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Chapter 1

I have sometimes, in these poor reminiscences of my days spent with Sherlock Holmes, attempted to describe the sensations I felt when we were called in by the authorities to decipher an incident that had baffled their finest brains. Such descriptions have always irritated my companion, it must be said, because he insists that the interest in such cases should be in their pure mechanics, not unlike a manual on the correct design of a locomotive engine, rather than the human emotions that were bound up in them. I should, therefore, keep such colour out of the narrative, he says. And yet, no matter the admiration I have always felt for Holmes – the greatest consulting detective that the world has ever known – I have always resisted him on that score.

And so I will relate what I felt in the light of a setting sun two days before the Christmas of 1889.

It was fear. Fear like I had never known.

For the murder of Britain’s Minister for War, at a time when all of Europe was on the brink of armed conflict, could have been the spark to set the whole continent alight. War, then, would have engulfed the greater part of the entire world. And I have seen war. I have seen the open gates of Hell.

What stood between us and those gates? It was a sight I would never have dreamed possible: the sight of the ever-righteous Sherlock Holmes and that malevolent denizen of the criminal netherworld, Professor James Moriarty, working together as if they were old friends, rather than two men sworn to each other’s destruction. Working together to save all of Europe from catastrophe.

Yes, on a Swiss mountain, as a terrible blizzard raged outside, their minds wrought as one, moulding around one another, creating a hybrid of good and evil: a weapon that would strike our first blow against a danger the likes of which the world had never seen before – and, I pray to God, never will again. As night fell, Moriarty looked to me and held out his hand. I nodded and passed him a fistful of bullets, each one made to send a man to his grave, when—

But I am getting ahead of myself. Holmes always tuts when I do so. ‘Everything in order, Watson. Without order, what is there but disorder?’ And I must admit he has a point. So I shall return to the chronology in which events unfolded.



I have had occasion in my previous reports, most notably that queer affair of the Greek Interpreter, to describe the Diogenes Club, the lair of London’s least clubbable men. A gentleman who despises the very thought of society may retreat to its muffled environs and content himself with reading periodicals or heftier tomes in an atmosphere devoid of the slightest sound. Indeed, anyone who so much as acknowledges another human being’s presence within the club’s public rooms runs the risk of permanent expulsion. In life-or-death situations, the Stranger’s Room is reserved for interaction, although any member observed entering or leaving it will still receive a black mark against his name in the club ledger.

In short, it was the perfect place for Holmes’s brother, Mycroft (who was, indeed, one of its founder members). Sherlock credits his sibling with a mind often surpassing his own when it comes to criminal detection – a fact that our Secret Service has frequently relied upon, Holmes assures me – but negated in its efficacy by the sheer indolence of its owner.

That inertness was a habit, but at the time that I describe, it had become medical. Mycroft was staying in one of the club’s bedrooms, and I had been called upon to see what cure I could advise.

The room was functional and no more than that – the inmates of the club like their furnishings in the Spartan style. If it serves a purpose, then let it be. If it is there to look fine, then chuck it out. So there were a couple of solid chairs, a writing desk and not a single painting, print or bunch of flowers to be seen. We stood at the foot of the bed in which Mycroft lay simultaneously reading a treatise on Asian arachnids in his right hand and a thick volume of Dante’s complete Divine Comedy in Italian in his left. The club’s white-coated steward, who had shown us to the room, muttered a few hoarse words as he hung around for some seconds without reason, glaring at us all, and then sullenly took his leave – at which point, Mycroft’s mouth cracked into a thin smile.

‘You observe, of course, Sherlock, how Manning has suffered a setback of late?’ he croaked. While Sherlock is tall, pale, slim and angular, his black hair swept back, with sharp green eyes and the air of an Indian ascetic who could burst into vivid life at a moment’s notice, Mycroft is short and plump, with a darker complexion and strange goatee that make him look a little like a Russian anarchist.

He was wearing silk pyjamas and an Egyptian fez hat, whereas we, who had come in from the thick winter smog – it was such a green-tinted pea-souper that the hansom cabs and street-sweepers were knocking into one another and pickpockets were making enough money to retire – were in heavy, wet gear. Indeed, we were crammed in close enough to feel the steam rising from each other’s clothes. And even among my rugby team-mates at the Blackheath club, I was accounted a large fellow, so I had had to truly squeeze myself into the small bed chamber. I wanted to remove my sopping outer garments but simply didn’t have the space to do so.

To make matters worse, I had, for the previous week, been attempting a disastrous experiment with side-whiskers, hoping that they would add gravitas to my face – it turned out that they only added gravity – and they too were quite sodden. I resolved to shave them off as soon as we returned to our comfortable rooms in Baker Street. Besides, they had been rather greyer than the fair hair on my head, and I disliked the reminder that I was not as young as I had once been. Even the waistband on my trousers was beginning to feel just a little more snug than it used to.

