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In a not quite Post-Victorian, steampunk parallel universe, Holmes and Watson continue their fight against crime...
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The Watson Letters features manly characters, crude language and adult inclinations. It is not, therefore, intended for persons of a delicate nature. 
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Diary of Doctor J. Watson

––––––––

There is nothing a man likes more at the end of the day than to sit by the fire and contemplate the world and where he fits within it. Gazing across to the darkened window where outside the snow falls softly from a dusky and peaceful sky, I let my eyes wander to where my dear Mary sits quietly reading, her small feet resting in a bowl of Smedley’s Cure-All Foot Jelly. In these tranquil surroundings, I might well consider that my life is largely one of contentment. 

However, looking through the cases Holmes and I have investigated over recent years, I can’t help feeling this last year in particular has taken its toll on both me and my wife. Sadly, the world of crime has taken a turn for the worse. My passion for solving even the most fascinating of cases has been marred by a realisation that even that most noble of villains—the gentleman thief—no longer warrants the jovial enthusiasm of the general public, in the self-deprecating Robin-Hood style that was once so prevalent in our society. With the recent death of my old pal Raffles, I feel as though a new strain of criminal has emerged, one who intends to destroy and ravage rather than to simply steal that which does not belong to him.

Even so, the adventures that follow in this fourth volume of cases, have presented many challenges and deviations to our usual methodology. Where once Holmes and I would have trod gaily into any affray with only the upholding of justice in our hearts, we now must deal with an ever more cunning style of villainy which holds no nobility or rationale. A perfect example of this can be found in a tale featuring our erstwhile enemy Professor Moriarty, who always endeavours to spring something new and dastardly upon us. On this occasion, he was accompanied by a new rogue who, having once been defeated, set about taking revenge on myself and my companion with a most unexpected result. 

The second escapade in this volume reminded me of our encounter with Dracula (in The Vampire Lestrade), in as much as the supernatural and paranormal are not usually themes which characterise the investigations of Messrs Holmes and Watson. I’d like to say my companion and I were on an equal footing in terms of the investigation, but as usual the big nosed detective gained the upper hand by shutting out the faithful companion from his thought processes. Nevertheless, I feel I did contribute much to the unravelling of the plot and have therefore reviewed Sherlock’s deductive offerings through a generosity tempered with only a smidgen of irritation.

The title story in this volume deals with a prime example of that type of villain I mentioned earlier, and who will no doubt haunt our adventures for some time to come.

John Horatio Watson
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Around the World in Several Days—Part I
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N.B. A few months had passed since the publication of the adventure known as Silence of the Lambtons, and I had heard almost nothing from Sherlock Holmes. Having received only the occasional note or hastily written message regarding some easily-solved case that only required the Great Detective’s time for a few hours, there seemed little to tempt me away from my own busy practice. My dear Mary’s desire to further explore her deductive skills also threw us what our American friends like to call ‘curving balls’, when she succumbed to a bout of influenza. The episode placed her at death’s door for some weeks, prompting me to demand she rein-in her adventurous spirit. I am of course thrilled that she is now fully recovered, though my attempts at laying down the law regarding her exploits only served to get me a black eye, as she made it abundantly clear that nothing, including her own husband, would stand in the way of her wish to join the growing legions of ‘lady detectives’.

Hearing that Holmes had taken up with some music-hall maestro and his slut of a wife, I should not have been surprised if we did not set eyes on him again until the end of the Londen Season in August, but after catching sight of that familiar hooked nose and beady eye in the market one Saturday, I determined to call on him and, at the very least, discover what he’d been up to. As it turned out, the very morning I intended to visit, a communication arrived which I thought might garner his interest. 

I set off for Baker Street, only to find my companion had once again vanished like a thief in the night.

Marlborough Hill 

Tuesday, 26th May 1891

To Sherlock Holmes Esq. from Doctor J. Watson
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Holmes

I’m writing this missive in the expectation that you will shortly return from whatever den of immorality you’re currently residing in and give me a little guidance on what sounds like an interesting case.

