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  For Deborah once more




  





  Our Little Funk Hole in the Vaults (1917)




  When the Kaiser’s sun shines in the west,




  And the reign of the tyrant is o’er,




  Worse than ever was known of before;




  For ’gainst babies his battles are fought,




  And Humanity’s law set at naught,




  So for safety’s sake, I run from the bomb of the Hun,




  To my Little Funk Hole in the Vaults.




  There’s a bleak little hole at the bank,




  Where we rush when we hear of a raid,




  All helter and skelter, before any damage is made.




  There we sit and count our sins,




  And decide to redeem our faults,




  Till we hear it is done,




  Then we all make a run,




  From our Little Funk Hole in the Vaults.




  Part of a song written by staff of the Bank of England after bombs fell in nearby Lothbury and Coleman Street
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  PROLOGUE




  13 June 1917




  ‘Have you seen this man?’




  The words sounded stale in Major John Watson’s mouth. He must have uttered the phrase a thousand times in the past few weeks, always accompanied by a showing of the now-creased photograph

  of the square-faced Irishman he was seeking.




  The elderly jeweller repositioned his pince-nez on the bridge of his nose and leaned over the glass-topped counter. ‘Buying or selling?’




  Watson looked around the shop. There wasn’t that much to buy in the sad, dusty cases, unless you were in the market for second-hand. The war had made diamonds scarce, and what was Hatton

  Garden without its stock in trade?




  ‘Selling,’ Watson said. ‘A diamond star and a diamond badge. Either complete or broken down into sapphires, emeralds, rubies and pink diamonds.’




  The man’s eyes narrowed a little as he recognized the description. ‘The Irish Crown Jewels?’




  Watson nodded his assent and jeweller looked at the photograph again. ‘Is that—’




  ‘No. It’s his brother, Frank,’ pre-empted Watson.




  ‘Of course. I heard he was acquitted by the investigating committee.’




  Doesn’t mean he’s not guilty of the crime, thought Watson. Just that he is a very slippery customer.




  ‘I haven’t seen him, no.’




  ‘Thank you for your time. If you hear anything . . .’ Watson slipped the photograph back into his jacket pocket and laid his calling card down on the table. ‘Perhaps you could

  ring me.’




  ‘Ah. I see,’ the jeweller said, recognizing the name on the card. ‘And how is Mr Holmes? I met him once, you know, during that Blue Carbuncle affair.’




  ‘He is well,’ said Watson drily. In fact, he was in bed at the Connaught, having spent the night trawling for their quarry in the Tick-Tock Club and the back room of the Orinoco, a

  mission not without its risks, given the clientele of such places. How would he explain himself if there was a police raid? Not, as Holmes had pointed out, that a raid was too likely, given the

  paucity of policemen in the city. Conscription had winnowed the ranks considerably.




  ‘Let me tell you something, Dr Watson,’ the jeweller said, his eyes scanning from side to side as if worried he might be overheard. ‘There are merchants along here who would

  kill for a sniff of a pink diamond right now. But you couldn’t keep something like that secret for long. If this man is trying to sell the Irish Crown Jewels or their component parts, it

  isn’t in Hatton Garden. I’d have heard.’




  Watson thanked him and walked out into a bright summer day. Dr Watson – it was some years since he had been anything other than a major and the title sounded at once comforting

  yet alien. He supposed he was, dressed in his civilian clothes and working on behalf of Sherlock Holmes, back to his old ways. He was, temporarily at least, Dr John Hamish Watson once again. Which,

  he thought, might be the whole object of the exercise.




  He crossed the road to the teahouse on the corner of the Garden and Greville Street. It was a neat place, with bentwood chairs and lace tablecloths, and was around half full, although the

  customers were mostly the old, the infirm and the war-damaged. He took a place at the window and ordered a pot of tea and a currant bun. And, a hasty addition, two of the establishment’s

  homemade biscuits. Perhaps, he thought, his appetite was coming back.




  It was several months now since the incident that had robbed him of his ability to enjoy everyday sensory pleasures. If he found himself revelling in the sun on his face, the wind in his hair,

  the smell of freshly brewed coffee, the nose of a fine claret, he was whisked rudely back to a rusting bridge in Holland. There, in the midst of a prisoner exchange – in which he was one of

  the captives to be swapped – he had seen his friend and companion Mrs Gregson shot down in front of him. Murdered. Executed. Killed by the hand of the egregious Miss Pillbody, a German agent

  whose intention had been to hurt Watson by snatching away something he had grown to . . .




  Grown to love.




  Yes, perhaps. Since their meeting in Flanders in 1915, where, as a VAD, she had assisted him in his medical work, he had certainly become fond of Mrs Gregson. But, in the mêlée that

  followed the shooting on the bridge, Watson had been deprived of any chance to comfort her in her dying moments. Or to find comfort himself. It was while he was recovering from his ordeal as a POW

  in Germany – and the events in Holland – that Holmes had arrived at the convalescent home, claiming that an old nemesis, the thief who had walked free after stealing the Irish Crown

  Jewels from Dublin Castle, was in London once more.




  Watson took out the photograph of the Irishman and laid it in front of him. It was like chasing smoke, looking for this one. A whisper here, a rumour there, that was all they had to go on. Was

  the man even in London? Or had Holmes simply engineered this whole business to try to shake Watson out of his lassitude? To make him Dr Watson once more?




  He was aware of the waitress at his shoulder, a stout middle-aged woman who clearly had nothing wrong with her appetite. She laid the biscuits in front of him, but stayed at his side.




  Watson looked up at her. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You looking for him?’ she asked, nodding at the picture.




  ‘As a matter of fact, I am. And it isn’t Ernest, if that’s what you are thinking. It’s Frank, his brother.’




  ‘No matter who he is, he was in here, ’bout half an hour ago. With another gentleman. Foreign, the other man. American, I think.’




  ‘Are you certain it was this man?’




  She peered down at the grainy portrait. ‘I’d bet ten bob on it.’




  Watson began to fumble for his pocket for coins, all thought of tea and buns gone. ‘And which way did he go when he left?’




  ‘I don’t know. I was out back.’




  Watson groaned. More smoke to slip through his fingers.




  ‘But I heard him tell his companion to fetch him a taxi to Liverpool Street Station.’