‘I see the obvious,’ Holmes replied to his brother. ‘That he lost ten bob on a horse at the Kempton Races this morning, his nag having nearly won, and that he is now in dire monetary straits.’

‘What?’ I uttered. ‘How can you tell?’

‘Oh, Watson. Surely you noticed his downcast and petulant demeanour when showing us in and how he lingered after his duty was complete – despite it doubtless being a dismissible offence in this institution to solicit a gratuity from members or their guests.’

‘It is,’ confirmed Mycroft.

‘But the rest…’

Holmes sighed. ‘The grass on his boots – we are mid-December, and green grass is hard to come by except on meticulously maintained grounds. The fact that he had not had time to clean his footwear before coming to his place of employment demonstrates that he came directly from the location where they picked up the vegetation. The torn-up pieces of paper unceremoniously stuffed in his trouser pocket, upon one of which the top of a numeral ‘10’ could just be seen, are surely the receipt he was handed by the tout – and I doubt Manning is able to stake ten guineas on any race, so it must be shillings. Similarly, it had to be Kempton for the simple reason that there were no other horse races today; and it is clear that his favoured runner was close to winning because his voice is very strained and hoarse, the man having shouted encouragement until his voice cracked under the strain. He would not have troubled himself to do so if the nag had been at the rear of the pack from the beginning.’

‘Good Lord,’ I exclaimed.

‘Well done, Sherlock,’ Mycroft said with a smile. ‘Just one detail rather off.’

‘And what would that be?’ my friend replied with a mild curiosity.

‘It was not a horse.’

‘No?’

‘Oh, Sherlock. Did you not notice? The smell of dog on him. It was as clear as day. The dog track, brother. Manning was at Walthamstow without a doubt.’

My friend shrugged as if unconcerned, although I knew him better than that. ‘What is wrong with you?’

‘Oh, no more than a head cold, I expect.’ Mycroft seemed to relish the chance to remain in isolated bed rest. ‘Is there something you can offer by way of medication to ease the pain, Doctor?’

‘I can have something dispatched to you. Drink a glass of it twice a day after meals. It should help.’

‘Thank you. And Sherlock, I did want to ask a boon.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘I intend to stay here for a while. But in my house are certain documents that I do not wish to leave open to every burglar from here to Constantinople. Take them to my office in Whitehall. And guard them with your life. They are of the utmost sensitivity at this time.’

‘Would some, perhaps, be written in German? Some in Russian, maybe.’

‘And French, a few in Italian. A smattering of Turkish. Yes, you guess correctly, brother.’

‘It was not too difficult a hazard, given the preoccupation of your colleagues in Westminster.’

I finally began to understand. Over the past few months, stories had begun appearing in the newspapers of ructions throughout Europe. A succession of younger politicians and princelings had been rousing nationalist emotions in their native states. The combined effects had left the Great Powers of Europe on high alert – and increasingly, at each other’s throats.

‘Quite, Sherlock. Quite. The papers are within my combination safe. Jarrow, my private secretary at my Whitehall office, will know what to do with them.’

‘I will ensure their delivery. Is there anything more?’

‘No, no.’ He returned to reading his two books, as if our very presence had ended with the interview.

‘And what is the safe combination?’ I asked, surprised by the fact that he had failed to supply the information.

He looked at me with utter bemusement. ‘Whyever do you ask?’

‘Well, we can hardly open the safe without it,’ I suggested.

‘Can you not?’ He turned to Holmes with the same confusion. ‘Sherlock, is that the case?’

‘Of course not,’ my friend retorted.

Mycroft eyed me as if I had claimed that the moon was a giant fish. ‘Extraordinary thing to say,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Come, Watson,’ Holmes began. ‘We shall—’

But he never managed to finish the sentence because there was a muffled rap on the door.

Mycroft moaned at the noise. ‘Oh no, not visitors,’ he complained. ‘I am a sick man.’

Not wishing to hear more of his plaintive groans, I answered the knock myself and was quite surprised to see a well-dressed young gentleman – an old Harrovian, I noted by his tie (for it is not only Holmes to whom the gifts of noticing are given) – with neatly cut fair hair and a pleasant, boyish face. His height and good figure suggested plenty of wholesome exercise – I would have put him on the wing, myself. His mouth opened in preparation of speech, at which sign Holmes grabbed him by the shoulder and wrenched him into the room.

‘Young man,’ said Holmes, ‘it is more than your life is worth to breathe a word outside the bed chambers or Stranger’s Room of this club. You would immediately find yourself violently ejected onto the street.’

He looked a little shaken at his treatment but brushed it off. I had the impression that something severe was afoot. ‘Mr Sherlock Holmes?’

‘Of course.’

‘I have sought you out, sir.’

‘Naturally. Or you would not be here. I presume the admirable Mrs Hudson took pity upon you and informed you of our location?’

‘She did, sir.’

‘Sherlock, I am trying to read,’ Mycroft muttered, without lifting his gaze from the pages. ‘These octopods are intriguing little beasts and require my full attention at the moment.’

