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Foreword

here are certain cases in the career of Sherlock Holmes that are
remembered for their crimes, their villains, or the dangers they
presented. Others are remembered for entirely different reasons.

The four adventures collected in this volume belong to that second
category.

Although each mystery contains its own puzzle, none begins with
a murder, a stolen fortune, or a threat to the security of the Empire.
Instead, they begin with something far more ordinary: a raven, a pigeon,
a canary, and a group of frightened horses.

Yet readers familiar with Holmes will know that no mystery is ever
truly ordinary. Beneath these seemingly simple events lie hidden motives,
forgotten histories, human misunderstandings, and the curious ways in
which people and animals influence one another.

These stories come from a quieter period in Holmes's career. They are
tales in which observation often proves more valuable than confronta-
tion, where patience matters more than pursuit, and where the solution
frequently lies not in the darker corners of human nature but in the
subtle connections between instinct and intention.

Animals occupied a curious place in the Victorian world. They lived
beside people in city streets and country villages alike. They carried mes-
sages, guarded homes, provided companionship, and often witnessed
far more of human behavior than anyone realized. Holmes understood
this better than most. He recognized that an animal'’s actions are seldom
random. A frightened horse, a missing pigeon, an agitated canary, or a
gathering of ravens may reveal truths that human witnesses overlook.
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In The Ravens of Whitechapel, Holmes investigates a series of un-
settling events in London's East End, where superstition threatens to
obscure the truth.

In The Pigeons of Fleet Street, the disappearance of messenger pigeons
leads Holmes into a mystery hidden high above the rooftops of London.

In The Canary in Baker Street, a small yellow bird becomes the unex-
pected key to a story of loss, memory, and enduring hope.

And in The Street the Horses Feared, Holmes confronts a puzzle in
which the instincts of animals point toward a danger that human eyes
have failed to recognize.

Together these four adventures form the first volume of The Animal
Cases, a collection dedicated to those investigations in which the natural
world plays as important a role as the people who inhabit it.

I have always been particularly fond of these quieter tales. They reveal
a side of Holmes that is sometimes overshadowed by his more famous
exploits. Here we see not only the master detective, but also the careful
observer of nature, the student of behavior, and the man who under-
stood that the boundary between human and animal experience is often
far smaller than we imagine.

I hope you enjoy these cases as much as I have enjoyed bringing them

together in this volume.

Alistair Croft






The Ravens of
Whitechapel

M ornings such as that one had, in my experience, a habit of herald-

ing either a long period of inactivity or the beginning of some-
thing entirely unexpected. For several days London had lain beneath
its customary gray sky, yet on this particular morning a few shafts of
sunlight managed to break through the cloud cover and cast bright
patches across the brick fagades opposite Baker Street. It was not enough
to transform the city, but sufficient to lend it a friendlier appearance than
it usually presented at that time of year.

I was seated at the breakfast table with my coftee and a medical journal
in which I had been trying, without much success, to take an interest
for some considerable time. From where I sat, I could see Holmes in his
favorite armchair by the window. He had spread the morning newspa-
pers around him and appeared, at first glance, absorbed in their contents.
After many years of acquaintance, however, I knew perfectly well that
his attention was rarely directed solely toward the printed page. When
criminal news was scarce, he had a tendency to read the same column
several times without truly registering what it contained.

That morning he seemed to me somewhat restless. Twice he laid down
his newspaper only to pick it up again moments later. The third time, he
rose, crossed to the window, and gazed down at the street below before
returning to his chair with a small sigh which I doubt he was even aware
of having uttered.

“It is troubling, Watson,” he said suddenly.
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I looked up from my cup.

“What is troubling?”

He lifted the newspaper between his fingers.

“Crime.”

“Crime?” I repeated.

“Yes. It appears to have fallen to an alarmingly low level.”

I could not help smiling.

“It is not often one hears complaints about a lack of crime.”

“You view the matter as a physician,” he replied calmly. “I regard itasa
naturalist. If all the symptoms suddenly disappeared from your patients,
you would hardly find it reassuring.”

“On the contrary, I should call it a success.”

“Precisely why you are a doctor and not a detective.”

He folded the newspaper and tossed it onto the table beside him.

“Three pickpockets. One fraud case. A missing dog in Croydon. That
is what London offers us this morning. I almost fear that civilization is
getting out of hand.”

His tone was so grave that I found myself smiling once again. Holmes,
however, remained entirely unaffected by my amusement. For a moment
he sat staring at the ceiling as though searching for some flaw in the
natural order of things, and it was at that precise moment that we heard
the familiar footsteps on the stairs.

A moment later the door opened and Mrs. Hudson entered. Our
faithful landlady possessed the remarkable ability to announce even the
most ordinary matters with a dignity suggesting she carried a message
from the government itself.

“Begging your pardon for the interruption, Mr. Holmes,” she said,
“but there is a lady downstairs who wishes to see you.”

I noticed immediately the subtle change that came over my friend. The
restlessness vanished. His back straightened slightly and his eyes grew
sharper. To an outsider, the transformation might scarcely have been
visible, but I had witnessed it many times before. It was the same change

one sees in a hunting dog at the very instant it catches a scent.

“Alady?” he said.
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“Yes, Mr. Holmes.”

“Young or older?”

Mrs. Hudson considered.

“Perhaps around fifty.”

Holmes nodded with satisfaction.

“And does she appear concerned?”

“Very concerned.”

“Excellent.”

For a moment Mrs. Hudson looked faintly puzzled by this reaction,
but as usual she chose not to comment upon it.

“Shall I show her up?”

“If you would be so kind.”

When the door closed behind her once more, Holmes leaned back in
his chair and steepled his fingers. A faint smile appeared upon his face.

“You see, Watson,” he said.

“What do I see?”

“That civilization has not quite triumphed after all.”

Mrs. Eleanor Hale

The door opened again a short time later, and Mrs. Hudson ushered our
visitor into the room. I rose politely, while Holmes remained seated in his
armchair by the fireplace, though with that alert posture which always
told me that his interest had already been engaged.

The lady who now entered our sitting room was, by my estimate,
indeed around fifty years of age. She was dressed with a simple dignity
that I have often observed in those who, over the course of a long life,
have learned the value of order and self-respect without ever having pos-
sessed the means for luxury. Her dress was neat and carefully maintained,
though even my less trained eyes could detect the signs of many years’
wear. There was nothing ostentatious about her appearance. On the
contrary, she struck me as a woman accustomed to placing the needs of
others before her own.

It was, however, her hands that particularly drew my attention. They

bore unmistakable signs of a life spent working. Not the coarse phys-
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ical labor one associates with factories or docks, but the daily, tireless
effort involved in keeping a household, caring for guests, or managing
a small business. At the same time, she appeared neither nervous nor
agitated. She possessed none of the characteristics so often found in
those driven to Baker Street by fear or superstition. Rather, she seemed
calm, thoughtful, and almost slightly embarrassed at the prospect of
occupying Holmes’s time.

“Mrs. Eleanor Hale, I presume?” said Holmes kindly, rising and ges-
turing toward the chair opposite him.

She looked surprised.

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Please, take a seat.”

She thanked him and perched carefully on the edge of the chair, as
though she had not yet decided whether she had any right to be there at
all.

By this point I had already formed the impression that she was precise-
ly the sort of client Holmes valued most highly. Not because her case was
necessarily more important than others, but because she appeared hon-
est. There was nothing theatrical about her. No attempt to manufacture
drama. She seemed the sort of person who would struggle to solve every
difficulty alone before reluctantly seeking help.

Holmes studied her for a moment without speaking. Then he leaned
back and pressed his fingertips together.

“You run a business from your home, Mrs. Hale.”

She blinked in surprise.

“Yes.”

Holmes nodded.

“You are a widow.”

This time her surprise was even more evident.

“Yes, I am.”

“You live in Whitechapel, or very near it.”

Now she looked from Holmes to me and back again.

“Ido.”

“And you have had financial concerns recently.”
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I watched her straighten slightly in her chair.

“How on earth could you know that?”

Holmes smiled, though he did not answer immediately.

I confess that I was nearly as astonished as our visitor. Though years
of companionship had accustomed me to his remarkable abilities, there
were still occasions when his conclusions seemed almost supernatural.

“There is nothing mysterious about it,” he said at last. “Your left cuft
is slightly more worn than the right, something often seen in people who
keep accounts or perform administrative work at a desk. The small traces
of polish on your sleeve tell me that you personally assist in maintaining
the property. Your wedding ring was worn for many years but has been
absent long enough to leave a lighter mark on the skin. And finally, both
your accent and the dust still clinging to the edge of your shoes reveal
which part of London you come from.”

He gave a slight shrug.

“As for the financial concerns, a business owner would scarcely seek
me out on an ordinary Tuesday morning if everything were going well.”

For the first time since entering the room, Mrs. Hale smiled. It was
not merely a smile of surprise. It was a smile of relief. I have often
observed how Holmes’s small demonstrations of his abilities could seem
almost magical to new clients. Not because they necessarily understood
his reasoning, but because such displays gave them the feeling that their
problem was already half solved. I could see that effect quite clearly upon
Mrs. Hale.

She leaned forward slightly.

“Mr. Holmes,” she said, “I believe you may be the only man in London
who will take my story seriously.”

Holmes nodded encouragingly.

“Then let us hear it.”

And thus began the curious tale that, some months later, would come
to be known as The Ravens of Whitechapel.

It Began with the Ravens
Mrs. Hale sat for a moment with her hands folded in her lap, as though
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wishing to gather her thoughts before she began. There was nothing in
her manner to suggest a person who enjoyed attention or who habitually
exaggerated small problems. On the contrary, she struck me as the sort
of individual who would spend years attempting to overcome every dif-
ficulty alone before reluctantly seeking assistance. For that very reason,
Holmes listened with an attentiveness that I noticed at once.

“As you have already guessed, Mr. Holmes,” she began, “I run a small
boarding house in Whitechapel. I have done so ever since my husband
died nearly fifteen years ago. Itis notalarge place, butit has been enough
to keep me afloat.”

She smiled faintly.

“Thave never had any ambition to become wealthy. I have only wanted
to run a respectable house.”

There was a quiet pride in her voice as she spoke, and I could easily
picture the little establishment. It was no doubt one of those places
where the floors were scrubbed a little more thoroughly than necessary,
where the linens were always clean, and where guests were greeted with
the kind of kindness that money could not buy.

“And have you succeeded?” asked Holmes.

“Yes,” she replied. “Until recently. For many years I had a good reputa-
tion. People returned year after year. Some of my guests are craftsmen or
sailors, others are traveling salesmen, and from time to time I have even
had more prosperous people stay with me. But over the past few months
things have begun to change.”

She hesitated and looked at us almost apologetically.

“I know how strange this is going to sound.”

Holmes leaned back in his chair.

“You would be surprised how few things sound strange in this room,
Mrs. Hale.”

The remark seemed to reassure her.

“Then I'shall say it plainly. I believe the trouble began with the ravens.”

I confess that at those words I glanced toward Holmes to observe

his reaction. To my surprise, he showed no sign of either skepticism
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or amusement. He merely inclined his head slightly and invited her to
continue.

“There have always been birds in Whitechapel,” she said. “Gulls, pi-
geons, and every other sort of creature. But last winter a large flock of
ravens began settling in the area around my boarding house. At first
nobody paid much attention. But they kept coming back. And gradually
there were more of them.”

She gazed toward the window, as though seeing them in her mind’s
eye.

“Now they are everywhere. On rooftops. On chimneys. In the trees
around the vacant lot behind the boarding house. From morning until
night you can hear them.”

“How many would you estimate?” Holmes asked.

“I do not know exactly. Forty or fifty, perhaps. Some days more.”

I could not help imagining the sight. A great flock of black birds
gathered above the crowded streets of Whitechapel would undoubtedly
appear ominous, particularly to those with vivid imaginations.

“You dislike them?” I asked.

To my surprise, she shook her head.

“Quite the opposite, Dr. Watson. I actually find them fascinating.
They are intelligent birds. Far more intelligent than most people realize.
I have often stood watching them from my window.”

She almost smiled at the thought.

“The birds are not the problem.”

“But your guests are?” Holmes suggested.

“Exactly.”

The smile vanished once more.

“It began with small remarks. One guest claimed the ravens had stolen
something. Another believed they followed certain people. Then came
the stories about misfortune. About illness and bad omens.”

She sighed.

“You know how rumors behave in a neighborhood like Whitechapel,
Mr. Holmes. They grow by themselves.”
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I was obliged to agree. Nothing spreads more rapidly through Lon-
don’s working-class districts than a good story, particularly one contain-
ing the proper mixture of fear and mystery.

“And what stories are being told now?” I asked.

“Where shall I begin?” she replied with a weary smile. “Some say the
ravens steal jewelry and coins. Others claim they follow people. An elder-
ly woman told me only last week that ravens gather wherever someone is
soon to die.”

I must admit that the stories intrigued me. There was something
particularly compelling about these old beliefs that had survived through
generations. I found myself thinking of the many legends associated with
ravens, both in England and elsewhere, and I could easily understand
why a large flock of black birds might set imaginations racing. Holmes,
however, seemed far less interested in the stories themselves.

“Who began telling these stories?” he asked.

Mrs. Hale blinked in surprise.

“T'honestly do not know.”

“Wias there one particular person?”

“No.”

“A guest, perhaps?”

She shook her head.

“Not as far as I know.”

Holmes folded his hands before him.

“Then how did the stories begin?”

Mrs. Hale considered.

“That is the strange thing. I do not think anyone started them. They
simply appeared.”

She looked down at her hands.

“The more ravens there were, the more stories people told. And the
more stories people tell, the more frightened they become.”

For a moment there was silence in the sitting room. I could hear the
sound of carriages passing along Baker Street and the distant tolling of a
church bell. Holmes sat with his eyes half closed, studying our visitor as

though trying to see beyond her words.
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“And now?” he asked at last.

Mrs. Hale drew a deep breath.

“Now people are beginning to avoid my boarding house. Some guests
have left. Others have chosen to stay elsewhere. And I fear that if it
continues much longer, I shall lose the only livelihood I have.”

For the first time since her arrival, I could hear the concern she had
thus far attempted to conceal. Not fear of ravens or superstition, but the
fear of watching her life’s work slowly crumble because of rumors that
no one could any longer control.

Holmes nodded slowly.

“I understand.”

And thus the ravens of Whitechapel entered our lives.

The Thefts
Mrs. Hale fell silent for a moment after her last words, and I had the
impression that she was considering how much of our time she truly
ought to claim.

“What sort of belongings have the guests lost?” Holmes asked at last.

“Small things, for the most part. A ring. A pocket watch. A silver pin.
Abunch ofkeys also went missing some time ago. Nothing of great value
each time, but enough for people to notice.”

“And all these things have disappeared within the past few months?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“Atabout the same time the ravens became a subject of conversation.”

I must admit that the connection immediately struck me as interest-
ing. Not because I necessarily believed in it, but because human beings
have a remarkable ability to connect events that occur at the same time,
even when in truth they have nothing whatsoever to do with one anoth-
er. It was precisely the sort of case with which Holmes so often concerned
himself.

“So your guests believe the ravens are responsible?” I asked.

“Several of them do.”

She looked almost apologetic.
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“And I cannot deny that, in some instances, it sounds plausible. A
ring on a windowsill. A silver pin on a table. Such things might perhaps
attract a bird.”

“But?” said Holmes.

“But I doubtit.”

There was such honesty in her voice that I understood at once why
Holmes found her interesting.

“You doubt it?” he repeated.

“Yes. Because not all the things disappeared in that manner.”

She leaned forward slightly.

“One of the pocket watches was inside a room. Another item disap-
peared from a cupboard. And on at least one occasion the window was
closed.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“Goon.”

“There is really not much more to tell. Things simply go missing.
People begin to talk. Others suddenly remember something that has also
gone missing. Before one knows it, the entire neighborhood is convinced
that the ravens are responsible.”

She looked from him to me and back again.

“But I have lived in Whitechapel for thirty years, and I have never
known a bird that could unlock a door.”

A brief silence fell over the room.

Even to me, the sentence had a curious effect. It contained no theory,
no dramatic accusation, and no sensational revelation. Yet it held some-
thing far more important. It contained a logical problem.

I saw its effect upon Holmes at once.

“No,” he said thoughtfully. “That would be a most unusual bird.”

A faint smile appeared about his mouth. He leaned back again and
folded his hands before him.

“Ibelieve,” he said calmly, “that you were quite right to come to Baker
Street.”

Mrs. Hale nodded and again seemed relieved.
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“And the ravens all keep to the immediate vicinity of the boarding
house?” Holmes continued his questioning.

“No.”

She looked up and answered with a thoughtful expression.

“No, that is not entirely correct. They often gather around the board-
ing house, but they also keep to the old lot behind the neighborhood.
There are some large trees there. That is where one sees them especially.”

I noticed that Holmes stored this information away with particular
interest.

“Tall trees?” he asked.

“Yes. Some of the tallest in the area.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“I'see. And I believe, Mrs. Hale, that I should like to visit your board-
ing house and these famous ravens.”

It was said in a calm tone, but I required no further explanation. The

case had been accepted.

One Final Remark

The relief that spread across Mrs. Hale’s face was impossible to overlook.
She thanked him several times, and after arranging how we might find
her boarding house, she took her leave and departed Baker Street with a
considerably lighter step than when she had arrived.

We heard the front door close below, and shortly afterward the sound
of her footsteps faded into the street. Holmes remained standing by the
window for another moment before returning to his chair and beginning
to fill his pipe with the careful deliberation that always accompanied his
more serious reflections.

“Do you truly believe there is something behind this story?” I asked.

He took his time lighting the pipe before he answered. Only when the
familiar scent of tobacco had begun to spread through the room did he
lean back.

“I'do not know yet, Watson.”

He let his gaze rest upon the smoke as it rose toward the ceiling.
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“But I find it highly remarkable that the ravens are being blamed for
thefts they could not possibly have committed.”

I nodded.

“When everything points toward the birds,” he said at last, without
turning around, “I instinctively begin to look for the human being.”

I had no idea then how far that thought would later lead us. At the
time, it seemed merely another of Holmes’s many paradoxical remarks.
But, as so often before, it proved to contain the seed of the entire solu-

tion.

Whitechapel

Later that same morning Holmes and I left Baker Street to pay
Whitechapel the visit he had already decided upon during Mrs. Hale’s
account. One of the things I have always found most remarkable about
London is the city’s ability to change character without ever ceasing to
be itself. One may pass through only a few neighborhoods and yet feel
that one has traveled much farther than the actual distance would justify.
This day furnished yet another example of that fact.

The first part of the journey took us through the familiar streets
around Baker Street, where the traffic moved with the calm order that
characterizes the more respectable parts of the city. The shops appeared
well kept, the pavements orderly, and the people seemed to have time
to look about them. But as the cab worked its way farther east, the
surroundings gradually began to change. The streets grew narrower, the
houses stood closer together, and the airy feeling that had still marked
the morning was replaced by a heavier and more complex atmosphere.

Here the city was no less alive. On the contrary. But life assumed a dif-
ferent form. Traders shouted their wares from stalls and carts. Laborers
pushed heavy loads through the traffic. Horse-drawn wagons struggled
onward among people who seemed to fill every available space. Every-
where the smells mingled with one another. Coal smoke from factories
and private hearths. Fish from the market stalls. Horses. Wet timber.
Damp brickwork. All of it merged into that peculiar odor found only
in London’s eastern districts.



16 THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

Holmes said little during the ride. He sat back in the corner of the cab
with his hands folded over his cane and his gaze directed toward the street
outside. To a casual observer he might have appeared entirely relaxed, but
I knew him too well to be deceived. Behind those calm features his mind
was already at work. I had seen it countless times before. He rarely spoke
much at the beginning of a case. The first impressions had to be allowed
to gather before he began forming actual theories.

At last the cab rolled into the neighborhood Mrs. Hale had de-
scribed. The boarding house quickly came into view. It was a modest
but well-kept house, fitting closely with the image I had already formed
of its owner. My attention, however, was immediately drawn to the area
beside it. There lay a larger open space that had clearly once served some
other purpose. Whether it had been a market square, a building site, or
the remains of older houses, I could not immediately determine. Now it
appeared merely as an irregular piece of open ground among the crowded
rows of houses. Several tall trees rose there, and it was there that we first
caught sight of the birds that had sent us across London.

The Peculiar Character of the Ravens

Even after Mrs. Hale’s description, I was surprised by their number.
They were everywhere. In the treetops. On the rooftops and along the
upper edges of chimneys.

Their dark forms stood sharply against the gray sky, and I was obliged
to concede that Mrs. Hale’s estimate of at least forty or fifty must be
correct. They did not seem like individual birds that had happened to
gather in the same place. On the contrary, they appeared to form a true
colony, almost a small society with its own rules and movements.

Even more striking was the noise. From every side came their hoarse
calls. Some were short and sharp. Others stretched out like rough trum-
pet blasts through the air. The sound had a peculiar quality that made
it difficult to ignore. Even when one tried to concentrate on something

else, one was constantly drawn back to those cries from the trees over-

head.
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“I'must admit,” I 'said as I stepped down from the cab, “that the noise
alone would be enough to make me choose another boarding house.”

Holmes glanced up at the birds.

“One need not be superstitious to lose sleep here.”

I smiled at the remark, but the truth was that the place did possess a
very particular atmosphere, and the birds certainly had their share in it.

I began to notice their movements. Several of them hopped about on
the ground with the characteristic springing motion that corvids make
with both feet together. Others sat almost motionless and seemed to be
watching the street. One bird picked something up between the paving
stones, lifted it inquisitively, and then let it fall again.

“It is almost as if they are watching everything.”

Holmes looked at me with a faint smile.

“Take care, Watson.”

“With what?”

“With attributing human intentions to them.”

He pointed with his cane toward one of the birds.

“That one is probably far more interested in food than in people.”

“The one does not necessarily exclude the other.”

“No,” he admitted. “And one should never underestimate a raven.”

He stood for a moment in silence, observing the colony.

“They are among the most intelligent birds we know.”

I could not help nodding. There was something impressive about
them. Not merely their number, but the manner in which they seemed
to react to one another. When one took flight, others followed. When
a bird found something interesting, several heads turned toward the
same spot. It seemed to me almost as if some silent communication were
constantly passing among them.

Even Holmes, who rarely allowed himself to be impressed by the
creatures of nature, appeared for a moment to study them with genuine
interest.

“Fascinating creatures,” he said softly.

Then he turned toward the boarding house.

“But if they are hiding a secret, Watson, I doubt it is their own.”
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With those words he walked toward the door, while the ravens” hoarse
cries continued above our heads like a dark and persistent background
music to the investigation that had just begun.

We had scarcely reached the entrance of the boarding house when
the door was opened from within, and Mrs. Eleanor Hale came out to
receive us. Even from a distance I could see the relief that spread across
her face at the sight of Holmes. She had no doubt feared that the matter
would be dismissed as yet another local tale of superstition and fancy,
but now that we actually stood there, and on the very same day as her
visit to Baker Street, she seemed to recover some of the optimism that
the worries of recent months had plainly worn down.

At the same time, I was struck by how different she seemed here than
in our rooms. In Baker Street she had been the modest client, almost
apologizing for taking up our time. Here in Whitechapel, by contrast,
she was on her own ground. As we exchanged the first civilities, she was
greeted several times by nods or salutations from passersby. An elderly
man raised his cap. A greengrocer called a friendly good morning from
the opposite side of the street. Even some children playing at the corner
of the open lot greeted her with the naturalness that arises only when a
person has become a fixed part of a neighborhood’s daily life.

I noticed this with interest, for it told me more about her situation
than her own words had done. She was not merely the owner of a
boarding house. She was part of this place. Her concerns were therefore
not solely about lost income, but about her position within a local
community where, over many years, she had built respect and trust.

“I am very glad you could come, Mr. Holmes,” she said. “And so
quickly.”

“It is rarely an advantage to keep a flock of ravens waiting too long,”
Holmes replied dryly.