  It took Watson ten precious minutes to find a motor cab to take him east to Liverpool Street. In the end, he had resorted to breaking the law to get the attention of a cabby, emitting a loud,

  piercing whistle that wouldn’t have been out of place at the docks or at the end of a saucy show at the Alhambra. You could be fined for making such a sound in the street, in case it was

  mistaken for a Zeppelin air-raid warning. Still, this illegal blast of air did the trick in procuring a metered taxi and, within fifteen minutes, he was dropped at the rank in front of the terminus

  of the Great Eastern Railway.




  As he stepped across the open concourse of Edward Wilson’s Gothic confection, he was aware of a strange, tightening sensation in his chest and the feeling that his hatband was several

  sizes too small. He paused to take stock. The physician in him quickly dismissed any notion of a heart attack. Yet, whatever it was, the affliction was making him feel nauseous. He looked around at

  the porters and travellers – many of them soldiers heading out to the barracks in and around Colchester or for embarkation in Harwich – and they looked similarly discomforted by the

  strange thrumming that agitated the atmosphere around them.




  His brain, initially confused by this disturbance in the air bouncing off the red-brick façade before him, finally determined the noise was coming from the sky. He looked up through a

  gauze of wispy clouds, and his first thought was: dragonflies?




  



  The man whom Watson had spent fruitless weeks chasing was unaware of what was happening back at Liverpool Street Station. He had bought a single ticket and caught the train to

  Colchester without mishap. From there, he had taken a connecting service to a village on the edge of the militarized zone around the Combined Services Signal School, which everyone knew was the HQ

  for the Government’s code-breaking and wireless interception organization. It was the second time he had made the journey and he knew it was but a brisk ten-minute walk down the gentle hill

  to Dr Bradford’s house. Bradford had a motorcar he was determined to use for the return journey, hence the single. It would also thwart anyone who had tried to follow him into the Essex

  countryside. He had heard that Holmes and Watson were taking an interest in him. Good. It would be a real pleasure to wrong-foot them once again. But he had to be careful. They might not be at the

  height of their physical or mental powers, but he shouldn’t underestimate the pair. Still, twisting the tail of that insufferably self-important sleuth and his unctuous little lapdog would

  give him considerable pleasure.




  The Irishman straightened his clothes, took off his hat and smoothed down his tar-dark hair, before he yanked on the bell pull. The visitor could see a familiar spark of recognition in Dr

  Bradford’s face when he opened the door and squinted in the noonday light at the stranger standing before him.




  ‘Dr Bradford?’




  ‘Yes.’ The physicist instinctively pulled the dressing gown tighter around his waist and refastened the cord. ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘Are you alone?’ the visitor asked, looking over the man’s shoulder into hallway.




  ‘Quite alone.’




  ‘Have you had breakfast?’ The Irishman tried to keep the disapproval from his voice. What sort of hour was this to be rising?




  ‘I was just about to . . . I’m sorry, you are . . .?’




  The Irishman passed over his official identification and a letter asking for all assistance to be given to him under DORA, the Defence of the Realm Act.




  ‘I knew it!’ Bradford said excitedly as he read the name. ‘I guessed you were related the moment I set eyes on you. But I expect you get that all the time.

  You’re—’




  ‘His brother,’ he confirmed. ‘Frank.’




  ‘Come in, come in. Will you take tea?’




  ‘Thank you, yes.’




  The visitor took off his hat and examined the interior of the house as he followed Bradford through. It was built in the Arts and Crafts style around a square hallway with a central staircase

  that looked as if it could withstand an earthquake or a German bomb. Everywhere was wooden panelling and twee little carvings or bold William Morris wallpaper. It smelled strongly of polish and

  fresh flowers.




  Bradford indicated his visitor should wait in the sitting room. In it, he found four gramophones of different sizes and a collection of drums, some vividly decorated, others plain and unadorned,

  some intricately shaped, while others were simply hide stretched across a wooden frame. He tapped one of the larger examples and was surprised at the depth of sound and the deep resonance that came

  from it. It took an age before the air in the room returned to normal.




  ‘North African,’ said Bradford as he entered with a silver tray, which he placed on a low, carved table. ‘The Atlas Mountains. Lovely sound. Drums are something of a hobby of

  mine.’ He nodded towards the gramophones with their flared horns staring at him like a row of Cyclopes. ‘And recorded sound, as you can see.’




  ‘Yes.’




  Bradford had a reputation in this village – which was a few miles from the government installation where he worked – for eccentricity, a notoriety fuelled by his housekeeper. He was

  vegetarian, she told the locals, she had once caught him rolling naked in the snow, he stored his urine in jars, which he sometimes struck with a stick to make a noise, he played the viola at all

  hours of the day and night; that young men came from London sometimes, and stayed the night, and him almost forty and not yet married . . .




  For the price of a few pints in the Dragon Inn, the Irishman had heard it all on his previous visit to the village, albeit mostly second- and third-hand, and doubtless accumulating more sordid

  detail with each telling.




  ‘Sugar?’




  ‘No, thank you.’ In fact, he liked his tea over-sweet, but it had become the polite norm to refuse other people’s sugar, as it was on the list of ‘voluntarily’

  rationed foodstuffs that the nation was meant to cut down on.




  ‘Sure?’




  ‘Ah, just the one then, to be going on with.’




  Bradford passed him the sugared tea. ‘How is your brother?’




  ‘Well, his heart isn’t what it was.’ This was the truth, the hours in an open boat in particular having put a terrible strain on his organs.




  ‘I’m not surprised, after all those adventures. He is a brave man. A hero. Saving all those men.’




  ‘Ah. Although there are those who said if he hadn’t got them into that pickle in the first place, he wouldn’t have had to rescue them, now, would he?’




  Bradford gave a nervous laugh, unsure whether his visitor was being serious. It seemed disrespectful to a national hero. Perhaps the man was jealous of his famous sibling. After all, one of them

  was a household name every schoolboy admired, the other . . . well, who even knew he had a brother?




  ‘What can I do for you?’ Bradford asked.




  ‘We have a rather delicate situation.’




  ‘How’s that?’




  A lengthy pause followed. ‘The father of a young friend of yours . . .’




  The teacup froze halfway to Bradford’s lips and his eyes swivelled shiftily, as if looking for an escape route.




  ‘Please relax, Dr Bradford; I’m here to help. You could say I’m, well, sympathetic to your tastes.’




  The cup rattled slightly in the saucer as Bradford put it down, the tea untouched. ‘I am very discreet.’




