



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  





  




  Dedicated to the memory of the Young Adult writers whose work I used to devour when I was young: Capt.W. E. Johns, Hugh Walters, Andre Norton, Malcolm Saville, Alan E. Norse

  and John Christopher; and also to the friendship and support of those members of the latest generation that I’m fortunate enough to know: Ben Jeapes, Stephen Cole, Justin Richards, Gus Smith

  and the incomparable Charlie Higson.




  And with grateful acknowledgements to: Rebecca McNally and Robert Kirby, for having faith; Jon Lellenberg and Charles Foley, for giving permission; Gareth Pugh, for telling me

  all about bees; and Nigel McCreary, for keeping me sane on the journey.




  





  PROLOGUE




  The first time Matthew Arnatt saw the cloud of death, it was floating out of the first-floor window of a house near where he was living.




  He was scurrying along the High Street in the market town of Farnham, looking for any fruit or crusts of bread that a careless passer-by might have dropped. His eyes should have been scanning

  the ground, but he kept looking up at the houses and the shops and at the thronging people all around him. He was only fourteen, and as far as he could remember he’d never been in a town this

  large before. In this, the prosperous part of Farnham, the older wood-beamed buildings leaned over into the street, with their upper rooms looming like solid clouds above anybody underneath.




  The road was cobbled with smooth, fist-sized stones for part of its length, but some distance ahead the cobbles gave way to packed earth from which clouds of dust rose up as the horses and the

  carts clattered past. Every few yards sat a pile of horse manure: some fresh and steaming, surrounded by flies; some dry and old, like strands of hay or grass that had been clumped together and

  somehow stuck.




  Matthew could smell the steamy, putrid dung, but he could also smell baking bread and what might have been a pig that had been roasted on a spit above a roaring fire. He could almost see the fat

  dripping off and sizzling in the flames. Hunger made his stomach clench, and he nearly doubled over with the sudden pain. It had been a few days since he’d had any proper food. He

  wasn’t sure how much longer he could go on.




  One of the passers-by, a fat man in a brown bowler hat and a dark suit that was showing its age, stopped and extended a hand to Matthew as if to help him. Matthew backed away. He didn’t

  want charity. Charity led to the workhouse or the church for a child with no family, and he didn’t want to start out on the path towards either of those destinations. He was doing fine by

  himself. All he had to do was to find some food. Once he had some food inside him he would be fine.




  He slipped away down an alley before the man could take his shoulder, then doubled back round a corner into a street that was so narrow that the upper storeys of the houses were almost touching.

  A person could climb straight from one bedroom to another on the other side of the street, if they had a mind to.




  That was when he saw the cloud of death. Not that he knew what it was, then. That would come later. No, all he saw was a dark stain the size of a large dog that seemed to drift from an open

  window like smoke, but smoke that moved with a mind of its own, pausing for a moment and then flowing sideways to a drainpipe where it turned and slid up towards the roof. Hunger forgotten, Matthew

  watched open-mouthed as the cloud drifted over the sharp edge of the roof tiles and vanished out of sight.




  A scream split the silence – a scream from the open window – and Matthew turned and pelted back down the street as quickly as his malnourished legs would carry him. People

  didn’t scream like that when they’d had a surprise. They didn’t even scream like that if they’d had a shock. No, in Matthew’s experience people only screamed like that

  if they were in mortal fear of their life, and whatever had provoked that scream was not something he wanted to see.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘You there! Come here!’




  Sherlock Holmes turned to see who was being called and who was doing the calling. There were hundreds of pupils standing in the bright sunlight outside Deepdene School for Boys that morning,

  each dressed in immaculate school uniform and each with a leather-strapped wooden chest or an over-stuffed pile of luggage sitting in front of him like a loyal dog. Any one of them might have been

  the target. The Masters at Deepdene made a habit of never referring to the pupils by name – it was always ‘You!’ or ‘Boy!’ or ‘Child!’ It made life

  difficult and kept the boys on their toes, which was probably the reason why they did it. Either that or the Masters had given up trying to remember the names of their pupils long ago; Sherlock

  wasn’t sure which explanation was the most likely. Perhaps both.




  None of the other pupils were paying attention. They were either gossiping with the family members who had turned up to collect them or they were eagerly watching the school gates for first

  sight of the carriage that was going to take them home. Reluctantly, Sherlock swung round to see if the malign finger of fate was pointing his way.




  It was. The finger in question belonged in this instance to Mr Tulley, the Latin Master. He had just come round the corner of the school, where Sherlock was standing apart from the other boys.

  His suit, which was usually covered in chalk dust, had been specially cleaned for the end of term and the inevitable meetings with the fathers who were paying for their boys to be educated, and his

  mortar board sat straight on his head as if glued there by the Headmaster.