A smile passed over her face. She then pointed toward the open lot
beside the boarding house.

“That is where it all began.”
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We followed her gaze. The birds still sat thickly in the trees, along roof
edges, and on the old fences. Even at this distance one could hear their
hoarse cries rolling ceaselessly through the neighborhood.

“A few years ago it was a peaceful place,” she explained. “Children
played there. People crossed it to save a few minutes’ walk. No one
thought much aboutit.”

She shook her head.

“Then a few ravens came. No one noticed them. But more came. And
then more again. Now people call it Raven Square.”

I'looked up toward the dark birds.

“They seem to have taken the name to heart.”

“Yes,” she replied. “They have taken the place over completely.”

Holmes said nothing. He stood for a moment, studying the lot with
that particular investigative gaze I knew so well. It was not the birds
alone he was studying, but the entire relationship between the birds and
their surroundings. Where they sat. Where they flew. Where the people
moved.

Mrs. Hale gestured for us to follow her.

“If you wish to understand the matter, I think you should hear the
people tell it themselves.”

“Precisely what I had hoped,” said Holmes.

What People Say
Mrs. Hale led us through the nearby streets that surrounded the openlot.
Several times she began to explain in greater detail what various people
had previously told her.

Holmes interrupted her kindly.

“If you do not mind, Mrs. Hale, I should prefer to hear the stories
directly from those who tell them.”

“Of course.”

“Itis often the small differences that prove most interesting.”

She nodded in understanding and led us on.

I understood at once what Holmes meant. Many people believe that

testimony grows stronger the more often it is repeated. Holmes had
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taught me the opposite. Each time a story is retold, it becomes a little
smoother. The irregularities disappear. So do the small details that often
prove to be the most important.

And those very differences had already begun to appear.

The Butcher

The first of the people to whom Mrs. Hale led us proved to be a butcher
whose shop lay only a few minutes’ walk from the boarding house. Even
before we reached him, I could see that he was a man unlikely to spend
much time on either superstition or philosophical speculation. He was
powerfully built, broad-shouldered, and moved with the calm assurance
often found in those who have been accustomed to physical labor all
their lives. When Mrs. Hale introduced us, he wiped his hands on his
apron and nodded politely, though without much ceremony.

“So you have come to hear about the ravens, then?” he said.

“That is at least part of our purpose,” Holmes replied.

The butcher cast a glance up toward the nearest rooftops, where sev-
eral of the black birds sat like dark silhouettes against the sky.

“I don’t know how much help I can be. People make them out to be
something stranger than they are.”

This opening seemed at once to please Holmes.

“And what do you believe they are?”

“Scavengers.”

He shrugged.

“Begging your pardon, Doctor, but that is the truth of it. They are
clever birds, yes. But first and foremost they are drawn to food.”

He pointed toward his shop.

“And I suppose I have more of that sort of thing than most.”

As he spoke, I could not help noticing that several ravens were, in
fact, perched on the buildings around his shop. They seemed almost like
regular customers.

“Atfirst I found them rather amusing,” he continued. “A few of them
came. I threw them some scraps. Bones and trimmings that would have

been thrown away in any case.”
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He gave a short laugh.

“I should never have done that.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because more came.”

He pointed up at the birds again.

“And then more after that.”

His tone was not angry, but it carried the resigned irritation that arises
when a problem gradually grows larger than one had ever imagined.

“Now they are everywhere. They learn quickly. More quickly than you
might think. If anything at all is left out, they see it at once.”

He shook his head.

“And they grow bolder with every week.”

“Bolder?” Holmes repeated.

“Yes. They are no longer afraid of people. Before, they flew oft when
one approached. Now they barely move.”

I'had to admit that this agreed quite well with the observations I had
already made.

“But the stories about omens and misfortune?” I asked. “Do you
believe them?”

The butcher laughed so loudly that a passerby turned to look.

“No, Doctor. If ravens foretold death, I would have died several times
a week.”

He leaned against the doorframe.

“No. To me they are a problem of the trade. Nothing more.”

Holmes, who until now had allowed him to speak freely, began to ask
the more precise questions I knew so well.

“Have you seen them take money?”

The butcher looked at him in surprise.

“Money?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Tools?”

“No.”

“Knives?”
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“No.”

Holmes continued without altering his tone.

“Have you ever seen one of them inside your shop?”

Now the butcher hesitated for the first time.

“They keep around the door and outside. If something is left out, they
may snatch it. But they do not fly in and search the place.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“So they take what birds usually take.”

“Yes, exactly.”

There was a brief pause.

I saw at once that Holmes had fastened upon the answer. Not because
it was surprising, but because it set a natural limit upon the birds’ behav-
ior. They took what lay open and accessible. Nothing in the butcher’s
account suggested the almost supernatural cleverness that some of the
rumors required.

The butcher himself did not seem to attach any particular importance
to this distinction. To him the ravens were simply ravens. Troublesome,
noisy, and at times bold, but still birds.

When, after a few more minutes of conversation, we took our leave of
him and continued down the street, I glanced at Holmes.

He still said very little.

But I could see in his face that he had noted yet another small incon-
sistency in the picture the neighborhood had drawn of the black birds.

The ravens could undoubtedly steal. But they stole as ravens.

The Greengrocer
Our next visit took us only a few houses farther down the street, where
a greengrocer had his shop facing the open lot. Even before we reached
him, I understood why Mrs. Hale had wished us to speak with him.
Whereas the butcher had met the ravens with a sort of robust resigna-
tion, this man appeared to exist in far less peaceful coexistence with them.
His goods were displayed outside the shop in a row of wooden crates
brimming with apples, onions, cabbages, and other vegetables. At first
glance the selection looked quite inviting, but as one drew nearer the
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damage became evident. Several apples bore the marks of beaks. Lettuce
leaves had been torn to pieces. A few crates stood crooked, as though they
had recently been knocked over.

The greengrocer himself was alank man with a worried face, and when
Mrs. Hale explained the purpose of our visit, he began speaking at once
with an energy that plainly showed the subject lay close to his heart.

“You need only look around, gentlemen,” he cried, sweeping out his
arm. “This is the result.”

He picked up an apple from a crate and showed us the deep marks in
its skin.

“Their work.”

At that very moment a raven was sitting on a nearby fence, regarding
us with its head slightly tilted, as though following the conversation.

“They peck at the apples. They tear at the leaves. They pull things
down. And once they have begun, they come back again.”

He tossed the apple back into the crate with an irritation that seemed
entirely understandable.

“I have even seen them knock over the crates. Not because they want
the vegetables, but because they rummage about in everything.”

Holmes calmly examined the damaged goods.

“And the customers?”

At this question the man gave a heavy sigh.

“That is almost the worst of it.”

He pointed toward the square, where several ravens circled among the
trees.

“People do not like shopping under such conditions. They see the
birds, hear the noise, and go on. They need only go one street farther,
and there are far fewer of them.”

He hesitated a moment.

“I can feel it in the sales.”

As he spoke, I began to see the problem in a broader light. Until
then I had chiefly regarded the ravens as the background for the strange
rumors circulating in the neighborhood. But here stood a more tangible

result before us. Whether the birds were guilty of the thefts or not, their
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presence had already produced economic consequences. They affected
not only the mood of the area, butalso the livelihoods of those who lived
there.

“So you believe the ravens are the cause of your losses?” I asked.

“Ido.”

He looked at me with a seriousness that left no room for doubt.

“Not because they steal so much. But because they ruin things. And
because people do not want to be near them.”

Holmes nodded thoughtfully.

“Have you yourself seen them take money?”

The greengrocer blinked in surprise.

“Money?”

“Or jewelry.”

“No.”

“Tools?”

“No.”

“Anything of that sort?”

The man shook his head firmly.

I noticed that Holmes seemed particularly interested in this distinc-
tion. To an ordinary observer it might have seemed unimportant. A loss
was a loss. But to Holmes the cause was always more important than
the consequence. Ruined vegetables were one thing. Missing rings and
pocket watches were something else altogether.

When, after a few further questions, we took our leave of the green-
grocer and continued through the neighborhood, I saw Holmes cast one
last glance toward the damaged goods.

“Interesting,” he murmured.

“Did you find anything in particular?” I asked.

He nodded slightly.

“Yes, Watson. Another example of ravens behaving exactly like

ravens.”

The Dockworker

Our next encounter took place only a short distance farther down the
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street. Mrs. Hale had noticed a dockworker who was just on his way
home after his morning shift, and when she mentioned his name, he
greeted her kindly and stopped without much hesitation. He was a
strongly built man with a weather-beaten face and hands that bore the
marks of many years’ work with rope, cargo, and seawater. Everything
about him suggested a person who had spent more of his life at sea than
on land.

When Holmes explained the purpose of our questions, he merely
shrugged and cast a glance up toward the black birds thatstill circled over
the open lot.

“The ravens?” he said. “They do not worry me much.”

His voice had the calm tone so often found in sailors who have seen
more than most people wish to hear about.

“I'have sailed since I was a boy,” he continued. “At sea one sees birds of
every kind. Gulls, storm petrels, albatrosses, and much else. And when
one has spent long enough at sea, one also sees fog, storms, shipwrecks,
and drowned men.”

He said this without drama, as a man merely listing facts.

“So a few ravens do not make me nervous.”

I could not help smiling a little at this comparison. It seemed rea-
sonable enough. Compared with the forces the sea could unleash,
Whitechapel’s flock of birds appeared quite modest.

“So you do not believe the stories?” I asked.

He shook his head.

Mrs. Hale led us onward through some of the narrower streets that ran
from the open lot. The ravens’ hoarse calls still followed us, though they
now sounded more distant, like a continuing echo over the rooftops. Af-
ter a few minutes’ walk we came to a small church whose masonry bore
the marks of many years’ struggle against London’s damp air and coal
smoke. The building was neither large nor imposing, but it possessed
the particular dignity that often characterizes churches which, through
generations, have served the same people.

The Clergyman
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Outside the entrance stood the clergyman himself, speaking with an
elderly man. When the conversation had ended, Mrs. Hale introduced
us, and he received us with the kindly manner I have often observed in
clergymen who work in difficult neighborhoods. He was a man in his late
fifties, with an intelligent face and eyes that seemed to have seen many
of life’s less flattering aspects without losing their fundamental faith in
humanity.

When Holmes mentioned the ravens, the clergyman smiled faintly
and shook his head.

“So we have come to them again.”

“You do not appear convinced of their dark powers,” Holmes re-
marked.

“Not in the least.”

The clergyman folded his hands behind his back and cast a glance
toward the square, where some of the birds could be seen among the
branches of the trees.

“Poor people often live under difficult conditions, Mr. Holmes. When
life is uncertain, many begin to look for signs in everything around them.
It is a very human tendency.”

His voice was neither mocking nor condescending.

“But I do not like seeing these birds made into demonic omens.”

“You have heard the stories?” I asked.

“Constantly.”

He laughed briefly.

“I have even been asked about them directly.”

“By whom?”

“Several members of the congregation.”

He hesitated for a moment, as though a particular memory had oc-
curred to him.

“There was, in fact, an elderly woman who refused to come to evening
service a few weeks ago. She was convinced that the ravens were circling

over the church.”

“And what did you tell her?” I asked.
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“That in my experience ravens rarely take an interest in church poli-
tics.”

His dry humor brought a smile even to Holmes’s face.

“Have there been thefts here?” Holmes asked.

The clergyman considered.

“Nothing I can with certainty call a theft.”

“But?”

“A small cross disappeared at one point. And a decorative knob from
a candlestick.”

He shrugged.

“But I honestly do not know whether it was stolen, misplaced, or
removed by one of the volunteers. Things disappear from time to time
in a church.”

Holmes nodded.

“So you cannot say with certainty.”

“No.”

When we took our leave of the clergyman and continued our rounds,
it struck me once again how different his account was from the previous
ones. Where the butcher had seen the birds as a practical problem and
the greengrocer as an economic burden, the clergyman regarded them

almost as a mirror for human fears and imaginings.

The Elderly Woman

The last person with whom we spoke that morning represented precisely
that fear in its purest form. She lived alone in a small house near the open
lot and had been recommended by both the clergyman and Mrs. Hale as
one of those who had taken the stories most seriously. When she opened
the door to us, I was immediately moved by compassion. She was a slight
elderly woman with a face upon which worry seemed to have drawn deep
lines. Even her voice sounded cautious, as though she feared the world
might hear her thoughts. When the conversation turned to the ravens,
she instinctively lowered her voice still further.

“They are not natural,” she said.

Holmes did not contradict her.
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“What makes you think so?”

She looked around, although we were alone.

“They watch.”

“Watch whom?”

“Us.”

There was a sincerity in her fear that made it difficult to dismiss.

“I'no longer go out in the evening.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because they sit in the trees.”

She pointed toward the window.

“And when they cry out, it sounds like omens.”

I could see that her hands were trembling slightly.

“Perhaps a new sickness is coming.”

“A sickness?” I repeated.

She nodded gravely.

“Plague. Fever. Something else. Whitechapel has seen much over the
years.”

I found her imaginings unreasonable, but not ridiculous. As a physi-
cian, I had met many people whose fears had taken on a life of their own.
What moved me was not the content of her anxieties, but how deeply
they had taken root. To her the ravens were not merely birds. They had
become symbols of everything she feared in the world.

Holmes treated her with the same courtesy and respect he would have
shown any other client. He asked a few questions, thanked her for her
time, and allowed her to retain her dignity. Not once did he suggest that
her beliefs were foolish.

Only when we were once more outside in the street and moving away
from the house did he speak.

“That was sad,” I said.

“Yes.”

“I'do not believe in her fear, but it seems quite real.”

Holmes nodded.

“Fear is almost always real, Watson.”
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He walked a few steps in silence, while the ravens’ cries reached us once
more from the open lot.

“And that is precisely why it is so useful.”

I'looked at him questioningly.

“Useful?”

He cast a glance toward the dark birds above the rooftops.

“Fear often becomes a tool in the hands of those who know how to
directit.”

There was something in his tone that made me look more closely at
him. It was no longer merely the ravens he was speaking of. I did not
yet fully understand his thought, but I had learned by then that when
Holmes made such observations, it was usually because his mind had
already moved a step or two ahead of the rest of us. At that point I still
believed we were investigating a case about birds. Holmes had perhaps
begun to look for something quite different.

“I am beginning to understand Mrs. Hale’s problem,” I said as we
walked.

Holmes gave me a brief glance.

“Are you?”

“Yes. The birds are not merely a rumor. They make noise. They dam-
age goods. They frighten customers away. And they feed all the stories
people tell.”

“The birds are troublesome, Watson,” Holmes replied at last.

He let his gaze travel up toward the black birds.

“That does not make them criminals.”

The Boarding House

After our tour of the neighborhood, Holmes suggested that we return
to the boarding house. He had listened patiently to the various accounts,
and I had gradually learned to recognize the point in an investigation
when his interest moved away from people’s explanations and toward
the more silent witnesses. Houses, rooms, and objects themselves often
possessed a far more reliable memory than the people who moved among

them.
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On closer acquaintance, the boarding house proved to be exactly what
it had appeared from the outside. It was modest without being poor,
simple without being neglected. The floors were well kept, the walls
freshly painted, and everywhere one could sense the care Mrs. Hale had
invested in the place over many years. The narrow stairs creaked a little
beneath our steps, but everything was clean and orderly. There was none
of the wear and neglect one so often encounters in cheap lodging houses.

“You have a good house, Mrs. Hale,” I remarked.

She smiled gratefully.

“I'try to, at any rate, Doctor.”

Holmes nodded briefly, but his thoughts were already elsewhere.

“I do not think we need more stories for the moment.”

“What would you like to see?” she asked.

“The places.”

She looked at him somewhat questioningly.

“People rarely remember correctly in any case, Mrs. Hale. But rooms
always remember.”

I could see that she did not entirely understand the meaning of the
statement, but she nodded and led us up to the first floor. The first room
looked out over the open lot. It was small, but neatly furnished with a
bed, a washstand, and a simple table by the window. From the window
there was a clear view across the open ground and the tall trees where the

ravens kept themselves.

The Silver Pin
“It was here,” said Mrs. Hale. “A traveling salesman stayed here for three
days. He had placed a silver pin on the windowsill.”

She pointed.

“There.”

Holmes went at once to the window.

“And it disappeared?”

“The next morning.”

“Was the window open?”

“Yes.”
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Holmes opened it fully and leaned slightly forward. Below us, we
could see the open lot. Several ravens were already sitting in the trees, and
the distance seemed far shorter than it had from the street.

I watched him measure angles and distances with his eyes.

“Interesting,” he murmured.

“Do you think it was a raven?” Mrs. Hale asked.

“It would certainly be possible.”

He pointed toward the windowsill.

“Shiny object. Light weight. Visibly placed. Open window. Direct
access.”

He smiled faintly.

“It strikes me, in fact, as very nearly the ideal situation for an inquisi-

tive raven.”

The Pocket Watch
We left the room and were led to another on the same floor. It was similar
to the first in size and arrangement, but the story behind it was quite
different.

“This is where the pocket watch disappeared,” said Mrs. Hale.

Holmes stopped in the middle of the room.

“The pocket watch?”

“Yes.”

“From the windowsill?”

“No.”

She pointed toward a cupboard in the corner.

“From in there.”

Holmes went to the cupboard and opened the door.

“Was the room locked?”

“Yes.”

“And the cupboard?”

“Yes.”

He examined the lock for a moment, opened and closed the door a few
times, and then looked around the room. His inspection lasted scarcely

a minute.
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Then he turned to me.

“Watson.”

“Yes?”

He placed his hand on the cupboard door.

“Can you explain to me how a raven first opens the door to the room,
then opens the cupboard, selects the correct pocket watch, and leaves the
place without disturbing anything else?”

I'looked at the cupboard.

Then at the window.

Then back at the cupboard.

“No,” I admitted. “It sounds quite unlikely.”

“Precisely.”

He closed the cupboard again.

“It would require a remarkably talented raven.”

Mrs. Hale smiled in spite of her concern.

“We have none of that sort in Whitechapel.”

“No,” said Holmes. “I do not think you have.”

We left the room and walked slowly back toward the stairs. The cries of
the ravens could still be heard through the open windows, though they
now sounded more distant than before.

He stopped for a moment on the landing and looked back toward the
rooms above.

“It is always useful to separate the possible from the impossible, Wat-
son. Only after that can one begin to search for the truth.”

Holmes seemed satisfied with the day’s findings, though in the quiet
and restrained manner that often made it difficult even for me to judge
how far his thoughts had really traveled.

“I believe I have seen what I wished to see for the moment, Mrs. Hale,”
he said. “But if anything new should arise, I would be grateful if you
would let me know at once.”

She nodded willingly.

“Of course, Mr. Holmes.”

There was, however, a faint trace of disappointment in her face. I

believe she had hoped for a more definite conclusion, or at least an as-
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surance that the mystery would soon be solved. Holmes offered neither.
He merely thanked her for her assistance, after which we took our leave

and returned to Baker Street.

Holmes’s Restlessness

The following day passed without incident. When I later think back on
the case, that very silence seems remarkable to me, because it almost led
me to believe that Holmes had lostinterest. At any rate, he did notappear
occupied by Whitechapel’s ravens. On the contrary, he seemed to slip
back into one of his usual intervals between major cases, when his energy
sought other outlets.

He read newspapers for long stretches.

Several times he took up the violin and allowed himself to become
absorbed in musical pieces that only he seemed fully to understand.

Later in the day I found him bent over some chemical experiments at
the laboratory table by the window, and in the evening he sat for a long
time with a monograph on cigar ash, which he claimed was in need of
revision.

On a couple of occasions I tried cautiously to steer the conversation
back toward Whitechapel.

“What do you think of the ravens?” I asked, for example, over break-
fast.

“That they are intelligent birds.”

That was the entire answer.

On another occasion I mentioned the many witness statements.

“Yes,” he said merely.

His gaze remained fixed upon the newspaper.

Gradually I began to interpret his silence as a sign of disappointment.
Perhaps the case had simply proved less interesting than it had first
appeared. Not every mystery concealed a criminal. Not every strange
occurrence contained a larger explanation. I had seen such cases before.

For that reason I was genuinely surprised the next morning.

Mrs. Hale Returns



34 THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

Mrs. Hudson came up the stairs with a speed suggesting that she herself
found the situation noteworthy.

“There is a lady who wishes to speak with you, Mr. Holmes,” she
announced.

Holmes laid down the newspaper.

“Name?”

Mrs. Hudson smiled faintly.

“I do not think that will be necessary. She is an acquaintance.”

I had scarcely time to wonder before the door opened and Mrs.
Eleanor Hale stepped in.

This time her appearance was quite different from that of her earlier
visits. She seemed hurried. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, as though
after a rapid carriage ride or a long walk through the city, and her eyes
revealed an uneasiness that had not been there before.

“Forgive me, Mr. Holmes,” she began almost at once. “I am sorry to
come again so soon.”

Holmes had already straightened in his chair.

“That is rarely a problem, Mrs. Hale.”

“It does not necessarily concern the ravens.”

She stopped for a moment.

“Or rather...”

She folded her hands.

“People naturally say that it does.”

I noticed the immediate change in Holmes.

His gaze sharpened.

The apparent indifference that had marked the whole of the previous
day vanished like mist beneath the sun.

“Goon.”

Commodore Arthur Pembroke

Mrs. Hale sat down.
“A dead man was found this morning.”
A brief silence fell over the room.
“Where?” Holmes asked.
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“In an alley near the boarding house.”

She hesitated.

“Very near the boarding house.”

“And near the square?”

“Yes.”

Holmes said nothing.

“I did not see the body myself,” she continued. “But the whole neigh-
borhood is talking about it. The police have been there since daybreak.”

She drew a deep breath.

“As I understand it, the dead man was a retired naval officer.”

This appeared to interest Holmes.

“Name?”

Mrs. Hale took a small folded slip of paper from her bag.

“I wrote it down.”

She looked at it.

“Arthur Pembroke.”

She looked up.

“Commodore Arthur Pembroke.”

The name meant nothing to me, but the manner in which she pro-
nounced it told me at once that he was a man of some reputation.

“You knew him?” I asked.

“Not personally.”

She shook her head.

“But everyone knows who he was. He was respected. One of those
men people speak well of.”

She hesitated.

“He did not live in Whitechapel at all.”

“Then what was he doing there?” Holmes asked.

“No one knows yet.”

He leaned forward a fraction.

“And the police assessment?”

“A heart attack, I believe.”

She sounded uncertain.
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“They say there is no reason for suspicion. That it was probably a
natural death.”

“So the case is already closed?”

“Almost.”

She looked at us gravely.

“But people are talking.”

It was said with a simplicity that only made the statement stronger.
In Whitechapel, rumors were often faster than both the police and the
newspapers.

“And what are people saying?” Holmes asked.

Mrs. Hale looked down at her hands for a moment.

“That the ravens were there.”

Neither of us said anything.

“Several people claim to have seen them near the alley.”

She shook her head slightly.

“I'am notsaying I believe it. But you know how it has become. As soon
as anything happens, someone points to the birds.”

Holmes sat perfectly still. Not once did he interrupt her. I had seen this
before. When he listened in this manner, it was rarely out of politeness
alone. It was because a single word or a single detail might prove more
important than the whole of the rest of the account.

Mrs. Hale continued describing the rumors already spreading through
the neighborhood, but my own thoughts circled elsewhere. It was only
now that death had entered the picture. Until then we had concerned
ourselves with stolen trifles, superstition, and black birds. Suddenly there
was a dead man standing at the center of the tale.

And while Holmes continued to listen without interruption, I began
to have the unpleasant feeling that Raven Square might conceal some-

thing far more serious than any of us had imagined.

Bloodstains
It was not, however, the death itself that had brought Mrs. Hale once
more to Baker Street. Had the matter concerned only an elderly man

overcome by illness in the street, Whitechapel would likely have spoken



THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL 37

of little beyond the ordinary sympathy such incidents call forth. It was
another detail that had set imaginations in motion and caused the ru-
mors to spread faster than any official explanation could follow.