I called at Baker Street yesterday in the hope of a late breakfast and a tête-à-tête of the manly kind with your good self (and to escape my dear wife’s carnal demands). However, I found only a confused housekeeper and a noticeably absent detective. Mrs Hudson let me in and with her usual exuberance pressed her steaming muffins upon me along with a pot of Earl Grey. It seems she too is mystified by your non-appearance. Following a long explanation of exactly how much you have disrupted her routine with your ‘constant comins-in and goins-ahts’, she revealed that ‘A saucy bint wiv a lopsided face’, called early yesterday morning and ‘whisked Mister ‘olmes away wiv neither a by-your-leave nor nothin’.

However, to the point of my visit. I received a letter by second post yesterday from a person named Passepartout (who I surmise is of the French variety), regaling me of his latest position as manservant to that well-known philanthropist and inveterate shirtlifter, Phileas Phogg. It seems Mister Phogg is to embark on a round-the-world trip as part of some ridiculous bet and has concerns the journey may be in peril due to the machinations of one of Phogg’s associates.

I made a few inquiries at my club and discovered (via Bert the porter), that a certain person has been engaged to trail Phogg and sabotage his expedition by whatever means necessary. It all sounded a bit implausible to me, though Bert was adamant that whoever has employed the aforementioned saboteur is determined to win the bet.

On leaving my club I had half a mind to put the whole thing down to rumour and innuendo, when I noticed a strange-looking chap watching me from the corner of the street. Realising I’d seen him, the fellow took off with some haste. Needless to say, I followed at close quarters and tracked him to a dingy boarding house of poor repute. Further probing of the landlady (and a few shillings to slacken her wanton mouth), I obtained a business card bearing the name The Hooded Claw. The card bore an address in East Londen, and while I have no desire to visit the place, it put me in mind of an old friend of ours, Bill Sikes.

In your absence I shall have a quiet word with friend Sikes and see if he can shed any light on the matter.

Diary of Doctor J. Watson

Thursday, May 28th, 1891
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I am thankful to be once more in the bosom of my dear wife this morning, after a lengthy, albeit fascinating, overnight visit to the slums of Londen Towne. Following my plan to ply Sikes with a few shillings in exchange for an insight into the slovenly ways of the lower classes (and in particular, begging his assistance in locating the individual known as The Hooded Claw), I called on him at his lodgings at 14A Nobfiddler’s Lane. I discovered that same fellow imbibing a pot of what he likes to call ‘Charlie’.

‘Docter Watson, me old pal,’ said he, stumbling back from the door. ‘I ain’t never been so ‘appy ter see yer.’

Inviting me in, he proffered a mug of the aforementioned drink, which I sensibly declined. After we’d settled ourselves in front of the fire and warmed our hands (for it was a disagreeably cold evening), I told him what I wanted.

Sikes frowned and gazed into his pint pot. Finally, he looked up. ‘Well, Docter, I ‘ave ‘eard of this feller what yous talkin about, but I’m powerful certain you won’t be wantin ter track him down.’

‘Why ever not?’ said I.

‘Cos where he be found, ain’t a place as I’d be ‘appy ter be takin you, on account of you being a gen’leman, an that.’

I assured him of my considerable proficiency in dealing with a little working-class dirt, and that I should be happy to accompany him to wherever he might be inclined to take me.

Back on the street with the fog rolling in from the Thames and a sharp nip in the air, I began to wonder if I should heed Bill’s advice. However, I was also curious to explore ‘The Dark Side’ of Londen, as my companion called it, and we thus set out towards the docks.

A short while later, we found ourselves at Cutter’s Corner, an area frequented by pickpockets, murderers, and limerick-writers. Bill urged me to stay close and held onto my jacket, guiding me towards a particularly dilapidated building.

‘In there,’ he muttered, pointing to a rickety doorway.

We crossed the street, and I gave the outer door a gentle push. It creaked open, revealing a dark passage beyond. At the far end, I spied a faint glimmer of candlelight. Taking my courage in both hands, I strode forwards and knocked on the door.

