overseas will draw ever greater criticism, further alienating her from friends and allies.”


For a brief time, I was dazed. Yet much of this was conjecture. And there were holes in it.


“There’s a clear motive,” I said. “But if it is Butler who’s committing these crimes, how does that explain their animalistic nature?”


“If Butler was a Boer commando, Watson, he’ll have fought tough campaigns on arduous landscapes, and will have much experience of hand-to-hand killing.”


“So are we disregarding everything the old Nandi told us? About the figure jumping down onto the roof?”


“On the contrary, Watson.” Holmes removed his homburg and his grimy white jacket, then took the Webley revolver from his holster and checked it was fully loaded. “I disregard nothing.”


“But what about that terrible shape he saw?”


“As his son informed us, the old man’s eyesight is poor.” Holmes crossed the compartment, and commenced a quick, cursory examination of McTavish’s desk, pulling out various drawers. “In addition, the campfires were low. Would you rely on such a witness testimony in a court of law back home?”


I still struggled with this. “Whoever our killer is, he . . . it attacked with terrifying speed. More than could be explained by Butler’s commando experience in the Boer Army. It brutalized McTavish to death as he lay in bed, and was gone before anyone could intervene. It simply vanished.”


“It didn’t simply vanish, because such a thing is impossible,” Holmes said. “And no one tried to intervene because of superstition. The moment they heard McTavish scream, they hung back in their tents, terrified. The Nandi Bear, or at least the Nandi Bear legend, was responsible for that much.”


This at least made sense. With the rest of the boys so frightened, the assailant may well have had time to leave McTavish’s quarters and duck away – maybe to the rear of the tents, skirting the canyon wall as he slipped back through the shadows. “But, Holmes, there is still the question of those terrible wounds, which no man could have inflicted.”


Holmes glanced from the window. The walls of Hell’s Gate gorge rolled past, dappled orange-yellow by the rising sun. “This case is full of deceptions, Watson. Nothing is what it seems. Seeing isn’t always believing. A man can murder without inflicting any wounds.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Understand this, stored ammunition does not need to be ventilated the way stored explosives do.”


“Of course, but—”


“What time do you make it?”


I checked my watch. “Almost seven.”


“Approximately one hour since Butler turned in.”


“Agreed,” I said.


Holmes nodded. “The time is now. Further delay will serve us nothing.”


I stood up and drew my own revolver. “Hopefully, he’ll already be asleep. We can take him into custody without a shot being fired.”


“He won’t be asleep, Watson. If Butler is who we suspect, he’s a very resourceful and dangerous man. On top of that, he isn’t here alone.”


Before I could query him further on this, Holmes strode to the north door, opened it and stepped out onto the running board. Warm, gritty wind swirled around us as we peered across the narrow gap above the couplings to the door to the explosives store. I fully expected that to be locked, but Holmes produced a key, which I realized he’d taken from McTavish’s desk.


“I anticipate no opposition in this next compartment, Watson,” he said, his voice raised above the din of the wheels. “Keep your pistol drawn, but exercise caution. I’ve no desire to get blown to kingdom come.”


“Erm . . . no,” I agreed, bringing the weapon to my shoulder, careful to unhook my finger from the trigger.


That next compartment was a dim, narrow space, rendered narrower still by the crates stacked along either side of us. I wasn’t sure what explosives McTavish had used, or how volatile they might be, but with the constant swaying and jolting of the train, it was a relief to see that most were caged as well as boxed. We reached the north end of the compartment safely. Holmes stopped in front of the door. Now he spoke quietly.


“It’s rare I offer advice such as this, Watson, but today it might be a case of shooting first and asking questions later.”


I objected immediately, pointing out that the sum total of our suspicions against Butler were, in police terms, circumstantial at best.


Holmes waved this aside. “When we enter the ammunition truck, we will know where we and Butler stand. As I say, be ready to open fire instantly. If so, shoot straight and clean. Our lives may depend on it.”


He stepped over onto the opposite running board, and I with him. More heat and wind blew around us. The next door connected with the ammunition truck, the final compartment on the train. Here, Holmes levelled his revolver on the lock.