“There is one more thing,” said Mrs. Hale, lowering her voice slightly.
“Something people are speaking about a great deal.”

Holmes made a small motion with his hand, inviting her to continue.

“One of the locals claims to have seen blood on the paving stones.”

I'looked up at once.

“Blood?”

“Yes.”

She hurried to add:

“I did not see it myself. I am only repeating what is being told.”

“Naturally,” said Holmes.

“It is said to have been very early in the morning, before the police
arrived.”

She hesitated a moment.

“And since then another person has come forward claiming the same
thing.”

Holmes remained motionless.

“Two independent witnesses?”

“As far as I understand.”

A brief silence followed.

I could not help thinking of the logical difficulty that immediately
arose. If the police explanation was correct, and Commodore Pembroke
had died of a heart attack or some similar natural seizure, where had the
blood come from?

The same question seemed to have occurred to Holmes.

“Did they say how much blood?”

“No.”

“Only that it was visible?”

“Yes.”

She folded her hands.

“That is precisely why people are talking about it.”
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I noticed that Holmes had not yet uttered the slightest theory. He was
merely gathering the information, as he always did at the beginning of a
case.

Mrs. Hale continued.

“But as you can surely imagine, the story was quickly mixed together
with everything else.”

“What else?” I asked.

She gave a small, weary sigh.

“The ravens.”

The word seemed almost inevitable.

“Several people say the birds were sitting on the rooftops above the
alley early that morning.”

“Before the body was found?”

“Around the same time.”

She shook her head.

“I do not know exactly when. But they are said to have been very
restless.”

“Restless in what way?” Holmes asked.

“Flying about. Crying more than usual. Circling over the area.”

I could almost hear the elderly widow’s voice in my mind even before
Mrs. Hale mentioned her.

“And, of course, Mrs. Grayson is utterly convinced.”

“The elderly lady?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Mrs. Hale smiled wearily.

“She is already saying the birds foretold the death.”

Holmes raised one eyebrow ever so slightly.

“That was swift.”

“Whitechapel works quickly, Mr. Holmes.”

A faint smile seemed to appear about his mouth.

“You are quite right.”

“There is still more.”

She looked from one of us to the other.

“Some claim they saw the ravens sitting on the body itself.”
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This caused me involuntarily to straighten a little.

“On the body?”

“Yes.”

“When the man was found?”

“That is how it is being told.”

She was plainly uncomfortable repeating the story.

“And there are those who believe the birds were pecking at him.”

I now began to understand how the rumors had developed. From
blood on the paving stones to ravens on the rooftops, and from there
onward to the image of birds circling death like omens from some darker
world.

“Perhaps that explains the blood, they say,” Mrs. Hale continued. “If
the birds had pecked at him.”

I turned my gaze toward Holmes. If there truly had been blood on the
paving stones, then a possibility had suddenly arisen that the police ap-
peared to have overlooked. And I could see in Holmes’s face that this very
possibility had awakened his interest far more than all of Whitechapel’s
black birds combined.

At last Holmes lifted his head. There was no drama in the movement,
but I recognized it immediately. He had made a decision.

Without haste he rose, crossed to the mantelpiece, and took up his hat.
I needed no explanation. After so many years of working together, I had
learned to read these small signs almost as clearly as his words.

“I think, Watson,” he said as he put on his coat, “that we should pay
Whitechapel another visit.”

“Because of the ravens?” I asked.

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“No, my dear Watson. Because of the dead man.”

A Death in Whitechapel
A few minutes later we were on our way through London once again. As
the cab worked its way eastward through the dense traffic, Holmes sat

silent opposite me. But it was no longer the disengaged silence that had
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characterized him the day before. It was the silence of a man who had
caught a scent.

Even before the cab set us down near Mrs. Hale’s boarding house, I
sensed that the mood of the neighborhood had changed since our last
visit. When Holmes and I had first come to the area, every conversation
had revolved around the ravens. The birds had been the natural center
of every explanation, every complaint, and every fear. Now their place
in people’s minds seemed to have been taken by something far more
tangible.

Death.

It was not something one needed to be told. One could feel it in
the air. Small groups of people stood at street corners speaking in low
voices. When we approached, the conversations were often interrupted
or continued more quietly. In several places I saw people casting glances
toward the back alleys, as though they expected the brickwork itself to
reveal something about the event that had taken place there at daybreak.
Even the tradesmen, who had otherwise seemed so occupied with their
daily business, appeared more subdued and restrained.

The ravens were, of course, still there. From the trees around the open
lot came their hoarse cries at intervals, and a few of the birds circled over
the rooftops in the same manner as before. Yet I must admit that the
sound seemed different to me that day. Perhaps it was merely my own
state of mind, but where, on our first visit, I had experienced their cries
as noisy and intrusive, they now seemed darker, almost mournful. It was
as though the fear of the neighborhood had settled over the birds and
colored even their natural sounds with a new meaning.

“They talk of nothing else,” said Mrs. Hale as she led us through the
narrow side streets. “Every single guest asks about it.”

She shook her head helplessly.

“Some are already considering leaving.”

“Because of the death?” I asked.

“Because of the rumors.”

She glanced briefly up toward the dark birds above the rooftops.

“For many people, the two have nearly become the same thing.”
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At last we turned into a narrower passage between some warehouses.
The buildings stood close here, and the sunlight reached down between
the walls only with difficulty. The alley was neither dramatic nor par-
ticularly remarkable. Had I passed it on an ordinary day, I would hardly
have given it a thought.

Now it seemed almost uncannily still. There were no policemen, no
barriers, no sign at all of the activity that must have marked the place
only a few hours earlier. Only the high walls and the narrow strip of sky
above them.

Mrs. Hale stopped and pointed ahead toward a large gate leading into
a warchouse yard.

“There.”

Her voice lowered.

“That is where they found him.”

The Alley

Holmes did not answer. He was already moving forward. I saw the fa-
miliar transformation come over him. It is difficult to describe to anyone
who has not known him over a long period, but to me it was unmistak-
able. The courteous adviser who had listened to witnesses and weighed
rumors now withdrew into the background. In his place emerged the
Sherlock Holmes who had made himself feared among criminals and
respected among police officers throughout London. His movements
became more purposeful.

He reached the spot by the gate and stood for a moment without
speaking. His gaze traveled along the paving stones, over the walls, and up
toward the rooftops around the alley. I knew that he had already begun
to gather the first pieces of a picture still hidden from the rest of us.

I felt again that familiar tension which so often accompanied the
beginning of a serious Holmes investigation. Instinctively I knew we
had crossed an invisible boundary. We were no longer searching for the
explanation of a few petty thefts. We stood now at the beginning of a

murder mystery.
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Holmes let his gaze travel along the alley like a man who wished first
to understand a place as a whole before turning to its details. Then he
knelt upon the paving stones and, with the thoroughness that always
characterized his work, began to examine the area inch by inch.

I have often observed that it can be a frustrating experience to accom-
pany Holmes during such an examination. To the untrained observer,
he seems interested in the most insignificant things. A crack in a stone.
A mark upon a wall. A difference in the color of the earth. Things that to
me appeared utterly meaningless could occupy his attention for several
minutes at a time.

So it was that day. He examined the surface of the paving stones, the
distances between them, and the narrow joints that separated them. He
studied the gutter along the wall, the fittings on the gate, and the distance
between the gate and the street itself. Several times he rose, walked a few
steps away, and then returned, as though trying to see the place from
different angles.

Mrs. Hale and I remained a little way back.

“Can you see anything?” she asked softly.

“Not the slightest thing,” I had to admit.

The truth was that the alley appeared entirely ordinary to me. Had I
passed it alone, I would scarcely have given it more than a fleeting glance.
But Holmes continued. Then he suddenly stopped and leaned farther
forward. I saw him take out his magnifying lens and hold it very close
over the paving stones. A moment later he rose.

“There we have it.”

I stepped closer.

“What?”

He pointed down between two of the stones.

At first I could see nothing, but gradually I distinguished a dark dis-
coloration deep in the joint.

“Clotted blood,” said Holmes.

“Are you certain?”

“As certain as one can be without a laboratory.”
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He knelt again and examined it more closely. There was not much left.
Dust and traffic had already done their part to erase the traces. But there
was enough that even I had to admit his conclusion was probably correct.

Holmes studied the spot for a long time without speaking.

“If this is truly the place where Commodore Pembroke died, I strongly
doubt the theory of a heart attack.”

“Why?” asked Mrs. Hale.

He looked again at the paving stones.

“Because heart attacks rarely leave blood between paving stones.”

His gaze rested on me for a moment.

“You should know that as a doctor.”

I nodded, somewhat embarrassed.

“Of course.”

He said no more, but I could feel that the discovery had confirmed
something he had already suspected.

The Publican’s Observation

While we were still at the spot, our attention was drawn to a man who
came out of a public house on the opposite side of the street. He had
probably been observing us through the window and seemed curious to
discover why three people stood so intently bent over what appeared to
be perfectly ordinary paving stones.

He crossed the street and approached us with the confident air often
found in men accustomed to speaking with many people every day.

“Begging your pardon, gentlemen,” he said. “You are interested in the
poor commodore, I suppose.”

Holmes turned toward him at once.

“We are.”

“Then perhaps I can be of some help.”

The man introduced himself as the proprietor of the public house
opposite and explained that he had known Commodore Pembroke by
sight for several years.

“He came here from time to time.”

“And he was here the evening before?” Holmes asked.
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“Yes.”

The publican nodded firmly.

“He sat with me for most of the evening.”

Holmes now listened with that attentiveness which always appeared
whenever a possible eyewitness account was in question.

“How did he seem?”

“Quite well.”

“Drunk?”

“No.”

The man shook his head.

“He drank several ales, that is true enough, but no more than he could
carry.”

“So you noticed nothing unusual?”

“Nothing.”

He considered.

“If anything, he seemed in particularly good spirits.”

This caused Holmes to raise his eyebrows slightly.

“He laughed several times. Spoke with people. There was nothing
about him that made me think he wasill or in trouble.”

The publican cast a glance toward the alley.

“That is why the whole thing seems so strange.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“Goon.”

“There s really not much more to say. He remained sitting there along
while. Longer than most. But he seemed entirely himself.”

I noticed that Holmes’s gaze briefly returned to the spot by the gate.

The Sailor with the Tattoo

The publican stood silent for a moment, as though going over the
evening once more in his mind. Holmes had the eftect upon people that
they often began to remember more details than they first believed pos-
sible. Where other investigators merely asked for facts, Holmes seemed
to make people relive events before their inner eye.

“There is one thing more, though,” the man said at last.
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I noticed immediately how Holmes’s attention sharpened.

“Yes?”

“He was not alone the whole evening.”

Holmes said nothing, but his gaze rested steadily on the speaker.

“Late in the evening, someone joined him.”

“How late?”

“Very late. In fact, shortly before closing time.”

The publican turned and pointed toward his public house, as though
the building itself might help his memory.

“Most of the customers had already gone. I noticed the man because
he came so late.”

“Can you describe him?”

The man shrugged a little.

“Not very precisely. I only saw him briefly, after all.”

He thought for a moment.

“Younger than the commodore. Perhaps early forties.”

Holmes nodded encouragingly.

“Continue.”

“Not very tall. A little stoutly built. He wore a dark cap.”

He hesitated again.

“And he had a tattoo on one arm.”

At these words Holmes suddenly seemed more interested.

“A tattoo?”

“Yes.”

“Could you see the design?”

“No. Only that it was there.”

He smiled a little apologetically.

“But of course, that is not so unusual among sailors.”

“No,” said Holmes calmly. “It certainly is not.”

Even so, I could see that the information had lodged itself in his mind.

“Did they speak together?”

“Yes.”

“Did they seem like strangers to one another?”
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The question was answered so quickly that there was no room for
doubt.

“No.”

The publican shook his head firmly.

“On the contrary.”

He looked between us.

“I'am actually certain they knew each other quite well.”

He folded his arms.

“If you had asked me that night, I would have said they were old
acquaintances.”

This information appeared to interest Holmes at least as much as the
description of the younger man.

“How long did they remain?”

“Until closing time.”

“And afterward?”

The publican pointed down the street.

Only now did I notice a bench standing against a wall a few yards away.

“Over there.”

We followed his finger.

“When I closed, they were still together. I asked them, of course,
to leave the public house, but they did not seem finished with their
conversation.”

He smiled faintly.

“That happens often enough.”

“So they merely moved outside?”

“Yes.”

For a moment Holmes regarded the place without speaking. The
bench was not far from the alley where Pembroke had later been found.
The distance was so short that one could easily imagine the two men
continuing their conversation there after the doors of the public house
had been closed for the night.

“When I went inside and locked up, they were still sitting there,” the

publican informed us.
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Holmes walked slowly a few steps toward the spot, while his gaze
moved between the bench, the alley, and the public house door. I knew
that look. He was not merely measuring distances. He was trying to
reconstruct the sequence of events.

For my own part, a picture slowly began to form. A retired com-
modore had spent the evening in good spirits. Shortly before midnight
he had been joined by a man he knew and apparently trusted. They had
drunk together, spoken confidentially, and continued their conversation
outside after closing time. A few hours later, one of them lay dead in an
alley.

I cast a glance at Holmes. He still stood silent, studying the bench.
It was clear that the younger man with the tattoo had now assumed
a central place in his thoughts. Not because there was yet the slightest
proof against him, but because he was the last known person to have seen
Commodore Arthur Pembroke alive. And in any murder mystery, that
is rarely a fact one can afford to overlook.

Holmes tried for some time longer to draw further information from
the publican, but without any notable result. The man had seen the two
men leave the public house together, and he had seen them settle on
the bench farther down the street. After that, his attention had been
occupied by the closing of the day, the accounts, the tidying up, and the
many small duties that come with running a public house.

Holmes thanked him for his assistance and stood for a moment with
his gaze fixed upon the bench. It was as though he were trying to imagine
the last known hours of Commodore Pembroke’s life. The elderly officer
and the younger man with the tattoo, seated side by side in the stillness
of night, familiar and apparently on good terms. Nothing in the account
suggested hostility. On the contrary, everything pointed to trust. But
trust had led men to death before.

Further Discoveries
Without further remark, Holmes returned to the spot by the gate and
resumed his examination. This time he widened the area of his search.

Where he had previously concentrated on the exact place where the body
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had been found, he now moved in broader circles around the gate and
the nearest paving stones. I followed him without entirely understanding
what he hoped to find.

Suddenly he stopped, bent down, and picked something up between
his fingers.

“What is it?” I asked.

Holmes did not answer at once. Instead, he walked a few steps farther
and found another small piece. Then a third.

Only when he had gathered a handful of the little objects did I realize
that they glimmered in the light. Shards of glass. They were very small
and lay scattered across an area of several yards. Holmes placed them
carefully in his palm and then began to turn them this way and that with
a concentration that reminded me of a man attempting to assemble a
difficult puzzle.

After several minutes’ work, a shape slowly began to emerge. Not a
complete shape, but enough to suggest the whole.

“Curved glass,” he said.

I knelt beside him.

“Yes.”

“From a window?”

Holmes shook his head.

“Far too thin.”

He lifted one of the pieces to the light.

“And far too fine.”

His gaze passed over the collected fragments.

“I should sooner think of a pocket watch.”

I looked again at the small pieces. The more I considered them, the
more likely the explanation seemed.

“So a watch was smashed here?”

“It would appear so.”

He placed the fragments carefully in his pocket.

“Who knows? Perhaps in a fall. Perhaps in a struggle.”

His gaze moved toward the gate.

“But scarcely during a peaceful heart attack.”
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It was another small piece of the picture, but an important one.

Holmes continued his search.

This time he found something quite different.

Several small black feathers lay scattered around the spot. Some were
caught between the stones. Others lay close to the wall or in the gutter.
I recognized them at once.

“Ravens.”

“Yes.”

Holmes picked up a couple of them.

I'shrugged a little.

“That is hardly strange. There are ravens everywhere in the area.”

Before Holmes could answer, we were interrupted by a hoarse voice.

“It was the ravens.”

Perhaps a Witness
We turned around. An elderly washerwoman had come out of a nearby
washhouse. She had evidently been watching our examination for some
time and seemed eager to share her own conclusions.

“The ravens?” Holmes repeated kindly.

“Yes.”

She nodded eagerly.

“When they found him, they were everywhere.”

She pointed up toward the rooftops.

“And before the police came, they were even pecking at him.”

Mrs. Hale visibly shuddered.

“Are you certain?”

“As certain as I stand here.”

The washerwoman made the sign of the cross.

“Vile creatures.”

She looked up toward the sky, as though the birds still hovered over
the place.

“I'said it all along. They bring misfortune with them.”

I immediately recognized the same superstition we had already en-

countered in several parts of the neighborhood. For her, the matter was
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settled. The ravens had been present, and therefore they must in some
way be connected with the death.

Holmes did not contradict her. He rarely did so with people whose
convictions were built upon fear rather than logic. Instead he asked only
a single question.

“Tell me, madam. Did the birds come before or after people began to
gather?”

The woman looked surprised.

“I do not know.”

“Were they already here?”

“I think so.”

“Think, or know?”

She hesitated.

“I only remember the birds.”

Holmes nodded.

That seemed to be answer enough. When she had gone on her way, I
remained standing with one of the black feathers between my fingers.

Shortly afterward we decided to return to Mrs. Hale’s boarding house.
The examination had yielded more than we had expected, and as we
walked through the streets of Whitechapel, I tried to gather the various
clues in my own mind.

The blood between the paving stones. The smashed pocket watch.
The younger man with the tattoo, and notleast the raven feathers around
the place where the body had lain. Each fact seemed significant, yet I
could not yet see the connection between them. As so often before,
I found myself several steps behind Holmes. He, by contrast, seemed
more satisfied than I had seen him since the beginning of the case. Not
because the mystery had been solved, but because for the first time it had
produced tangible clues.

The First Witnesses
Later we sat in the sitting room of the boarding house, each with a cup
of tea before us. Outside, Raven Square lay bathed in the pale afternoon
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light. The birds still perched in the trees and on the roofs around the
square, black shapes against the gray sky.

Holmes watched them for a long time without speaking.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

He did not answer at once, but then said:

“I am thinking, Watson, that the ravens may have been the first to
arrive at this crime scene.”

I'looked at him in surprise.

“The first?”

“Yes.”

He leaned back in his chair.

“Before the police. Before curious neighbors. Perhaps before anyone
at all had discovered that there was a dead man lying in the alley.”

His gaze returned to the window.

There was something almost reflective in his voice now.

“Perhaps they were the first witnesses.”

I followed his gaze out toward the black birds.

“And what do they tell us, then?”

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“I'do not know yet.”

He was silent for a moment.

“But one thing is certain.”

“Yes?”

“They do not lie.”

Just then the ravens rose from the trees in a dark wave and circled over
the square. Holmes followed them with his eyes until they disappeared
among the rooftops.

“People remember incorrectly. They exaggerate. They conceal. They
guess.”

He slowly lifted his teacup.

“But nature does none of these things.”

And while dusk slowly began to settle over Whitechapel, I sat watch-
ing the black birds outside and thought that Holmes might be right.

If anyone had truly been present during Commodore Pembroke’s final
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moments, perhaps it was not the people we had questioned so far. Per-
haps the first witnesses had wings.

Thatsame evening Holmes and I were once again seated in our familiar
sitting room in Baker Street. Outside, the weather had changed since the
afternoon. A persistent rain swept across London and beat ceaselessly
against the windowpanes, while the wind now and then caused the
flames of the gas lamps outside to flicker like uncertain shadows through
the curtains. Inside the room there reigned the pleasant warmth that only
agood fire and old habits can create. The hearth burned steadily, and the
golden flames cast their glow over the books, the furniture, and the many
objects that over the years had found their way into Holmes’s curious
collection.

Yet there was nothing relaxing about the atmosphere. Before Holmes
on the table lay the few clues Whitechapel had given us. The black raven
feathers had been placed aside in a small pile. Beside them lay the little
pieces of glass from the shattered pocket watch, carefully sorted on a
sheet of paper. Then there were his notes, filled with brief remarks and
a few names, written in the quick handwriting that only he seemed able
to read without difficulty.

Holmes sat for a long time without speaking. He had placed himself
in his armchair near the fire, but his gaze did not rest upon the flames.
Instead, it moved among the objects on the table, as though he were
replaying the day’s events again and again before his inner eye.

I had gradually learned that such periods of silence did not necessarily
mean that he was without a clue. On the contrary, it was often in pre-
cisely these hours, when he seemed most inaccessible, that his thoughts
were working with the greatest intensity.

Several times I nevertheless attempted to begin a conversation. I men-
tioned the publican’s account. Later I returned to the unknown man
with the tattoo. On another occasion I asked whether he believed the
shattered pocket watch must necessarily be connected with the death.

Each time I received an answer. But only barely.

“Possibly.”

“Or perhaps not.”
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“That depends upon the rest.”

They were the sort of answers that told me his thoughts were else-
where. I therefore finally left him in peace and took up a book instead,
though I must confess that I read the same page several times without
really taking in its contents.

My attention kept returning to Holmes. Once he picked up the raven
feathers and studied them for along time in the lamplight. Then he laid
them down again without comment. Shortly afterward he gathered up
the glass fragments and tried once more to fit some of them together.
When this produced no new result, his gaze fell upon his notes, which
he read through slowly and thoughtfully.

Thus nearly an hour passed, while the rain continued its monotonous
drumming against the windows. The fire crackled softly. And Holmes
thought.

Suddenly I heard him say something. Not to me. Rather to himself.

“There is one thing missing.”

I set the book aside entirely.

“What is that?”

He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands before him.

“We are missing the dead man’s story.”

I understood at once what he meant. Until now, all our investigations
had concerned the circumstances surrounding the death. We had exam-
ined the place where the body was found. We had spoken with people
who had seen him on his final evening. We had gathered clues from the
paving stones.

But of the man himself, we knew almost nothing.

“Pembroke,” I said slowly.

“Precisely.”

Holmes nodded.

“We may know something about how he died.”

He raised a finger.

“Or, rather, how he probably did not die.”

A faint smile appeared for a moment.

“But we know nothing about how he lived.”
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He rose and began slowly pacing back and forth before the fireplace.

“Who was he, truly?”

His gaze turned to me.

“Why was he in Whitechapel?”

He took another few steps.

“Whom did he know?”

“Whom did he trust?”

“Who might have wished to meet him late at night?”

I felt how the questions changed the whole perspective of the case.
Until that moment, the unknown man with the tattoo had stood as the
most interesting clue. But Holmes had already shifted his gaze farther
back.

Before the unknown man. Before the public house. Before the alley.
To the man Arthur Pembroke himself.

Arthur Pembroke was no longer merely a body found in an alley. He
had become the central figure in his own mystery. And only when we

understood his story would we be able to understand his death.

Scotland Yard
The next morning the weather was once again typical of London. The
rain from the previous evening had ceased, but the sky still hung low
and gray over the city, and a damp haze lay between the rooftops. After
an early breakfast Holmes and I left Baker Street and set our course
for Scotland Yard. The journey gave me occasion to reflect upon the
curious contrast London had always contained. Only the day before we
had moved through Whitechapel’s narrow streets among dockworkers,
tradesmen, washerwomen, and the many people who lived their lives in
the shadow of poverty, rumor, and superstition. Now we were moving
toward the administrative center of the empire, where order, procedure,
and official explanations prevailed. It often seemed to me that the two
worlds scarcely belonged to the same city.

The buildings of Scotland Yard possessed no true beauty, but they
radiated that particular authority which belongs to institutions that dai-
ly concern themselves with human crimes and misfortunes. Uniformed
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constables moved through the corridors with documents under their
arms, messengers came and went, and everywhere there reigned the busy
but disciplined activity I had by then come to know so well.

Holmes was immediately recognized by several of the staff, and after
a short wait we were led through a series of corridors and into an office,
where for the first time I met the man who would later become one of
the most recurring figures in my accounts of Holmes’s work.