  ‘Me, sir?’




  ‘Yes, sir. You, sir,’ Mr Tulley snapped. ‘Get yourself to the Headmaster’s study quam celerrime. Do you remember enough of your Latin to know what that

  means?’




  ‘It means ‘straight away’, sir.’




  ‘Then move yourself.’




  Sherlock cast a glance at the school gate. ‘But sir – I’m waiting for my father to pick me up.’




  ‘I’m sure he won’t leave without you, boy.’




  Sherlock made one last, defiant attempt. ‘My luggage . . .’




  Mr Tulley glanced disparagingly at Sherlock’s battered wooden trunk – a hand-me-down from his father’s military travels, stained with old dirt and scuffed by the passing years.

  ‘I can’t see anyone wanting to steal it,’ he said, ‘except perhaps for its historical value. I’ll get a prefect to watch it for you. Now cut along.’




  Reluctantly, Sherlock abandoned his belongings – the spare shirts and underclothes, the books of poetry and the notebooks in which he had taken to jotting down ideas, thoughts,

  speculations and the occasional tune that came into his head – and walked off towards the columned portico at the front of the school building, pushing through the crowd of pupils, parents

  and siblings while still keeping an eye on the gateway, where a scrum of horses and carriages were all trying to get in and out of the narrow gate at the same time.




  The main entrance hall was lined with oak panelling and encircled by marble busts of previous headmasters and patrons, each on its own separate plinth. Shafts of sunlight crossed diagonally from

  the high windows to the black and white tiled floor, picked out by swirling motes of chalk dust. It smelt of the carbolic that the maids used to clean the tiles every morning. The press of bodies

  in the hall made it likely that at least one of the busts would be toppled over before long. Some of them already had large cracks marring their pure marble, suggesting that every term saw at least

  one of them smashed on the floor and subsequently repaired.




  He wove in and out of the people, ignored by everyone, and eventually found himself exiting the throng and entering a corridor that led off the entrance hall. The Headmaster’s study was a

  few yards down. He paused on the threshold, drew a breath, dusted down his lapels and knocked on the door.




  ‘Enter!’ boomed a theatrically loud voice.




  Sherlock twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open, trying to quell the spasm of nervousness that shot through his body like lightning. He had only been in the Headmaster’s study twice

  before – once with his father, when he first arrived at Deepdene, and once again a year later with a group of other pupils who had been accused of cheating in an examination. The three

  ringleaders had been caned and expelled; the four or five followers had been caned until their buttocks bled and allowed to stay. Sherlock – whose essays had been the ones copied by the group

  – had escaped a caning by claiming that he knew nothing about it. In fact, he had known all along, but he had always been something of an outsider at the school, and if letting the other

  pupils copy his work got him tolerated, if not accepted, then he wasn’t going to raise any ethical objections. On the other hand, he wasn’t going to tell on the copiers either –

  that would have got him beaten and, perhaps, held in front of one of the roaring fires that dominated the dormitories until his skin began to blister and his clothes to smoke. School life was like

  that – a perpetual balancing act between the masters and the other pupils. And he hated it.




  The Headmaster’s study was just the way he remembered – vast, dim, and smelling of a combination of leather and pipe tobacco. Mr Tomblinson was sitting behind a desk large enough to

  play bowls on. He was a portly man in a suit that was slightly too small for him, chosen presumably on the basis that it helped him believe he wasn’t quite as large as he obviously was.




  ‘Ah, Holmes is it? In, lad, in. Close the door behind you.’




  Sherlock did as he was told, but as he pushed the door shut he caught sight of another figure in the room: a man standing in front of the window with a glass of sherry in his hand. The sunlight

  refracted in rainbow shards from the cut glass of the schooner.




  ‘Mycroft?’ Sherlock said, amazed.




  His elder brother turned towards him, and a smile flickered across his face so rapidly that if Sherlock had blinked at the wrong moment then he might have missed it. ‘Sherlock.

  You’ve grown.’




  ‘So have you,’ Sherlock said. Indeed, his brother had put on weight. He was nearly as plump as the Headmaster, but his suit was tailored to hide it rather than accentuate it.

  ‘You came in Father’s carriage.’




  Mycroft raised an eyebrow. ‘How on earth did you deduce that, young man?’




  Sherlock shrugged. ‘I noticed the parallel creases in your trousers where the upholstery pressed them, and I remember that Father’s carriage has a tear in the upholstery that was

  repaired rather clumsily a few years ago. The impression of that repair is pressed into your trousers, next to the creases.’ He paused. ‘Mycroft, where’s Father?’




  The Headmaster harrumphed to attract attention back to him. ‘Your father is—’




  ‘Father won’t be coming,’ Mycroft interrupted smoothly. ‘His Regiment was sent out to India to strengthen the existing military force. There has been some unrest in the

  North West Frontier region. You know where that is?’