Holmes gestured to the young man, who, I suspected, wished to be considered our newest client. ‘Make it brief.’

The gentleman looked flustered. ‘Mr Holmes, my name is George Reynolds and I am the victim of fraud. But a fraud so strange I cannot even be sure it is fraud at all.’

A slight narrowing of Holmes’s lips was the only sign that such a declaration had piqued some interest in my friend. ‘How so?’

Young Reynolds ran his hand through his thick hair. ‘I am, sir, by profession an actor. I do not claim to be the greatest light of my generation, but I have some ability. I am currently engaged in a production.’

‘You play the titular role in Richard III, I see, and have performed a matinee performance today.’

The youth stared at him. ‘However could you know that?’

‘The faint line of grease-paint on your forehead forms a neat ring, indicating a hat or crown worn throughout the play. But more telling is your posture. As an actor, you will have trained yourself to stand as tall and proud as you can, and yet you present yourself slightly stooped at this moment, indicating that you have been bent over for a long time and your back has not yet recovered. What else but a stiff lower lumbar can one expect after three hours curled over with a hunched back?’

At that, the young man blinked and pulled himself straighter. ‘Yes, yes, I see.’

Mycroft sighed audibly.

‘And what is the fraud to which you refer?’

‘It is this, Mr Holmes: everyone else in the production, from the sword-carriers to the queen is a rank amateur. They have no idea what they are about, rarely remember their lines, have dreadful diction and really cannot possibly be considered actors at all.’

Holmes’s mouth pursed a little in dissatisfaction at the goods he had been sold. ‘Then I pity the audience, but such professional disappointments are hardly within my sphere of interest. Good day.’ And at that he propelled the young man towards the door.

‘But the audiences are in raptures,’ the young chap insisted, pulling his arm free.

‘More fool them.’

‘But that is the strangest thing of all. It is the same audience each time. About fifteen of them who seem to come on some sort of rota, with about ten each night. There is never anyone else. And every time they come, they disguise themselves to try to look like other people.’

At that, Holmes’s hand stayed. ‘The audience members wear disguises?’

Young George Reynolds stood taller now, and I noted that his clothes suited an actor well: a little daring in their cut and colour, but ultimately a bit down-at-heel, too. ‘We have had a dozen performances. Each time, they have sat in different pairs, or sometimes on their own, wearing anything from furs to washer-woman’s clothes to military dress. The men occasionally don beards or pull caps down low in the hope that they will not be recognized. Well, when you are on stage and the limelights are in your eyes, it is not easy to make faces out, but sometimes when I am off-stage I like to stand at the back of the hall to see if the audience are enjoying the show. And I started to notice that it is the same people and no others.’

‘A loyal audience that does not wish to be detected. That is certainly more unusual,’ Holmes said thoughtfully.

‘But that is not all of it.’

‘Then pray continue.’

‘You may know that the play features a climactic rapier duel between Richard himself and Richmond.’

‘I am aware.’

Mycroft threw his volume of Dante and the work on arachnids to the floor, sighing.

‘This afternoon, there was a dreadful accident. The blunt tip of my stage foil snapped as I thrust at Mr Gills, who plays Richmond, and I actually stabbed him in the stomach. It wasn’t a serious wound, but he was bleeding and quite shocked. But then, as he lay there, he began to panic. Not because of the blood, but because he thought I might quit the production. He was completely beside himself at the idea and made me swear on my life that I wouldn’t. He even attempted to stand, so I would think it was only a flesh wound. He collapsed in my arms, though he revived soon enough. Mr Holmes, what can it all mean?’

‘An incognito audience and a cast of strangely desperate amateurs.’ He clapped his hands and lifted them to the ceiling. ‘Mr Reynolds, there may be something to your case. Come, let us retire to Baker Street and discuss it further.’

I heard Mycroft mutter ‘Thank God’ as we left.
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Chapter 2

If there’s one thing I like, it’s an ill-matched fight. I hate it when it’s fair and all one-way-this, then one-way-that, all punches and parries. No, give me a big bloke pummelling a little’un into the middle of next week and I’m happy as a lark.

I tell you this because this whole rum business started running at the annual Vauxhall Fair – a wide-brimmed bash better known to many as the Villains’ Walk-Out, on account of the general atmosphere of cut-purse vice and black-minded roguery. Once a year at Christmastide, you see, the powers-that-be would unchain the gates of the old Vauxhall Gardens, where the lords and ladies once took tea, to allow three days of what you might call ‘earthier’ entertainment for the likes of me. Out were the dainty little cups of Indian chai and in were the boxing fights and freak shows that those with the Devil in us liked to attend. That’s where I saw Merrick, the Elephant Man, and Bess the Geek, who ate nothing but chicken gizzards. I saw Waller, the Shropshire Giant, beat four men to a pulp in the ring at the same time – while their wives, every one, swooned for him and scrapped for the pleasure of wiping him down after. Bonny times, they were. Bonny times.