After a moment, a head appeared, followed by a scrawny neck and shoulders. ‘Whatcha want?’

I raised my hat. ‘Ah, good evening sir, I wonder if—’

The door slammed shut.

Bill sighed and pushed past me. With a single kick, he caved in the door and bounded into the room.

The owner of the scrawny neck was an old man who now cowered behind a table, hands trembling, his eyes as round and bloodshot as any I have yet seen.

Grabbing the man by the neck, Bill slammed him against the wall. ‘What you know abaht this geezer they call The ‘Ooded Claw, eh?’

The man shook his head so vigorously, I thought it might fall off. Gazing past me, he pointed a feeble finger.

Turning to look back along the passage, I caught sight of a vaguely-familiar figure silhouetted in the doorway, the gas lamp outside casting an eerie glow around his features.

‘That’s him!’ I cried.

Bill shoved the old man aside and the two of us hurried back to the street, but The Hooded Claw (for I am certain it was he), had disappeared.

We stood in the street, our eyes searching every nook and corner for our quarry, but there was nothing to see but darkness and creeping fog all around.

‘I know where he’s gawn,’ said Bill, hurrying past me. ‘Come on, Doc.’

I ran down the cobbled lane after him, unsure of my surroundings and feeling more than a little afraid. If I lost sight of Sikes, I’d have a jolly hard time finding my way home again.

Running into a dark alley, I felt a familiar loosening sensation in my nether regions.
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Hurrying after Sikes, the stench of the river assaulted my nostrils, warning me that our route ran perilously close to the banks of the Thames—one slip and either of us might disappear forever beneath those treacherous waters, sinking into the mud and slime of that deadly channel.

‘Urry up, Docter,’ urged Sikes, taking hold of my jacket. ‘I fink I just saw ‘im up ahead.’ 

We had reached the corner of the alley where the darkness was less all-encompassing. I could now make out the lights of the south bank glowing dully across the water in front of us. To our right, a dim figure ran towards a group of what I supposed to be warehouses by the water’s edge. 

‘That’s him,’ I said, and we set off again along a solid, but slippery pathway.

The man vanished into a gap between the warehouses and, not wishing to play the hero, I allowed my companion to go first. 

‘Don’t worry, Docter,’ said he. ‘I’ll protect yer.’ And with that, Sikes dashed into yet another dark alley. 

Shading my eyes the better to see my way through the shadowy passage, I hastened along behind him, completely failing to notice a hand reaching out of the shadows as I passed a small doorway. A moment later, a hand grabbed my arm, pulling me into one of the sheds and throwing me to the floor. 

‘Now, look here...’ I started, getting to my feet, but two burly figures pushed me back down, their filthy boots pinning my arms to the floor.

‘No, Doctor Watson,’ said a deep and gravelly voice. ‘You look here.’

Peering upwards, I could just make out the outline of my captor’s head and shoulders—the silhouette of his black Fedora telling me I had found my quarry.

‘Ah-ha,’ I shouted, hoping to sound a little less fearful than I felt. ‘So, there you are, Mister Claw.’

The man bent down towards me and his fetid breath—garlic and stilton cheese, if I’m not much mistaken—wafted into my face. 

‘Yes,’ he muttered, holding up his right arm. ‘And you will feel the benefit of this specific part of my anatomy burrowing its way into that part of you where the sun does not shine, if you fail to heed my warning.’

Staring at the man’s arm, I gasped. On the end of his limb in place of a human hand, a glinting metallic shape glinted metallicly in the moonlight, by means of an appropriately located skylight above my head.

‘Perhaps you’d care for a demonstration of my sphincter-ripping tool? I’d be delighted to insert the Claw into your orifice, Doctor...’ The moonlight sparkled on his teeth, and I noticed they too had a metallic quality to them.

‘Er, no, that’s alright, thanks,’ I mumbled.

The Hooded Claw straightened up and stepped backwards into the doorway. ‘That’s what I thought. I trust our paths will not cross again.’