  ‘Yes. We’ve studied India in Geography lessons and in History.’




  ‘Good boy.’




  ‘I didn’t realize the natives there were causing problems again,’ the Headmaster rumbled. ‘Not been in The Times, that’s for sure.’




  ‘It’s not the Indians,’ Mycroft confided. ‘When we took the country back from the East India Company the soldiers out there transferred back under Army control.

  They’ve found the new regime to be a lot . . . stricter . . . than the one they were used to. There’s been a great deal of bad feeling, and the government has decided to drastically

  increase the size of the force in India to give them an example of what real soldiers are like. It’s bad enough to have the Indians rebelling; a mutiny inside the British Army is

  unthinkable.’




  ‘And will there be a mutiny?’ Sherlock asked, feeling his heart sinking like a stone dropped into a pond. ‘Will Father be safe?’




  Mycroft shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘I don’t know,’ he said simply. That was one of the things that Sherlock respected about his brother. He always gave a straight response

  to a straight question. No honeying the pill. ‘Sadly, I don’t know everything. Not yet, anyway.’




  ‘But you work for the government,’ Sherlock pressed. ‘You must have some idea of what might happen. Can’t you send a different Regiment? Keep Father here in

  England?’




  ‘I’ve only been with the Foreign Office for a few months,’ Mycroft replied, ‘and although I am flattered that you think I have the power to alter such important things,

  I’m afraid I don’t. I’m an advisor. Just a clerk, really.’




  ‘How long will Father be gone?’ Sherlock asked, remembering the large man dressed in a scarlet serge jacket with white belts crossing his chest, who laughed easily and lost his

  temper rarely. He could feel a pressure in his chest but he held his feelings in check. If there was one lesson he had learned from his time at Deepdene School it was that you never showed any

  emotion. If you did, it would be used against you.




  ‘Six weeks for the ship to reach port, six months in the country, I would estimate, and then another six weeks returning. Nine months in all.’




  ‘Nearly a year.’ He bowed his head for a moment, composing himself, then nodded. ‘Can we go home now?’




  ‘You’re not going home,’ Mycroft said.




  Sherlock just stood there, letting the words sink into him, not saying anything.




  ‘He can’t stay here,’ the Headmaster muttered. ‘The place is being cleaned.’




  Mycroft moved his calm gaze away from Sherlock and on to the Headmaster. ‘Our mother is . . . unwell,’ he said. ‘Her constitution is delicate at the best of times, and this

  business with our father has distressed her greatly. She needs peace and quiet, and Sherlock needs someone older to look after him.’




  ‘But I’ve got you!’ Sherlock protested.




  Mycroft shook his large head sadly. ‘I live in London now, and my job requires me to work many hours each day. I would not, I’m afraid, be a fit guardian for a boy, especially an

  inquisitive one such as you.’ He turned towards the Headmaster, almost as if it was easier to give him the next piece of information than to tell Sherlock. ‘Although the family house is

  in Horsham we have relatives in Farnham, not too far from here. An uncle and aunt. Sherlock will be staying with them over the school holidays.’




  ‘No!’ Sherlock exploded.




  ‘Yes,’ Mycroft said gently. ‘It is arranged. Uncle Sherrinford and Aunt Anna have agreed to take you in for the summer.’




  ‘But I’ve never even met them!’




  ‘Nevertheless, they are family.’




  Mycroft bade farewell to the Headmaster while Sherlock stood there blankly, trying to take in the enormity of what had just happened. No going home. No seeing his father and his mother. No

  exploring in the fields and woods around the manor house that had been home to him for fourteen years. No sleeping in his old bed in the room under the eaves of the house where he kept all of his

  books. No sneaking into the kitchens where Cook would give him a slice of bread and jam if he smiled at her. Instead, weeks of staying with people he didn’t know, being on his best behaviour

  in a town, in a county which he didn’t know anything about. Alone, until he returned to school.




  How was he going to manage?




  Sherlock followed Mycroft out of the Headmaster’s study and along the corridor to the entrance hall. An enclosed brougham carriage sat outside the doors, its wheels muddy and its sides

  dusty from the journey that Mycroft had already undertaken to the school. The crest of the Holmes family had been painted on the door. Sherlock’s trunk had already been loaded on the back. A

  gaunt driver who Sherlock did not recognize sat in the dicky box at the front, the reins that linked him to the two horses resting limply in his hands.




  ‘How did he know that was my trunk?’




  Mycroft gestured with his hand to indicate that it was nothing special. ‘I could see it from the window of the Headmaster’s study. The trunk was the only one sitting unattended. And

  besides, it was the one Father used to have. The Headmaster was kind enough to send a boy out to tell him to load the trunk on to the carriage.’ He opened the door of the carriage and

  gestured to Sherlock to enter. Instead, Sherlock glanced around at his school and at his fellow pupils.