I told my friend and mentor – you know the one: the tall, thin gent with the sharpest mind for the analysis of criminal plans that the world has ever seen – about how I only really enjoy a fight when it’s unfair, and he said he quite understood my position.

‘The reason for it,’ he told me, ‘is that you are an animal, Moran.’

‘Thank you, Professor,’ I replied. ‘I take that as a compliment.’

And at that he stopped off at a chocolate stand, used his ebony stick to ease a couple of evil-faced urchins out of his path and bought himself a steaming cup of the stuff. He took a bit down and looked at me. ‘Oh, I do apologize, did you want a cup, too?’

Well, truth be told, I wouldn’t have minded one. And it wasn’t as if I couldn’t have afforded it with or without him – a penny was hardly going to break my bankers (Coutts & Co., like Her Majesty) – but I couldn’t buy one then in his wake, or I’d look more like a mongrel following at the heels of his master than a trusted officer in his royal court.

But just why does Colonel Sebastian Moran, Eton, Oxford, late of the 1st Bangalore Pioneers, follow Professor James Moriarty, late of the University of St Andrews, you ask? Well, stay a while and I’ll let you in on the truth.

I had some high times at college, but it was the army that turned me into something new. Hunting on the veldt and fighting in the hills: within a month of donning my uniform, the scales had fallen from my eyes and I knew what I was meant for. I had a sabre in my right hand, a pistol in my left, and I was ready to raise hell.

I was decorated, cashiered, mentioned in dispatches and near-as-damn-it discharged, all by turns. And so it went, until I made a few too many enemies along the way and thought it time to seek pastures new. But when a man has built a name as the best shot in the Indian Army, when he has chased down tigers with nothing but a Mongol sword, well, a life working on the stocks market or teaching Greek to snot-nosed brats makes him want to bash his brains out on a wall.

Because my life needs a thrill. And you get no thrills, chum, sitting in a lodging house in Clapham and strolling through the park on Sunday as your ‘day out’. Ballocks to that.

And yet I need money. Cards, horses, harlots – all cost cash. And so I have a certain position with the Professor.

I’ve scoured a few history books and I can tell you, his brain is unique. There’s never been one like it. Oh yes, the schemes he works out are things of beauty. Political, smash-and-grab, a little blackmail. Some of them I don’t even understand myself until we’re at the end and I find we’re halfway to out-banking King Croesus but the Peelers can’t so much as touch us. And what’s my part in all this? Well, I organize the blags: the men, the shooters if it’s a hot tickle, the places to lie low afterwards. I keep discipline and lean on people when they need to be leaned on. I make sure they don’t poke their noses where they shouldn’t.

Yes, all in all, the Professor pays me a packet to have a rollicking time.

So there we were in Vauxhall Gardens. I took a moment to survey the stalls and entertainments. There were terraces and an ornamental lake with some deathtrap boats for hire, and wooden pergolas overhead that looked more like gibbets than the Chinese cribs they were supposed to resemble. And the whole place had a damned seedy air to it that suited the three-day blowout that we were all there for. You didn’t need an invitation to the Villains’ Walk-Out, you didn’t need to know anyone to get in, but you did need your wits about you and a quick hand to catch at your purse. Otherwise, you’d be walking home a lot lighter on geld than when you left your rooms.

It was all run by the Orchard gang. Seamus Orchard, who had inherited it from his dad, Ichabod, had already mounted such a good track record that you could pass from one side of the Regent’s Canal to the other purely on the corpses he had dropped into it. Seamus knew his seat from his elbow, all right, and he took no more chance with his operations than a mongoose with a cobra. I knew some of his men by sight – there was a brace of’em posted at each entrance for a start – and I wouldn’t mind having them back me up in any tangle with the Fuzzy-Wuzzies or the Pashtu tribes.

I did note that there were a number of fresh faces among his boys. ‘Seamus has been recruiting,’ I said. If Orchard was expanding his operations, the guv’nor would have to give his blessing.

‘He needs to. There is new blood in the city.’

‘Professor?’

‘Haven’t you heard? Perhaps you have not. The American gangmaster Dutch Calhoon of New York has expressed an interest in setting up a trans-Atlantic operation. It is an intriguing and ambitious prospect, and he is an interesting man – especially so because until a year ago he and his younger brother were generally considered disappointments in the Calhoon family. They had a reputation for being lily-livered when compared to their father, who was known as a Tartar. Dutch is here now, I believe, with his brother. I feel I shall have to meet him at some juncture to discuss his plans.’

I watched the guv’nor drink his chocolate and smirk as he called over one of the street Arabs to hand him the remains of his cup with a grandfatherish chuck on the boy’s cheek. He dresses – and walks – like a grandfather, too, all the better to blend into the crowds. It’s all shuffling and neat little three-piece suits that look like any other three-piecer on the omnibus from Tottenham Court to Gawd-Knows-Where. Don’t get me wrong, I know the value of camouflage as much as anyone: that’s why I go for khaki for the veldt and my smart hunting green Harris tweed two-piece from Gieves and Hawkes for Piccadilly. But there are limits to how I’ll present myself in public, and dressing like a man from Balham with one foot in the grave is beyond the pale.