I felt sorely tempted to utter some threat to the effect that Holmes and I would track him down come hell or very high water, but the words melted in my mouth and I simply shook my head. 

A moment later he and his burly assistants were gone, and I stared up at the moon, wishing to be in quite a different location. It occurred to me I’d made the silliest of mistakes and run directly into what should have been obvious as a trap. No doubt Holmes would never have succumbed to such a schoolboy error. Feeling sorry for myself, I sniffed, and would have taken a few moments to gather my dignity but for the thudding of footsteps in the alley, warning me of my companion’s return.

‘Oh, there yer are,’ said Bill, popping his head round the doorway. ‘Fraid we lost him. Must ‘ave jumped on a barge or summat.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He must.’

I got to my feet, but my usual steely resolve had petered out and I had no desire to do anything other than go home and hug my dear wife. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Which way out, Bill?’
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The following morning found me sitting by my fireside considering my next move. With Holmes still absent without leave, I had no sage companion to lean on (aside from Mary, who had already foisted her opinion upon me several times over breakfast that morning). In such circumstances, I called on my own expertise and began by running over the events of the previous day, focusing on four points.
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1. Phileas Phogg and Passepartout would shortly leave our shores on what, even in normal circumstances, could well prove to be a hazardous journey.

2. The Hooded Claw is clearly a dangerous individual, though as yet, I have no specific proof he intended to injure the aforementioned travellers, other than his threatening behaviour.

3. Should my second assumption be wrong, and the danger alluded to in relation to the aforementioned travellers proved to be real, it might be prudent to afford them protection, just in case.

4. Mary wants a holiday.
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Ruminating on the problem while chomping on one of my wife’s jammy waffles, I remained undecided, but as it turned out, my mind was made up via an external influence—a telegram.
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Dr Watson

SS Mangochutney about to sail. Cabin booked in your name. Please come at once.

Passepartout 
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Without Holmes to guide my thinking otherwise, I settled on viewing the initial part of the trip as a vacation, therefore, should the whole thing turn out to be either beyond my comprehension, or simply a waste of energy, my wife and I would at least gain some quality time together. If I were wrong, then the combined deductive powers of myself and my dear wife, would surely keep us from harm. 

Breaking the news to Mary, I was rewarded with a gleaming smile and a twinkle in her wonky eye, along with the promise that she’d make me ‘shoot my luggage’ (whatever that means), the moment we boarded the ship.

Making haste to the docks, we collected the tickets left for us by Passepartout (though how he knew I’d be bringing Mary puzzled me). Once on board the liner we quickly located our cabin, which turned out to be of the first-class variety.

‘Isn’t this lovely,’ gushed Mary, unpacking her French knickers. ‘And look—we’re invited to the captain’s table for dinner.’

I glanced at the invitation. ‘Captain Smith? Humph. I hope he’s recovered from that disastrous affair involving the world’s largest iceberg.’

‘What’s that, dear?’ said Mary.

‘Oh, nothing. Just an insurance cock-up by the White Star Line. Sherlock’s brother covered the whole thing up.’

Mary’s face brightened visibly, and she patted her chest. ‘Mycroft’s a proper gentleman and very manly, don’t you think, darling? He has such a lovely smile and an absolutely enormous—’

‘Yes, yes, I get the picture, thank you. Now, we’d better make contact with Passepartout and that fairy-fancier Phileas Phogg.’

Having discovered Phogg’s cabin on the deck above ours, I admit to feeling a tad thrown to find him the complete opposite to what I’d imagined. Passepartout opened the door and bade us enter, serving cocktails before I’d even taken off my hat.

‘Now then, Doctor Watson, how’s tha’ goin on, then, eh?’ A tall, bearded fellow stepped out of the adjoining room and shook my hand warmly. ‘Rate glad ter see thee, lad. I ‘ope t’cabin’s up ter standard, an that.’

My arm positively trembled as Phogg’s vice-like grip brought tears to my eyes. ‘Er, yes, yes, of course,’ I managed, extricating myself from his fat fingers. ‘We’re most grateful.’