  ‘You look as if you think you’ll never see them again,’ Mycroft said.




  ‘It’s not that,’ Sherlock replied. ‘It’s just that I thought I was leaving here for something better. Now I know I’m leaving here for something worse. As bad

  as this place is, this is as good as it gets.’




  ‘It won’t be like that. Uncle Sherrinford and Aunt Anna are good people. Sherrinford is Father’s brother.’




  ‘Then why have I never heard about them?’ Sherlock asked. ‘Why has Father never mentioned having a brother?’




  Mycroft winced almost imperceptibly. ‘I fear that there was a falling-out in the family. Relations were strained for a while. Mother reinitiated contact via letter some months ago.

  I’m not even sure Father knows.’




  ‘And that’s where you’re sending me?’




  Mycroft patted Sherlock on the shoulder. ‘If there was an alternative I would take it, believe me. Now, do you need to say goodbye to any friends?’




  Sherlock looked around. There were boys he knew, but were any of them really friends?




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’




  The journey to Farnham took several hours. After passing through the town of Dorking, which was the closest group of houses to Deepdene School, the carriage clattered along country lanes,

  beneath spreading trees, past the occasional thatched cottage or larger house and alongside fields that were ripe with barley. The sun shone from a cloudless sky, turning the carriage into an oven

  despite the breeze blowing in. Insects buzzed lazily at the windows. Sherlock watched for a while as the world went past. They stopped for lunch at an inn, where Mycroft bought some ham and cheese

  and half a loaf of bread. At some stage Sherlock fell asleep. When he woke up, minutes or hours later, the brougham was still moving through the same landscape. For a while he chatted with Mycroft

  about what was happening at home, about their sister, about Mother’s fragile health. Mycroft asked after Sherlock’s studies, and Sherlock told him something about the various lessons

  that he had sat through and more about the teachers who had taught them. He imitated their voices and their mannerisms, and reduced Mycroft to helpless laughter by the cruelty and humour of his

  impersonations.




  After a while there were more houses lining the road and soon they were heading through a large town, the horses’ hoofs clattering on cobbles. Leaning out of the carriage window, Sherlock

  saw what looked like a guildhall – a three-storey building, all white plaster and black beams, with a large clock hanging from a bracket outside the double doors.




  ‘Farnham?’ he guessed.




  ‘Guildford,’ Mycroft answered. ‘Farnham is not too far away now.’




  The road out of Guildford led along a ridge from which the land fell away on both sides, fields and woods scattered about like toys, with patches of yellow flowers spreading across them.




  ‘This ridge is called the Hog’s Back,’ Mycroft remarked. ‘There’s a semaphore station along here, on Pewley Hill, part of a chain that stretches from the Admiralty

  Building in London all the way to Portsmouth Harbour. Have they taught you about semaphores at school?’




  Sherlock shook his head.




  ‘Typical,’ Mycroft murmured. ‘All the Latin a boy can cram into his skull, but nothing of any practical use.’ He sighed heavily. ‘A semaphore is a method for

  passing messages quickly and over long distance that would take days by horse. Semaphore stations have boards on their roofs which can be seen from a distance, and which have six large holes in

  them which can be opened or closed by shutters. Depending on which holes are open or closed the board spells out different letters. A man at each semaphore station keeps watch on both the previous

  one in the chain and the next one with a telescope. If he sees a message being spelled out he writes it down and then repeats it via his own semaphore board, and so the message travels. This

  particular chain starts at the Admiralty, then goes via Chelsea and Kingston upon Thames to here, then all the way to Portsmouth Dockyard. There’s another chain leading down to Chatham

  Dockyards, and others to Deal, Sheerness, Great Yarmouth and Plymouth. They were constructed so that the Admiralty could pass messages quickly to the Navy in the event of a French invasion of the

  country. Now, tell me, if there are six holes, and each hole can be either open or closed, how many different combinations are there which could signify letters, numbers or other

  symbols?’




  Fighting the urge to tell his brother that school was over, Sherlock closed his eyes and calculated for a moment. One hole could take two states: open or closed. Two holes could take four

  states: open-open; open-closed; closed-open; closed-closed. Three holes . . . He quickly worked through the calculation in his mind, and then saw a pattern emerging. ‘Sixty-four,’ he

  said eventually.




  ‘Well done.’ Mycroft nodded. ‘I’m glad to see that your mathematics, at least, is up to scratch.’ He glanced out of the window to his right. ‘Ah, Aldershot.

  Interesting place. Fourteen years ago it was named by Queen Victoria as the home of the British Army. Before that it was a small hamlet with a population of less than a thousand. Now it is sixteen

  thousand and still growing.’