“You sure you want to do that, Mr Holmes?”


The pair of us jumped with fright. We turned our faces upward, but Butler, perched on the edge of the compartment roof, already had his rifle to his shoulder and was training it firmly down at us, at Holmes in particular. His big machete knife was fastened into its sheath, and he’d donned his bush hat again; despite the shade of its brim, his strong white teeth stood out in a V-shaped grin.


“Keep your guns where I can see ’em,” he said. “Either of you makes a sudden move, Holmes is a dead man.”


We stood rigid, aside from the swaying motion of the train, our pistols clearly visible.


“That’s it . . . now release them,” he said. “Just let them go.”


With no option, we dropped our firearms; they clattered down through the couplings and vanished. Butler kept his sights locked firmly on Holmes.


“Interesting thought, eh?” he said. “If I fire on you now, Holmes, could my bullet travel the full length of you and still pack enough punch to sever the chain holding these carriages together? If so, it’d save me the trouble of uncoupling them manually.”


We regarded him in silence as he climbed down the ladder alongside us, the rifle perfectly balanced in the crook of his arm. From his manner alone, we had no doubt he could operate the weapon single-handed.


“You see,” he explained, “this ammunition truck can never reach Kalawi Junction.” His boots thudded onto the running board alongside us. “But I suspect you already know that.”


“It would make sense,” Holmes said coolly.


“What . . . you intend to leave it out here?” I stammered. “What is this? Are you trying to arm the Nandi?”


Butler sniggered. “Why would I? The Nandi don’t want to fight.”


“But all along, you’ve been insisting—”


“They’d still find it, of course,” Holmes said, addressing me, though his gaze was fixed on Butler. “There’d be no reason for them not to take advantage.”


“Good Lord!” I replied. “Then it would look as if they want to fight. It might look as if they’d attacked the train themselves.”


Butler sniggered again. “You’ll make a detective of him yet, Mr Holmes.”


Holmes shook his head. “Sadly, Watson, I fear this will be as much about what doesn’t reach Kalawi, as what does get left out here.”


“Ah,” I said. “Us, you mean?”


“That will be part of it—” he replied.


“Enough talking, gentlemen,” Butler interrupted. “Up you go.” He gestured with his rifle. “On top of the ammo truck. You first, Watson.”


We scrambled in single file up the ladder. On the roof, we were neither of us as surefooted as Butler, who’d clearly practised this before. We tottered forward with arms outstretched, convinced we were about to overbalance. Hot, dusty wind gusted over us even more fiercely, though we weren’t even out of the gorge as yet. Our captor followed at a crouch, rifle levelled on our backs. When we’d made it perhaps twenty yards, almost halfway along the roof, he called us to a halt.


“Turn around, gentlemen,” he said.


We did so.


“This is absurd, man!” I shouted back at him. “Utterly pointless. Even a Boer must get tired of revenge at some point.”


“As you’re not a Boer, Dr Watson, how could you know?”


“You think we British haven’t suffered in war?” I demanded.


“If so, it doesn’t stop you starting more wars. Not that I’ve any reason to disbelieve you personally. But no matter, in a few minutes we’ll be in the whistling-thorn, and all your pain will end.”


I suddenly remembered the dense thickets of thorny trees that overarched the train’s roof shortly before the entry to the gorge. “We’ll be swept to our deaths, is that the plan?”


“Of course, and when they find your torn, twisted bodies, they’ll think it further work of the Nandi Bear. I mean, who here will say different?”


“And you’re so sure we’ll die?” Holmes wondered. “You won’t be able to get off to check.”


“Oh, you’ll die, Mr Holmes. If not from the fall, from what happens next. It’s sixty miles to Kalawi Junction. You’ll have no water, no food, and most likely you’ll both be injured. If the sun doesn’t finish you, the vultures and hyenas will. But even then it’ll be a quicker death than that endured by my mother and sister in Bloemfontein concentration camp.”


“This won’t bring them back, Butler,” I said.


“Brandt, please. That’s my real name – Ernst Brandt.”