Inspector Lestrade was notan impressive man in outward appearance.
On the contrary, many would probably have overlooked him in a crowd.
He was comparatively small in stature and without any particular physi-
cal distinction, but it did not take many moments before one noticed his
eyes. They were lively, alert, and constantly at work. His whole manner
radiated energy and persistence. One immediately had the impression of
a man who rarely spared himself and even more rarely abandoned a trail
once he had caught the scent of it.

He rose from behind his desk as we entered.

“Holmes,” he said with a nod. “And Dr. Watson. It has been some
time.”

There was warmth in his voice, but something else as well. T had often
heard Holmes speak of Lestrade and knew that their relationship was
marked by a mixture of mutual respect and professional rivalry. They had
worked together many times, but they seldom approached a case from
the same starting point.

“Good morning, Lestrade,” said Holmes. “We hope we are not inter-
rupting.”

“That depends upon the case.”

Holmes mentioned the name Arthur Pembroke.

Lestrade leaned back in his chair and gave a slight shrug.

“The commodore from Whitechapel?”

“Precisely.”

“I confess I do not quite understand your interest.”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“If every man with a scratched pocket watch were investigated as a

murder victim, we should never get anything else done.”
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Pembroke’s Reputation
I noticed that the corners of Holmes’s mouth moved ever so slightly. He
had plainly heard similar arguments many times before, and experience
had taught him that it was rarely useful to contradict them too soon.

“All the same, I should like to hear a little more about the man him-
self,” he said.

Lestrade drew a folder from a pile on his desk and opened it.

“ThatI can help you with.”

He turned through several pages.

“Arthur Pembroke. Former commodore in the Royal Navy. Retired
some years ago.”

He glanced down at the papers.

“Unmarried.”

Another glance.

“Lived alone in a respectable neighborhood.”

He continued reading.

“Good financial position. No known debts. No recorded conflicts.
No criminal record, naturally.”

Lestrade looked up.

“Quite the opposite.”

There was almost a hint of respect in his voice.

“Everything we have found points to a thoroughly honorable man.”

I noticed that this assessment recurred in everything said about the
deceased. Every time we encountered his name, it was accompanied by
words such as upright, reliable, or well-liked. It was unusual. Most people
leave behind both friends and enemies, but Pembroke seemed to have
achieved a rare kind of respect that extended far beyond his own social
class.

“He was known in Whitechapel?” Holmes asked.

“Yes.”

Lestrade nodded.

“That is in fact one of the more interesting points.”

He leaned forward.
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“A man like Pembroke had no obvious reason to spend time in those
neighborhoods.”

“But he did?”

“Regularly.”

Lestrade half closed the folder.

“We have spoken with several people out there. He was well received.
Many knew him by name.”

“Charity?” I suggested.

“Possibly.”

Lestrade shrugged.

“Atany rate, he had a reputation for helping people.”

For a moment there was silence.

I looked at Holmes. His face revealed nothing, but I could feel his
interest growing with every new piece of the commodore’s history. We
had come to find a dead man. Instead, we were slowly beginning to meet
a human being of flesh and blood.

The more positive the portrait of Arthur Pembroke became, the more
peculiar his death appeared. For if Lestrade’s information was correct,
we were not dealing with a drunkard, a gambler, or a man surrounded
by scandal. We were dealing with a respected officer who had served his
country, preserved his honor, and earned the trust of his fellow men.
And yet he had been found alone in an alley in Whitechapel, with blood
between the paving stones and a shattered pocket watch by his side. It
seemed to me that the question was no longer merely how he had died.
The question was how a man like Arthur Pembroke had ever ended up
there at all.

Lestrade let his fingertips rest upon the case folder for a moment while
he looked over another couple of pages. It seemed to me that he was
genuinely trying to help Holmes, even if he still did not entirely share his
view of the case’s significance. To him, Arthur Pembroke was first and
foremost a death that, by all official signs, pointed toward natural causes.
To Holmes, it had already become a mystery. The difference between the
two men often lay less in their intelligence than in their willingness to

accept the first explanation that offered itself.
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“We have, of course, made the usual inquiries,” Lestrade continued.
“Neighbors, business acquaintances, former colleagues, and other per-
sons who have known him over the years.”

He turned once more through the papers.

“And the result is remarkably consistent.”

“In what way?” Holmes asked.

“Everyone says much the same thing.”

Lestrade looked up.

“Honorable. Helpful. Disciplined. Reliable.”

A More Complex Picture
For a moment I thought the conversation was nearing its end, but then
Lestrade suddenly hesitated. He let his finger move down one of the
pages and read a couple of lines once more.

“There is one thing, however.”

I noticed at once that Holmes changed his posture.

Not much.

But enough for me to know that his interest had been awakened.

“Yes?” he said.

“Nothing serious.”

“You must allow me to judge that.”

Lestrade nodded.

“As you wish.”

He leaned back.

“Pembroke maintained, throughout his life, his connection with peo-
ple from his years at sea.”

“That does not seem unusual.”

“No.”

Lestrade looked down at the papers.

“But it did not apply only to officers.”

Now Holmes leaned slightly forward.

“Goon.”

“He also kept in contact with ordinary sailors.”

“Old crewmen?”
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“Yes.”

“And?”

Lestrade shrugged.

“Some of them were respectable enough.”

He paused briefly.

“Others less so.”

For the first time Holmes appeared genuinely interested.

“In what way?”

“In the sense that several of them have had trouble with the law over
the years.”

He laid the papers aside.

“Not necessarily serious crimes. But the sort of people a cautious man
would normally keep at some distance.”

I could see that this information surprised Holmes less than it sur-
prised me. On the contrary, it seemed almost to confirm something he
had already suspected.

Lestrade found another note.

“A former dockworker says that Pembroke several times found work
for men who otherwise could not get a berth.”

Another sheet.

“Another says he lent money without expecting to get it back.”

He turned another page.

“And several describe how he regularly visited the docks to speak with
old acquaintances. That tells us something important about the man.”

Holmes rose slowly and walked to the window.

The gray morning lay over the city outside.

“A man’s enemies do not always arise among those he has harmed.”

He looked out toward the street.

“Sometimes they arise among those he has tried to help.”

Lestrade raised his eyebrows.

I must admit that the remark seemed somewhat enigmatic to me,
but I noticed that Holmes now appeared far more interested in Arthur
Pembroke than he had only a few minutes before. A more complex

picture of the deceased was beginning to emerge.
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A man who moved between two worlds. A man who was welcome in
the better neighborhoods, yet who also sought out the docks, the taverns,
and the people whom society often preferred to overlook.

And as Lestrade continued going through the case file, I began to feel
that sensation which so often had heralded the beginning of a larger
discovery. We were perhaps no longer merely searching for the manner
in which Arthur Pembroke had died. We were beginning to understand
why his life might have placed him in danger.

“You have been most helpful, Lestrade,” Holmes concluded.

The inspector smiled wryly.

“But if you find a murder where I find a heart attack, I shall naturally
be the first to admit it.”

“I'shall remind you of that.”

“I'do not doubtit.”

The two men exchanged a nod that contained years of experience with
both cooperation and disagreement, and shortly afterward Watson and
I found ourselves once more out in the corridor.

Scotland Yard’s hallways hummed with their usual activity. Consta-
bles passed us with folders under their arms. Doors opened and closed.
Somewhere farther down the corridor came the sound of a typewriter.
Everything seemed orderly, systematic, and rational.

I cast a glance at Holmes as we walked toward the exit.

“So Lestrade may still be right?” T asked. “It may still have been a heart
attack.”

Holmes did not answer.

We continued down the stairs and through the entrance hall.

Only when we had come out into the street and moved a few steps
away from the building did he speak.

“Perhaps.”

The single word was followed by silence. London’s traffic moved
around us. Cabs rolled past. Newsboys shouted the day’s headlines.
A policeman directed a stream of carriages through an intersection.
Holmes walked with his hands behind his back and his gaze fixed ahead.

Then he continued.
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“ButI find it remarkable, Watson, that a man without enemies should
die in an alley after midnight in the company of an unknown sailor.”

I had no answer to that. When he framed the matter in that way, the
heart attack suddenly seemed less convincing.

We reached the edge of the pavement and stopped for a moment while
aline of carriages passed. Holmes stood still, watching the crowd. I have
often noticed that in such moments he seemed to step back from the
individual clues in order to consider the whole pattern instead. It was as
though his mind rose above the details to see the larger connection.

“But we have accomplished something important today,” he said at
last.

“What?”

He turned to me.

“We now know considerably more about who Pembroke was.”

I nodded.

It was true.

The dead man was no longer merely a name in a police report or abody
in an alley. He had become a real person with a lived life, a past, and a
network of connections. A man who moved between London’s better
quarters and the more doubtful circles of the docks.

Holmes looked out over the traffic for another moment.

Then he turned to me again.

“And now, Watson...”

There was a new energy in his voice.

“...we must find the man with the tattoo.”

I immediately felt the familiar sensation that the case had passed a
decisive point. Until now we had been moving backward through the
traces left by a dead man. Now the investigation turned forward toward
a living one. Somewhere in London there was the man who had drunk
ale with Arthur Pembroke on the last evening of his life.

Perhaps he was an innocent witness. Perhaps he was the key to the

entire mystery. But one thing was certain. Sherlock Holmes had decided

to find him.
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The Ravens’ Nests

The following morning Holmes and I once again returned to
Whitechapel. The air was cooler than on the preceding days, and after
the night’s rain even the soot-blackened bricks seemed to stand out a
little more sharply against the pale sky. The neighborhood, however,
had lost none of its particular character. Long before we reached Mrs.
Hale’s boarding house, we could hear the familiar cries which had by
now become as inseparably linked with the area as the shouts of the
greengrocers, the sound of wheels on paving stones, or the eternal smell
of coal smoke and damp timber.

I had to admit that over the past few days the ravens had become more
than mere scenery to me. The first time I heard them, their voices had
sounded like a chaotic confusion of hoarse and unpleasant cries, but the
longer we remained in Whitechapel, the more I began to sense a kind of
order behind the noise. Certain calls seemed to be answered by others
farther away, and at times it almost appeared to me that the birds were
conducting their own conversations above the rooftops. Whether this
was due to the birds’ intelligence or merely to my growing familiarity
with them, I cannot say, but I found myself listening to them with
an attention that would have seemed ridiculous to me only a few days
earlier.

Mrs. Hale received us outside the boarding house. She seemed sur-
prised to see us so early, but her surprise was quickly replaced by hope
when she read something in Holmes’s face that I myself had learned to
recognize over the years. It was not necessarily a sign that he had found
the solution, but rather that he had found a direction.

“Have you found something new, Mr. Holmes?” she asked.

“Possibly,” he replied. “But before I draw any conclusions, I wish to
look at our friends once more.”

He pointed up toward the many birds scattered among the trees and
roofs around the square. Mrs. Hale followed his gaze and sighed.

“We certainly have not lacked for them since last time.”
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Holmes merely smiled and walked to the edge of the square. There
he stood for a long time without saying anything, while his gaze moved
through the flock. I remained beside him and watched first the birds,
then Holmes himself. At first it seemed to me that his attention jumped
at random from one bird to another, but gradually it dawned on me
that he was not observing the individual ravens. He was observing their
movements as a whole. Where I saw birds, he saw a pattern.

Several minutes passed in complete silence before he finally spoke.

“Since the ravens are our only witnesses, Watson, we must hear what
story they have to tell.”

The remark sounded so characteristic of Holmes that I immediately
took it for another of his paradoxical notions.

“I was not aware that you spoke raven.”

“Ido not.”

He raised his binoculars without taking his eyes from the sky.

“But habits lie less often than people.”

That was the only explanation he gave, and I knew from experience
that further questions would be useless. Instead, I watched him work.
Over the years I had seen him apply the same method to everything from
criminals to dogs, horses, and pigeons. Where other people concentrat-
ed upon individual details, Holmes always searched for the movement
behind the details.

After some time I began to see it myself, though far less clearly. Most
of the ravens remained near the square. They hopped among the trees,
examined the refuse on the ground, or settled along the roof ridges. But
certain birds behaved differently. At regular intervals two birds would
take flight together and set oft toward the east. Shortly afterward another
pair followed. There was nothing dramatic about any single instance, but
the regularity was striking.

“There,” said Holmes suddenly.

I followed his gaze and saw another pair disappear between the
rooftops.

“Do you see anything in particular?”

“Yes.”
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He lowered the binoculars.

“The majority remain here. But a few commute.”

“To what?”

An almost boyish smile appeared for a moment on his face.

“That I intend to find out.”

A few minutes later we were already making our way through the
streets. I cast an apologetic glance back at Mrs. Hale.

“You know Mr. Holmes.”

She laughed.

“I'am beginning to.”

We followed the birds’ direction through the neighborhood, and as we
moved away from the square, the surroundings gradually changed. The
houses no longer stood quite so close together, and in several places the
buildings opened enough to allow one to see farther across the roofs. It
was Holmes who first spotted the trees. They rose markedly above the
rest of the neighborhood, like dark islands lifted above a sea of chimneys.

Even before we reached them, we could hear the birds. First as a distant
disturbance, then as a growing chorus. And finally as an almost deafen-
ing confusion of calls and answers that seemed to fill all the air around
us. Holmes stopped and listened. I immediately saw the satisfaction in
his face.

“Yes,” he said.

“Yes what?”

“That was precisely what I had hoped for.”

As we came nearer, the explanation became obvious. This was not
merely another place where the ravens gathered. It was the true center
of the colony. High among the branches, nests lay everywhere. Some
seemed newly built, while others had the massive size that only years
of enlargement can create. The birds flew constantly back and forth
between the trees and the city, and the whole area hummed with activity.

Holmes stood for a long time, taking in the sight without saying a
word. His gaze moved from nest to nest, up along the trunks and in
among the branches with the same concentration I had seen in him when

he examined a crime scene.
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Atlast he pointed up toward the largest nests.

“Here we may have the decisive clue.”

I followed his finger, but I could see nothing except birds, branches,
and old twigs.

“I'see nothing in particular.”

“Nordo I.”

I turned toward him in surprise.

“But I know what ought to be there.”

He looked up at the nests again.

“Ravens collect things. We have already seen that. They take whatever
catches their attention. If they have truly gathered objects from around
Whitechapel, the collection must be somewhere.”

His gaze rested upon the dark nests high above us.

“And if our witnesses were the first to visit the crime scene after
Pembroke’s death, it is quite possible that they carried away more than
mere random rubbish.”

For the first time I no longer regarded the nests as birds’ nests. They
seemed to me rather like small archives hanging among the branches,
places where the ravens, over months or years, had gathered their strange
treasures. And as I stood there looking up at the dark structures, it struck
me that if Holmes was right, some of the most important clues in the
whole case might have been above our heads from the very beginning,
hidden in broad daylight among birds that everyone had noticed, but no

one had taken seriously.

The Window Cleaner’s Ladders
We returned to Mrs. Hale’s boarding house with far more to think about
than when we had left it earlier that morning. The bird colony had given
Holmes something I did not yet fully understand, but which had plainly
strengthened his conviction that the ravens played a far greater role in the
matter than any of us had first imagined. Not as perpetrators, of course,
but as silent participants in events they themselves did not understand.
Mrs. Hale received us with her usual kindness and insisted that we

come inside. Shortly afterward we were seated in the sitting room with a
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cup of coftee each, while the sound of the ravens’ cries still penetrated the
windows like a distant background chorus. The atmosphere was more
relaxed than during our earlier visits. For the first time, Mrs. Hale seemed
to sense that the case was truly moving forward.

Holmes sat for a moment in silence with the cup between his hands
before he suddenly looked up.

“Mrs. Hale, do you happen to have a very long ladder?”

The question came so unexpectedly that she almost dropped her
spoon.

“A very long ladder?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head.

“I have only ordinary ladders. For small repairs and the like.”

Holmes nodded, as though he had expected the answer, butin the very
next moment her face brightened.

“Wait a moment.”

She set down her cup.

“There is, in fact, a window cleaner in the alley behind the market.”

“A window cleaner?”

“Yes. He works on the tallest buildings in the entire area. If anyone
owns long ladders, it must be him.”

Holmes was on his feet before she had finished the sentence.

“Excellent.”

I looked with resignation at my still half-full cup.

Holmes had already taken up his hat.

A few minutes later we followed Mrs. Hale’s directions through a
network of narrow side streets until we reached a small business which,
in every respect, bore the mark of many years of hard work and little
financial surplus. The office consisted of a single room with a crooked
sign above the door, and behind the building lay a courtyard that seemed
even smaller than it actually was. Everything appeared old, worn, and

practical. There was no decoration and no unnecessary object.
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The owner was a sturdy man with rough hands and a face which the
weather had treated with little mercy over many years. He regarded us
with a suspicious expression when we explained our errand.

“A ladder?” he said.

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“For some trees.”

His suspicion grew still further.

“And I suppose you wish to borrow it for nothing?”

Holmes smiled.

“On the contrary. I wish to pay you.”

The change was immediate.

The man straightened.

“I see.”

His voice became considerably friendlier.

“Then come round the back.”

He led us into the courtyard, where several wooden ladders stood lean-
ing against walls and sheds. At first glance, however, I was disappointed.
None of them appeared long enough to reach the enormous nests we
had just observed.

Holmes seemed to think the same.

“I fear they will not be sufficient.”

The window cleaner laughed.

“Not sufficient?”

He went over to one of the ladders.

“You do not see the system.”

Before we could ask further, he demonstrated it. The ladders had
been constructed so that they could be joined together. One section was
fastened to the next, and then to another.

I must admit that the sight did not reassure me.

Quite the opposite.

The construction quickly grew to a height that seemed to me more
suitable for a church spire than for ordinary craftsmanship.

“Is it safe?” I asked.
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The window cleaner laughed aloud.

“It won’t be the ladder that breaks, Doctor.”

He patted it almost affectionately.

“But the man at the top must, of course, be able to manage heights.”

I'looked up along the long structure and at once felt a certain discom-
fort.

“Heights have never been my strong point.”

“Then you are not the right man for the job.”

“I fear that is true.”

Holmes did not seem to share my concern in the slightest. He regarded
the ladder with the same interest a general might show a new cannon.

“What exactly do you need it for?” asked the window cleaner.

“I'am going to visit some ravens’ nests.”

The man burst out laughing.

At first he plainly thought Holmes was joking, but when he realized
that the answer had been given in earnest, he fell silent.

“Ravens’ nests?”
“Yes.”

“Up there?”

“Precisely.”

The window cleaner looked at Holmes for a long time.

“You are either very brave or very strange.”

“The first is doubtful,” said Holmes.

The man shook his head and laughed again.

“I’ll help you.”

He turned out not only to own the ladders, but also a sturdy handcart
well suited to transporting them. Shortly afterward, therefore, we were

on our way back toward the colony with ladders, rope, and tools.

The Inspection

When we reached the tall trees, it quickly became clear that the work
would be far more extensive than I had imagined. The trees were enor-
mous. Several of the nests lay high among thick branches, and no two

trees were alike. Each ascent would require its own solution.
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The window cleaner immediately set about assembling the ladders,
while Holmes studied the positions of the nests.

I could already feel my nervousness growing.

Holmes did not.

On the contrary, he seemed almost exhilarated.

“I can take the first climb,” offered the window cleaner.

Holmes shook his head.

“No, no.”

He removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

“If you will simply see to the work on the ground, I shall take care of
the air.”

“As you wish.”

The ladder was raised against the first of the large nests. I must confess
that the sight did nothing to reassure me. The long construction already
swayed slightly in the wind, and above us the ravens circled noisily.

Holmes took hold of the lower rungs without the slightest hesitation.

“Hold fast,” he said.

“I promise.”

“Andif I fall?”

“Then I shall try to catch you.”

He smiled.

“That is reassuring.”

The next moment he began the ascent. As he climbed higher and
higher toward the screaming birds and their strange treasure houses
among the branches, I could not help thinking that Sherlock Holmes
was possibly the only man in London who would voluntarily climb fifty
feet into a tree in order to question a witness with wings.

I have often observed that Sherlock Holmes possessed an almost com-
plete lack of respect for heights when they stood between him and an
interesting clue. Where other men might have paused before climbing
a ladder that seemed to continue toward the sky without any particular
regard for human frailty, Holmes regarded it as a purely practical diffi-

culty, one that merely had to be overcome.
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This quality was demonstrated to a high degree that day, when we
began the examination of the ravens’ nests. After the first few yards, the
ladder began to vibrate beneath his weight. The tree against which it
leaned swayed faintly in the wind, and from every side came the excited
cries of the ravens. The birds had plainly understood that an uninvited
visitor was on his way toward their nesting place. Several of them hurled
themselves through the air in circling paths around Holmes, and a few
came so close to his head that I instinctively drew a deeper breath.

Holmes, however, gave no sign of noticing. He continued upward
with the same calm precision he displayed when moving through a lab-
oratory or a library. Every movement was measured, and I never saw the

slightest hint of nervousness in him.

The Contents of the Nests

At last he reached the nest. We could see him lean forward among the
branches, while the ravens continued their loud protests. A moment
later his voice came down through the leaves.

“Eggs and young. Nothing else.”

Shortly afterward he began the descent. When he reached the ground,
he looked neither disappointed nor surprised. He merely wiped his
hands on his jacket and nodded toward the next tree.

“Onward.”

Thus the work continued. At the next tree he found nothing. At the
third, nothing of significance, and at the fourth the contents consisted
once again of young birds, feathers, and the usual materials birds use in
their building.

Time passed. The sun moved gradually across the sky. The window
cleaner began wiping his brow. I myself was forced at last to admit that
my optimism had begun to diminish. An hour passed. Perhaps an hour
and a half. One nest after another was examined without any notable
result.

Even Holmes seemed a little more silent than usual. Not discouraged,
but concentrated in the way that occurs when reality refuses to coop-

erate with theory. Several times we had to move the ladder considerable
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distances. Some of the trees were difficult to reach, and the branches were
often arranged in a manner that made the ascent troublesome. More
than once I was convinced that Holmes would be forced to abandon the
project.

Butjust as doubt began to gain the upper hand, the situation changed.
Atyetanother of the great trees Holmes disappeared among the branch-
es as he had so many times before. At first nothing happened. Then I
saw him lean forward. And suddenly his voice came down through the
crown of the tree.

“Interesting!”

I'looked up at once.

“Are there young birds?”

“No.”

There was a short pause.

“Something far more interesting.”

Even the window cleaner now looked attentive.

Holmes remained up there considerably longer than usual, and when
he finally began the descent, I could see that both his hands were full. He
came carefully down the last part and at last jumped to the ground.

We gathered around him at once. Withouta word he went to an empty
crate standing nearby and laid out his findings. I still remember the sight
clearly. There were shards of glass. A round metal cover. Several shiny
bits of metal. A silver spoon. Two bright buttons and a hairpin. As well
as a number of smaller objects that at first glance seemed quite worthless.

The window cleaner stared at the collection in astonishment.

“Is that it?”

He sounded genuinely disappointed.

“To me it looks mostly like rubbish.”

Holmes smiled faintly.

“To you, perhaps.”

He carefully picked up one of the pieces of glass. I immediately felt a
strange sensation. The shape seemed familiar. Then he took up the metal

cover. Now I saw it.
“The watch,” I said.
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“Precisely.”

Holmes nodded.

“It bears a striking resemblance to the remains of the pocket watch
that was smashed by the alley.”

He placed the parts beside one another and studied them closely. For
a moment he was silent. Then he picked up another piece of glass and
held it to the light.

“Our witnesses speak, Watson.”

I'looked at the scattered objects.

“And what do they tell us?”

Holmes let the glass turn slowly between his fingers. Behind us the
ravens still circled among the trees and gave out their hoarse cries, as
though protesting that their secrets were being revealed.

“They tell us several things.”

He pointed to the watch parts.

“First of all, that the ravens did in fact visit the crime scene.”