  Sherlock craned his neck to look over his brother at what lay outside the other window, but from this angle he could only see a scattering of houses and what might have been a railway line

  running parallel to the road at the bottom of the slope. He settled back into his seat and closed his eyes, trying not to think about what lay ahead.




  After a while he felt the brougham heading downhill, and shortly after that they made a series of turns, and the sound of the ground beneath the horses’ hoofs changed from stone to

  hard-packed earth. He screwed his eyes more tightly shut, trying to put off the moment when he would have to accept what was happening.




  The carriage stopped on gravel. The sound of birdsong and the wind blowing through trees filled the carriage. Sherlock could hear footsteps crunching towards them.




  ‘Sherlock,’ Mycroft said gently. ‘Time for reality.’




  He opened his eyes.




  The brougham had stopped outside the entrance to a large house. Constructed from red brick, it towered above them: three storeys plus what looked like a set of rooms in the attic judging by the

  small windows set into the grey tiles. A footman was just about to open Mycroft’s door. Sherlock slid across and followed his brother out.




  A woman was standing in the deep shadows at the top of three wide stone steps that led up to the portico in front of the main entrance. She was dressed entirely in black. Her face was thin and

  pinched, her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed, as if someone had substituted vinegar for her cup of tea that morning. ‘Welcome to Holmes Manor; I am Mrs Eglantine,’ she said in a dry,

  papery voice. ‘I am the housekeeper here.’ She glanced at Mycroft. ‘Mr Holmes will see you in the library, whenever you are ready.’ Her gaze slid to Sherlock. ‘And the

  footman will transfer your . . . luggage . . . to your room, Master Holmes. Afternoon tea will be served at three o’clock. Please be so good as to stay in your room until then.’




  ‘I will not be staying for tea,’ Mycroft said smoothly. ‘Sadly, I need to return to London.’ He turned towards Sherlock, and there was a look in his eyes that was part

  sympathy, part brotherly love and part warning. ‘Take care, Sherlock,’ he said. ‘I will certainly be back to return you to school at the end of the holidays, and if I can I will

  visit in the meantime. Be good, and take the opportunity to explore the local area. I believe that Uncle Sherrinford has an exceptional library. Ask him if you can take advantage of the accumulated

  wisdom it contains. I will leave my contact details with Mrs Eglantine – if you need me, send me a telegram or write a letter.’ He reached out and put a comforting hand on

  Sherlock’s shoulder. ‘These are good people,’ he said, quietly enough that Mrs Eglantine couldn’t hear him, ‘but, like everyone in the Holmes family, they have their

  eccentricities. Be aware, and take care not to upset them. Write to me when you get a moment. And remember – this is not the rest of your life. This is just for a couple of months. Be

  brave.’ He squeezed Sherlock’s shoulder.




  Sherlock felt a bubble of anger and frustration forcing its way up his throat and choked it back. He didn’t want Mycroft to see him react, and he didn’t want to start his time at

  Holmes Manor badly. Whatever he did over the next few minutes would set the tone for the rest of his stay.




  He stuck out his hand. Mycroft moved his own hand off Sherlock’s shoulder and took it, smiling warmly.




  ‘Goodbye,’ Sherlock said in as level a tone as he could manage. ‘Give my love to Mother, and to Charlotte. And if you hear anything of Father, let me know.’




  Mycroft turned and started up the stairs towards the entrance. Mrs Eglantine met Sherlock’s gaze for a moment, expressionless, then turned and led Mycroft into the house.




  Looking back, Sherlock saw the footman struggling to hoist the trunk on to his shoulders. When it was safely balanced he staggered up the stairs, past Sherlock, who followed disconsolately.




  The hall was tiled in black and white, lined with mahogany, with an ornate marble staircase flowing down from the upper floors like a frozen waterfall with several paintings of religious scenes,

  landscapes and animals on the walls. Mycroft was just passing through a doorway to the left of the staircase into a room that, from the brief glance Sherlock caught, was lined with sets of books

  bound in green leather. A thin, elderly man in an old-fashioned black suit was rising from a chair that had been upholstered in a shade of leather that perfectly matched the colour of the books

  behind it. His face was bearded, lined and pale, his scalp mottled with liver spots.




  The door closed on them as they were shaking hands. The footman headed across the tiles to the bottom of the stairs, still balancing the trunk on his shoulders. Sherlock followed.




  Mrs Eglantine was standing at the bottom of the stairs, outside the library. She was staring over the top of Sherlock’s head, towards the door.