“Of course it is,” Holmes said. “You’d need a fake English name to enlist in Meinertzhagen’s service.”


“I have a full set of fake English credentials, Mr Holmes. It would amaze you how thoroughly corrupt your imperialist bureaucracy can be.”


“I assure you it wouldn’t.”


“And soon, I understand, there’ll be even more money with which to bribe your greedy, self-interested officials.”


“That compensation comes from the British public,” I asserted heatedly. “Who were appalled by the treatment of your people.”


“How generous of them,” he retorted. “As they are waited on at breakfast in their Hyde Park addresses. But it isn’t Britain’s public I’m at war with, Dr Watson. It’s Britain’s government, her military, her industrialists, her economic powerhouse – all those elements that drive Britain’s endless conquests.”


“You think that by starting another war between the British and the Nandi that will harm those interests?” I scoffed.


“That isn’t the war he’s trying to start, Watson,” Holmes answered.


Butler, or Brandt as his name apparently was, laughed. “You really are as astute as they say, Holmes. Watson, you don’t recall how close the German Empire came to intervening during your country’s South African adventure?”


“But they didn’t intervene,” I replied brashly, yet a slow, terrible understanding was dawning on me. The Germans had been particularly vociferous in their condemnation of Britain’s South African policy – to the point of open belligerence. Still, I tried to brazen it out. “If they didn’t support the Boers, you think they’ll support the Nandi?”


“The difference is,” Holmes said, “here in East Africa, the German Empire has real and expanding interests.”


“Exactly right, Holmes,” Brandt said. “To answer your question, Watson, no, I don’t think this new war in East Africa will embroil the German Empire. Not on its own. But you need to face facts. A war between Great Britain and Germany is coming soon, for all sorts of reasons. And if I’ve contributed just one of them, I’ll go to my grave a happier man.”


“And unfortunately,” Holmes said, “go to your grave is what you now must do. Come, Watson, now we know exactly what’s what, the game’s not just afoot, it’s right in front of us.”


He lurched forward towards Butler, who levelled the rifle again.


“Easy, Holmes,” I cautioned. “He has the advantage.”


“An advantage he won’t use,” Holmes replied with confidence. “Bullet-riddled bodies are no use to him. Even Meinertzhagen will realize those aren’t the work of the Nandi or their spirit bear, especially when his experts identify a Peabody rifle as the culprit. I rather suspect there’s only one of those in use along this section of branch line.”


“But Holmes, if he has to shoot . . .”


“Oh, if he has to, yes, but he’s a big chap. I’m sure he’ll fancy his chances first.”


“Bloody idioot!” Brandt snarled, slipping again into Afrikaans.


Instead of firing on us, he swung his rifle like a club. Holmes ducked and caught him with two solid punches to the body. Brandt was a doughty sort – he only slightly tottered, but now I came in too. Despite my military days, I was less of a pugilist than Holmes, who’d been an excellent boxer in his youth. However, Brandt didn’t wish to lose his rifle, and so took half a moment to loop its belt back over his shoulder, which afforded me a chance to throw my first punch. I caught him smartly on the jaw. Holmes threw a third, pounding his kidneys. Brandt twisted in pain, but lashed at me with a boot, and struck at Holmes with a heavy backhand. I caught my blow on the thigh. Holmes evaded again, though this allowed Brandt to draw his machete, a foot of gleaming, razor-edged steel.


“Holmes!” I shouted.


“I see it, Watson!” he replied.


We circled him, but as the train jolted, all three of us staggered. For a second, Holmes was teetering on the very edge, his heels in mid-air. He righted himself in time to avoid a slashing blow from the knife. I feinted with my left and threw a right. Brandt blocked it with his meaty forearm, and drove the knife at my throat. I was able to catch his wrist, but his strength bore me backward, and suddenly I was at the other edge of the roof, arching over. All Brandt needed to do was push me and I’d go crashing to my death, but I clutched onto his sleeve, and now Holmes grappled with him from the side. Brandt spun back, his elbow caught Holmes a hefty wallop in the side of the head – Holmes slumped down onto his thigh. As Brandt turned to face him, I leapt onto his back.