We were passing the largest tent of them all: the fights enclosure – a huge thing made of striped canvas with prints of crossed fists emblazoned on each panel of the material. Even the most witless fairgoer would understand that. Entry was thruppence, which was cheap considering that you got three separate species for the price: there was one area for fights between men, one for dogs against other mutts and one for dogs against bears with their teeth pulled out.

‘Shall we watch a bout?’ I suggested.

‘If you wish,’ he granted. ‘Although I am not a great admirer of violence when it has no real object.’

I said nothing but followed him through. There were more bullies at the entrance – I saw Five Fingers McGill, who never went anywhere without his girl, Coleen, a nasty little red-haired thing who I’d set against a fully grown orangutan if I wanted the monkey to come off worse.

‘McGill,’ I said as I walked in.

‘Mr Moran,’ he grunted. I stopped and fixed him with a stare. ‘Colonel,’ he corrected himself, a bit sheepish. Coleen sniggered at his back.

A massive black fighter was being dragged out of the boxing ring by his ankles, his nose spread from one ear to the other, while a five-foot-high Chinaman jumped up and down in the centre. To look at the skinny little bloke you’d think he couldn’t smash a bluebottle, but I’ve seen what those Johnnies can do with their feet, their knees and their fists when you’re not expecting it. It’s like a whirlwind has been chucked into the ring.

Money was changing hands at the ringside. A lot of money, as it happens. The book-men always lived it up at the Villains’ Walk-Out, you see, and in the corner I saw Seamus Orchard smiling like the cat that got the cream, because he could already feel his pockets filling up with his ten per cent.

I wandered over to the bear pit. Now that was a fight. A big brown bastard staked down but ready to rip the pin right out of the ground so he could get his claws on the dog bouncing around him and snapping at his flesh. Yes, I was in my element – beasts, screaming onlookers and the chance to make a few quid. I grabbed hold of the cove with a chalk board who was setting odds on the cur winning the fight. ‘A guinea it takes down the bear,’ I said, holding up the gold shiner. He snatched at it. ‘Not so fast, me old mucker. What’s the odds?’

He watched the dog for a few seconds, and I could see him calculating. Funny how good a Cockney can be at arithmetic when he needs to be. ‘For you, guv, three on.’

‘Three on? Don’t make me laugh. He’s nearly choked already.’ Well, he grumbled, but we settled on two on, and I folded my arms to enjoy the pagger. ‘Ho ho!’ I said as the dog took a good chunk out of the bear’s thigh. ‘The little sod might just do it.’





[image: ]


Chapter 3

Comfortably ensconced in 221b Baker Street, having groped our way through the gloom outside, Mr George Reynolds paced the room with agitation. He had politely declined the velvet-covered chair in which Holmes’s clients usually sat in favour of stepping to and fro through the heaps of curious objects that populated our sitting room.

There is something oddly welcoming about the chaos that Holmes imposes on that room – papers, test tubes, strange African tribal objects strewn everywhere. You might have to fight or gingerly pick your way through the clutter, but when you do, you settle in as if you have always lived there. And I had, since I first moved in, felt it as home. Mrs Hudson, our landlady, fussed over us like a mother hen with her chicks, preparing us tasty meals and complaining loudly if Holmes failed to finish one. She never had that issue with me.

The room’s two large windows did their best to illuminate it, and the flickering of the gas lamps made our visitor look less than cheerful as he paced. I guessed he was an amiable sort who was under a certain amount of strain. Holmes filled his pipe with the Turkish tobacco that he kept in a Persian slipper by the hearth and sat waiting for the narrative to commence.

‘As you are aware, my name is George Reynolds. I grew up in Sussex and my age is twenty-five years. At school, I was rather bitten by a bug for acting. My parents tried to steer me towards something more respectable.’ He smiled quite a winning smile. ‘But here I am.’

‘And your recent history?’

‘My parents both died within the past few years, leaving me a very small inheritance, but enough to make my way to London to pursue my dreams of the stage. Since then, I have had some work – nothing spectacular, but enough to rent a little room in Cheapside and buy my bread. Some weeks ago, I had been out of work for a full two months and was beginning to worry because my savings were quite exhausted. I had contacted everyone I knew, asking if they were aware of any productions forming or companies looking to add to their number. None could help. And then, precisely four weeks ago, out of thin air, a godsend.’

‘A role?’ I suggested.

‘And what a role, Dr Watson! I was in my room, counting my pennies for the hundredth time that night, when my landlady called up to me. “Mr Reynolds! Gentleman here to see you.” ’ He imitated an old crone like a master. ‘Well, I was surprised. I had never had a single visitor to my digs. I went downstairs, and waiting at the bottom was a little man wearing thick spectacles.’