  ‘Child, be aware that you are not welcome here,’ she hissed as he passed.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Sitting in the woods outside Farnham, Sherlock could see the ground fall away from him towards a dirt track that snaked away through the underbrush, like a dry riverbed, until

  it vanished from sight. Over on the other side of the town, on the slope of a hill, a small castle nestled in the trees. There was nobody else around. He had been sitting so still for so long that

  the animals had grown used to him. Every so often there would be a rustling in the long grass as a mouse or a vole moved past, while hawks circled lazily in the blue sky above, waiting for any

  small animals stupid enough to emerge into an area of clear ground.




  The wind rustled the leaves of the trees behind him. He let his mind wander, trying not to think about the past or the future, just living in the moment for as long as he could. The past ached

  like a bruise, and the immediate future was not something that he wanted to arrive in a hurry. The only way to keep going was not to think about it, just drift on the breeze and let the animals

  move around him.




  He had been living at Holmes Manor for three days now, and things had not got any better than his first experience. The worst thing was Mrs Eglantine. The housekeeper was an ever-present spectre

  lurking in the deep recesses of the house. Whenever he turned round he seemed to find her there, standing in the shadows, watching him with her crinkled-up eyes. She had barely exchanged three

  sentences with him since he had arrived. He was, as far as he could tell, expected to turn up for breakfast, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner, say nothing, eat as quietly as possible and then vanish

  until the next meal; and that was going to be the shape of his life until the holidays were over and Mycroft came to release him from his sentence.




  Sherrinford and Anna Holmes – his aunt and uncle – were usually present at breakfast and dinner. Sherrinford was a dominating presence: as tall as his brother but much thinner,

  cheekbones prominent, forehead domed in front and sunken at the sides, bushy white beard descending to his chest but the hair on his head so sparse that it looked to Sherlock as if each individual

  strand had been painted on to the skin of his scalp and then a coat of varnish applied. Between meals he vanished into his study or to the library where, from what Sherlock could tell from scraps

  of conversation, he wrote religious pamphlets and sermons for vicars across the country. The only thing of any substance that he had said to Sherlock in the past three days had been when he had

  fixed Sherlock with an ominous eye over lunch and said: ‘What is the state of your soul, boy?’ Sherlock had blinked, fork raised to his mouth. Remembering Mr Tulley, the Latin Master at

  Deepdene, he said: ‘Extra ecclesiam nulla salus,’ which he was pretty sure meant: ‘Outside the Church there is no salvation.’ It seemed to work: Sherrinford Holmes

  had nodded, murmured: ‘Ah, Saint Cyprian of Carthage, of course,’ and turned back to his plate.




  Mrs Holmes – or Aunt Anna – was a small, bird-like woman who seemed to be in a state of perpetual motion. Even when she was sitting down her hands constantly fluttered around, never

  settling for more than a moment anywhere. She talked all the time, but not really to anyone, as far as Sherlock could tell. She just seemed to enjoy conducting a perpetual monologue, and

  didn’t seem to expect anyone to join in or to answer any of her largely rhetorical questions.




  The food, at least, was passable – better than the meals at Deepdene School. Mostly it was vegetables – carrots, potatoes and cauliflower that he guessed had been grown in the

  grounds of the Manor House – but every meal had some kind of meat, and unlike the grey, gristly and usually unidentifiable stuff that he had been used to at school this was well flavoured and

  tasty: ham hocks, chicken thighs, fillets of what he had been told was salmon and, on one occasion, big flakes carved from a glutinous shoulder of lamb that had been placed in the centre of the

  table. If he wasn’t careful he would put on so much weight that he would start to look like Mycroft.




  His room was up in the eaves of the house, not quite in the servants’ quarters but not down with the family either. The ceiling sloped from door to window to match the roof above, meaning

  that he had to stoop while moving around, while the floor was plain wooden boards covered with a rug of dubious vintage. His bed was just as hard as the one at Deepdene School. For the first two

  nights the silence had kept him awake for hours. He was so used to hearing thirty other boys snoring, talking in their sleep or sobbing quietly to themselves that he found the sudden absence of

  noise unnerving, but then he had opened his window in order to get some air and discovered that the night was not silent at all, just filled with a subtler kind of noise. From then on he had been

  lulled to sleep by the screech of owls, the screaming of foxes and the sudden flurries of wings as something spooked the chickens at the back of the house.




  Despite his brother’s advice, he had been unable to get into the library and settle down with a book. Sherrinford Holmes spent most of his time in there, researching his religious

  pamphlets and sermons, and Sherlock was scared of disturbing him. Instead he had taken to wandering in ever-increasing circles around the house, starting with the grounds at the front and back, the

  walled garden, the chicken coop and the vegetable plot, then climbing the stone walls that surrounded the house and moving to the road outside, and finally expanding outward into the ancient woods

  that nestled up against the rear of the house. He had been used to walking, exploring the forests back home, either alone or with his sister, but the woods here seemed older and more mysterious

  than the ones he was used to.




  ‘For a townie you really can sit still, can’t you?’