“Damn you, Watson!” Brandt growled.


Toppling forward, he flipped me over his shoulder. I landed heavily, my spine slamming the sun-dried timbers. Brandt sagged briefly to one knee, but before he could stand again, Holmes struck his wrist with a sharp, flat-handed chop. Brandt’s hand opened in a spasm, and the machete clattered loose. Holmes snatched it by the hilt and, in the same motion, slashed it across Brandt’s shoulder. Thanks to the Boer’s thick bush tunic and leather bandolier belt, it only superficially wounded him, but the blood surged through the rent material. Brandt barely seemed to notice this, pulling his rifle around again as Holmes backed away, lugging me by the collar. As he did, we passed a trapdoor in the roof I hadn’t previously noticed. Holmes scrabbled at the bolt holding it closed. Brandt, still struggling to untwist the rifle strap, broke off to bellow: “Don’t open that, Holmes! Don’t be a damn fool!”


The bolt slid loose, and the trapdoor exploded upward in a blur of matted brown fur and the most terrifying ivory teeth I’d ever seen, curved like sabres and framed in a blood-red maw. With insect-like speed, the huge, hideous thing didn’t just emerge, but found a static perch on the edge of the trapdoor – where it squatted, slowly turning its hellish head in our direction.


“Behold the Nandi Bear, Watson!” Holmes said, still retreating, still lugging me along. “Surely you didn’t think even Ernst Brandt could have left those corpses so ravaged!”


“Good grief, Holmes . . . an ape?”


“A baboon!” he corrected me. “To be exact, a Chacma baboon. One of the largest, most aggressive species in Africa, and, it won’t surprise you to learn, a native of the Cape region, in particular the Transvaal and the Orange Free State.”


Even by Chacma standards, this thing was enormous. Not far off the height of a man, and maybe three feet across the shoulders, its torso wedge-shaped but immensely thick and compact, its long arms heavy with muscle, the black fingernails on its shovel-sized hands crooked into vicious, jagged talons. Its long, grey, sloping face bore multiple aged scars, while its pelt was caked with dung and dried blood, and covered with fragments of straw. With fevered intensity, it fixed its dark, red-rimmed eyes upon us, and gaped again, those murderous teeth bared, and yet it made no scream – just a prolonged, snake-like hiss.


“Good Lord!” I said again. “Good Lord in Heaven.”


At the other end of roof, Brandt looked equally alarmed. He’d finally untwisted the rifle strap, and backed quickly towards the top of the ladder.


“He’s been using this beast as a weapon?” I said, stunned.


“Without doubt,” Holmes replied. “It attacks on command. Most likely, the unbolting of the cage is the signal.”


“But how to unleash it on specific targets?”


“Fresh blood, Watson. What else?”


My thoughts raced. McTavish with his ragged razor cuts, the two labourers with their sliced toes and punctured groin. Good Lord, how many others working on this railway had suffered minor cuts and abrasions without realizing they constituted a death sentence that would be enacted that very night?


“The scent is enough to drive most animals mad, Watson,” Holmes added. “But when a beast has been trained to it . . . maybe on the battlefields of the Boer War.”


“Good Lord,” I said again. “But, Holmes, why have you let this devil out?”


“Because, Watson, we aren’t the ones who are wounded here.”


And now, slowly, like some demonic statue creaking to life, the thing switched its attention away from us, pivoting round until it faced Brandt, whose tunic of course was drenched in blood.


He pointed his rifle at it, shouting something in Afrikaans. I’m no expert on that tongue, but it sounded like: “Back, Caracalla!”


“Caracalla,” Holmes breathed. “A suitable name for an unthinking killer.”


Brandt shouted again, so frenzied his words that I lost track of their meaning.


In response, it sprang, gambolling along the roof with such speed and agility that Brandt only managed one shot, missing widely, before it struck him head on, hurling his rifle away and smashing him down with both its fists, at the same time tearing and mangling his flesh with its snapping jaws. Fleetingly, his shrieks were lost in the rattle and clangour of motion, before it raised him with both hands and brought him down with shocking force across its knee, and that sound at least – that crack of bone and gristle – we heard. It hurled his corpse away like a broken doll, a final offering to the gods of Hell’s Gate, for now at last we rumbled out from the flame-red cradle that was Tungo Gorge, the whole of the East African plains spread in front of us.