  ‘That’s as may be. But you recall a rich, idle young man called Tyler hanging around the Jermyn Street Baths and the tables of the Orinoco? His father found some letters.’




  Bradford let out a groan. ‘He was meant to burn them.’




  ‘In my experience, those are exactly the kind of letters that end up not getting burned. Anyway, the son confessed all, his tale being that it was you who seduced him. Not vice

  versa.’




  ‘The lying toad,’ the doctor hissed.




  ‘That’s as may be. But you know who his father is?’




  Bradford shook his head.




  ‘He never mentioned that his father is Lord Brigham?’




  Bradford looked glum. ‘He never did, no.’




  ‘Now, the Government, and DORA, can suppress a lot of things, but a court case for indecency—’




  ‘It can’t come to that!’ Bradford was genuinely horrified. The blood drained from his face, leaving him looking waxen. ‘My mother—’




  ‘It won’t come to court, you have my word. You’re not exactly Oscar Wilde.’




  Bradford shuddered, no doubt thinking of what a stretch in prison would be like for a convicted ‘nancy boy’.




  ‘But we have to take steps, radical steps, to make sure this is . . . hushed up.’




  ‘Radical? I don’t know if you realize this, but I am involved in some very sensitive work for the Government. Very sensitive. To do with the Zeppelins and—’




  ‘Which is exactly why I am here, Doctor. It’s not my place to know what you do, other than it is vital to the defence of London. Now, we will need that work to continue while we make

  certain, um, overtures to the family of this boy . . .’




  ‘Young man,’ Bradford objected.




  ‘The law does not care about the ages of those involved, Dr Bradford, you know that. A perversion is a perversion . . . I’m just saying what they think, not my own personal opinion.

  The lad is of an age to know his own mind, as far as I am concerned. We are all victims of our urges and it seems to me we can’t choose what those urges are to be. Am I right? Yes. So

  –’ he clapped his hands together as if he were a teacher settling down a group of naughty boys – ‘we have set up a laboratory where you can continue your work in complete

  privacy and safety.’




  ‘Where?’




  A wave of the hand dismissed the details. He used the usual panacea of the country’s secret services. ‘A safe and secure location.’




  ‘For how long?’




  A shrug. ‘Till we are certain you can return to work hereabouts, totally . . . unencumbered from any concerns about your private life.’




  ‘But you can definitely make this go away?’




  A nod. ‘Definitely.’




  Bradford let out a sigh of relief. ‘I’ve been a fool.’




  ‘Neither the first nor the last. You know, my brother once said, “Difficulties are just things to be overcome.” We have some difficulties, we will overcome them. It is the work

  that is important now. My brother also said, “Superhuman effort isn’t worth a damn unless it achieves results.”’




  It was Bradford’s turn to nod. ‘I need to go to the laboratory, to pick up—’




  ‘You don’t. All will be done for you. You just need to get dressed, pack a few clothes and we’ll be on our way. We’ll take your vehicle, if that is agreeable, rather than

  public transport.’




  ‘Yes. Of course.’ Bradford stood, his eyes glazed and hooded, as if he had been fed opium, and hurried out, his slippers slapping on the polished wood of the stair treads as he

  ascended to his bedroom.




  After Dr Bradford had gone, Frank Shackleton drained the by-now lukewarm tea and smiled to himself. A job well done. And he hadn’t needed to use the leaded cosh that weighed so heavily in

  his jacket pocket after all.




  The impact of the object on the pavement almost lifted Watson off his feet. It was as if a giant gavel had come down next to him. He was holding Shackleton’s photograph

  in his hand, ready to show the clerks in the booking hall, but the shock of the crash plucked it from his fingers. It took him a second to gather his wits and look to his right, where something had

  buried itself in the tar of the roadway. A few spirals of grey smoke marked the spot and it took another moment before Watson appreciated what he was looking at. Four black fins. A bomb. High

  explosive, by the size of it. And either it was defective or it was on a time-delay fuse. Either way, it could go off in an eye-blink.




  He fumbled for his officer’s whistle before realizing it was still in his RAMC tunic, so put his fingers into the corners of his mouth and, for the second time that day, broke the law with

  a roughneck’s whistle. ‘Get back!’ he yelled, once he had gained the attention of the people around him. He waved his arms over his head, knocking his hat off. ‘Bomb! Get

  back!’




  Not dragonflies, Watson. German bombers! Sherlock’s voice in his head chided. He ignored it.




  Now a real whistle blew. ‘Clear the area! Take cover.’ A policeman was striding towards him, pointing at the entrance to the Metropolitan railway and its Underground platforms.

  ‘Get underground!’




  The next bomb to fall on the station from Ernst Brandenburg’s fleet of twenty Gotha G.IV bombers circling over the East End of London was neither a dud nor a delayed fuser. It passed

  through the four-arched roof of the station and detonated next to a full passenger train. Outside, Watson didn’t even hear the explosion before the station appeared to exhale an enormous

  breath of super-heated air, mixed with steel, iron, dust, glass and body parts. This percussive wave lifted the policeman off his feet and carried his full body weight into Watson, spinning the

  pair of them over the concourse, a tangle of limbs, rolling like tumbleweed, until they came to rest, unmoving, against the wheel of an abandoned taxi.




  





  ONE




  September 1917




  They had run out of clean water a good two hours before sunset. The ambulance train had been sitting in a siding for most of the day, the September sun still strong enough to

  heat the metal and roast the inside of the carriages, nearly all of which had non-opening windows. Above the stationary train, seagulls whirled and screeched as if to taunt them about how close

  they were to the coast, to the Channel and to the boats that would take them to Blighty. Fully loaded troop trains occasionally crawled past on the main line, wan young faces at the windows looking

  out at the long row of Red Cross carriages, the soldiers no doubt wondering if that would be how they would return from the front – full of sepsis or devoid of limbs. Only the raw recruits

  did that, of course. Those returning from leave, the veterans of months or years of war, knew better than to speculate and averted their gaze from the marooned ambulance train.




  Even as the sun began to fall towards the treeline, promising a respite from its warmth, Staff Nurse Jennings decided that her Gurkha had to have water. A stoical young man with very little

  English, he had lost both feet and the fever that had him in its grip suggested his suffering wasn’t over yet. Major Ramsey, the chief MO on the train, suspected that they would have to

  amputate to at least below the knees.