  ‘So can you,’ Sherlock responded to the voice behind him. ‘You’ve been watching me for half an hour.’




  ‘How did you know?’ Sherlock heard a soft thud, as if someone had just jumped down from the lower branches of a tree on to the ferns that covered the ground.




  ‘There are birds perching in all the trees except for one – the one you’re sitting in. They’re obviously frightened of you.’




  ‘I won’t hurt them, just like I won’t hurt you.’




  Sherlock turned his head slowly. The voice belonged to a boy of about his own age, only smaller and stockier than Sherlock’s lanky frame. His hair was long enough to reach his shoulders.

  ‘I’m not sure you could,’ he said as calmly as possible under the circumstances.




  ‘I can fight dirty,’ the boy said. ‘And I got a knife.’




  ‘Yes, but I’ve been watching the boxing matches at school, and I’ve got a long reach.’ Sherlock eyed the boy critically. His clothes were dusty, made of rough cloth and

  patched in places, and his face, hands and fingernails were dirty.




  ‘School?’ the boy said. ‘They teach boxing at school?’




  ‘They do at my school. They say it toughens us up.’




  The boy sat himself down beside Sherlock. ‘It’s life that toughens you up,’ he muttered, then added: ‘My name’s Matty. Matty Arnatt.’




  ‘Matty as in Matthew?’




  ‘I suppose so. You live up at the big house down the road, don’t you?’




  Sherlock nodded. ‘Just moved in for the summer. With my aunt and uncle. My name’s Sherlock – Sherlock Holmes.’




  Matty glanced critically at Sherlock. ‘That’s not a proper name.’




  ‘What, Sherlock?’ He thought for a moment. ‘What’s wrong with it?’




  ‘Do you know any other Sherlocks?’




  Sherlock shrugged. ‘No.’




  ‘What’s your dad’s name, then?’




  Sherlock frowned. ‘Siger.’




  ‘And your uncle? The one you’re staying with?’




  ‘Sherrinford.’




  ‘Got any brothers?’




  ‘Yes, one.’




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘Mycroft.’




  Matty shook his head in exasperation. ‘Sherlock, Siger, Sherrinford and Mycroft. What a bunch! Why not go for something traditional, like Matthew, Mark, Luke and John?’




  ‘They’re family names,’ Sherlock explained. ‘And they are traditional. All the males in our family have names like that.’ He paused. ‘My father told me once

  that one branch of the family originally came to England from Scandinavia, and that’s where those names come from. Or something like that. “Siger” could be Scandinavian, I

  suppose, but the others actually sound to me more like place names in old English. Although where “Sherlock” comes from is a complete mystery. Maybe there’s a Sher Lock or a Sheer

  Lock on a canal somewhere.’




  ‘You know a lot of stuff,’ Matty said, ‘but you don’t know much about canals. There’s no Sher Lock or Sheer Lock that I’ve ever come across. So what about

  sisters? Any silly names there?’




  Sherlock winced, and looked away. ‘So, do you live around here?’




  Matty glanced at him for a moment, then seemed to accept the fact that Sherlock wanted to change the subject. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘for the moment. I’m kind of

  travelling.’




  Sherlock’s interest perked up. ‘Travelling? You mean you’re a Gypsy? Or you’re with a circus?’




  Matty sniffed derisively. ‘If anybody calls me a ’Gyptian I usually punch them. And I don’t belong to no circus, either. I’m honest.’




  Sherlock’s brain suddenly flashed on something that Matty had said a few moments earlier. ‘You mentioned that you didn’t know any Sher Lock or Sheer Lock. Do you live on the

  canals? Does your family have a barge?’




  ‘I’ve got a narrowboat, but I ain’t got a family. It’s just me. Me and Albert.’




  ‘Grandfather?’ Sherlock guessed.




  ‘Horse,’ Matty corrected. ‘Albert pulls the boat.’




  Sherlock waited for a moment to see whether Matty would go on. When he didn’t, Sherlock asked: ‘What about your family? What happened to them?’




  ‘You ask a lot of questions, don’t you?’




  ‘It’s one way to find things out.’




  Matty shrugged. ‘My dad was in the Navy. Went off on a ship and never came back. I don’t know if he sank, or stayed in a port somewhere around the world, or returned to England and

  didn’t bother with the final few miles. My mum died a few years back. Consumption, it was.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘They wouldn’t let me see her,’ Matty went on as if he hadn’t heard, staring ahead into the distance. ‘She just wasted away. Got thinner and paler, like she was

  dying by inches. Coughing up blood every night. I knew they’d be coming to put me in the poorhouse when she died, so I ran away. No way I’d go into the Spike. Most people who go in

  there don’t come out again, or if they do they don’t come out right in the body or in the head. I took to the canals rather than walk cos I could get further away in a shorter

  time.’