He let his gaze move over the other findings.

“The spoon proves nothing. Nor do the buttons. The hairpin may
have been lost anywhere. But these pieces of the watch interest me.”

I bent forward.

“Because they come from Pembroke’s watch?”

“Possibly.”

He emphasized the word.

“But more importantly because they tell us that the ravens gathered
objects after the event.”

His gaze sharpened.

“And if these objects came from the alley...”

He let the sentence hang. I suddenly felt the same tension that had
gripped me so many times before during our investigations.

“Then there may be other things in the nests.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“Exactly.”

He picked up the metal cover once more.
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“Commodore Pembroke’s belongings may not have been the only
things to find their way into this nest.”

For the first time I began to understand the true significance of the
discovery. It was not the individual objects that interested Holmes most.
It was the possibility that the ravens, through their own accidental mania
for collecting, had preserved traces that no human being had noticed.
Traces that had lain hidden high above the roofs of Whitechapel while
the police, the witnesses, and the entire neighborhood had been search-

ing for answers down on the ground.

Without Success

The discovery in the one nest had undoubtedly given Holmes new hope,
but it had not made him any less thorough. On the contrary, the find
seemed only to strengthen his determination to examine every possibility
before allowing himself to draw any final conclusions. For that reason,
he rejected both my own and the window cleaner’s cautious suggestions
that the day’s work might already have borne all the fruit one could
reasonably expect.

“We have come this far,” he said, as he carefully placed the recovered
objects back into his bag. “It would be unwise to stop precisely now.”

The window cleaner shook his head and cast a glance up toward the
remaining trees.

“There are some up there I would not care to climb myself.”

“I am pleased to see that you have preserved your sound judgment,”
Holmes replied dryly.

The man laughed, but I could see that his concern was genuine.

The following hours were among the more troublesome I have expe-
rienced during one of Holmes’s investigations. Several of the remaining
trees proved far more difficult than the first. The branches grew densely
together, and certain nests lay so high and in such unfavorable positions
that even the long ladder could not bring Holmes close enough. More
than once he had to give up reluctantly after lengthy attempts, which
plainly irritated him, though he did not say so aloud.
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The sun had begun to lean toward afternoon when he finally ac-
knowledged the obvious.

“No,” he said, looking up toward the last inaccessible nest. “We shall
get no more from this today.”

I do not think any of us regretted the decision. The ladders were taken
apart and placed back on the cart. The window cleaner began securing
them, while Holmes paid the agreed wage. Since the work had taken
considerably longer than expected, he also placed a few extra coins in the
man’s hand.

“That was not necessary,” he said in surprise.

“On the contrary. You have been of great assistance.”

The window cleaner thanked him, but his gaze kept returning to the
objects we had found. At last he could no longer hold back his bewilder-
ment.

“If you ask me, Mr. Holmes, you have spent a whole day finding a heap
of rubbish.”

I could not help smiling. In a way, it sounded quite reasonable.
Holmes, however, smiled as well.

“It would not be the first time that truth hid itself among rubbish.”

The man did not appear to understand the answer entirely, but he
nodded politely and began his journey home with ladders and cart, while
Holmes and I set our course back toward the boarding house.

The Puzzle
When we arrived, Mrs. Hale was already waiting at the door. She needed
only one glance at Holmes to understand that the day had not been
wasted.

“You have found something.”

“Possibly,” said Holmes.

“Then you must come inside at once.”

Shortly afterward we were once again seated in the boarding house
sitting room. Outside, one could still hear the ravens crying over the

square, but inside there prevailed a far more peaceful atmosphere. Mrs.



THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL 75

Hale served coffee for me and ale for herself, while Holmes immediately
appropriated the table for his examination.

It has always been one of his peculiarities that he could turn even the
coziest sitting room into a temporary laboratory within a few minutes.

Soon the entire collection lay spread before us. The glass fragments
from the alley, the glass fragments from the nest, the metal cover, the
spoon, the buttons, the hairpin, and several smaller metal objects.

Holmes sorted them with almost scientific patience. Even Mrs. Hale
was drawn into the work and helped compare pieces of glass and shapes.
For a long time our efforts seemed to lead nowhere. Several of the frag-
ments did not fit together. Others proved to have come from entirely
different objects.

But slowly a pattern began to appear. One piece of glass matched
another. Then a third. Then a fourth.

Holmes worked with concentrated fingertips, while I held my breath
for fear that the fragile pieces might break still further.

At last he leaned back. On the table now lay a partial reconstruction
of the shattered watch glass. Beside it lay the metal cover. There could no
longer be much doubt.

“Yes,” said Holmes quietly. “It is the same watch.”

I looked at it more closely. The more I studied the pieces, the clearer
the resemblance became.

“Commodore Pembroke’s pocket watch?”

“I believe so.”

Mrs. Hale looked in astonishment from one face to the other.

“So the things in the nest truly came from the alley?”

“Partly, at least.”

Holmes carefully picked up one of the pieces of glass. For a moment
he merely sat and studied it. Then he laid it back down.

“Then there is one thing we know with certainty.”

I nodded.

“That the ravens were at the crime scene.”

“Precisely.”

Holmes folded his hands.
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“They were there after the event.”

He explained his thought calmly, almost like a professor before his
students. If a struggle had taken place, or if Pembroke had fallen hard
against the paving stones, the pocket watch could easily have been bro-
ken. The glass would have been scattered across the area. Later, perhaps
at daybreak, perhaps even earlier, the ravens had arrived.

They had done exactly what ravens do. They had examined the place.
Found the shiny fragments. And carried some of them away.

“Not because they understood their meaning,” said Holmes. “But
because they shone.”

Ilooked toward the window, where one of the birds had just settled on
aroof farther away. It suddenly seemed strange to me that the same birds
whom all Whitechapel had accused of thefts and misfortunes might now
be becoming our most important assistants.

Holmes followed my gaze.

“They are interesting creatures, Watson.”

“One must say so.”

A Name and a New Clue
While Holmes was still bent over the table, letting his gaze move among
the various findings, it was Mrs. Hale who unexpectedly brought us a
step farther in the case. I did not at once fasten my attention upon the
small wrinkle that appeared between her brows when she picked up the
two buttons from the table. She turned them thoughtfully between her
fingers, as though trying to summon a faint memory that lay just beyond
reach.

“That is strange,” she said at last.

I looked up from the many glass fragments.

“What is strange, Mrs. Hale?”

She did not answer immediately, but continued studying the buttons.

“I think I have seen them before.”

I must admit the statement surprised me. When I took one of the

buttons and studied it more closely, it seemed quite ordinary. It was
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somewhat larger than most buttons, certainly, but otherwise I could see
nothing special about it.

“Buttons are surely buttons,” I remarked.

Holmes immediately held out his hand.

“On the contrary, Watson.”

He took the button from me and held it up toward the light from the
window.

“Most people see only the name of an object. They do not see its
function.”

He let his thumb move over the edge of the metal.

“Look at the size. Look at the thickness. Look at the weight. These
buttons were not made for ordinary clothing.”

He placed it beside one of the smaller metal objects the ravens had
collected.

“They are intended for very heavy fabric. Something that must with-
stand wind, salt, and hard work.”

I began to understand what he meant.

“A work jacket?”

“Very possibly.”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“I'should rather say a sailor’s jacket.”

It was as though those words suddenly loosened something in Mrs.
Hale’s memory. She straightened in her chair and looked from Holmes
to the buttons.

“Of course.”

There was now a certainty in her voice that had not been there before.

“That is why they seem familiar.”

Holmes said nothing, but his gaze rested attentively upon her.

“A few weeks ago a sailor stayed here at the boarding house,” she
continued. “He did not remain long, only a few days, but I remember
him quite clearly all the same.”

“For what reason?” Holmes asked.

“Because he reported a theft.”

This caused Holmes at once to lean forward.



78 THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

I myself felt the familiar sensation that a new thread had just become
visible in the weaving.

“A theft?” he repeated.

“Yes.”

Mrs. Hale rose and went to the desk where she kept her papers. After
a moment she returned with a large, worn guest book which had plainly
accompanied the boarding house through many years. The cover was
worn at the corners, and the pages bore the traces of hundreds of names
and notes. She laid the book on the table and began to turn the pages.

There was something particularly fascinating about such moments.
Holmes could often deduce an entire history from cigar ash or a foot-
print, but just as often the breakthrough came from an old document
to which no one had given a thought. For that reason, all three of us
sat in silence while the pages turned one after another. At last her finger
stopped.

“Here.”

She bent closer.

“Yes, now I remember it.”

We both leaned forward.

“He complained of a missing necklace.”

“A necklace?” I said.

“Yes. It had been lying on the windowsill of his room.”

She smiled faintly at the recollection.

“At the time, the ravens seemed the most likely explanation. The
necklace was shiny. The window had been open. And the whole neigh-
borhood was already talking about the birds.”

“Did anyone investigate the matter further?” Holmes asked.

She shook her head.

“No. The man did not seem especially interested in pursuing the
matter, and neither did anyone else. I honestly think everyone simply
assumed the ravens had taken it.”

Holmes studied the guest book for a moment without speaking.

Then Mrs. Hale moved her finger farther down the page.

“Here is the name.”
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She read it aloud.

“Thomas Keegan.”

Silence fell over the room.

The name itself was not remarkable. London undoubtedly contained
hundreds of men named Thomas Keegan. But in an investigation, a
name acquires a particular weight when it is the first real name attached
to an otherwise indistinct clue.

“Thomas Keegan,” Holmes repeated slowly.

Mrs. Hale looked down at the page again.

“There is something written beside it as well.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“Yes.”

She let her finger follow the faded writing.

“SS Blackwater.”

Holmes carefully took the book and read the note for himself. He did
not do so quickly. On the contrary, he let his gaze rest upon the words
as though he wished to fix them in his memory. Thomas Keegan. SS
Blackwater.

I could almost see how the new information found its place among
all the other pieces already lying in his mind. Until now, we had only a
vague description of the man who had sat with Pembroke at the public
house. A man in his forties. A man with tattoos. A man in a cap. It was
enough to create a picture, but not enough to find a person. Now we had
something more tangible. A name. The name of a ship, and a connection
to Whitechapel.

Holmes slowly closed the guest book and laid his hand on its cover.
Then he picked up the two buttons again and studied them for a mo-
ment with a thoughtful expression.

“Itis strange, Watson,” he said.

“What is?”

“We began with a flock of ravens.”

He let his gaze move over the table with the many findings.

“Then we found a broken watch.”

A faint smile appeared.
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“And now we sit here with a name.”

I nodded.

For the first time since the case began, I felt that we were no longer
merely following clues. We were beginning to approach people.

“Thomas Keegan,” said Holmes quietly. “I believe we should find
him.”

And while the ravens’ hoarse cries still sounded outside the windows,
we at last had a clue that led away from the birds and into the human

world, where crimes are always committed.

SS Blackwater

The following morning Holmes and I left Baker Street earlier than usu-
al. London was still only half awake as we set our course toward the
docks, and the broad streets of the city’s more orderly quarters still lay
comparatively quiet. As we moved eastward, however, the surroundings
slowly began to change character. The houses grew lower and more
worn, the traffic heavier, and the air took on a different smell from that
encountered in the central parts of the city. At first I noticed only a
faint trace of coal dust, but shortly afterward tar, salt water, and smoke
mingled with the morning air, until there could be no doubt that the
harbor was near.

It was a landscape I had always found fascinating. The docks were at
once London’s lifeblood and its underside. Here commerce, adventure,
and hard labor met poverty, misfortune, and crime. Even from a dis-
tance we could hear the shouts of the dockworkers, who were already
engaged in the day’s work, and now and then came the deep tones of
the steamships” whistles from out on the river. The sounds seemed to
come from every direction at once and merged into that particular music
found only in a great port.

“I must admit, Holmes,” I remarked as we continued through the
busy streets, “that Whitechapel seems almost peaceful compared with
this place.”

He smiled faintly without turning his gaze from the street before us.
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“Whitechapel hides its dangers in the alleys, Watson. The harbor
makes no secret of its own.”

We knew little more than that Thomas Keegan, by all appearances,
sailed aboard a ship named Blackwater. At first, this seemed to me a
modest piece of information in a harbor that contained hundreds of
vessels, and I was not convinced that it would carry us very far. Holmes,
however, appeared entirely unaffected by the difficulty. He possessed
the peculiar ability to treat even the scantiest information as though it
already contained the solution.

We therefore began simply to ask our way. The first person we ap-
proached was an elderly man sitting on a barrel outside a dockside tavern
that had not yet opened its doors. He was wrapped in a worn coat and
regarded the morning with that expression of resignation often seen
in men who have spent most of their lives by the sea. He knew the
name Blackwater well enough, but could not say where the ship lay that
particular day.

A little later we met a young sailor who was unloading supplies from
a cart. He nodded in recognition at the name and believed he had seen
the vessel earlier that week. He too, however, could give us no precise
direction.

Only after a few more inquiries did a pattern begin to form. Several
of the men we spoke with mentioned the same location, and at last a
dockworker pointed down along the quay.

“By the coal bridge,” he said. “If you are looking for Blackwater, you
will find her there.”

We followed his directions and, after some walking, came to an area
where coal dust lay like a fine black layer over almost everything. Even
the water along the quay seemed darker here. When I finally caught
sight of the ship, I had to admit that it did not answer to the images the
name might awaken in a romantic soul. Blackwater was neither large nor
impressive. She was a working vessel, built for use rather than beauty. Her
hull bore clear signs of many years’ service, and everywhere were marks of
wear, weather, and hard labor. Men were already moving about the deck.

Crates were passed from hand to hand. Rigging creaked under strain.
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Somewhere came the blows of a hammer against metal, and coal dust lay
like a dark veil over the whole vessel.

Holmes then went directly toward a group of workers occupied by the
quay. One of them looked up as we approached.

“Excuse me,” said Holmes. “We are looking for a man named Thomas
Keegan.”

The worker wiped his hand on his trouser leg and cast a glance toward
the deck.

“Keegan?” he repeated. “Yes, he is here.”

He raised his voice.

“Tom! Someone wants to speak with you!”

Several heads turned at once. A moment later a man detached himself
from the group of workers. He was of medium height, powerfully built,
and moved with the calm assurance that many years of physical labor give
aman. He wiped his hands on a piece of canvas before coming down the
gangway and walking toward us.

As he approached, I immediately noticed the very thing that also
caused Holmes’s gaze to sharpen slightly. The man wore a dark cap, and
when he rolled one sleeve up a little, traces of a tattoo could be seen on
his forearm. He stopped a few steps from us and looked searchingly from
Holmes to me.

“Thomas Keegan,” he said. “What is this about?”

The man seemed somewhat irritated when he reached us, though he
did his best not to let it show openly. He cast a glance back toward the
ship, where the work continued undisturbed, and I noticed how his eyes
for a moment followed a crate being lowered along a tackle.

“Can you not see that we are working?” he said. “If this is about hire
or freight, it must wait.”

“I regret the interruption,” Holmes replied politely. “But it concerns
Commodore Arthur Pembroke.”

The words had an immediate effect. Keegan stopped in mid-motion.
It was as though all irritation vanished from his face at once. He stared
at Holmes without speaking, while the noise of the harbor continued

around us. Then he slowly sat down on a coal box beside the quay.
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“What did you say?” he asked.

Holmes watched him attentively.

“Commodore Pembroke was found dead in Whitechapel a few days
ago.”

Over the years I have seen many people react to surprising news, and
I therefore dare say that Keegan’s shock seemed entirely genuine. He
did not speak at once. He merely sat staring down at the paving stones
between his boots while the information seemed to sink in.

“Dead?” he repeated at last. “Pembroke?”

His voice had become noticeably lower.

“Yes.”

“That cannot be.”

He slowly shook his head.

“I ' was with him that evening.”

Holmes allowed him a moment’s silence before continuing.

“That is precisely why we should like to speak with you.”

Keegan nodded absently and wiped a hand over his face.

“Yes. We met at the public house. Thatis true enough. We had a couple
of ales and talked. Nothing special. We spoke of old days, of ships, and
of work. As we usually did.”

“Was there any disagreement between you?”

The man looked up in surprise.

“Disagreement? No, of course not.”

He seemed almost oftended by the thought.

“On the contrary. We parted as friends. I was the one who left first.
He remained sitting a little longer, I think. It was past midnight. Perhaps
nearer one.”

Holmes asked a few further questions, but the answers did not alter
the picture. There had been no quarrel. No threatening words. No agita-
tion. On the contrary, Keegan described the evening as both peaceful and
pleasant. As the conversation continued, he himself began to speak more
freely of the deceased commodore, and it was here that I truly gained an

impression of the relationship between the two men.
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A Man of Reputation
“I must admit,” he said after a longer pause, “that I owe that man more
than he ever knew.”

He looked out toward the river.

“There have been times when the work ran out. Times when the
money was gone before the week was over. You know how it can be at
the docks.”

I nodded.

“Pembroke helped me several times. Not with grand speeches or ser-
mons. He simply helped. Sometimes with a loan. Other times by finding
work or putting me in touch with the right people.”

He fell silent for a moment.

“The strange thing was that he never made a man feel like a beggar. He
spoke to you as though you were still a human being worth respecting.”

There was a sincerity in his voice that made an impression upon me.
Everything we had so far heard about Arthur Pembroke had pointed in
the same direction. From Mrs. Hale to the publican, from Lestrade’s
reports to this dockworker by the coal bridge, there emerged a picture
of a man who had distinguished himself by a quality rarer than many
imagine: simple decency.

While Keegan spoke, I noticed that Holmes listened with an attention
that extended beyond the concrete information. He was interested not
only in what the man said, but in the manner in which he said it. And
when Keegan at last fell silent and stared out over the river, it seemed to
me that Holmes had already drawn a preliminary conclusion.

I also noticed that Holmes’s attention gradually began to move from
the man’s face to his clothing. It was one of those traits in him that had
often surprised me over the years. Even in the midst of an important
conversation, his gaze could suddenly fasten upon something that to
others seemed entirely insignificant. This time it was Keegan’s jacket that
had caught his interest.

It was old and plainly worn by many years of use, but at the same time

well kept. The elbows had been carefully repaired, and in several places
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one could see signs of small mending, performed by a hand that had
wished to extend the garment’s life as long as possible.

“Do you always wear the same jacket?” Holmes asked, apparently
casually.

Keegan looked down at himself and gave a short laugh.

“When a man cannot afford two, it is not a difficult choice.”

He shrugged slightly.

“I use it everywhere. At the docks, at the workshop, at the public
house, and in town. It has probably seen more of London than most
cabmen.”

There was neither bitterness nor self-pity in his voice. He was merely
stating a fact, and for that very reason the answer seemed credible.

Holmes nodded thoughtfully. Then he put his hand into his pocket
and took out the two buttons the ravens had brought us from their
strange archives up in the trees. By then I had seen him examine them
so many times that they seemed almost trivial to me, but he now placed
them in Keegan’s palm without saying anything except:

“Have you ever seen these before?”

Keegan looked at them briefly.

“They look like ordinary buttons.”

He turned one between his fingers, but then suddenly stopped.

“Wait a moment.”

His expression changed.

“Yes... wait now.”

He brought the button closer to his eyes and studied the back.

“There is a mark here.”

Holmes said nothing.

“French work,” Keegan continued. “I am almost certain of it.”

Now Holmes leaned forward slightly.

“How can you tell?”

“I'have sailed with French crews several times. They mark their things
a lictle differently from the English.”

He turned the other button as well.

“Yes. It is French.”
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A moment passed in which he seemed to search his memory.

“Iactually think I have seen this sort before.”

A New Name
For the first time since we had come to the docks, I could see Holmes’s
interest truly sharpen.

“With whom?” he asked.

Keegan hesitated.

“He is not a man I would recommend as company.”

He cast a glance toward the working men on the quay, as though
wishing to make sure no one was listening.

“A sailor. Or seaman, if one is to be exact. A Frenchman. He drinks
more than he works. Gambles more than he earns. And when both go
badly, he usually finds other ways to get money.”

He smiled wryly.

“There are the sort of people one speaks to once and then keeps clear
of. He is one of them.”

As he spoke, I felt that sensation which so often arises when an investi-
gation suddenly finds a new track. Until then we had moved amongloose
suggestions and half explanations, but now something more tangible
seemed to be taking shape.

Keegan sat in silence for a moment before continuing.

“The strange thing is that T actually saw him several times around Mrs.
Hale’s boarding house.”

Holmes’s gaze sharpened further.

“Around the boarding house?”

“Yes. A few weeks ago I stayed there myself for a few days. That was
when a necklace was stolen from me.”

He shook his head at the memory.

“It was my own stupidity. I had left it on the windowsill. Not because
it was especially valuable, but it meant something to me.”

He was silent for a moment.

“At the time, I actually suspected him.”

“For what reason?”
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“Because I had seen him hanging about the place several times just
before the chain disappeared.”

“And you reported him?”

“No.”

He shrugged.

“I'had no proof. Only a suspicion. So nothing ever came of it.”

There was silence between us for a moment, while the sound of the
harbor continued around the quay.

“What is this man’s name?” Holmes asked.

Keegan did not answer at once. He seemed once more to go through
his recollections before nodding.

“Etienne Marot.”

The name sounded foreign among the English voices around us.

“A French seaman.”

“Do you know where he may be found?”

“If he is still in London, you will scarcely find him on a ship.”

A crooked smile passed over Keegan’s face.

“On the other hand, you can be almost certain of finding him in a
public house.”

He then described an area around Shadwell where the cheapest drink-
ing places stood shoulder to shoulder among warehouses, dock cranes,
and narrow side streets. He even mentioned a particular street where
Marot was said to keep himself when he was not at sea.

When Holmes had obtained all the information, he thanked him
sincerely for his help. Keegan rose, and although grief still lay visibly in
his face, he seemed relieved to have been able to contribute.

“If there is anything else I can do,” he said, “you have only to ask. T owe
that much to Pembroke.”

We parted as friends and began walking back along the quay. Only
when we had put some distance between ourselves and Blackwater did I
break the silence.

“Do you think we have found the man?”
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Holmes continued several steps without answering. He cast one last
glance back toward the ship, where Thomas Keegan had already returned
to his work.

“No,” he said at last.

“Why not?”

Holmes considered for a moment.

“Because Thomas Keegan was genuinely distressed when he heard of
Pembroke’s death.”

I did not protest. I too had noticed the grief.

“But if he is not the man...”

Holmes let his gaze move toward the hazy horizon over the harbor.

“Then he has just shown us the way to someone who knows more.”

Thereupon he continued forward with the determined stride I knew
so well, and I knew that our thoughts now both circled the same man.

Etienne Marot.

We left the coal bridge and made our way back through the docklands
on foot. Neither of us spoke for the first few minutes. The meeting with
Thomas Keegan had given us much to think about, and, as so often
before, Holmes had already withdrawn into that silence which usually
accompanied his most intense processes of thought. I had come to know
this side of him well enough not to disturb it unnecessarily. When he
became silent in that way, it was rarely because he lacked thoughts. On
the contrary, it was usually a sign that he had too many.

We followed the quays for some distance while the morning’s work
unfolded around us. The harbor seemed to me like a living organism that
never quite slept. Everywhere there was movement. Men pushed carts
loaded with crates and barrels. Cranes stretched their long arms out over
the ships like enormous mechanical birds. Ropes creaked. Pulleys sang
under the weight of cargo being lifted from ship to quay and from quay
to ship. Out on the river, steamships glided slowly past like dark shadows
in the haze, while smaller vessels crossed between them with an agility
that testified to many years of experience.

Coal dust lay like a fine gray veil over the surroundings. Even the air

seemed heavier here. Whenever the wind rose, it brought with it the smell
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of tar, salt water, and smoke, and I thought that there could scarcely be
many places in London where man had to struggle more directly against
both nature and his own labor in order to make a living.

After some time in silence, I cast a glance at Holmes.

“Do you think Marot is the man we seek?”