  Staff Nurse Jennings was only on the train because it seemed a useful way to travel back to England for her first proper leave in almost two years. Why not volunteer for a shift on the ambulance

  train? Do some good while she made the journey to see her parents. But what should have been a ten-hour journey had stretched through delays and reversals into almost thirty-six. And now there was

  no water.




  Almost as bad as that, she had sent a telegram to her old friend Major John Watson and informed him she expected to arrive at Victoria sometime in the next twenty-four hours. It was unlikely she

  would make even that vague appointment. She had started a correspondence with the major when she had heard that Mrs Gregson, a VAD of her acquaintance, had been killed in action while working with

  him.




  She had sent her sympathies, he had replied and they had continued to exchange letters. In truth, it wasn’t an entirely innocent arrangement on her behalf. Mrs Gregson had seemed

  invincible to her, a force of nature who could never die like a mere mortal. Staff Nurse Jennings would very much like to hear the truth about her fate from the horse’s mouth. And it would be

  grand to see Major Watson again, of course.




  The train was twenty-six carriages long, with the final carriage reserved for infectious cases – mumps, measles, scarlet fever – the rest a mix of sitting-up cases and compartments

  adapted for the stretchers. It was an old-style ambulance train, where the carriages did not connect, which meant that when she went in search of water, she had to climb down onto the track to

  access the next carriage along. While the train was moving, of course, it was that much harder to move between carriages, as scrambling along the outside and trying to leap between coaches was

  strictly forbidden. But she knew that nurses and orderlies, for the sake of their patients, often disobeyed that order.




  Jennings lowered herself onto the gravel and looked along the length of the train, towards the stream of white smoke that showed the position of the locomotive. It wouldn’t do to hesitate

  and take in the view or enjoy the cool air on her face after the stifling heat and the smells of the interior. Ambulance trains had a tendency to move off without warning, and there were many tales

  of nurses, doctors or orderlies stranded as their transport chuffed off into the distance. She could see other figures at the side of the track a few carriages along. She could make out an orderly

  – the wall-eyed Beckett, judging by the size of him – and some of the less injured men, all smoking as if it might help get up steam for the loco.




  ‘Have you any clean water in there?’ she asked as she approached the cluster of men. New Zealanders, she noted. Mostly with head or shoulder wounds.




  Beckett shook his head. ‘Thimble full is about all, Nurse. We should be movin’ soon, though, shouldn’t we?’




  ‘I have no idea, Beckett. That’s in the lap of the gods and the French railways. It is hard to say who is more inscrutable.’




  He rolled his eyes in sympathy. ‘You’re not wrong there, miss.’




  As she passed she was aware of the men’s heads swivelling to follow her. There were muffled words and what could only be described as a filthy laugh. She turned and stared at the group,

  holding their gaze until, one by one, they broke away and examined their boots or cigarette ends. ‘Fag break over, I think, Beckett,’ she said. ‘Don’t you?’




  ‘Yes, Nurse. Come on, let’s be havin’ you.’ He prodded one of the soldiers – his cranium swathed in stained bandages that needed changing – who flashed a sly

  smile that might have been an apology for whatever crudity they had shared.




  Jennings waited, hands on hips, secretly pleased with herself, as they hauled themselves back up inside. The Jennings of two years ago couldn’t have faced down lewd soldiers. She would

  have blushed and flustered. But there was little about these boys in men’s clothing that could intimidate her now. And, despite the roughness of some of them, she always had to remember what

  they had been through.




  She smiled at a young lad who had pressed his face to the window, flattening his nose into a grotesque shape, but he didn’t respond. Becket appeared behind him and peeled him off the

  glass, leaving a fat streak of slobber and mucus, as if two amorous slugs had indulged themselves on the pane. The orderly made the universal symbol for someone who wasn’t quite right in the

  head. Poor boy, she thought, returned to his mother in that state.




  As Jennings turned to continue on down the line, she was confronted with a RAMC colonel and two adjutants stepping between the coaches. He stopped when he saw her and pointed with his swagger

  stick towards the carriages behind her.




  ‘Any Chinkies up there?’ he asked without anything approaching a preamble.




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘Chinese?’ the colonel said. ‘Do you have any Chinese on this train?’




  She shook her head. ‘Gurkhas. Sikhs, Mussulmans. Some Canadians and New Zealanders. The rest British.’




  ‘No Orientals?’




  She paused, as if considering this, but took the opportunity to look him up and down. Around forty, trim, with a rakishly thin moustache, but with broken veins on his face and nose, suggesting a

  fondness for the bottle. What have we here? she wondered.




  ‘None that I can recall, sir.’ She indicated the front of the train. ‘Although I haven’t seen in some of the compartments down there.’




  The colonel slapped his thigh with the stick and turned to his young adjutants, both of whom looked as if they were clenching their buttocks very tightly. ‘Well, that’s a first-class

  cockup, isn’t it? You’ve managed to lose a whole train.’




  ‘Colonel Hartford, sir, the bombing at Boulogne has disrupted everything—’ one of the adjutants began.




  ‘Quiet! I don’t need excuses from you.’




  ‘Sir,’ offered the second adjutant. ‘This clearly isn’t the right train. It was a six-carriage unit—’




  ‘And you’ve never heard of two trains being linked together? Eh?’ demanded Hartford.




  The adjutant lowered his voice. ‘Not one subject to an EXTO, sir.’




  ‘What’s an EXTO?’ Jennings asked.




  Hartford turned back to Jennings after she had spoken, as if he had forgotten she was there. ‘Don’t let us keep you, Nurse.’




  ‘I need some fresh, clean water, Colonel. For my patients. We have been sidelined here for many hours now. Perhaps you can help us get a move on?’




  The colonel looked as if she had asked for a slice of the moon. ‘Help? I’m sorry, young lady, we have more important things to worry about. We’ve mislaid a train.’




  Jennings felt a glow of anger. ‘Yes. You said. Full of Chinese. From Noyelles-sur-Mer, I suppose.’




  The colonel’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘How on earth could you know that?’




  ‘Well, it’s common sense—’




  ‘Yes, but how do you know there was a train from there?’




  ‘I didn’t know anything about a train, till you mentioned it,’ Jennings said with some exasperation. ‘I just put two and two together.’




  ‘Did you? Did you indeed?’




  ‘Look, if you would excuse me, I have a very sick man in need of water. I hope you find your Chinese—’




  As she tried to step round him, the colonel raised his stick so that it lay across her breasts. It felt like a terribly insulting and demeaning thing to do and she shuffled backwards on the

  gravel. ‘Colonel, please. If you will let me pass, or I’ll be forced to . . .’