Wildly the beast spun, its eyes glaring with feral madness. It focused on us, and came pounding back along the roof, still in silence, but with ribbons of crimson froth dangling from its jaws.


“Down, Watson!” Holmes shouted. “On your face!”


I felt certain we faced death, but dropped to the woodwork anyway, Holmes alongside me – though now he was holding something aloft, something small but bright. Caracalla was no more than ten yards away when the sun struck Holmes’s silver cigarette case properly, its dazzling rays reflected straight into the brute’s eyes, bewildering it, frightening it, blinding it.


It reared to full height, arms across its face – a near human gesture, I thought.


And then with a tumultuous thrashing and crashing, multiple thorny boughs rushed past us, skimming over our prone forms by inches, but sweeping into the baboon, tangling it up and carrying it backward, turning and twisting it, hammering its frantic form along the roof of this final compartment – before it was gone. Gone from the train, gone from sight, gone for good amid the endless interlaced branches that sped on and on over us in a natural arcade.


Holmes and I lay flat, faces hard on the juddering wood, heat and sweat seeping through our dusty clothing. It was another ten minutes or so, forest shadows rippling over us, twigs whipping our backs, before the train pulled clear of the whistling-thorn, and rolled out into the vast emptiness of the Rift Valley.


We made an exhausted, bedraggled twosome as we clambered down between compartments, crossed the explosives store and re-entered the works office. Here, Holmes slumped behind McTavish’s desk. He watched grimly as, with shaking hand, I poured us both another brandy.


“No one will believe this adventure,” I advised him.


“You said that about the Hound of the Baskervilles, did you not?” he replied. “Another case wherein man brutalized a beast until it would do his dirty work for him.”


“You think that terrible creature was made during the Boer War?”


Holmes mused on this. “The Boers formed effective guerrilla bands. Caracalla would be ideal for their purpose, especially at night, against fixed positions. Maybe against wounded men.”


“Gad!” A nightmare image flooded my mind: of this silent, ruthless predator ranging across darkened battlefields at the end of an action, tearing and savaging our injured.


“Perhaps it was trained from infancy to that purpose,” Holmes added. “Certainly someone with knowledge – a vet or doctor – ensured its silence, presumably by cutting its vocal cords.”


I shuddered at the thought of such callous ingenuity.


Holmes sipped more brandy. “Whether it became Brandt’s property when he joined that guerrilla band, or whether it was his to begin with, who can say.”


“Either way, it was a fearsome weapon to use against the railway,” I said.


“Fearsome and criminally indiscriminate. Once released, the beast would use the darkness to prowl the outskirts of the camp, following the scent of blood. It didn’t matter which unfortunate it was drawn to. All Brandt needed was a violent death every few days. That would soon create panic. And if at any stage, it was seen, or even shot, the explanation would be simple: a displaced wild animal had stalked the camp. An oddity perhaps, but no blame on any man.”


“But how did you deduce in the first place that an animal was being used?”


Holmes smiled tiredly. “You mean aside from the claw marks identified by my ever-reliable medical friend, Dr John Watson? Well, the straw used to line the beast’s cage, the location of which was given away by the fixed-open air vents in the ammunition truck. One needs constant ventilation for the storage of explosives. But for basic ammunition, there is no such requirement. The impact on the train roof was another clue. You heard Brandt back in the gorge. The rocks towering above us were a hundred feet high. No animal, no matter how dexterous, could survive such a leap. And even an animal with hands could not climb up it again. Not so quickly that it wouldn’t be seen.”


“So the thudding the old Nandi heard was the sound of the trapdoor opening?”


“That was a reasonable conclusion. If the thing didn’t come from above, it must have come from below.”


“And your suspicions about Brandt’s heritage made him the prime suspect?”


Holmes shrugged. “Only Brandt had access to the ammunition store. And when he insisted on returning to Kalawi and locked us in the works office, that was the final evidence.”