  ‘Where did you get the boat from?’ Sherlock asked. ‘Was it something that belonged to the family?’




  ‘Hardly,’ Matty said, snorting. ‘Let’s just say I found it and leave it at that.’




  ‘So how do you get by? What do you do for food?’




  Matty shrugged. ‘I work in the fields over the summer, picking fruit or cutting wheat. Everyone wants cheap workers, and they don’t worry about using kids. During the winter I do odd

  jobs: a bit of gardening here, replacing lead tiles on church roofs there. I make do. I’ll do anything apart from chimney-sweeping and working down the mines. That’s a slow death, that

  is.’




  ‘You make a good point,’ Sherlock conceded. ‘How long have you been in Farnham?’




  ‘A couple of weeks. It’s a good place,’ Matty conceded. ‘People are reasonably friendly, and they don’t bother you too much. It’s a solid, respectable

  town.’ He hesitated slightly. ‘Except . . .’




  ‘Except what?’




  ‘Nothing.’ He shook his head, pulling himself together. ‘Look, I’ve been watching you for a while. You ain’t got any friends around here, and you’re not

  stupid. You can figure stuff out. Well, I seen something in town, and I can’t explain it.’ He blushed slightly, and looked away. ‘I was hoping you could help.’




  Sherlock shrugged, intrigued. ‘I can give it a go. What is it?’




  ‘Best I show you.’ Matty brushed his hands on his trousers. ‘You want to go around the town first? I can tell you where the best places are to eat and drink and just watch

  people going by. Also where the best alleys are to run away down and the dead ends you want to avoid.’




  ‘Will you show me your boat as well?’




  Matty glanced at Sherlock. ‘Maybe. If I decide I can trust you.’




  Together, the two of them headed down the slope towards the road that led into town. The sky above them was blue, and Sherlock could smell smoke from a fire and hear someone in the distance

  chopping wood with the regularity of a pocket watch ticking away. At one point, as they briefly crossed into a copse of trees, Matty pointed to a bird hovering high above them.

  ‘Goshawk,’ he said succinctly. ‘Tracking something.’




  It was a good few miles into town, and it took them nearly an hour to make it. Sherlock could feel the muscles in his legs and lower back stretching as he walked. He would feel

  stiff and achy tomorrow, but for now the exercise was clearing away the dark depression that had settled over him since he had arrived at Holmes Manor.




  As they got closer to the town, and as houses began to appear with more and more regularity along the sides of the road, Sherlock began to detect a musty, unpleasant smell drifting across the

  countryside.




  ‘What is that smell?’ he asked.




  Matty sniffed. ‘What smell?’




  ‘That smell. Surely you can’t miss it? It smells like a carpet that’s got wet and not been allowed to dry out properly.’




  ‘That’ll be the breweries. There’s a good few of them scattered around along the river. Barratt’s Brewery is the largest. He’s expanding cos of the troops that are

  newly billeted at Aldershot. That’s the smell of wet barley. Beer’s what turned my dad bad. He joined the Navy to get away from it, but there it was the rum that got to him.’




  They were on the outskirts of the town proper now, and there were more houses and cottages than there were gaps. Many of the houses were constructed from red bricks, with either roofs of

  thatched reeds tied down and bulging like loaves of bread or dark red tiles. Behind the houses, a gradual slope led up to a grey stone castle which perched above the town. The slope led up further,

  past the castle, to a distant ridge. Sherlock couldn’t help wondering what use a castle was in that position if any attacker could get above it and rain arrows, stones and fire down on it for

  as long as they liked.




  ‘They have a market here every day,’ Matty volunteered. ‘In the town square. They sell sheep and cows and pies and everything. Good place to check when they’re clearing

  up at the end of the day. They’re always in a hurry to get out before the sun goes down, and all kinds of stuff falls off the stalls, or gets thrown away cos it’s a bit rotten or wormy.

  You can eat pretty well just on the stuff they leave behind.’




  ‘Lovely,’ Sherlock said drily. At least meals at Holmes Manor were something to look forward to, although the atmosphere over lunch and dinner was not.




  The town proper surrounded them now, and the street was filled with so many people that the two boys had to keep stepping off the pavement and into the rutted road to avoid being bumped into.

  Sherlock spent most of his time looking out for piles of manure, trying to ensure that he didn’t end up stepping in one. The general standard of dress had improved, with decent jackets and

  cravats on the men and dresses on the women predominating over the breeches and jerkins and smocks that had been worn by the people they passed out in the countryside. Dogs were everywhere, either

  well kept and on leads or mangy and rough – strays looking for food. Cats kept to the shadows, thin and big-eyed. Out in the road horses pulled carriages and carts in both directions,

  grinding the manure deeper and deeper into the rutted earth.
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