‘Describe him!’ demanded Holmes.

‘Oh… Well, he had an academic sort of air about him. A lover of books, for certain. Little tufts of black hair over his ears, but utterly bald besides that.’

‘Good. Continue.’

‘ “Sir?” I said. “Mr Reynolds?” “Yes.” “I am desirous of some friendly words with you, sir.” “So I am taken to understand.” By this time, I was becoming quite bewildered, because each line he delivered was preceded by about five seconds of him looking me up and down like a farmer buying a cow. I prompted him: “Some friendly words?” He came to and shook his head with a little laugh. “I apologize. You see, I saw you in an opera last year, Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio. A marvel, sir, a true marvel.’ I was pleased because I had enjoyed acting in that show. “And when I came to put together the roll of players for my latest production, I knew you were the very man. We begin touring a fortnight hence.” ’

At that, Holmes lifted his hand. ‘Watson?’ he said. The thespian broke off, looking to me to explain.

‘He is asking if I have noted something in your description of events,’ I informed him. ‘And yes, I have, as it happens,’ I said, perhaps a little arrogantly.

‘Excellent, then set it before us,’ Holmes replied.

‘The man could not have been telling the truth. He claimed he was so impressed by your prior performance that he sought you out. If so, why would he have felt it necessary to confirm that you were George Reynolds when you appeared before him?’

Holmes applauded lightly. ‘Bravo, Watson. Bravo. Quite incorrect, but heroically done. You see, this strange visitor would have had to confirm it because The Abduction from the Seraglio is indeed an opera by Herr Mozart and there is but one non-singing part in the production, that of the Turkish Pasha. Since you, Mr Reynolds, have described yourself as an actor, rather than a singer, it is an elementary deduction that you played this part. In which case, you would have been heavily bearded and wigged, probably with a false nose and thick, dark make-up to look like a Turk. Even for the curtain call, you could not have appeared as your identifiable self, so this gentleman would have been unable to recognize you at night in the sort of poorly lit digs that we can imagine. But there is another simple question that is rather more difficult to answer. It is this: how did he know where to find you? Your address cannot be publicly known, it seems unlikely that your former employers would give it out without your permission and your previous performance was the year before, so he could not have followed you from the theatre – curious as that would be in itself.’

At this, our young companion started. ‘Why, I hadn’t even thought of that, Mr Holmes.’

‘Then it is strong luck that you came here. But pray continue. What then?’

I felt red-faced at my failure but concentrated instead on our latest client’s narrative.

‘Well, I was pleased as punch, I must say. Normally I would have asked something of the production, but my circumstances being what they were, I launched straight into a more practical enquiry. “I am very grateful, Mr…?” “Oh,” he said. “Bart. Edgar Bart.” “I am very grateful, Mr Bart. May I ask if the position is paid?” “Why, of course it is,” he said. “At ten pounds per week. Playing every night and twice on Wednesdays.” Mr Holmes, that is three times what I have ever been paid.’

‘A true lover of the theatre, he must be.’

‘He told me that we would have a week of rehearsals, then a fortnight of touring church halls, temperance halls, a couple of inns and small theatres in the West Country, and then a fortnight in the university towns of Oxford and Cambridge. That seemed very fine to me. So we shook hands and I went quite happily to the first rehearsal – what we call a “read-through”. And that is when I had my first doubts.’

‘Oho?’

‘It was as I said: the rest of the cast seemed to have never so much as set foot on stage before. I had to instruct them as to which way stage left and stage right were. None of them knew how to deliver a line, put on make-up or even stand. The battle scenes really would have been carnage if I hadn’t stepped in and shown Mr Bart, who was directing us all, how to do it safely.’

‘But you got through it all,’ I said.

‘We did. And we set off on tour, beginning with a week in Exeter. The first surprise were my digs.’

‘Not up to your standard?’

‘Just the opposite. They were palatial. Fit for a king. The finest suite in the town’s finest hotel.’

‘And yet you were only playing a monarch,’ Holmes commented. ‘The rest of the cast?’

‘In dreary rooms above a couple of inns.’

‘You were the main attraction,’ I said, attempting to justify the situation.

‘That’s good of you to say, Dr Watson. But in truth, no one has ever heard of me. I was hardly a crowd-draw. Well, we played the dates and I put it from my mind. But now we’re in Cambridge and it’s just the same: I’m waited upon better than Richard himself.’

‘How have the other actors treated you?’ Holmes asked.

‘That is just as odd. Actors are usually a friendly bunch, all mucking in together. It’s one of the things I love about the stage as a career. But in this case, they’ve treated me with the same deference that secured me a hotel room in which any lord would have felt comfortable. If I open my mouth, they shut theirs to listen to what I have to say. If there aren’t enough chairs to go around, someone will insist that I take theirs. Everything is done to make me as comfortable and content as I could possibly be. And then there is the strange thing about the audiences.’