I indicated the south door. “Only that door was locked, Holmes. The other was open.”


“The other door was the door Caracalla would use when he came in here to finish us off.”


Despite everything I was startled. “Brandt planned to murder us from the beginning?”


Holmes nodded. “Most certainly. Both our deaths and the death of Robert McTavish would have provoked a savage response from Colonel Meinertzhagen. On top of that, the loss of the ammunition truck in Nandi territory would have served two purposes: to throw almost irrefutable suspicion on the Nandi themselves and, more practically, to enable Brandt to free Caracalla into the wild and presumably dismantle its cage – thereby removing all trace of what had really happened. After that, no doubt, he’d evacuate the scene on foot. I’d imagine a man like Brandt could survive in this wilderness more easily than most.”


“But even if Caracalla had come in here,” I said, “neither you nor I were bloodied . . .?”


Holmes nodded to the far corner, where McTavish lay under his crimson sheet.


“The beast killed the labourer working with the site foreman,” he explained. “Even though it was the foreman whose foot was wounded. We were attacked on the roof simply because we were there. All those bloodied were condemned to die – along with all those in their company.”


“A madman,” I said. “Brandt . . . a sheer madman.”


“If so, Watson, a madman we created.”


“The deuce with that, Holmes! This fellow was . . . well, he was what the French call a terrorist. A small-minded nobody using death and mayhem to try and destabilize civilization.”


“Well . . .” Holmes sipped his brandy again. “One man’s civilization is another man’s barbarism.”


“And who should make such distinctions?” I finished my drink in a gulp. My blood was up, I freely admit. “Not these deranged voices out on the margins, where no one is even listening, I’ll tell you that.”


“Hmmm,” Holmes replied. “Quite.”





The Case of the Maltese Catacombs



William Meikle


My good friend Sherlock Holmes does not take to enforced rest, not even when ordered to by his doctor. Our holiday in Malta was but two days old, having taken lodging in the naval officer’s mess in Valetta harbour. Holmes had already solved two cases of smuggling, proved the house guilty of rigging the gentle games of bridge played of an evening, and ousted the nightwatchman of the main dock, having showed him to be guilty of neglect during an illicit liaison with a lady of the night. It was not so much that I decided to retreat to the Army garrison at Mdina, more that we were asked to leave an hour before the request would have become somewhat more forceful.


At least the stifling heat away from the coast did much to ensure that Holmes’s enthusiasm did not overreach his physical state. Once we arrived in the ancient city, the Captain of the Guard’s hospitality stretched to an immense breakfast of eggs, ham and fresh bread, a gallon of strong sweet tea, and as much local history – mostly of the religious variety – as either Holmes or I could stomach.


Indeed, the young officer seemed rather nervous and excited that he had such an august personage as Holmes under his roof.


“My sergeant-at-arms was beside himself, Mr Holmes,” the man said, as he poured another cup of tea. “To hear him speak you are up there with Nelson and Wellington in the ranks of the great. He is all a fluster – and, as a Scotsman, he is not normally a man given to frippery.”


The Captain, despite his nervous demeanour, was obviously one of those chaps who liked to hear himself talk, and given his head he went on at quite some length. After a while, Holmes feigned tiredness and excused himself. I was offered a smoke – and more of the Captain’s rather dull history lessons – before I was able to extricate myself from the table. I finally gained some relaxation on my own part on the battlements of the old walled city, looking out over the length of the island while sipping a most welcome gin as the sun went over the yardarm.


Holmes sat in what little shade could be found against the wall, smoking a cheroot and staring out, unseeing, at the view. To my trained eye he seemed to have some of the colour back in his cheeks, and his eyes were sharp, no longer clouded by pain. The affair of the Scottish Stone, the wild hunt for it across the Highlands, and its subsequent return to Westminster Abbey, had taken a great deal out of my old friend – more than he would admit. His health would suffer for it for some time yet, although I was now hopeful that this holiday might be just the tonic he required – if I could only get him to keep still.


It was to prove a fruitless hope. After barely half an hour of sitting, Holmes tapped me on the arm.
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