  Forced to what? She could think of no threat likely to dent this man’s air of authority.




  The loco emitted a quick, perfunctory whistle and, without warning, the train gave a lurch. Chains rattled and couplings groaned as the tension was taken up along the length of the train.

  Another jerk, a squeal of reluctant metal and within a few seconds it had accelerated to walking speed.




  ‘Oh, no.’ Nurse Jennings reached up an arm and readied herself for the jump, but as she did so, hands gripped her shoulder.




  ‘Sorry, miss.’ It was one of the adjutants.




  She twisted away. ‘Let go of me. How dare you?’




  She could feel the breeze from the moving metal whipping at her face and her uniform. Already it was going too fast for her to risk jumping on board. She felt tears of frustration sting her

  eyes.




  There was Major Ramsey at the window, face agog as he looked down at her. She tried to raise an arm, but it was slapped down.




  In despair, she watched the terminal carriage of the train, the coach containing the infectious cases, disappear into the distance, a final whistle from the loco seeming to mock her.




  ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded. ‘Why are you behaving like this? I am a British nurse—’




  ‘That remains to be seen, doesn’t it?’




  ‘What on earth do you mean by that?’




  ‘Lurking around trains, armed with information you have no right to.’ The colonel touched his moustache and pointed to the staff car parked on the far side of the tracks, now

  revealed by the departed train. A driver stood to loose attention next to the front wheel, his fiercely polished buttons glinting with the rays of the dying sun. ‘I think you’d better

  come with us, Nurse, so that we can get to the bottom of this.’




  ‘What are you talking about, you pompous man? The bottom of what?’




  The colonel was unfazed by her outburst. ‘What exactly you know about Noyelles-sur-Mer.’




  





  TWO




  London was like a frightened child: cowering in the dark beneath the stairs, hands over eyes, hoping that the bogeyman who was out there would not find it. That is how it felt

  to Dr John Watson as he stepped out of the Wigmore Hall and into the last glow of twilight. Normally, the streetlamps would have been lit by now, but since the night raids on Chatham and Margate,

  the authorities had decreed the greatest city in the world should be plunged into darkness to foil the German bombers. Those few lights that were illuminated had to be blackened or greened, for it

  was indeed obvious the Germans weren’t going to stop at coastal towns. They had already shown they could get through by day. Sooner or later, they would come for London by night.




  Watson looked up at the sky. Not a star was to be seen. The thick, dull cloud was London’s friend. It meant the Germans could not see the river, which pointed like a wayward silvered arrow

  to the beating heart of the metropolis – the city, the docks and the warehouses. So they were likely safe from the Hun’s bombs that night.




  As the concertgoers swirled around him, Watson turned to his companion for the evening performance, Sir Gilbert Hastings. Watson was wearing his RAMC uniform; Sir Gilbert was dressed as if for a

  night at the opera, one of the few men in the audience in full formal evening wear. As with any public gathering in the capital, military outfits predominated and any civilian men increasingly wore

  the modish lounge-style suits.




  ‘Splendid,’ said Sir Gilbert. ‘Especially the Elgar.’ He leaned in and lowered his voice. ‘But, Lord, I do miss some Beethoven.’




  Watson could only nod his agreement. Rationing extended as far as music – there would be no works by German or Austrian composers performed for the duration, by popular demand. And by

  popular threat. An attempt to play a Bach recital in an East End church the day after a Gotha bombing raid had killed eighteen schoolchildren at Upper North Street School had caused a riot. It had

  resulted in a badly damaged organ and a very traumatized organist.




  But in truth, Watson hadn’t particularly enjoyed any of the concert. Although his appreciation of good food and strong drink had returned over the months since the incident at Liverpool

  Street, it was still as if some key ingredient for his appreciation of music had been snuffed out. Before the war, he could remember being thrilled by the Enigma Variations and the Tallis

  Fantasia, both of which had been on the programme this evening. But, while he appreciated the precision of the playing, a rarity these days when the ranks of musicians had been depleted by

  conscription, he was not moved. He had forgotten what it was like to be moved. He remembered how a sublime passage could transport him beyond quotidian cares. Now, all he could hear was artifice,

  the cheap manipulation of notes and chords creating false sentiment or an illusion of transcendence. But he knew the music hadn’t changed. He had. Some capacity for pleasure had died on a

  bridge in Holland.




  Watson held out his hand and Sir Gilbert took it. ‘Same time next week?’ Sir Gilbert asked. ‘Chopin.’




  ‘I’ll check my duty roster,’ said Watson. He liked Sir Gilbert’s company. He was an excellent surgeon, based at Moorfields, and a man who appreciated a comfortable

  silence and was not prone to mindless gossip. Watson had met him when he had been giving evidence about so-called shell shock and psychological damage to the War Injuries Compensation Board, on

  which Sir Gilbert served. They had continued the discussion over dinner at the Criterion, and Watson had found him a convivial companion. But Watson was in no frame of mind to be tied down by rigid

  social engagements. Sometimes only the work kept him sane. And he was not sure his fragile soul could take an evening of Chopin.




  ‘ONE HUNDRED PER CENT!’ The cry made Watson start and he turned just in time to see the crude missile arc over his shoulder and land in Sir Gilbert’s chest, where it exploded

  with a whoosh, covering both of them with a fine patina of white powder.




  Sir Gilbert, stunned by the impact, staggered back, but was saved from falling by members of the crowd.




  Watson turned to confront the assailant, who was dimly illuminated by the foyer lights of the Wigmore Hall. He was young, under thirty, with untidy hair and a look of ragged hatred on his face.

  He was wearing a tweedy lounge suit, dusted with some of the flour he had thrown, with a medal ribbon in the buttonhole. Watson went to reach for the man’s lapel, with a view to detaining

  him, but a remarkably strong blow dashed his hand away.




  ‘One hundred per cent!’ he yelled again and turned on his heels. One brave soul, an elderly gentleman of seventy or thereabouts, tried to block his path, but again the arm lashed out

  and the man stumbled backwards, blood oozing from an eyebrow. Nobody else attempted to apprehend the crazed assailant after that and he was able to sprint off into the darkness that was wrapping

  itself around the streets of London.




  Watson quickly examined the wound of the brave old man, but it was simply a split in thin skin. ‘I’d have knocked him down ten, fifteen years ago,’ he said, as Watson mopped up

  the blood. ‘And boxed his ears to boot.’