‘That they are always the same people, taking it in shifts, so to speak.’

‘Exactly.’

Holmes settled back in his chair and blew a stream of blueish smoke to the ceiling. ‘Watson,’ he said after a while, ‘this reminds me of one or two cases from our past. That of the Stockbroker’s Clerk springs to mind.’ He was right. It was the case of a young man tempted away from his position in London to a better-paid job in Birmingham, in order that someone could impersonate him at his existing place of employment and carry out a robbery. ‘No professional engagements for a while. Tell me about your accommodation before you left for this employment.’

He seemed a little taken aback. ‘A perfectly ordinary small room in a boarding house.’

‘A room above you?’

‘And below.’

‘What does your window look out on?’

‘A blank wall. Part of another house. An ordinary little house.’

‘You have been there long?’

‘Six months, I should say. Nothing unusual has ever happened there.’

Holmes puffed thoughtfully. ‘If someone had been desperate for access to your room, they could probably have entered it knowing the performance schedule of your previous plays. No, I think we can discount that idea. Which leaves us… Watson?’

‘Holmes?’

‘In need of more data. We need data for an hypothesis. Mr Reynolds, we shall look into this affair for you.’ Our young histrionically minded friend sighed with relief and was about to speak when Holmes raised his hand. ‘However, at this time my mental faculties are largely reserved for the Giant Rat of Sumatra – a truly diabolical piece of work.’ Ah yes, the Giant Rat of Sumatra. How that name conjures a shiver even now. When the world is sufficiently fortified for the tale, I will reveal it. ‘To say it plainly: I simply do not have the hours in my day for every call on my attention. And so I must stay in London.’ Reynolds tried again to interrupt, and Holmes again forestalled him. ‘But Watson, I ask you, old friend, to make an initial examination.’

‘I will,’ I said. Reynolds looked a little doubtful.

‘It will aid you if you can join the company in Cambridge tomorrow.’

‘You mean… acting?’ I asked.

Holmes threw back his head and laughed. ‘I do not mean in the play, Watson. I rather think you are a little long in the tooth to change career just now. I mean that Mr Reynolds should introduce you as, say, his uncle. That will enable you to mingle with the troupe before and after the shows, and you can thus harvest more information for our investigation. Inform me by letter what you discover.’

I felt somewhat relieved at that. I tried a little amateur dramatics during my medical training, and I must admit that it did not go down in stage history. Indeed, on the opening night I forgot half my lines and was forced to improvise, which upset my fellow performers so much that the show had to be restarted twice. They were very nice about it afterwards, but I knew what they thought and when I got back to my lodgings, I had to pour cold water over my head to reduce the burning in my cheeks.

Young Reynolds checked his wristwatch. ‘Damn,’ he muttered. ‘It’s later than I thought. I have to be back for tonight’s evening performance.’

‘Then hie you back. Thespis awaits. Watson will join you on the morrow.’
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Chapter 4

Well, the Good Lord, who I don’t believe in, was smiling on me that day, because within five minutes I saw the bear laid out on the sand and the dog standing over him, a lot of gore around his chops. He even looked ready to take on the second bastard – a white one that some enterprising sort must have captured in Canada or even further north. Like his brown cousin, he was tied down with a set of metal stakes driven hard into the ground.

The book-man grumbled, saying the bear was a rum’un and must have been sauced. But the moment I twisted his lapels in my fists, he handed over the coins. I wiped them and put them in my pocket for a nice evening at the Bagatelle Club later. There’s a little aristo molly there I’ve been plumping up for the cooking.

‘Now, Moran, it is time…’ the Professor began. But he stopped and cocked his head on one side like a pheasant. Or a stork, maybe, since he’s got the tall and skinny look of one. And I stopped, too. I could hear what he was listening for. There were shouts, then screams. I’m fond of both sounds, but not when I can’t see the cause. Everyone in the tent suddenly froze. They could all hear it, coming from outside the canvas. And something different: a mechanical sound, like a locomotive getting closer.

Bleeding chaos. That’s what it was. Because I didn’t have time to blink before the walls of the tent were torn down and people were running. I’ve seen a fair few military assaults on foot and on horse, but I’ve never seen five hundred men, women and kids dash for their lives before four steamrollers chugging at full speed. The machines, which were followed by a dozen bullies with chains and clubs, smashed right through the tent. When it was total pandemonium, the drivers jumped down and started breaking everything in sight. One, a big Hindoostani with long moustaches, kicked the bookie down and rummaged through his pockets, taking all the folding money.

‘It’s a shake-down,’ I muttered to the Professor, who must have been the only calm man in sight.

‘Of course it is, Moran. But who is running it? That is what I want to know.’

By this point, I had counted a dozen sprites and I was fingering the little six-shot Derringer I always kept about me. A number of the toughs had bulges at their hips or armpits that told me that I wasn’t the only one with a shooter, neither.