He did not answer at once. His gaze followed a cargo vessel that was
slowly being towed toward the river, and only when the vessel disap-
peared behind a row of warehouses did he speak.

“That depends upon which man we seek.”

“The man who was with Pembroke after midnight.”

“Possibly.”

“And the murderer?”

Holmes thrust his hands deeper into his coat pockets.

“That we do not yet know.”

The answer was typical of him. I had hoped for something more con-
crete, but experience had taught me that Holmes rarely allowed himself
to be pressed into conclusions before he believed he had earned the
right to them. We continued a little farther among the tall warehouses.
Around us, the noise gradually diminished as we moved away from
the busiest quays, but the harbor nevertheless seemed to follow us as a
constant background of shouts, blows, and distant whistles.

“We shall scarcely find him now,” Holmes said suddenly.

“Marot?”

He nodded.

“People of that sort are rarely easiest to find in the middle of the day.”

I smiled.

“They sleep while others work?”

“Precisely.”

A faint gleam of humor appeared in his eyes.

“There are people, Watson, whose working day does not begin until
respectable citizens go home.”

He again fell silent, but this time I understood that he had already
made his decision.

“Shadwell?” T asked.
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Holmes nodded.

“Later this evening?”

“Yes. If Keegan speaks the truth, it will be far easier to find Etienne
Marot among the public houses after nightfall than in daylight.”

With that, the matter seemed decided for the moment. We had a name,
an area, and a direction. One could scarcely ask more of a morning.

In Baker Street

When at last we returned to Baker Street, the contrast struck me with
renewed force. After hours spent among the noise, coal dust, and restless
activity of the docks, our familiar neighborhood seemed almost peace-
ful. The carriages still rolled through the street, and London’s eternal
murmur was, of course, still present, butit seemed subdued and civilized
compared with the world we had just left.

It was as though we had returned home from another London.

Mrs. Hudson received us with her usual dignity, and a short while later
we were once again seated in the familiar sitting room in Baker Street.
The fire burned in the grate, although the day was not particularly cold,
and the familiar smell of tobacco, books, and chemicals seemed almost
soothing after the odor of tar and coal by the harbor.

I'sank into my chair with a sense of relief I should hardly have admitted
aloud. Holmes, on the other hand, already seemed mentally elsewhere.
He stood for a moment by the window, watching the traffic below,
before returning to the table and taking out his notes.

For my own part, my thoughts still circled around Thomas Keegan.
The more I considered the meeting, the harder I found it to imagine him
asamurderer. There had been something genuine in his grief, something
unstudied in the manner in which he had spoken of Arthur Pembroke.
If the man was lying, he was a far better actor than I believed possible.

Holmes seemed to have reached the same conclusion.

“Keegan told us less about himself than he did about Pembroke,” he
said suddenly.

“And what does that mean?”

“That he was probably speaking the truth.”
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I looked at him questioningly.

“People who invent stories usually speak most about themselves. Kee-
gan spoke almost only of the dead man.”

He laid his notes aside and leaned back.

“No, Watson. Thomas Keegan is hardly the final stop in this case.”

“But perhaps the beginning of the next clue.”

A satisfied smile passed over Holmes’s face.

“Precisely.”

And with that our thoughts once more turned toward the French sea-
man who, by all appearances, awaited us somewhere among Shadwell’s
shadows, cheap public houses, and doubtful acquaintances.

Shortly afterward Mrs. Hudson entered with the tea. As always, she
seemed to possess an almost instinctive sense of when her guests were
most in need of it. She placed the tray on the table between us with her
customary dignity and then left the room again without unnecessary
questions. Only when the door had closed behind her did that particular
silence descend upon the room which only Baker Street seemed able to
produce.

After the hours at the docks, the quiet seemed almost striking. The fire
crackled softly in the grate. Outside one could hear the muted rumble
of traffic in the street, but it reached only faintly through the windows.
Otherwise it was only the steady ticking of the old clock on the mantel-
piece that marked the passage of time.

I must admit that I enjoyed the moment. The many impressions of
the day had left me with a sense of mental fatigue. Holmes, by contrast,
scarcely seemed to register the stillness around him. He had drunk his tea
almost mechanically and was already clearing a space on the table before
him. With the methodical care that always characterized him, he laid out
the objects one by one.

For some time he sat without saying anything. I had seen him conduct
similar examinations many times before, but it never ceased to fascinate
me how thoroughly he could study even the most insignificant object.
He picked each one up, held it to the light, turned it between his fingers,
and examined scratches, marks, and traces of wear with an attention that
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would have made a watchmaker envious. To me, most of it looked like
random finds. To Holmes, every mark was a possible story.

Time passed as he worked his way through the collection. I had almost
emptied my cup when he finally picked up the two buttons. He held
them toward the window, where the afternoon sun had just broken
through between the clouds, and turned them slowly between his fin-
gers. It was as though he hoped they might reveal something new if only
he observed them long enough.

At last he laid them carefully on the table before him.

“Our best clue is still these buttons, Watson.”

I nodded, though I 'had to admit my doubt.

“It does not seem much.”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“That is precisely why they are interesting.”

He leaned back and let his gaze rest upon the small metal objects.

“Most people search for large clues. They look for the pistol, the knife,
or the dramatic confession. That is why they often overlook the small
things.”

He picked up one of the buttons again.

“The murderer thinks of the weapon. He seldom thinks of the button
that falls from his coat.”

I could not help smiling at the remark. It contained precisely the
kind of simple logic that had so often carried Holmes farther than the
police’s most extensive investigations. After this, however, he again fell
into silence. He sat for a long time without moving, no longer studying
the objects on the table, but the street beyond the window. I knew that
look. It meant that his thoughts had moved away from the concrete clues
and were now circling around their meaning.

Several minutes passed.

Suddenly he spoke.

“There is still a motive missing.”

I had no objection. It was exactly that absence which had also been
troubling me, though I had not been able to formulate it clearly.
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The clock on the mantelpiece struck another quarter, and dusk slowly
began to gather outside. The day was drawing to a close, and with it the
time for our next step drew nearer.

Holmes paused by the table and looked once more down at the scat-
tered objects. His gaze rested for a moment on the buttons. Then he
picked them up and let them slip into his waistcoat pocket with a move-
ment that suggested he no longer wished to leave them unattended for
even an instant.

When he straightened, the hesitation had vanished from his face.

“Come, Watson.”

Irose.

“Shadwell?”

“Yes.”

He took his hat from the mantelpiece.

“I believe it is time we found the man who knows the answer.”

And as the last remnants of daylight disappeared over the roofs of Bak-
er Street, we once again left our quiet refuge and set our course toward
the darker reaches of London, where Etienne Marot, by all appearances,

awaited us.

The Black Cat

When Holmes and I returned to Shadwell later that evening, darkness
had truly settled over the dockside quarter. It was, however, a very dif-
ferent world from the one we had left earlier in the day. Where in the
morning the area had seemed marked by hard work and coal dust, it
now appeared to live its own nocturnal life. Light shone out through
dirty windows, music drifted from the open doors of public houses, and
everywhere laughter, shouting, and quarrels mingled with the eternal
smell of tar, smoke, and salt water.

I have often observed that certain parts of London seem to change
their very personality when darkness falls. The same streets which by day
appear worn and almost hopeless may in the evening fill with a restless
energy that is both attractive and threatening at once. Shadwell was

precisely such a place. There was life everywhere around us, but it was
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not the calm security one finds in the better districts. On the contrary,
it seemed to me that every alley concealed its own stories, and that every
face might belong either to an honest laborer or to a criminal.

We asked our way several times. Some merely shrugged. Others shook
their heads, either because they did not know the name or did not wish
to know it. Only when we approached a broad-shouldered dockworker
standing outside a brewhouse with a pipe in his mouth did we receive a
useful answer.

The man regarded us for a moment beneath his bushy eyebrows.

“If you are looking for Marot,” he said at last, “try The Black Cat.”

He pointed down the street.

“You will likely find him there.”

We thanked him and continued in the indicated direction until we
reached a low, dark public house with a faded sign hanging above the
door. A black cat, painted many years before and now almost erased by
weather, was still visible on the wood.

Inside we were met by a dense wall of smoke and noise. The room
was low-ceilinged and overcrowded. Sailors, dockworkers, women of the
sort whom night supports, and a considerable number of people whose
occupation was more difficult to guess sat close together around the
tables. Some sang. Others quarreled loudly. A few satsilently before their
glasses and stared down at the tabletop as though they had abandoned
all interest in the world around them. I immediately felt somewhat out
of place. Holmes, by contrast, did not appear to notice it.

I 'was, moreover, surprised by how little attention our arrival attracted.
In my younger years I had imagined such places as nests of suspicious
villains who would at once see through any stranger. Reality once again
proved less dramatic. Most people were simply occupied with their own
troubles. Only a couple of women at the bar sent us appraising glances,
and when Holmes did not so much as acknowledge their existence, they
quickly lost interest again.

We made our way to the counter, where a stout woman with rolled-up

sleeves managed the serving with an authority that would have done
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honor to any captain. Holmes ordered two ales and then leaned slightly
forward.

“Can you tell me where I may find Etienne Marot?”

The woman did not hesitate for a second.

She merely raised her hand and pointed toward a table in the darkest
corner of the room.

“Over there.”

I followed her gaze.

At the table sat two men bent over some objects between them. As
we approached, something happened that immediately caught my at-
tention. One of the men made a quick movement with his hands, and
several small objects almost instantly disappeared from the table and into
his pockets. At the same time, the other man rose without a word and
left the spot. No farewells or explanations were exchanged. The entire
movement seemed so practiced and natural that it could scarcely have
been the first time. Two empty chairs remained. Holmes stopped at the
table.

“Excuse me. May we?”

The man looked up. He did not smile. But after a brief moment of
assessment, he nodded.

When we sat down, I had the opportunity to study him more closely.
He was plainly a Frenchman, but the hard years had erased much of what
must once have been a lively and energetic face. His skin was grayish. His
stubble uneven. His clothes worn. He bore every sign of a life marked
by alcohol and poor choices. Yet there was something about him that
prevented me from dismissing him as merely another drunkard. Perhaps
it was his eyes. They were constantly at work. Even while he sat still, he
registered the people around him. He seemed like 2 man who was always
weighing possibilities and risks against one another.

Before Holmes could say a word, he leaned forward.

“You do not look like men who have come for the ale.”

His English was marked by a distinct accent.

“Iassume you know of my little enterprise.”
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I'had noidea what he was talking about. Holmes did not answer either.
Marot, however, took the silence as confirmation.

An almost professional expression passed over his face.

“Then let us save time.”

He put his hand into his pocket and drew out several small objects.

“I have a watch. A ring. A few smaller pieces of jewelry.”

He laid them on the table between us with a practiced motion.

“All genuine goods.”

Among the items lay a silver ring, which he immediately pushed to-
ward Holmes.

“That one is especially fine.”

Holmes picked it up between his fingers and examined it with the same
care as if it had been an important piece of evidence. I saw an almost
imperceptible gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. We had found Etienne
Marot. And without knowing it himself, he had already begun to tell us
what sort of man he was.

The Stockroom

It seemed to me that Marot formed his opinion of us within the first
few seconds. His gaze moved over our clothes, our boots, and even the
way Holmes held his ale mug. I had seen professional card players do
something similar. Before they laid down their first card, they had already
assessed their opponents.

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“No,” he said, gathering the displayed objects together again. “That is
not for gentlemen like you.”

He lowered his voice slightly.

“If you wish to see the better goods, you must follow me.”

He did not wait for our answer, but rose from the table at once.
Holmes exchanged a quick glance with me, after which he calmly emp-
tied his glass and followed. I shall not conceal that I myself felt a certain
skepticism. Everything about the situation had the character of a trap, or
at the least of an enterprise from which honest men ought to keep a great

distance. But Holmes seemed entirely unmoved by the surroundings,
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and since experience had taught me that he usually saw farther ahead
than I did, I once again chose to follow him.

Marotled us out of the public house and farther down the street. Only
a few houses on, he turned into a narrow alley between two dilapidated
buildings. There he stopped before a seemingly anonymous door, which
I should hardly have noticed had I passed it alone. He drew out a key,
unlocked it, and disappeared inside.

We followed. The room on the other side was larger than I had ex-
pected. Marot lit an oil lamp, and the golden light immediately revealed
a sight that left little doubt as to the nature of the business. The room
served as a stockroom.

Along the walls objects were stacked in disorderly piles. Canes and
umbrellas hung there. Trunks, bags, and coats stood in heaps. In several
places silverware had been laid out on shelves along with lamps, tools,
and various household items. Even a few pieces of furniture had been
pressed in among the other effects. I did not need Holmes’s help to
understand that the greater part of it must have been stolen.

On a table near the lamp lay the smaller and more valuable items.
There were pocket watches, jewelry, wallets, knives, a monocle, and even
a pistol, which could hardly have found its way there by legal means.

Marot regarded us with a certain pride.

“Now it begins to look like something.”

Holmes seemed to examine the objects without any particular plan.
He wandered calmly around the room, lifting an object here and there
and setting it back again. I knew him too well, however, to be deceived
by his apparent randomness. When Holmes seemed to drift aimlessly
about, it was usually precisely then that his attention was sharpest.

Suddenly he stopped before a heavy sailor’s jacket that hung on a peg
near the wall. He took it down.

“A solid piece of work,” he remarked.

Marot shrugged.

“It must be. The sea is not kind to poor clothing.”
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As he spoke, Holmes examined the jacket with apparently casual in-
terest. I stood close enough to see whatimmediately caught his attention.
Several buttons were missing.

I saw his fingers pass over the remaining buttons, and almost at the
same time I remembered the two buttons we had found among the
ravens’ remarkable collection. Without saying a word, Holmes com-
pared them in his mind. I could see it in his face. The size, the color,
the workmanship, yes, even the little manufacturer’s mark on the back.
Everything matched.

For a momentI felt that particular thrill which always arose when one
of Holmes’s theories began to take concrete form.

“Is the jacket for sale?” he asked.

Marot laughed aloud.

“No.”

He took the jacket from Holmes and patted it almost affectionately.

“It is mine.”

The Wallet

The brief answer seemed only to increase Holmes’s interest. He contin-
ued his circuit of the room while Marot chatted about various goods and
their alleged qualities. I noticed that Holmes now moved with greater
purpose. He had found something, and, as so often before, he immedi-
ately began looking for the next link in the chain. At the table with the
smaller objects, he picked up a wallet.

“And this?” he asked.

“For sale.”

Holmes opened it. At first glance it appeared quite ordinary, but
instead of closing it again at once, he let his gaze pass over the papers
still lying inside. It lasted only a second. But I saw the little gleam in his
eyes. The almost imperceptible tightening of his features. A sign I had
learned to recognize over many years whenever Sherlock Holmes had
found something.

He closed the wallet with the same calm movement as before and laid

it back on the table. If Marot noticed anything, he gave no sign of it.
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While Holmes continued his apparently casual inspection of the ob-
jects on the table, Marot noticed the wallet he had just held. He reached
for it at once, almost like a shopkeeper wishing to draw attention to a
special article, and swung it lightly between his fingers.

“That one,” he said with a crooked grin, “actually belonged to an
officer.”

He pronounced the word with a mixture of respect and mockery.

“Fine leather. People of that sort care about their possessions.”

Holmes seemed to study the wallet with professional interest.

“Indeed?” he said. “Where did you get hold of it?”

For the first time during the conversation, Marot hesitated slightly. His
gaze moved quickly between us, and I had the impression that he was
considering how much he ought to say.

“Oh, it is still a little warm.”

He shrugged.

“You understand what I mean, I am sure.”

Holmes nodded quite calmly. Of course he did. The expression was
well known in such circles. An article that was still “warm” was one that
had entered circulation recently and had not yet had time to disappear
from its owner’s memory or the interest of the police.

“What do you ask for it?”

Marot named a sum so absurdly high that even I had to make an effort
not to laugh.

Holmes merely raised his eyebrows.

“I'shall not pay that much for a wallet.”

Marot immediately lowered the price. Holmes shook his head. The
price fell again.

The whole negotiation lasted less than a minute, but it was enough to
convince me that the story of the fine officer was probably true. Marot
plainly had no fixed valuation. He was simply trying to extract as much
as possible from an object in which he himself had no particular interest.

In order not to arouse suspicion, Holmes finally allowed himself to be
persuaded to buy a few smaller effects. A silver-mounted cane caught his

attention, as did an older pocket watch and a few other objects which,
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taken together, were sufficient to make him appear a serious customer
rather than a curious visitor. Marot seemed satisfied with the transaction.

As he wrapped the items, Holmes once more let his gaze move over the
table.

“If Twere to change my mind,” he said casually, “regarding the wallet?”

Marot smiled.

“Then you know where to find me.”

“Here?”

“Usually at The Black Cat.”

He nodded toward the street outside.

“Between six and ten in the evening. As a rule.”

Holmes thanked him, and a few minutes later we left the stockroom.
Marot locked the door behind us and set off back toward the public
house. When he reached the entrance, he turned and called after us with
alaugh:

“Your ale is still in there!”

He pointed toward the tavern.

“Drink it next time!”

Then he disappeared through the door, and his laughter mingled with
the noise of the other guests.

Holmes and I remained for a moment in the dark alley. The cool
air seemed almost liberating after the heavy smell of the stockroom. I
looked at Holmes, but he said nothing. He appeared absorbed in his own
thoughts. Only when the sound from the public house had once more
become the only sound around us did he hail a passing cab. We climbed
in, and the carriage began the long journey back toward Baker Street.
Through the window I could see the lights of the dock quarter sliding
past, while the wheels rumbled over the paving stones. My own thoughts
still circled around the stockroom and its contents.

“That man is a receiver and a thief,” I said at last.

Holmes nodded.

“Without the slightest doubt.”

“And a murderer?”

He did not answer immediately.
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His gaze remained fixed upon the dark streets outside, where the last
tavern guests moved among the shadows.

“Perhaps,” he said at last.

There was a thoughtful pause.

“But the most interesting thing was not the jacket.”

I turned toward him.

“Noz2”

“No.”

He slowly removed his gloves.

“The jacket tells us that Marot was probably near the events we are
investigating. But it does not tell us why.”

“And what made the greatest impression, then?”

Holmes finally turned his gaze toward me.

“That Arthur Pembroke’s wallet was in Marot’s possession.”

I stared at him.

“So it was truly his?”

“The name was still among the papers.”

He leaned back in the seat.

“A man’s wallet rarely travels by itself from his pocket to a receiver’s
stockroom, Watson.”

I felt the familiar sensation that yet another piece had just fallen into
place. And while the cab continued through London’s dark streets,  had
no doubt that Etienne Marot had now moved from the periphery of the

case to its very center.

The Case Against Marot

The following morning Holmes and I once again went to Scotland Yard.
I had accompanied him on so many of these visits over the years that the
building itself had almost become part of my memories of London, but
on this day the atmosphere seemed to me a little different. Perhaps it was
Holmes himself. He sat unusually relaxed during the drive, and although
he was certainly not a man to be carried away by premature optimism, I

could sense that he was satisfied with the progress of the case.
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It was not the satisfaction that follows a complete solution. On the
contrary, I knew very well that several decisive questions still remained
unanswered. But order had begun to emerge from the chaos. The many
loose threads, which had previously seemed to point in every direction
at once, were slowly beginning to gather into a pattern.

“We have found the thief, Watson,” Holmes said suddenly as the cab
rolled through the busy morning traffic.

I turned toward him.

“But not the murderer?”

He slowly shook his head.

“That is precisely the problem.”

Then he slipped back into silence, and for the rest of the way I sat
looking through the window at London’s streets while considering the
difference between the two questions. The theft now seemed almost
solved. But Arthur Pembroke’s death still stood as the dark center of the
case.

When we arrived at Scotland Yard, we were quickly shown in to
Lestrade. This time I immediately noticed a difference in the manner
of his reception. On our previous visits he had listened with the usual
mixture of professional courtesy and healthy skepticism that any expe-
rienced policeman must necessarily develop. Now he seemed genuinely
interested. He could see from Holmes that we had not come to discuss
theories or possibilities. We had come with information. Holmes wasted
no time.

“The name is Etienne Marot,” he said.

Lestrade repeated the name thoughtfully.

“Marot...” he murmured. “That may mean something to me.”

“It would not surprise me.”

Holmes took out a sheet of paper and marked several places on a map
of the dock districts. He showed the location of the stockroom we had
visited the previous evening, explained where the public house called
The Black Cat lay, and stated the times at which Marot could usually be
expected to be found there.

Lestrade took notes diligently.
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As Holmes continued his account, I could see the little inspector’s face
slowly light up. The stockroom was full of precisely the sort of tangible
evidence the police prefer. Stolen watches. Wallets. Jewelry. Canes. Bags.
Weapons. A whole collection of objects that could probably be connect-
ed with countless reports.

“I believe,” said Holmes, “that Marot has, for some time, been re-
sponsible for a considerable portion of the thefts which the residents of
Whitechapel have attributed to the ravens.”

Lestrade leaned back with a satisfied expression.

“So the birds were innocent after all.”

“On this point, yes.”

“That will please your client.”

Holmes nodded, but continued at once.

“There is, however, more.”

He now told him about the wallet.

Not dramatically. Not with any special emphasis. He merely men-
tioned, as part of his report, that Arthur Pembroke’s wallet had been
among Marot’s goods. The effect this information had upon Lestrade
was immediate.

He leaned forward across the desk.

“Pembroke’s wallet?”

“Yes.”

“Are you certain?”

“Entirely.”

For a moment Lestrade looked almost triumphant.

“Well, then the case is solved, Holmes.”

I looked at my friend at once. Holmes did not answer immediately.
Instead, he broughthis fingertips together before him while studying the
inspector with an expression I knew very well.

“Perhaps,” he said.

I could not help smiling. Over the years I had learned that when
Holmes said perhaps in precisely that manner, it almost always meant
no. Lestrade plainly knew him just as well.

“You do not believe it yourself.”
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“I believe,” Holmes replied calmly, “that things are rarely quite so
simple.”

He put his hand into his pocket and took out the two buttons we had
found among the objects from the ravens’ nest. He laid them on the desk
between them. Lestrade picked up one and turned it between his fingers.

“Where did you find these?”

“At the crime scene.”

The inspector stared at him.

“That is impossible.”

Holmes raised his eyebrows.

“Indeed?”

“Yes. The crime scene was thoroughly examined. Several constables
went over the area.”

“I'do not doubtit.”

“Then the buttons would have been found.”

A faint smile appeared about Holmes’s mouth.

“I must admit that these buttons took a slight detour.”

Lestrade looked at him in obvious confusion. I myself had to make an
effort not to smile. I knew exactly what Holmes was hinting at, but for
the moment he allowed the ravens’ role in that part of the story to remain
our secret.

“The first witnesses picked them up,” he continued, “and mistook
them for something else.”

This, of course, explained nothing to Lestrade. He stared at the but-
tons for another moment before giving up on extracting any further
explanation from Holmes and instead noting their existence.

“And you believe they can be connected with Marot?”

“Ido.”

The confusion had not yet entirely left Lestrade’s face, but something
else now began to show itself. Interest. Holmes moved on to his next
point.

He described the traces of blood between the paving stones. Precisely
where they had been found. How little blood there was. How easily they
could have been overlooked. But also how significant they were.
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As he spoke, Lestrade’s expression gradually became more serious. I
could almost follow his thoughts. A heart attack was a simple explana-
tion, and a broken pocket watch might perhaps be explained away. But
blood. Blood was more difficult. When the blood was combined with
the broken watch, the missing possessions, and now Pembroke’s wallet

in the hands of a known receiver, the original theory began to waver.

A Second Look at the Scene

When Lestrade had sat in silence for a moment and gone through his
notes once more, Holmes leaned slightly forward in his chair. I knew the
movement. It usually meant that he was finished with his own conclu-
sions and now wished to set others in motion.

“There is one favor I should like to ask of you, Lestrade.”

The inspector looked up.

“Yes?”

“I want you to examine the case once more.”

