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Recent world history and the
concomitant advances in military technology have rendered moot the
secrecy which previously encapsulated certain events that occurred
during the visit Sherlock Holmes and myself made to Hampshire some
years before the turn of the century. I can now, therefore,
disclose details of our encounter with a remarkable inventor and
our thrilling experiences while engaged in the process of assisting
that gentleman with the testing of a certain artifact. This was,
and of course still is, a technological and scientific tour de
force with far reaching and significant military and commercial
applications. Indeed, the military potential of his inventions
imposed severe restrictions on any public report of that time. This
has long been a source of frustration to me, as I found myself
forced into silence regarding the actual inventions, and with a
prohibition against any report of the events of those few days,
subsequent to our successful resolution of the Voodoo Doll affair,
our investigations regarding mayor Pink’s missing jewel, and the
previously reported assistance we rendered to the Revenue
Department in their efforts against the self-styled Free Trade
Consortium.

Since I now believe little purpose
can be served by continued compliance with the strictures imposed
at that time, I have published this narrative in hopes that Tobias
Smeenk may finally receive some of that public acclaim he so richly
deserves, that the public may rest easier for certain knowledge of
the fate that befell the villainous Lascar, Ravendra, and that some
light may be shed on yet other facets of that remarkable
individual, Sherlock Holmes.

We had just assisted Holmes’
acquaintance, judge Etherington, with an interdiction of a major
smuggling operation, and were in the village of Kinson, near to
Bournemouth. Almost the entire population of the hamlet was under
arrest and large quantities of contraband were confiscated and in
process of being removed to bonded warehouses in Southampton. There
being little call for our assistance at that point, we decided to
explore further in the system of man made tunnels and natural
caverns that ran from the village for some distance in several
directions. Our discovery of the secret entrances to this warren
had led to this triumph of Her Majesty’s Revenuers over those who
sought to flout the law of the land.

Holmes said, “I should like to
return to the cavern we have just passed through, Watson. There was
a side passage we did not explore, though I think others may have
gone by that route, rather than along the one that leads to this
village. We went past it in the large chamber, just after the area
with the wall paintings.”

I was quite willing to return the
way we had come, as matters in Kinson appeared to be currently
rather uninteresting, with all efforts involved in bureaucratic
processing, with recording numbers and descriptions of the goods,
the names, ages, and descriptions of the captives, and taking
preliminary statements. Not my personal cup of tea, and certainly
of minimal interest to my friend, whose keen intellect sought
always for the unique and challenging, the unsolved problem and the
mystery.

After a few words with the senior
Coast guard, a Captain Young, I believe, we returned to the public
house, and descended, by means of the iron pegs inset in the wall
of the shaft below the cellar, to the cavern beneath.

We took a lantern each, and I made
sure to appropriate a coil of rope and a stick of chalk. I felt
quite encumbered with these items, together with my Nepalese knife,
my kukri, as the Gurkhas name them, strapped at my side, and my
trusty army revolver in my jacket pocket. I consoled myself with
the thought that each item was of great practical utility, and I
would be glad of them when need arose. With the kukri, that need
must be dire indeed, for this fearsome blade had been given to me
under oath to always draw blood with it on each occasion it was
drawn from the sheath. Unlike the revolver, it would not intimidate
or disable from a distance, but could only serve in close and
deadly combat

“In case it is needful to mark our
route, where several alternative passages branch,” I said, as I
took the chalk from an Excise man, who had used it to identify
barrels of liquor with their location, for use as evidence in
court.

Holmes made no comment, but strode
away down the tunnel.

Approximately three quarters of an
hour later we emerged into the wider space of a great cavern, which
was decorated with wall paintings of long horned cattle and ponies
with flying unkempt manes. Holmes averred, on our previous passage
through this point, that these were likely the product of ancient
Celts, or perhaps of Druids, or even of unknown men from
antediluvian times.

Here the trodden path we had
followed was plain.