  ‘I think we are both too old for this malarkey, don’t you?’




  ‘What was it all about?’ the man asked. ‘Robbery?’




  It wasn’t such a foolish question as it seemed. The blackout of London had seen a surge in petty crime. Watson instinctively checked the pockets of his tunic, but his wallet, cigarette

  case and army pay-book were all in place.




  After delivering his patient to a doorman at the Wigmore – the venue had a first-aid kit containing small adhesive bandages that would do the trick – Watson turned back to Sir

  Gilbert, who was busy trying to dust his ruined topcoat. ‘Bloody fool.’




  ‘Do you know him?’ Watson asked.




  ‘I know his type,’ snarled Sir Gilbert.




  ‘You all right, sir?’ A policeman about the same age as Watson had emerged from the gloom. Watson felt at a pang of guilt, as he always did at the sight of a uniformed bobby,

  remembering the poor chap whose body had saved him from the worst of the blast at Liverpool Street.




  ‘Yes, officer, yes. Can you fetch me a taxicab?’




  The policeman looked around, bemused. Thanks to the petrol shortage, motor taxicabs were rare beasts, even in the West End.




  ‘Underground’s best bet. Although the stations are filling up fast, even around here.’




  Sir Gilbert’s expression showed what he thought of that suggestion of using the Tube system. Platforms were increasingly crowded with families seeking shelter from the yet-to-materialize

  night raiders. The thought of the mass of commoners congregating down there was enough to keep respectable folk like Sir Gilbert firmly above ground.




  ‘I’m only round the corner in Wimpole Street,’ offered Watson. ‘My housekeeper will help clean you up or you can borrow a coat of mine. And there’s brandy to steady

  the nerves.’




  The thought of alcohol seemed to lift the surgeon’s mood. ‘Ah. Very well. Lead on. Thank you, Officer.’




  The darkness had congealed in the short time since the attack, so the air resembled a shroud of thick black velvet cloth. The walk to Wimpole Street necessitated stepping very carefully, with

  slow, exaggerated motions, through the unfamiliar blackness, avoiding the self-absorbed figures that occasionally loomed out of the shadows. Sometimes the glow of a cigarette, the rustle of a dress

  or the tap of a cane was the only warning of the presence of a fellow pedestrian, and in some places, Watson was reduced to groping along the wall, even though he knew these streets well enough in

  daylight. How he missed the fluidity of his youth at times like this, a body seemingly built of elastic, able to swerve around opponents, leaving them grasping air, almost dancing along the rugby

  pitch, knowing there was an explosive burst of energy still in reserve if needed. His stock of spare energy, these days, was very depleted.




  Crossing the street was particularly hazardous; one had to wait at the kerbside, ears pricked for the clop of hoofs, the clatter of a motor engine or the bell of a tram, for any lights on

  vehicles were meagre indeed – a slit of illumination at best. Then it was a headlong dash, as if running over no man’s land, Watson thought, hoping not to get cut down halfway

  across.




  ‘One hundred per cent of what?’ Watson asked once they were heading north. ‘That young man and his flour grenade, he kept saying one hundred per cent.’




  ‘Compensation,’ Sir Gilbert replied. ‘The board has decided to offer a hundred per cent of a pension only to those who have lost two limbs or more.’




  ‘Yes, I read something of the sort,’ said Watson, recalling a Times leader on the subject. ‘But one hundred per cent of how much? I mean, what is the core figure? What

  is the most a soldier can expect?’




  ‘Ah, well, we await the Treasury’s decision on that. You remember Lord Arnott? Of the Bank? He’s the Treasury liaison. There’s a lot of argy-bargy at the moment –

  what we think is fair, what the Treasury claims it can afford, that sort of thing. We have settled on forty shillings a week for an enlisted man, although we are still arguing about the rate for

  officers, but there are already those who feel our new sliding scale is unfair. As if it were possible to please every—’ He stumbled slightly on an uneven pavement and Watson steadied

  him. ‘Some would say that, I don’t know, blindness should carry equal weight to the loss of a limb. Not that the hooligan tonight was blind.’




  ‘No, I would say your attacker has lost but one limb.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  ‘Well, my thumb is still throbbing from the blow he struck. Yet it was hardly delivered with any great force. And the chap who tried to stop him from fleeing? Opened his brow up like one

  of those hookless fasteners. Wood or ceramic, I would say. His false hand, I mean.’




  ‘Well, he won’t be getting anything close to a hundred per cent for that, no matter how much he protests. And he can’t be that poor if he can afford to throw flour around in

  these straitened times.’




  ‘I don’t envy you the job of deciding men’s fates. Just on the left here, there’s a corner.’ He steered Sir Gilbert around the junction. ‘It can all seem very

  arbitrary to an outsider. One arm is worth this, an eye that.’ And, he thought, what was psychological trauma worth in the grand scheme of things? But he didn’t want to raise that

  subject just now. His view that it should be considered every bit as debilitating as physical injury had caused some violent disagreements within the Board.




  ‘Somebody has to make these decisions,’ snapped Sir Gilbert. ‘It’s very simple – how does it affect your manliness? Are you one hundred per cent of a man? Fifty per

  cent?’




  Watson considered again the neurological cases he had witnessed and sometimes treated, their ‘manliness’ stolen by the intense mental damage the war had wrought. Sir Gilbert, he

  knew, was one of those sympathetic to soldiers suffering non-physical damage, and had lobbied to have it included in the compensation tables. Others on the War Injuries Compensation Board, however,

  believed the only wounds that counted were those that destroyed flesh and bone, those that they could put their fingers into, like some latter-day Doubting Thomas.




  ‘Not too far now,’ said Watson, taking the surgeon’s arm. ‘So you know who did this to you? Who that fellow represented?’




  ‘I have a suspicion. They picketed the Board last week.’




  ‘Hush,’ Watson said, harsher than he intended.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Listen.’




  A bell, tolling frantically, but some way distant. Not a church bell. A tram? No, there were no tracks allowed in the West End. It was a handbell.




  Watson stopped and waited, and it was but a few moments before he heard the sound that would soon freeze all of London’s blood in its veins. It was coming from high above the blanket of

  cloud, the layer he thought might offer some protection. But no, they had come anyway. The low thrum of engines announced their arrival. To the north, the gun battery known as ‘Union

  Jack’ opened fire, a jagged pyramid of light signalling the first discharge. Windows rattled nervously in their frames with each boom. The battery was firing blind, but then the bombers about

  to drop their loads were also trusting to dumb luck to make their aim true. ‘Honeysuckle’ battery offered a sustained salvo, the sky above the rooftops shimmering bright with the muzzle

  flashes. Next came the searchlights, probing upwards like spokes of a wheel, but finding only the featureless underside of the clouds.