Lestrade raised his eyebrows, but this time there was no irritation in his
face. The skeptical attitude that had often marked our earlier meetings
had gradually been replaced by something else. He was now listening
with the attention an experienced policeman reserves for information
that may prove decisive.

Holmes continued calmly.

“The crime scene should be gone over again. Not superficially, but
thoroughly. In addition, I would recommend that Marot’s stockroom
be searched as soon as possible. And finally, I should be grateful if the
original inquest were reviewed anew.”

Lestrade studied him thoughtfully.

“You still believe we are overlooking something?”

“Ido.”

“And what do you expect to find?”

Holmes shrugged lightly.

“I'do not yet know.”

I noticed that the answer did not irritate Lestrade, as it perhaps might
have done earlier. On the contrary, he nodded slowly.
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“That is an honest answer, at any rate.”

“Itis also the only one I can give.”

Then Holmes pointed to the papers before him.

“Butif you find anything new, whether in the stockroom, at the crime
scene, or in the inquest, I would be grateful if you let me hear of it.”

Lestrade folded his hands before him.

“I shall.”

I could see that he was now far more engaged than at the beginning
of the meeting. Not because Holmes had presented him with a finished
solution. On the contrary, he had not. But he had done something
that often proved far more valuable in an investigation. He had created
doubt. And doubet, as is well known, is the beginning of every real
inquiry.

Shortly afterward we rose. Lestrade gathered the buttons, his notes,
and the various pieces of information about Marot into a pile on the
desk. Even as he did so, I could see that his thoughts were at work. He
was no longer occupied with defending the theory of the heart attack.
He had begun to look for alternatives.

“I shall act at once,” he said.

Holmes nodded with satisfaction.

“I'had expected no less of you.”

We exchanged handshakes, and a few minutes later we were once again
in the corridors of Scotland Yard. When we came out into the street, the
morning traffic had truly begun to gather. Carriages rolled past in both
directions, messengers hurried between offices, and the gray London sky
hung heavily over the city roofs.

We began walking without any particular destination, as Holmes of-
ten preferred when he wished to think.

After several minutes of silence, I turned to him.

“Do you think Lestrade will arrest Marot today?”

“I'hope so.”

“Then the case is almost over?”
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Holmes stopped. Not for long. Only for a moment. His gaze moved
over the busy street before us, as though he were searching for the answer
among the passersby. Then he slowly shook his head.

“I'am afraid quite the opposite.”

We continued walking.

For my own part, I felt genuinely surprised. From my point of view, the
case had taken an enormous step forward. We had found the receiver. We
had found the dead man’s wallet. We had found buttons, blood traces,
and a series of circumstances that clearly pointed away from the original
explanation. But Holmes did not look like a man approaching the end.
He looked like a man who had just reached the beginning.

As we moved through the streets of London, he continued his train of
thought almost to himself.

“Marot explains the thefts.”

I nodded.

“Yes.”

“He also explains why so many people believed the ravens were guilty.”

“Yes.”

“But he does not explain Arthur Pembroke.”

There was silence between us, and I understood at once what he
meant. What we had found shed light upon the missing objects. It shed
light upon Whitechapel’s rumors. It shed light upon the ravens’ role in
the story. But it still did not explain why a retired commodore, appar-
ently respected by nearly everyone, should end up dead in an alley after
midnight.

Holmes drew his coat closer around himself against the cool wind.

“And until we understand why Arthur Pembroke died,” he said qui-
etly, “we have not yet understood the case.”

It was only later that I fully realized the truth of those words. For at
that point I still believed we were close to the solution. Holmes knew
better.

The Letter an A New Visit
The following morning Holmes was already seated at the breakfast table
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when I entered the sitting room. Sunlight struggled through a layer of
gray clouds above Baker Street and cast a pale glow over the table, where
the coffee pot still steamed faintly. Holmes had taken his usual place by
the window, and though he appeared to be reading the newspaper, it
was clear to me that his thoughts were somewhere else entirely. I had
gradually learned to distinguish between the Holmes who truly read and
the Holmes who merely allowed his eyes to rest upon the print while his
mind worked upon problems no newspaper could solve.

Among the morning post I at once noticed a letter bearing the familiar
seal of Scotland Yard. It lay at the top of the pile, as though the sender
himself had wished to ensure our attention. I picked it up and passed it
across the table.

“A letter from Lestrade.”

Holmes cast a quick glance at the seal, but made no move to open it.

“Would you be so good as to read it aloud, Watson?”

I broke the seal and unfolded the paper. After only the first few lines,
I understood that Lestrade had had a satisfactory morning.

The inspector reported that Etienne Marot had been arrested on the
same evening we had visited Scotland Yard. The stockroom in Shadwell
had been seized, and the police had found considerable quantities of
stolen goods. Several of the objects had already been identified by their
rightful owners, and Lestrade made no attempt to conceal his satisfac-
tion with the result. On the contrary, it seemed almost to shine between
the lines. He thanked Holmes for the information that had led them to
the receiver and remarked that the matter of the many unexplained thefts
in Whitechapel now appeared to be solved.

I glanced over the letter and continued. It further stated that Arthur
Pembroke’s wallet had been found among the seized goods. Marot had
admitted to possessing it, but his explanation was simple. He claimed
that he had found the wallet in the alley shortly after the commodore’s
death. Assuming the old man had been drunk and had dropped it, he
had taken it with him. Lestrade even quoted his own words.

“It would have been lost anyway.”
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I could almost hear the French seaman’s crooked grin behind the
phrasing. Marot thus admitted the theft without hesitation, but denied
any connection to the death. He categorically refused to admit that he
had done Pembroke any harm and maintained that he had only found
the wallet after the man was already dead.

I continued reading. At Holmes’s request, the police had also ex-
amined the crime scene once more, and here the letter became more
interesting. Lestrade could confirm that traces of blood had indeed been
found between the paving stones, exactly as Holmes had predicted. The
amount was certainly slight, and no one could yet say with certainty
where the blood had come from, but it was there.

The inspector noted that the amount scarcely corresponded to what
one would expect after an ordinary knife wound or a serious bodily
injury. Nor had any new signs of violence been found on the body. The
blood might conceivably have come from another person. It might also
be of no significance. On this point Lestrade was honest enough to admit
that he did not yet know.

The letter ended in a courteous tone. He hoped the information
would prove useful and assured Holmes that he would keep him in-
formed of any new development.

Ilaid the paper down. For a moment there was complete silence in the
room. From the street below came the distant rumble of a carriage, and
somewhere in the house a door slammed. Otherwise, one heard only the
soft ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece.

For my own part, the letter had left me with a feeling of satisfaction.
The thief had been found. The stolen goods had been found. Even Pem-
broke’s wallethad been located. Much of what only a few days earlier had
seemed unclear and mysterious now appeared to be falling into place.
Yet there was something in Holmes’s silence that made me hesitate to
express this thought. He still sat with the coffee cup in his hand, staring
out through the window at Baker Street’s busy morning life. His face
revealed no real disappointment, but no satisfaction either.

“An excellent letter,” he said.

“I think so as well.”
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“Lestrade has done precisely what I hoped he would do.”

I nodded.

“And Marot?”

Holmes let his gaze rest on the letter for a moment.

“Marot is a thief.”

He said it with such certainty that there could not be the slightest
doubt.

“But?” I asked.

A faint smile passed over his face.

“You notice the little word, Watson.”

I leaned back.

“So there is a but.”

“There is always a but.”

He was silent again for a moment.

“Marot explains the stolen watches, the missing rings, the many ru-
mors, and even part of the ravens’ poor reputation.”

“But not Pembroke.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“Precisely.”

His gaze moved once more toward the letter.

“On the contrary.”

I'looked at him questioningly.

“On the contrary?”

“The more Ilearn about Arthur Pembroke, the less I believe his death
was caused by a simple receiver like Etienne Marot.”

Then he picked up the letter between his fingers and studied it
thoughtfully.

“No, Watson. I rather think this letter tells us something far more
important.”

“What?”

Holmes laid the paper down.

“That we are still looking for the wrong man.”

A further silence rested over the breakfast table after the reading of
Lestrade’s letter. Outside, Baker Street continued its usual life, but inside
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the room time seemed almost to stand still. Holmes sat with his elbows
on the arms of his chair and his fingertips joined before his face, while his
gaze rested upon an undefined point somewhere between the window
and the fireplace. Suddenly he straightened.

“We have overlooked something, Watson.”

I laid the letter aside.

“Something in Lestrade’s report?”

“No.”

He slowly shook his head.

“Something far more important.”

An expression of irritation crossed his face, but it was directed at no
one but himself.

“The first witnesses were in fact trying to tell us the truth.”

“I do not understand.”

“Nordid I.”

He rose abruptly and went to the table where the various findings
from the case lay collected. In recent days I had seen these objects count-
less times, and I must admit that by now they seemed fairly ordinary
to me. There were the pieces of the shattered watch glass, the damaged
watch cover, the spoon, the buttons, and the other small things the
ravens had gathered in their nests. In the midst of them lay the pin which
we had until now regarded as a perfectly ordinary hairpin.

Holmes began to go through the objects one by one with the method-
ical thoroughness so characteristic of him. He lifted them, turned them
between his fingers, laid them down again, and then picked them up
once more. Several times I thought he had found what he sought, only
for him to set the object back with a dissatisfied sigh the next moment.

Not a Hairpin
At last he picked up the pin.

I remembered it at once. It had lain among the other objects from the
nest and had never attracted particular attention. Even now I could not
see what made it remarkable. It was indeed elegantly made, but otherwise

seemed neither rare nor unusual.
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Holmes, however, studied it with growing interest. He turned it be-
tween his fingers, held it up to the light from the window, and then took
out his magnifying glass. Several minutes passed while he examined it in
silence.

I saw him suddenly stiffen.

“Come closer, Watson.”

There was something in his voice that made me rise at once. He held
the pin out.

“Look here.”

I took the magnifying glass and followed his instruction. First I ex-
amined the pearl. Then I let my gaze move down along the metal to the
opposite end.

And there I saw it. The point was missing. The break was clear. The
metal did not end in a fine finish, but in an uneven, sharp edge. I looked
up.

“It is broken.”

“Precisely.”

Holmes’s eyes now shone with that particular brilliance which always
foretold a breakthrough.

“It does not end naturally. It has broken off.”

He took the pin back and weighed it thoughtfully between his fingers.

“And therefore it is not what we believed.”

“A hairpin?”

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“No, Watson.”

He held the object up to the light once more.

“A hatpin.”

I remained standing without speaking.

In our time such pins were common enough, but anyone who had
handled them also knew that they were quite different from the small
hairpins women used in their coiffures. They could be six or eight inches
long, often made of hardened steel, and surprisingly strong.

Suddenly several of the case’s strange details began to gather in my

mind. The blood between the paving stones. The modest amount and
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the lack of clear external injuries. Holmes seemed to follow exactly the
same line of thought.

“A dangerous weapon in the right hands,” he said quietly.

Then he fell silent again. He stood for a long time by the window with
the pin in his hand, while his gaze rested on the broken end. Then a rare
expression of satisfaction passed over his face.

The next moment all reflection had vanished. With the quickness that
always surprised me once he had found a new direction, he seized his hat
and coat.

“Come, Watson.”

“Where are we going?”

“To Scotland Yard.”

He carefully slipped the pin into his pocket.

“I believe Lestrade will find this exceedingly interesting.”

Less than a quarter of an hour later we were seated in a cab on our way
through London’s busy streets, while Holmes sat silent beside me with
his hand resting over the pocket where the broken hatpin lay. I knew
him well enough to know that his thoughts were already far ahead of our

horses, and that the case had once again changed its character.

Lestrade’s Skepticism
When we reached Scotland Yard, we were shown directly in to Lestrade.
The inspector received us with the friendly readiness that had grown up
between him and Holmes over the years, though it was always accompa-
nied by a certain measure of professional caution. He seemed genuinely
surprised to see us again so soon after our most recent visit.

“Good morning, Holmes. Good morning, Doctor. I hardly expected
you back today.”

“And yet here we are,” Holmes replied. “First, I must thank you for
your letter. It contained several interesting details.”

Lestrade smiled with satisfaction.

“I thought you would be interested in the result.”

“I am indeed.”
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Holmes did not sit down. On the contrary, he went directly to the desk
and placed a small object before the inspector.

Lestrade lowered his gaze.

“A pin?”

“Yes.”

He picked it up and turned it between his fingers.

“I must admit, Holmes, I had expected something more dramatic.”

“That depends upon how one views the matter.”

Lestrade raised an eyebrow.

“Explain.”

Holmes took the pin back and held it up toward the light from the
window.

“When this object was first found, we assumed it was an ordinary
hairpin. It is not. It is considerably stronger than that.”

He handed it back to Lestrade.

“Look more closely.”

This time the inspector studied it more carefully.

“It appears to be broken.”

“Precisely.”

Holmes nodded.

“And therefore it is not a hairpin either. It is the remains of a hatpin.”

I noticed how Lestrade’s face changed slightly. Not because he was
convinced, but because he now understood why Holmes had come.

“A hatpin?” he repeated.

“Yes. An object of hardened steel. Long, sharp, and strong enough to
penetrate deeply into a human body.”

Lestrade laid the pin down.

“You mean as a weapon.”

“I do not exclude it.”

There was silence for a moment.

The inspector studied the pin while Holmes stood with his hands
behind his back and awaited his reaction.

“It is an interesting theory,” Lestrade said at last. “But still only a

theory.”
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“Of course.”

“There are thousands of hatpins in London.”

“Without doubt.”

“And still more women who lose them.”

Holmes smiled faintly.

“That is why I am not asking you to arrest anyone.”
Lestrade leaned back.

“What do you want, then?”

For the first time since we had entered, Holmes sat down.
“I want you to look for the rest.”

“The rest?”

“The missing part.”

Holmes pointed to the break.

“The point is missing. A substantial part of the pin is gone.”
Lestrade looked from the pin to Holmes.

“And you believe it still exists?”

Holmes folded his hands before him.
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“If the pin broke during use, the missing part must be somewhere.

And if it was used against Arthur Pembroke, there remains one possibil-

ity no one has yet examined.”

I could see that Lestrade had already understood the implication.

“You mean...”

“That it may be in the body.”

The usually self-assured inspector was silent for a moment. I must

admit that the theory sounded bold even to my ears, but the more I

thought about it, the harder it became to dismiss. It would explain the

modest amount of blood between the paving stones. It would explain

the absence of obvious external wounds. And, above all, it would explain

why no one had yet discovered the murder weapon.

Lestrade drummed his fingers thoughtfully against the desktop.

“So you are asking me to have the inquest reviewed once more?”

“Yes.”
“Because of a broken hatpin found in a raven’s nest.”
For the first time that day Holmes laughed.
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“When you put it that way, it does sound quite unreasonable.”

“It does.”

“And yet you have followed me along stranger trails before.”

Lestrade shrugged.

“That is unfortunately true.”

He picked up the pin once more and studied it in silence. At last he
nodded.

“Very well, Holmes. I shall look into the matter.”

I noticed the small smile that passed over Holmes’s face. He had ob-
tained precisely what he had come for. Lestrade reached out for the pin,
but Holmes was quicker. With an almost unconscious movement, he
took it back and let it disappear into his waistcoat pocket.

The inspector looked up.

“So you still do not entirely trust me?”

“On the contrary.”

Holmes rose.

“But for the moment I need it.”

Lestrade shook his head with a resigned smile.

“As you wish.”

A Change of Direction
A few minutes later we left Scotland Yard and stepped outinto London’s
busy morning life. Carriages rolled past, newspaper sellers shouted their
headlines, and over it all lay that particular hum which always seemed
to accompany the city. I walked several steps in silence beside Holmes,
considering the remarkable theory he had just presented.

“Do you truly think Lestrade will do it?” T asked.

“Yes.”

“So quickly?”

Holmes smiled.

“My dear Watson, Lestrade may be skeptical, but he is not stupid.
Once he has become curious, he is almost as stubborn as I am.”

He placed his hand against the waistcoat pocket where the pin still lay.

“And if I am not mistaken, we shall hear from him again soon.”
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There was a certainty in his voice that made me believe he already knew
the answer long before Scotland Yard would find it.

When we left Scotland Yard, I was convinced that our next destina-
tion would be Baker Street. The morning had been long, and after the
many conversations and the constant tension surrounding the case, the
thought of a quiet moment by the fire seemed most appealing to me.
Holmes, however, was seldom in the habit of consulting my expecta-
tions, and only a few minutes after we had seated ourselves in a cab, it
became clear that his thoughts were moving in quite another direction.

We had already covered a good distance when he suddenly leaned
forward and tapped on the window with his knuckles. The cabman drew
in the reins and cast a questioning glance down through the hatch.

“Yes, sir?”

“Whitechapel.”

The cabman looked surprised.

“Whitechapel, gentlemen?”

“Yes. As quickly as possible.”

“Very good, sir.”

A moment later the carriage turned sharply and set oft toward the east.

I'looked at Holmes questioningly.

“I thought we were finished in Whitechapel.”

He slowly shook his head.

“I am beginning to suspect, Watson, that Whitechapel is not yet fin-
ished with us.”

He said no more, and the rest of the journey passed in silence. As
we moved farther east, the streets again grew narrower, the houses more
worn, and the familiar mixture of coal smoke, dampness, and harbor air
began to penetrate through the cracks of the cab. When atlast we reached
Mrs. Hale’s boarding house, it was with the curious feeling of returning
to a place that, in only a few days, had become inseparably connected

with the case.

Help from Mrs. Hale
Mrs. Hale herself received us at the door. I noticed at once the genuine
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gladness that appeared in her face when she recognized Holmes. Over
the course of the investigation she had come to regard him with a trust
that few clients avoid developing once they have experienced his tireless
commitment.

“Mr. Holmes! Dr. Watson!”

“Good day, Mrs. Hale.”

“You must come in at once.”

She led us into the sitting room, where by now we had become almost
as familiar as in our own home. Shortly afterward coffee was served, and
as we sat at the small table near the window, I found myself noticing how
much the atmosphere had changed since our first visit.

The boarding house seemed calmer. Guests came and went as before,
but the nervous unease that had earlier rested over the house seemed
less prominent. Even the hoarse cries of the ravens outside sounded less
threatening than before. Perhaps it was merely because I now knew their
true role in the story, but it seemed to me that part of the fear had already
lost its hold upon the place.

Mrs. Hale poured coftee and sat opposite us.

“Well?” she asked with an expectant smile. “Have you come nearer to
a solution, Mr. Holmes?”

Holmes placed his hands around the coffee cup and nodded.

“In certain respects, Mrs. Hale.”

I noticed how her gaze immediately became more attentive.

“So you have found something?”

“Yes.”

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“First and foremost, I can give you good news.”

She leaned forward.

“Good news?”

“The ravens.”

Holmes cast a glance toward the window, where a pair of the black
birds had just passed over the square.

“They may be completely acquitted of the thefts.”

Mrs. Hale looked at him with a mixture of relief and skepticism.
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“Completely?”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

“They have indeed gathered various objects, as ravens often do, but
they were not behind the many disappearances that have plagued the
neighborhood.”

For a moment she said nothing. I do not think she was surprised by
the conclusion. Rather, she was surprised to hear it stated with such
certainty.

“So there truly was a thief?”

“Yes.”

“And you have found him?”

“The police have.”

Holmes then told her about Etienne Marot, about the stockroom by
the docks, and about the many stolen objects that had been found there.
He described the matter without drama, but I could see what relief the
information awakened in her.

Several times she shook her head.

“So it was not the birds after all.”

“No.”

“And all those stories...”

“Probably helped the thief more than anyone else.”

She was silent for a moment.

“I almost think I ought to apologize to them.”

I followed her gaze toward the window. Outside, a raven sat on the
railing by the square and regarded the world with that particular gravity
these birds seem born with. Holmes smiled.

“I doubt it will bear a grudge.”

Mrs. Hale laughed for the first time that day, and the sound seemed to
me more valuable than she herself knew. For in that moment I realized
that the case had already changed her life. Where she had previously
feared the rumors would destroy her boarding house, she could now at
least know that the truth had begun to emerge.
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Mrs. Hale leaned back in her chair with an expression of genuine relief.
The tension that had so long rested over the boarding house seemed for
a moment to lift from her shoulders.

“Inever truly believed it was the ravens myself,” she said. “Notentirely.
There were too many things that did not fit.”

Holmes smiled faintly.

“No, Mrs. Hale. You have been wiser than most of those around you
from the beginning.”

She shook her head a little and laughed.

“I do not think so.”

“Yes.”

He cast a glance toward the window, where one of the black birds had
just landed on the railing outside.

“Most people prefer the explanation that is easiest to believe. You
preferred the explanation that made sense.”

It was clear that the compliment pleased her, but Holmes did not allow
the subject to rest for long. The small smile disappeared again from his
face, and his gaze grew serious.

“Unfortunately, that is not the whole of the matter.”

Mrs. Hale immediately became attentive. No, she naturally knew per-
fectly well what he was referring to. The thefts had been the first mystery.
Arthur Pembroke’s death was something quite different.

Slowly Holmes took the broken pin from his pocket and laid it on the
table between the coffee cups. Mrs. Hale cast a quick glance at it. At first
it did not seem to make any particular impression upon her. It looked
merely like another of the many objects the ravens had gathered in their
nests. Holmes pushed it closer.

“Imagine,” he said, “that this pin were roughly twice as long.”

She picked it up between her fingers and studied it more closely. Her
gaze moved along the metal, stopped at the pearl, and then returned to
the broken end. Only a few seconds passed.

“Then it was a hatpin.”

Holmes nodded.

I leaned forward.
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“Are you certain?”

“Completely.”

She turned the pin between her fingers once more.

“It is actually quite clear once one looks properly.”

Holmes said nothing, but I could see from him that the answer con-
firmed his own theory. Mrs. Hale, however, continued to study the pin,
and now it was clear that her attention had been caught by something

else.

The Pearl
“But it is not an ordinary hatpin.”

“No?” said Holmes.

She pointed to the pearl.

“This.”

Holmes nodded.

“You believe it is genuine?”

“I am almost certain.”

She held the pin up toward the light from the window.

“There is a depth to the luster that one does not see in glass or cheap
imitations.”

I must admit that the little pearl seemed quite ordinary to me, but Mrs.
Hale regarded it with the confidence that comes only from many years
of experience.

“Itis good quality,” she continued. “Very good quality.”

She laid the pin back down on the table.

“No woman in Whitechapel would wear such a thing.”

“Because of the price?” I asked.

“Yes.”

She smiled apologetically.

“That may sound harsh, but thatis how it is. An object like this would
cost more than many families here spend on food in several weeks.”

I noticed how Holmes’s attention sharpened.

“So you believe the pin belonged to a wealthy woman?”
“Without doubt.”
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There was silence for a moment. Outside came the distant calls of the
ravens over the square, but inside the sitting room our entire attention
now seemed gathered upon the little object on the table.

Holmes leaned forward.

“If you were to guess, Mrs. Hale—and I emphasize guess—where
would one buy such a thing?”

She thought for a moment. I could see how she went through various
possibilities in her mind.

“There are several places,” she said eventually. “Naturally there are.”

She mentioned a couple of larger shops in the western part of the city,
but each time she shook her head slightly, as though the explanation did
not quite satisfy her. Then she picked up the pin again. This time she
studied not the metal, but the pearl.

“No.”

She slowly shook her head.

“Iactually think I know where I would begin.”

Holmes’s gaze sharpened.

“Goon.”

“Itis the pearl.”

She pointed to it with a fingernail.

“It reminds me of something I have seen before.”

“A particular shop?”

“Yes.”

There was now a certainty in her voice that had not been there before.

“Not a jeweler. Not primarily.”

She looked up at Holmes.

“A milliner’s shop.”

“An exclusive one?”

“Very exclusive.”

She nodded.

“The sort of place where the hats cost more than most people earn in
amonth.”