My friend pointed to an opening high
on the side wall of the cavern, at least fifteen feet above the
level we stood on. This was an almost perfect circle of about six
feet in diameter, and the tunnel beyond ascended quite
steeply.

After considerable effort, I managed
to throw a loop of the rope around an outcrop of stone just above
the opening we wished to explore, and we scrambled up by that
means.

Holmes entered first, his lean body
hunched over and his long legs slightly bent, to provide his head
some clearance from the very uneven stone overhead. I followed,
with some difficulty.

The passage levelled out again, and
ran straight, at a right angle to our previous direction of travel,
for approximately a mile. The footing was sand and gravel in this
more level section, where I suppose the erstwhile underground
stream that had carved this tunnel had run slowly, and deposited a
good amount of its suspended matter, to our benefit.

As Holmes said, “There must be a
layer of harder rock beneath this section, that hindered the stream
from grinding its way to a lower level. It can only be dry
presently because the water must now be diverted downwards at some
point before reaching this area. Beware of crevasses or holes in
the floor. If we hear falling water, caution will bring us to a
subterranean waterfall.”

Very shortly we heard the sound he
had expected, of a tumbling underground cascade, and then we saw
water reflecting our lantern light, as it hastened to the brink of
a black chasm, and fell from smooth but rapid current to a turmoil
of foam and spray, that vanished below into the
blackness.

Beyond the crevasse, which was ten
feet across, the water filled the tunnel from side to side, but
since I could see the rocky bottom through the clear water, I
estimated the depth at about eighteen inches at the
most.

I said, “Quite a spectacle, and an
admirable illustration of the forces which have carved these
caverns, and of the means by which these several layers or levels
of tunnel have developed. If we hurry, we might yet find a late
lunch available at the hotel in Bournemouth.”

Holmes, however, was of a different
mind, and set out to clamber along the rough side wall, damp as it
was with spray from the cascade, to the side of the live
stream.

He managed that with his usual
athleticism, and all the while held the lantern in his left hand,
the carrying loop hooked over his thumb, so he could use the
fingers to aid his balance against the stone wall.

I stuck my walking stick in my belt,
hooked my lantern’s handle over that, and followed him with some
trepidation, and with the use of both hands.

On the far side we stood on a narrow
area of tumbled rock beside the flow, while I readjusted stick and
lamp, so that I held one in each hand again.

“Let us see where this might lead
us, shall we? Since we have been on an upward slope, if slight,
nevertheless for some distance, the surface cannot be far above us
at this point,” I said.

We waded through rushing cold water,
for the tunnel had narrowed again, although some relief was given
by the higher roof in this section. I noticed none of the growth of
stalagmites and stalactites we had encountered in the deeper
reaches, which indicated to me that this area had been carved out
comparatively recently, in geologic terms.

For once, I was the one whose
prognostication proved correct, for we saw a faint gray hue in the
distance, and soon could see the shape of an opening against the
light ahead. We kept the lanterns lit until we reached the point
where light from outside rendered their feeble glow of no
utility.

The cave mouth we emerged from was
partially covered by a tangle of briars, and was situated in a
dell, a bowl shaped hollow in thick woods. The air was fresh and
cool, scented with spring, and very pleasant. I would have been
content to stand a while and enjoy the sensations of freely moving
breezes and green growth all around, but Holmes, of course, was
bent on further discovery.

“Come, Watson. Here is the footpath
we must follow. It is faint, but discernible. This route has indeed
been used, and recently, too.”

I had quite forgotten his mention
that others had gone the way we had followed. So much for lunch at
our hotel, or anywhere.

I took a reviving sip at my flask,
and followed.

Out of the sheltered dell the air
was dryer, and the day more lively, as we threaded the slight trace
of previous footsteps through a woodland of large and widely spaced
trees, with little undergrowth.