  ‘Take cover!’ Another handbell rang from just behind Watson and Sir Gilbert and a police whistle sounded. There would be no maroons, the roof-fired rockets that alerted the populace

  during daylight – the authorities considered the sleep of munitions workers to be sacrosanct. Quite how they would sleep through the subsequent detonations of bombs wasn’t clear.




  ‘Take cover!’ the policeman yelled again.




  From every direction, or so it seemed, came the slap of leather soles and the ring of hobnails on pavements as the spectres around them broke into a run. One of them careened into Sir Gilbert,

  spinning him around. Watson gathered him close and propelled him forward, goaded into an undignified sprint as the air pulsed with the sound that London – and Watson – had learned to

  dread ever since the first bombing raid in June. That had been in daylight; the throbbing somehow seemed far more sinister at night. It was the Gotha Hum.




  





  THREE




  It wasn’t a squadron or even a half-squadron of Gothas generating the hum across central London that was often likened by those below to the noise created by a monstrous

  bee trapped in an enormous bottle. It was a single solitary plane, but it sounded like a whole squadron of Gothas.




  High above the clouds that blanketed London, the lone bomber that had caused panic on the streets was not a Gotha, but the first of the latest German bombers. The four-engined, Maybach-powered

  Zeppelin-Staaken R.VI was better known as a Riesenflugzeug – a ‘giant aircraft’ – or R-type. And giant it was. With four engines, a wingspan of 42 metres and a crew

  of nine, chosen from the élite of the England Squadron, it was a monster of the night sky.




  Above the cotton-wool layer that sealed in London, the night sky was blazing with stars, bright enough to cast a faint shadow of the plane on the tops of clouds that glinted like new marble. It

  was a feeling of both great power and great solitude, thought Oberleutnant Schrader, the man chosen to command this first, tentative mission over the enemy capital by an R-Type.




  Using primitive radio-beacon navigation, Oberleutnant Heinrich Schrader of the Englandgeschwader, the England Squadron, had nursed the enormous creature over the North Sea, making

  landfall just south of Margate and then turning north-west, floundering a little until, thanks to a rip in the clouds, he managed to find the Thames. Then he directed the senior pilot, Leutnant

  Hermann Deitling, a foul-mouthed but talented Swabian, to keep the river on the port side of the bomber, navigating by gyrocompass and the star Arcturus, a celestial body that always seemed to

  favour the German’s missions.




  The commander had his orders: he was under no circumstances to bomb Buckingham Palace – the Kaiser would not countenance his relatives being killed in an air raid. But anything else was

  considered a legitimate target. ‘Fortress London,’ they called it. Every sweatshop down there was making uniforms, boots, webbing, bullets, bicycles – all the machinery of war.

  The whole city was militarized, all of it fair game.




  At least, that was what Schrader told himself; had done so on every Gotha raid. The commander had been a fighter pilot, a hero of Bloody April when the German high-speed, twin-gunned Albatros

  fighter had blown the RFC out of the sky, but a shrapnel wound to his shoulder had left him with limited movement. Hence his transfer to bombers. Fighting one-on-one with the British had seemed a

  very different kind of war, nobler and fairer than bombing. And besides, he had a secret. He liked London. Schrader had visited as a young boy with his father, who had been almost overwhelmed by

  the demand for black cloth from his factories in the wake of Queen Victoria’s death. He had brought Heinrich across with him to witness the funeral and the vast inland sea of mourning clothes

  that the city became. Schrader had liked London, loved its energy and its centre-of-the-world arrogance.




  And now he was helping destroy it.




  The British newspapers would have them believe that every bomb hit only hospitals, schools and churches, but he hoped that was just propaganda. Besides, if his raids shortened the war, then he

  was doing some good. The fact a machine as vast as the R.VI, with a wingspan that made it look like some prehistoric bird, could fly over and bomb London would surely dent the British sense of

  superiority. U-boats at sea, R-types in the air, and the likelihood of tens of thousands of German troops released from the Eastern Front now that Russia had problems at home – the war was

  definitely going the Kaiser’s way. Perhaps, Schrader thought, he would be seeing London again soon, this time as a victor of war.




  At seventeen thousand feet, even travelling at a ponderous 130 kilometres an hour, Schrader knew his Giant was immune to enemy fighters. As with the nimbler Gothas, it would take night-fighters

  too long to reach a height where they could be a threat. In their enclosed cockpit, plugged into electrically heated suits, with oxygen bottles to gulp on, the R-type bomber crew felt invincible in

  a way the Gotha fliers never could. Not that the Gothas were done yet – it was rumoured to cost half a million marks to produce one R-type. Which meant the fleets of bombers the England

  Squadron planned to send over London before the month was out would have to be a mix of the cheaper Gothas and the new Giants.




  Schrader looked down the bombsight tube but, apart from the odd flicker of an explosion from an anti-aircraft gun or a sudden finger of light from a searchlight poking through cloud, there was

  little to see.




  He checked the map again. By his reckoning, he was over the East End and the docks. Time for the R-type’s other innovation. Bomb doors, electrically operated. To think, just a few years

  before, they had been tossing grenades and sticks of dynamite out of aircraft by hand. Now there was a dedicated bomb bay, racks with release systems and a payload of a ton, including

  incendiaries.




  When the England Squadron had been formed to succeed the Zeppelins, its mission had been to set London ablaze – the so-called ‘Fire Plan’. But the incendiaries had proved

  unreliable at best, so they had added High Explosive to the mix once more. In truth, Schrader didn’t want to burn the city to the ground. But he did want Germany to win the war.




  ‘Bomb doors open,’ the commander said, and felt the aircraft judder slightly as the metal flaps lowered into the night air, increasing drag.




  Schrader pressed the button that opened the clamps holding the mixed payload in place. The commander’s stomach somersaulted as the plane leaped upwards.




  ‘Bombs released.’




  





  FOUR




  ‘And how is Mr Holmes?’