As I smiled back at him, I glanced over Phogg’s shoulder and caught sight of Mary and Passepartout in what can only be described as a ‘clinch’. The pair broke free and Phogg’s manservant coughed loudly. Mary had the good manners to blush, and I made a mental note to put her over my knee and give her a jolly good spanking when we got back to our cabin.

‘Now, look ‘ere, Doctor,’ said Phogg. ‘My chap ‘ere ‘as warned you about that bugger The Hooded Claw, so I just wanted ter let yer know that we believe him to be on board, in one of the third-class compartments.’

‘Really?’ said I. ‘Then he’s not in disguise?’

‘Oh, he’s in disguise right enough,’ said Phogg. ‘He’s dressed as two nuns an a small Catholic priest.’

‘Two nuns and a—’

‘Small Catholic priest, aye, that’s rate.’ He caressed his beard thoughtfully. ‘Though of course, he’ll be changin his appearance every few days, if not sooner.’

‘D’you think he’ll try anything tonight?’

‘Per’aps not tonight, but Ah wouldn’t be at all surprised if the bugger tried to throw one of us overboard.’ He wagged a finger at me. ‘So watch out, or ye might wake up dead.’

By the time we returned to our cabin to dress for dinner, I was as nervous as a new bride and looking forward to an evening with Captain ‘Titanic’ Smith with as much enthusiasm as a lobster bound for the pot. Yet I knew in my heart that the Claw would hold off on his mission until we’d all had a good night’s sleep. 

Naturally, I was wrong.
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Diary of Doctor J. Watson

Aboard the SS Mangochutney

Later that same evening
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At dinner, Phogg and his companion took their seats a few tables to the left of myself and Mary, and we found ourselves in the company of three other couples, each one dressed up to the nines. Mary snuggled up to Captain Smith, tickling his snowy-white beard and regaling him with stories of her husband’s adventures in the company of the infamous Sherlock Holmes.

Given my wife’s usually low opinion of Holmes, it surprised me to overhear her lauding the man’s exploits as if he occupied the position of her dearest confidante. Feeling somewhat put out at this show of disloyalty, I fell into conversation with the couple closest to me—an Australian chap named Dundee and his blonde beauty of a wife, who he referred to as Sheila, though I gathered from her glowering countenance, this was not her actual name.

While Mr Dundee entertained me with an account of some run-in with a cross-eyed alligator, I made the effort to respond positively, nodding and uttering occasional remarks. My attention, however, focused wholly on three individuals over the Aussie’s left shoulder. I’d noticed them shortly after taking our seats and had endeavoured to keep the trio of so-called religious aficionados in view ever since. The brace of nuns sat on either side of the small Catholic priest, who occasionally returned my gaze with a polite bow of the head and a sycophantic smile. 

Just then, a waiter serving our main course brushed up against me. He apologised and leaned down so his mouth was close to my ear.

‘A message for you, Doctor Watson.’ 

The man’s voice was low and could not have been overheard by my companions. I turned towards him, suddenly alert. ‘Yes?’

‘The gentlemen’s cloakroom. Five minutes.’

In a flash, the man vanished into an array of bustling waiters. I glanced at Mary who, as usual, had seen everything. Though still deep in conversation with the (clearly enthralled), Captain Smith, she threw me a quick glance that told me she too, was on the alert.

A few moments later, I excused myself and strolled nonchalantly through the dining hall towards the cloakroom. On entering, I noted that apart from the waiter, I appeared to be alone. I coughed. ‘You have a message for me?’

As the man approached, the door opened behind us and two men wearing dinner jackets came in. The waiter stopped, glanced at them, and seemed to make a decision. He rested the palm of one hand on my chest and gave me a hard stare, his piggy little eyes boring into mine. I looked down at his long, thin fingers, noting the clean fingernails and absence of a wedding ring. When I raised my eyes again to his face, he smiled and slid his hand down my torso towards my nether regions. 

From the men’s reaction to the scene before them
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