I saw an opening ahead, a clearing
in this forest, at about the same time as I became aware of a
series of repetitive, or rhythmic, sounds. There was a clanking,
but also an intermittent hiss, as of a steam boiler relieving an
excess of pressure. I was reminded of the noise of the Ransome
& Jefferies Steam Powered Threshing Machine I had seen
exhibited at the Windsor Agricultural Fair the previous summer. I
frowned, but forbore to comment, as I was sure Holmes had also
heard, and we would both see for ourselves very shortly what sort
of machinery was employed in this rural setting. I fully expected
to see something suited to a woodland enterprise, as an automated
sawmill, or perhaps a log-hauler.

Words quite failed me when the
clearing came into view. Rather, I should say, when the object
which sat in the clearing became entirely discernible. I had noted
a mass of a blueish-green hue, and had thought that merely some
different species of tree on the far side of the opening. It proved
to be a very large object, that entirely filled the space between
the trees, but was suspended above the ground, at a height of
perhaps twenty feet. It was a gigantic swollen bladder, constructed
of some sort of painted fabric, likely canvas, held down, and not,
as I’d first thought, up, by several thick hawsers attached to tree
trunks. There was a steam engine of sorts, puffing industriously to
one side of the clearing, attached by a thick tube or flexible pipe
to the bladder above.

Holmes knew instantly what it was.
“Upon my soul, Watson, this is remarkable. A dirigible, an airship.
I have heard of such, and had intended a visit to Count von
Zeppelin to observe his device. This is indeed a most felicitous
finding. We have stumbled upon it just at the point of flight, as I
see the engine is still engaged in inflating the envelope with what
must be some sort of gas. Come, let us introduce ourselves to the
fabricator.”

No such person was visible, though
there was a rather rustic structure of logs on the far side of the
open space, from which the pumping engine must draw whatever charge
it fed into the vast receptacle that hung over all, for a second
pipe led from this building to the pump-engine.

I noted a number of cables reached
from the building into the mouth of a tunnel, close by the one from
which we had emerged.

“I say, those have the appearance of
electrical cables, Holmes. Do you see that? How odd, that someone
should hide such a modern technological enterprise in the woods,
away from the facilities of a civic setting.”

Holmes took his pipe from his mouth,
where it had been firmly clenched these several hours, and
carefully knocked the ashes out onto the ground. He ground them
firmly into the earth, and inspected his pipe bowl a moment, then
took out his pocket knife and scraped the bowl diligently. “Is that
lantern extinguished, Watson? I think we must take great care that
there is no ignition source about us. Your boots have no hobnails,
do they? For any spark could cause a fearsome conflagration. I
think there is a quantity of hydrogen gas around us
here.”

My lantern was snuffed before we
left the cave, as his had been, so I merely nodded in affirmation.
I understood his point at once. Hydrogen can be extracted from
water with the use of electricity, and is a buoyant gas, if
flammable. Thus, the setting was ideally suited to this enterprise,
with water, a supply of electrical current generated by a nearby
waterfall in the underground caverns we had emerged from, and a
lesser likelihood of accidental ignition from the ignorant use of
tobacco or open flame in the vicinity.

“Hello, is anyone here?” I
called.

No answer came, save from my friend,
who said, “I think they are engaged in monitoring the hydrogen
production facility, which must be underground, in some such cavern
as that we have just explored. More care is needed there than
aboveground at this stage. There is very probably a reservoir
underground, which the pump draws on and further compresses into
the float-envelope above. Now, that reservoir must not be allowed
to draw in any air as it is depleted, lest an explosive mixture is
created. Pure hydrogen cannot ignite, but mixed with air, or at
least oxygen, becomes dangerous.”

I asked, “If that is the case, why
the caution in regard to open flames and sparks?”

“Any gas that leaks from the pipes,
or the fixtures and fittings, will immediately mix with
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The End












cover.jpg
Sherlock Holmes
[nvestigates.
The Lascar's Fate.

V‘ Phili
van Wulven