A lad from the Orchard gang charged in with his cosh ready, but the second he stepped in, he was knocked cold by the Hindoostani. The brown’un looked down at his handiwork – I give it to the man, I couldn’t have done better myself – then spotted us and stopped. It was probably the fact that we weren’t panicking that made him suspicious. ‘Them,’ he boomed. Two of his men – one fat as a rhino, the other skinny as a gazelle, came for us. I went for my barker, but the gazelle jumped me just as I levelled it, and the shot went through the fatso’s foot. He yelped in pain but kept coming and charged me, head down. Now I’m a handy sort, but if one sprite binds my arms while the other knocks me down, I’m going to have a time of it.

At that, the big Hindoo swung over. ‘Who you?’ he said with narrow eyes. Oh yes, he could see we weren’t pigeons.

‘I… I do apologize, sir, most profoundly,’ the Professor stammered, sinking to the ground. ‘I am no one. Only a bystander. I had no idea even what this fair was when I passed it and felt in need of a cool drink, so came inside.’ He clasped his hands together. ‘Oh, please, spare us!’ he wailed.

The brown bloke turned to stare at me, obviously taken aback by this show of subservience. But then I saw his eyes narrow further as something clicked into place in his mind. ‘Cool drink?’

It was, after all, the height of winter. Well, the very second that he uttered the final syllable, I saw the guv’nor’s right hand twist the top of his stick. The steel blade he pulled out was stabbed straight into the big man’s buttocks, making him scream. This surprised my gazelle so much that I was able to twist around and give him a swift knee in the stones. A well-placed foot into the rhino’s belly next, a scrabble for my shooter and all had turned on a sixpence.

The Professor stood and dusted his knees a little. ‘Turn around,’ he ordered the Hindoo. I cocked my pistol, and the man got the message. ‘Dear, dear. That does look painful. I shouldn’t sit down for a fortnight if I were you. Come along, Moran. I think that might help clear a path.’ He pointed with his ebony stick to the anchors holding down the polar bear. I chugged over, prised them out of the ground just enough to free our white friend and fired a single bullet into the air to encourage him to rampage in the direction of the exit. Well, the bullies in our way turned the same colour as the bear and then legged it. I cocked the Derringer again.

‘Remind me to get one of those,’ the guv’nor said. ‘They seem useful.’

‘A gun, Professor?’

‘A bear.’

Outside, the rest of the fair was in a similar state: toughs shaking down stalls, beer carts and bookies; civvies running to get clear; and Orchard gang boys being chucked about like marionettes with their strings cut. A rampaging polar bear in the middle of it all did very little to calm things down. So we jogged along in his wake, happy as finches, heading for the exit until the guv’nor stopped dead. ‘Ah yes,’ he said to himself. He was staring with those strange grey irises of his at a dark little bloke surrounded by a dozen toughs like he was the eye of the storm. The jackanapes was reading a newspaper, calm as you like, as if he was out for a stroll at Brighton. By his side, a younger cove with a moustache that looked like it had been drawn on in pencil was lighting a cigarette with a fancy lighter covered in tomfoolery. And all the while, floozies were screaming and lambs were bawling loud enough to wake the dead. ‘Yes, that seems quite right.’

‘Who is he?’

‘Who? Why, the brain behind the soirée,’ the Professor replied. ‘Dutch Calhoon.’



You wonder what sort of crib the Professor keeps? Well, let me tell you. He changes location every few months, and right then he had taken furnished rooms above Aster’s Music Hall in Whitechapel. The hall was a bit down-at-heel because a better place had opened nearby and taken all the good acts. Aster was left with a bad sword-swallower and a Bulgarian girl who did something with a boa constrictor that even the French would think twice about.

The Professor liked the set-up because people could visit his rooms without being noticed and he could have a score of our boys lolling around without attracting any attention from the Peelers. We just had to put up with some idiot singing ‘Champagne Charlie’ every bloody night.

We stalked in through the lobby, where Irish Dan and fat Jack Robbie were standing guard. The others were in the bar or patrolling the perimeter. Some talentless swine was murdering Beethoven on the pianoforte in the great hall. Oh yes, I like a bit of Beethoven.

We went on up to the apartment. Young Gawain Plowright was on the door that day. A bright lad and a quick shot, we might make something of him. He stood aside, and we were in the haven.

Wherever the guv’nor is always looks like the Admiralty, because there are maps on every wall, with little pins pointing out some operation or other, and charts detailing times and details. Only you or I couldn’t read them, because they’re in a cipher of the Professor’s own and the only key is in his head.

‘Tea, Moran. Indian. And bring me my notepaper.’

‘Professor?’

‘I believe we are on the verge of a rather irritating situation. It must be resolved.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘A conference of the Viennese sort. Warring factions rarely contain themselves, and I should be much inconvenienced if the friction between Seamus Orchard and Dutch Calhoon were to spread and endanger my own projects. So: a conference.’

We had spent the day at the Villains’ Walk-Out; now it looked like we were going to host the Gangmasters’ Jamboree.
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