  Watson took a piece of cheese from the tray and popped it into his mouth. He and Sir Gilbert were in the basement of his Upper Wimpole Street apartment, which in turn sat above an ophthalmic

  practice. The cellar was low ceilinged but dry, lit by yellow-flamed paraffin lamps that emitted threads of black smoke into the air, like a fine cotton yarn. It was furnished with two rather

  threadbare but comfortable wing chairs. Mrs Turner, Watson’s housekeeper, had her own area next door, equipped with a single gas ring, table and bentwood chair, where she was busy dealing

  with Sir Gilbert’s flour-splattered outer clothes. They could hear the rhythmic shushing of the brush, interrupted every now and then by a loud tut from Mrs Turner.




  ‘Holmes? As well as can be expected,’ Watson said flatly before taking a sip of cognac from a balloon glass.




  ‘Oh dear, that doesn’t sound encouraging,’ said Sir Gilbert, helping himself to a Bath Oliver and snapping it in half.




  Watson was tired of answering questions about Holmes. Leave the man be. When they had been unable to locate Frank Shackleton – Watson had tended to the dying and injured at Liverpool

  Street in the aftermath of the bombing and the trail had gone cold – Holmes had returned to his bees, where he was content. He sent the occasional letter to confirm that, no, he did not miss

  London or his old life at all. Not one bit of it. But if there was anything vexing Watson, perhaps he’d get in touch . . .?




  Watson lit a cigarette, wondering while he did so what was going on above ground. If there was, indeed, anyone left above ground. It seemed to him that London was in danger of becoming a

  troglodyte city, where people lived and died in the Underground stations or the tunnels under the Thames that had been colonized ever since the Zeppelin raids of 1915. Hadn’t H.G. Wells

  prophesied something like that? Watson sometimes felt he was living in that damned man’s fiction, especially after nearly losing his life in a ‘land ironclad’, as Wells had called

  the tank.




  Watson could feel the cloud of gloom creeping over him, as insidious as any poison gas. The sensible thing to do now was to be quiet, to pretend to doze. Instead, he felt something sparking in

  his brain, goading him towards confrontation.




  ‘Have you ever loved anyone, Sir Gilbert?’




  Sir Gilbert, about to light his own cigarette, paused, his brow furrowed into sharp ridges. ‘Not even my wife asks me that question,’ he said, once he had put match to tobacco.

  ‘And very few Englishmen would broach the subject. I love my country, if that’s—’




  ‘Anybody,’ insisted Watson. ‘Not anything. Not any high-falutin concept of patriotism. People, I mean.’




  Sir Gilbert shrugged, his eyes betraying the confusion at the turn the conversation had taken. ‘As men, I don’t think we examine such things too closely—’




  ‘Perhaps not closely enough,’ suggested Watson. ‘I have loved several times, I believe, and always had it snatched away from me. If one were a superstitious man, one might

  think it a curse. Perhaps those who are incapable of love have it easier.’




  Sir Gilbert sucked on the cigarette and shifted in his seat. He wondered if Watson was referring to his old colleague, whom he had, after all, once described as an automaton. ‘Are you

  talking about Holmes?’




  Watson gave a hollow laugh. ‘I am talking about Mary and Emily and . . .’ just a beat of hesitation, ‘. . . Georgina, if I am frank.’




  Sir Gilbert had heard something of what Watson had suffered as a prisoner of war in Germany the previous year and of the strange aftermath to his incarceration that took place on a bridge in

  Holland, when a friend of his had been shot by a sniper. He had also noticed the man’s rather peculiar mood swings of late, which he put down to these events and the trauma of being caught up

  in the first Gotha bombing raid on London. In his experience, nobody came back from the war unscathed, although that was not always a popular position with the other members of the War Injuries

  Compensation Board.




  ‘Unlucky, perhaps, rather than cursed. And you have been through a lot.’




  ‘Not just me.’ Watson smiled. ‘You asked how Holmes was and I said, “As well as could be expected.” What I meant was, as well as could be expected after facing up

  to his own demise.’




  Watson stubbed out his cigarette and took some more of the excellent brandy.




  ‘He’s ill?’




  ‘No, but he has stared death in the face, felt its warm breath on his cheek. He knows it is waiting for him now.’




  ‘You’d best explain,’ said Sir Gilbert huffily, not liking the glazed look in Watson’s eyes.




  Watson blinked as if he knew what Sir Gilbert was thinking and fixed him with a steady gaze. ‘Not so long ago, Holmes was willing to lay down his life for mine. I was in a POW camp in

  Germany. A very wicked place. He planned to deliver himself into the arms of the German Intelligence machine in exchange for my release and then, when they were poised to crow about it, to snatch

  victory away from them by committing suicide.’




  ‘Good Lord. That’s a strange way of winning.’




  ‘But I have no doubt he intended to go ahead with it. Had I known this then, perhaps I would have taken the honourable course and removed myself from the equation.’




  ‘Also by suicide?’




  ‘By taking my own life, yes.’




  Sir Gilbert gave a grunt. ‘I can’t say I approve of such thoughts.’




  Watson nodded. ‘There was a time when I would have agreed with you. But how long do I have left on this earth, Sir Gilbert? Five years? Ten?’ He looked up and pointed at the ceiling.

  ‘Even now, a bomb could be on its way down, ready to drill through Number 2 Upper Wimpole Street, as it did through Upper North Street School those few months ago, and reduce us to

  dust.’




  Sir Gilbert took solace in a large gulp of cognac. ‘I rather hope not.’




  ‘Well, right at this moment, so do I.’ Watson smiled. ‘Mainly because of you and Mrs Turner. My point is, if it did happen now, or in five years or ten minutes, what is the

  difference in the long run? My work, my small contribution to this world, is over. It might be time to make a dignified exit.’




  Sir Gilbert, much concerned at such maudlin talk, reached across and put a hand on Watson’s knee and squeezed. ‘Surely not, Watson. Surely there are more stories you need to tell?

  The world is hungry for Holmes. I heard the new Strand sold out in hours and had to be reprinted. All because it contained the first Holmes story for quite some time.’




  ‘The first short story, yes, since before the war. But I did not call it “His Last Bow” for no reason.’ This was the tale of Holmes and Von Bork, the German agent, whom

  the detective had thwarted on the eve of the war. Watson had been contractually obliged to write it, or at least had been fulfilling a promise made by Mrs Gregson to the editor that he would

  deliver another adventure for publication. Now it was out there with the public, he felt no urgency to write up any more of the handful of untold tales in his possession. ‘There will be no

  more Holmes stories.’
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