I noticed at once the change that came over Holmes. It was the same

reaction I had seen countless times over the years, when a new clue
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suddenly appeared where no one had expected it. Until this moment
the hatpin had merely been a possible murder weapon. Now it was
becoming something far more valuable. It was becoming a guidepost.

“The name, Mrs. Hale?” Holmes said calmly.

She hesitated for a moment, as though she wished to be quite certain
before answering.

“Yes,” she said then. “If I remember correctly, there is only one shop
in London that makes precisely that sort of work.”

And as she spoke the name, I saw the familiar gleam in Holmes’s eyes.

Another piece had found its place.

Madame Beauchamp’s Millinery

Mrs. Hale thought for another moment before giving the address. She
was not entirely certain of the house number, but she knew the neigh-
borhood well enough to point us in the right direction. The shop was
in Regent Street, or very near it, she explained, and the name came,
apparently, without hesitation.

“Madame Beauchamp’s Millinery.”

There was silence for a moment after the words. I do not think Mrs.
Hale herself noticed the change thatimmediately came over Holmes, but
I did. Over the years I had learned to recognize those moments when
a new clue suddenly connected itself with the others in his mind. He
did not say much. He rarely did. But his posture changed almost imper-
ceptibly, and the sharp look that so often foretold a new breakthrough
appeared for an instant in his gray eyes.

Until now our investigations had led us through Whitechapel’s nar-
row streets, the harbor’s coal bridges, cheap public houses, and dark
back rooms filled with stolen goods. We had followed traces of sailors,
dockworkers, and petty criminals. And now we suddenly sat with a pin
that pointed toward one of London’s most elegant shopping streets.

Holmes rose slowly.

“You have once again helped us more than you know, Mrs. Hale.”

She smiled modestly.

“T only hope it leads you to the right place.”
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“It almost always does when the information is correct.”

He took out his notebook, and Mrs. Hale repeated the address as best
she could remember it. Holmes carefully wrote down every word. When
he had finished, he tore out the page and placed it in his pocketbook
with a care that told me this new clue had already acquired considerable
weight in his thoughts.

Shortly afterward we took our leave. Mrs. Hale accompanied us to
the door, and as so many times before, she stood for a moment in the
entrance and watched after us while we moved out into the square. I
turned instinctively before we went on. The sight was almost the same
as on our first visit. The great trees stood dark against the sky, and the
ravens sat scattered among the branches or circled over the roofs with
their hoarse cries. Everything seemed unchanged. And yet I knew that
the case now stood in an entirely different place from when we had first
set foot in Whitechapel.

“Strange,” I said.

Holmes cast a glance at me.

“What is strange, Watson?”

I nodded toward the black birds.

“That a flock of ravens in Whitechapel can lead us to a milliner’s shop
in Regent Street.”

A faint smile appeared about his mouth.

“Yes. It is hardly the route any sensible person would have chosen.”

We began to walk.

Behind us the ravens’ cries sounded once more over the square, while
people below continued their daily business without paying the birds
any great attention.

“The case reminds me of something, Watson,” said Holmes after a few
steps of silence.

“What?”

“That truth rarely chooses the shortest road.”

He put his hands into his coat pockets and continued through the
street with the calm, purposeful stride that always told me his thoughts
were working faster than he wished to reveal.
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“If it did,” he continued, “my work would be far less interesting.”

And so we once again left Raven Square, not on our way to the harbor
or the poorer districts, but toward an entirely different part of London,
where elegant ladies bought hats, and where no one yet suspected that
the answer to Arthur Pembroke’s death might be on its way toward
them.

A few minutes later we were seated in a cab on our way through
London. Holmes had given the cabman the address, and the man had
frowned for a moment, as though the name of the shop itself meant
nothing to him, but when Holmes mentioned the street, recognition
immediately lit his face.

“Regent Street? We shall find it, sir.”

With a crack of the reins, the horses set off, and soon we were moving
through the city streets.

I sat for a long time in silence, watching London through the cab
window. After the last several days of investigation among Whitechapel
boarding houses, dockside taverns, and coal bridges, it seemed to me that
Arthur Pembroke had always stood somewhat outside the surroundings
in which we had been searching for the explanation of his death. He had
moved among sailors and dockworkers, we now knew, and his helpful
nature had brought him into contact with people whom other men of
his station would scarcely have invited inside. Even so, I found it difficult
to imagine the retired commodore as a natural part of the world through
which we had been moving. He had seemed rather a visitor, a man
who entered it out of duty or fellow feeling, but who in truth belonged
elsewhere. Perhaps, I thought, the case was now leading us back to the
world to which he had actually belonged.

As we approached the center, the surroundings gradually began to
change character. The narrow, worn streets gave way to broader thor-
oughfares, where elegant facades stood shoulder to shoulder in an order
and prosperity that seemed very far from Whitechapel’s raw reality. The
carriages were finer, and the people who passed along the pavements
wore their clothes with the effortless elegance that comes with financial

security. Even the sounds seemed different. Where the docks had been
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marked by shouts, chains, steam whistles, and heavy labor, here there
reigned a more subdued murmur of trade and society.

The cab finally stopped before a row of elegant shops, and Holmes
stepped out at once. I followed and let my gaze move over the facades
until it found the name we sought.

Madame Beauchamp’s Millinery.

The shop stood among other exclusive addresses, yet drew the eye
by its discreet elegance. Above the door hung a beautifully made sign
with golden letters, and behind the large display windows one could
glimpse hats of every imaginable shape and size, arranged with a care that
approached the artistic. Nothing seemed exaggerated or showy. On the
contrary, the entire impression was marked by that form of refinement
which does not need to shout in order to be noticed.

Holmes casta quick glance at the display, but I noticed that his interest
was not in the goods exhibited. He seemed rather to study the place as a
whole, as though trying to position it within the case before he had even
set foot inside.

We entered.

The contrast with the surroundings we had left barely an hour ear-
lier could scarcely have been greater. The floors were covered with soft
carpets that muffled every footstep. Polished wooden furniture stood
along the walls, and between tall mirrors, hats, veils, and other elegant
accessories were displayed with a taste that testified both to experience
and to the expectations of wealthy customers. The air carried a faint scent
of perfume and new fabric, and even the light seemed softer than outside.

I must admit that for a moment I felt as out of place here as I had the
previous evening among the sailors in Shadwell. The difference was only
that while the dockside tavern had tried to hide its roughness, this shop
did nothing to conceal its wealth.

Before us stood several mannequins wearing the latest models, and
around them were hats adorned with silk ribbons, feathers, veils, and
jewels of a quality that few women could afford to wear.

The elderly lady who came to meet us from the rear of the shop carried

herself with that particular dignity one sometimes sees in people who,
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through a long life, have attained complete certainty in their profession.
Her hair was silver-gray, her dress simple but exquisite, and her whole
appearance radiated the calm self-confidence that comes from many
years of experience and a well-earned reputation. I did not doubt for a
moment that we stood before Madame Beauchamp herself.

Holmes bowed slightly.

“Madame Beauchamp, I presume.”

She nodded with a pleasant smile.

“Atyour service, gentlemen.”

Without further preamble, Holmes took out the broken pin and laid
it on the counter between them. What happened next surprised both me
and, I think, Holmes. As soon as the elderly lady caught sight of the pin,
her face changed. She almost raised a hand to her mouth in dismay and
immediately reached out.

“Oh no,” she exclaimed.

She carefully lifted the pin as though it were a fragile object of far
greater importance than an ordinary piece of metal, and for several sec-
onds she studied it without speaking.

“It is broken.”

There was genuine distress in her voice, which seemed to me quite
remarkable. She slowly turned the pin between her fingers while her gaze
followed the break.

“Fortunately, it can be repaired.”

I noticed that she spoke of it almost as though it were a living creature
that had suffered an injury. Only when she gently let her thumb move
over the pearl at one end did her concern seem to lessen.

“The important thing is that the pearl is unharmed.”

She held it up toward the light.

“Yes, fortunately. The pearl accounts for by far the greater part of the
value.”

Holmes had been watching her closely.

“So the pin was purchased here?”

Madame Beauchamp lowered it slowly and gave him a look in which

I sensed a trace of professional offense.
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“Naturally.”

Then she straightened her back a little, and her professional pride came
clearly to the fore.

“There are many milliners in London, Mr. Holmes. There are even
many good milliners. But there is only one establishment that produces
precisely this type of hatpin.”

She motioned for us to follow her to a glass case farther inside the
room. Behind the glass lay a row of exquisite pins arranged on dark vel-
vet. Some were adorned with pearls, others with gemstones or intricate
enamel work. Common to them all was an elegance that clearly separated
them from ordinary articles of fashion.

“You will observe,” she said, “that no two are alike.”

She pointed from one to the next.

“Each one is made individually. Each is designed and executed as an
independent piece.”

She turned toward Holmes.

“There is therefore only one pin precisely like the one you have
brought.”

I saw at once how this information caught Holmes’s interest. The
small glow that always appeared in his eyes when a clue suddenly became
more concrete appeared again. A unique object could be traced. And a
unique object must necessarily have had a particular owner.

“How does one find the purchaser?” he asked.

Madame Beauchamp hesitated for a moment. Not from suspicion, it
seemed to me, but rather from the discretion natural in an establishment
that served some of London’s wealthiest families. At last, however, she
nodded.

“One moment.”

A Name from Kensington

She disappeared into a back room and shortly returned with a large,
well-kept book whose leather binding bore clear signs of many years’
use. I noticed at once the care with which the records had been kept. If
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the whole shop was conducted with the same order as this book, I well
understood its reputation.

Madame Beauchamp turned methodically through the pages. Her
finger moved down columns of names, dates, and descriptions until she
suddenly stopped.

“Here.”

She read for a moment to herself.

“Yes. As I thought.”

Holmes leaned slightly forward.

“Who?”

She looked up.

“I would suggest that the pin belonged to Mrs. Charlotte Ashcroft.”

There was silence for a moment. The name meant nothing to me, but
I noticed at once that Holmes registered it with the same attention he
gave any other important piece of information.

“You know the address, of course?” Madame Beauchamp asked.

“I'should prefer to have it confirmed.”

She smiled faintly, found a small piece of paper, and wrote several lines
in a sure hand. When she handed the note to Holmes, I had time to see
the address. It lay in Kensington. Not merely in Kensington, but in one
of the wealthiest parts of that district.

As Holmes folded the note and placed it in his pocketbook, Madame
Beauchamp lifted the pin once more.

“Shall it be repaired?”

Holmes smiled.

“First we must make certain that we have found the correct owner.”

The elderly lady seemed satisfied with the answer. She nodded, care-

tully laid the pin aside, and courteously accompanied us toward the door.

Mrs. Charlotte Ashcroft

A few minutes later we stood once more out on the pavement, where
the sound of carriages and passersby mingled with the usual murmur of
central London. Holmes immediately took out the note again and read

the name once more, as though he wished to impress it upon his memory.
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“Mrs. Charlotte Ashcroft.”

I studied him for a moment.

“Do you think she is the murderer?”

Holmes slowly folded the note and placed it back in his pocket.

“I do not know, Watson.”

He began to walk, and I fell in beside him.

“But I believe she knows the story of this pin.”

His gaze moved for a moment toward the busy street before us.

“And if we are fortunate, she may also know the story of Arthur
Pembroke.”

The crowded streets grew broader, the houses larger, and the many
worn facades gave way to elegant villas surrounded by well-kept gardens
and neatly trimmed hedges. Even the air seemed cleaner here, and the
silence had a different quality from that found in poor neighborhoods.
It was not the tired silence that follows exhaustion and want, but the
calm quiet that arises when people can afford privacy. Nothing could
have been farther from Whitechapel’s dark alleys.

We found the address without difficulty. The villa stood back from
the street behind a handsome wrought-iron gate, and a short path led
through a well-tended garden to the front door. Holmes studied the
house for a moment before ringing. I noticed the particular concentra-
tion that always came over him immediately before an important meet-
ing. He said nothing, but I knew he was already weighing the possibilities
against one another.

The door was opened by a maid who, after hearing our names and
our errand, asked us to wait a moment. Shortly afterward the mistress
of the house herself appeared. Mrs. Charlotte Ashcroft was a woman
in her forties, perhaps a little older, with a face that still bore traces of
considerable beauty. She was elegantly dressed, and her manners were
marked by the natural refinement that does not need to draw attention to
itself. At first glance she seemed perfectly calm to me, but almost at once
I registered something else. There was a tension behind her courtesy, an

unease she was plainly trying to conceal.
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That was not necessarily strange. Two unfamiliar gentlemen, one of
whom was Sherlock Holmes, could make many people nervous. Even
s0, her reaction seemed to me somewhat stronger than the situation
immediately warranted.

She showed us into an elegant drawing room with tall windows, sub-
dued colors, and tasteful furniture. Everything in the room spoke of
wealth without extravagance. A maid offered tea, and although Holmes
politely declined, a serving table was placed between us. Mrs. Ashcroft
seated herself opposite, and while the first courtesies were exchanged, I
noticed several times how her hands sought one another in her lap. It was
a small movement, but it repeated itself so often that I could not help
observing it.

Holmes opened the conversation with his usual calm.

“I regret disturbing you, Mrs. Ashcroft, but our errand concerns a
person whom I believe you knew.”

I'saw her straighten slightly.

“Whom does it concern?”

“Commodore Arthur Pembroke.”

There came a very brief pause.

“Yes,” she replied. “He is... was an old family acquaintance.”

It was only a moment’s hesitation, but Holmes registered it as surely
as I did. He leaned slightly forward.

“Then I must unfortunately inform you, Mrs. Ashcroft, that Com-
modore Pembroke passed away a few days ago.”

I had expected surprise. Instead, I saw something else. The color left
her face, and she involuntarily raised her hands toward her mouth. It
was not the reaction of a person receiving shocking news for the first
time. It was rather the reaction of a person who has long feared hearing
it confirmed.

“No...” she whispered.

Holmes said nothing. He merely sat and watched her. Several seconds
passed in which silence filled the room. I believe it was in precisely

those seconds that Holmes reached the conclusion still hidden from me.
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Slowly he took the broken hatpin from his pocket and laid it on the table
between us.

The little object struck the wood with an almost inaudible sound.
Mrs. Ashcroft looked down at it at once. And in the same instant the
last trace of color vanished from her face. She stared at the pin as though
it were a ghost from the past.

“Oh God...”

The words were almost inaudible. Holmes’s voice was remarkably
gentle when he spoke.

“Here we have half the cause of death.”

She closed her eyes. For a moment none of us said anything. When she
opened them again, they were filled with tears.

“No,” she whispered. “No...”

I do not think I had ever before seen Holmes show greater human
understanding than in the moment that followed.

“I'do not believe it was your intention.”

She looked up at him.

For the first time it seemed to me that her fear was replaced by some-
thing else. Relief. Not complete relief, but the relief of a person who
suddenly discovers that a terrible secret has already been understood.
Tears began to run down her cheeks. She tried to compose herself, but
succeeded only partly.

“No,” she said again. “It was never meant to happen.”

Holmes nodded quietly.

“I thought as much.”

Then he leaned back and allowed the silence to do its work.

I have often observed that when people carry a heavy secret, it is rarely
questions that make them speak. It is the feeling of finally having been

understood.

An OId Grievance
Mrs. Ashcroft sat for a long time without saying anything. Her gaze
rested on the broken pin before her, as though her whole past were

gathered in that small object. When she finally began to speak, she did so
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slowly and with the hesitant voice of a person who knows that the truth
can no longer be hidden.

And so began the account that at last would explain the connection
between Arthur Pembroke, the broken hatpin, and the fateful night in
Whitechapel. It took Charlotte Ashcroft some time to regain enough
composure to continue. Several times she had to stop and collect herself,
and I still remember how her hands trembled faintly around the hand-
kerchief while she sat with her eyes lowered toward the broken pin on the
table. Holmes did not interrupt her once. He sat quite still in his chair
with his fingertips gathered before him, and I knew that he had already
understood far more than he had yet said aloud.

“Itbegan long before that evening,” she said at last. “Very long before.”

She was silent for a moment, as though she had to return to events she
had retold to herself so many times that they had almost become part of
her own identity.

“My husband was a first mate. A capable man, or so he believed him-
self. An ambitious man, that he certainly was. He never saw himself as a
first mate. He always spoke of the day when he would command his own
ship.”

A faint and sorrowful smile came over her face.

“He spoke of it so often that I almost began to see it before me.
Captain Ashcroft. That was how he saw himself.”

She looked up briefly.

“But according to him, one man stood in the way of it. Arthur Pem-
broke.”

The name still seemed to hurt.

“For years he told me the same story. How Pembroke had ruined his
career. How he had taken his future from him. How everything he might
have become had been taken away.”

She clasped her hands tightly together.

“When you hear the same story year after year from the man you love,
you eventually begin to believe it. First you believe the story. Later it

becomes part of your own life.”
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I could feel the truth in her words. How many people carry other
people’s stories within them until at last they become their own?

“After my husband’s death, it did not disappear,” she continued qui-
etly. “On the contrary. I almost think it grew. Every time I thought
of him, I thought of Pembroke as well. Every time I missed him, the
bitterness grew a little.”

She looked down at her hands.

“I'began to hate a man I had never met.”

The Meeting in Whitechapel

There was silence in the room. Outside one could faintly hear the sound
of carriages in the street, but inside the room everything else seemed to
fall away.

“I tried several times to contact him,” she continued. “But I never
succeeded. Only later did I learn where he spent his time. That he often
came to Whitechapel. That he visited certain public houses.”

She slowly shook her head.

“I'no longer know what I hoped to achieve. Perhaps I only wanted to
see him. Perhaps I wanted an explanation. Perhaps I wanted to hear him
admit it.”

She hesitated.

“It was never revenge. Not in that way.”

Holmes nodded almost imperceptibly.

“You sent him a letter.”

She looked up in surprise.

“Yes.”

“An anonymous letter.”

“Yes.”

She dried her eyes.

“I asked a man at the public house to deliver it. I wrote that I wished
to meet. Discreetly. Late in the evening.”

Her voice grew more distant as she relived the events.

“When I arrived, he was already sitting there.”

Another moment of silence followed.
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“And the strangest thing was that he did not look at all like the man I
had imagined.”

She smiled bitterly.

“I had expected an unpleasant person. A hard man. Perhaps an arro-
gant man.”

She looked over at us.

“Instead I found an elderly gentleman who rose politely when I en-
tered. A man with gray hair and kind eyes.”

I noticed Holmes’s gaze move briefly toward me. It agreed completely
with everything we ourselves had heard about Pembroke.

“He seemed almost fatherly,” she continued.

Her voice broke for a moment.

“And that made me still angrier.”

For the first time since she had begun her account, I saw something of
the old anger behind the sorrow.

“Taccused him.”

She drew a deep breath.

“I told him what he had done to my husband.”

She looked down.

“And then he told me his version.”

Now her voice became lower.

“A version I had never heard before.”

She closed her eyes.

“He said, ‘Mrs. Ashcroft, I did not take your husband’s future from
him. I tried to save it.””

I saw Holmes lean slightly forward.

“He told me that he had caught my husband stealing. Not once. Not
twice. Three times.”

She slowly shook her head.

“He said that he had covered for him. That he had given him new
chances. That he had tried to protect both his career and his honor.”

Her voice became almost a whisper.

“But in the end, rumors began to spread among the crew. And then
he had no choice.”
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A tear slipped down her cheek.

“In that moment my whole life began to fall apart.”

I think both Holmes and I understood exactly what she meant. When
a person builds decades of grief and anger upon a single explanation,
and that explanation suddenly proves false, it is not merely a story that
collapses. It is part of one’s identity.

“I'knew it almost at once,” she said. “I knew he was telling the truth.”

She looked directly at Holmes.

“I cannot explain why. But I knew it.”

She pressed the handkerchief to her eyes.

“And then the anger came.”

Now her hands were trembling again.

“Not toward him.”

She hesitated.

“Toward my husband. Toward myself. Toward all those years.”

Her gaze grew distant.

“I'hardly remember the words anymore.”

There came another pause.

“Only the feeling.”

I could sense that she was now approaching the moment that had

changed everything.

The Broken Hatpin
“I'had the hatpin in my hand.”
She looked at the broken object on the table.
“Perhaps I pointed with it. Perhaps I used it only to emphasize what I
was saying.”
She shook her head.
“I'no longer know.”
Then she closed her eyes.
“But I remember that he reached out his hand.”
Her voice became almost inaudible.
“And then it happened.”

The room became completely still.
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“One single thrust.”

She looked up.

“Only one.”

The tears ran freely now.

“I did not think it was serious.”

She looked from Holmes to me.

“Nor did he.”

Holmes still said nothing.

“He looked down, briefly touched his chest, and said, ‘Go home, Mrs.
Ashcroft. Itis nothing. I shall manage.””

She swallowed.

“And I believed him.”

Her voice broke.

“I'left, convinced that we had merely had a violent quarrel.”

She looked again at the pin.

“But when I came home, doubt began.”

For a moment she merely sat staring down before her.

“And since that night,” she said softly, “it has never left me.”

It was Holmes who at last broke the silence. His voice was low and
calm, almost more compassionate than investigative.

“I'believe I can explain the rest, Mrs. Ashcroft.”

She slowly raised her eyes to him through her tears.

Holmes picked up the broken pin from the table and let it rest between
his fingers for a moment.

“When you thrust at Commodore Pembroke, the pin broke. The part
you see here fell to the ground. The other part remained.”

Charlotte Ashcroft stared at the pin without speaking. I could almost
see understanding spread across her face, slowly and inexorably.

“It remained?” she whispered.

Holmes nodded.

“Yes. The pin was far stronger than you assumed. The point penetrat-
ed through the clothing and into the body. The commodore probably
felt only a minor prick. Neither you nor he had any reason to believe the

injury was serious.”
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She brought both hands up to her face.
“But it was.”
There was no question in the words. Only recognition.

“Yes,” said Holmes quietly.

An Accident

I do not think she heard the rest of his explanation any longer. The truth
had already struck her with far greater force than any accusation could
have done. Until this moment she had lived with the fear of what might
have happened. Now she knew. Not only that Arthur Pembroke had
died after their meeting, but how death had occurred, and how her own
hand had unknowingly been the cause.

She began to weep again, but this time it was not the shock-filled grief
we had witnessed earlier. It was the deeper, heavier weeping that comes
when all excuses and all hopes of another explanation must finally be
surrendered.

None of us said anything.

Rain had begun outside, and the faint drops against the windows
mingled with the soft ticking of a clock somewhere in the house. Char-
lotte Ashcroft sat bent forward in her chair with her face hidden be-
hind her hands, while decades of bitterness, misunderstanding, and guilt
seemed to wash over her all at once.

I must confess that in that moment I felt far more pity than con-
demnation. She had indeed brought death with her that evening in
Whitechapel, but it seemed to me more and more that the tragedy had
begun long before. It had taken its beginning in the stories her husband
had told, in the anger he had nurtured, and in the years during which one
human being had gradually been made responsible for another man’s
mistakes.

At last Holmes rose.

I must admit that I expected something quite different. After all the
years I had followed him, it would not have surprised me if he had

summoned a constable or asked for a message to be sent to Scotland



THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL 139

Yard. But Holmes merely stood for a moment and looked at the weeping
woman.

“I'believe, Mrs. Ashcroft,” he said at last, “that Inspector Lestrade will
contact you shortly.”

She did notlift her head, but nodded slowly. No denial. Only the quiet
acceptance of a person who knows the game is over.

Holmes bowed slightly.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Ashcroft.”

Shortly afterward we were shown out of the house by a silent maid
who plainly had no idea of the tragedy that had just unfolded in the
drawing room. When the front door closed behind us, we stood for a
moment on the steps without saying anything. The well-kept garden lay
peaceful before us, and farther down the street Kensington continued
its calm and respectable life, entirely unaware of the events that had just
been uncovered.

Only when we reached the pavement did I break the silence.

“So it truly was an accident.”

Holmes turned and cast one last glance toward the villa’s windows.

“Yes.”

He was silent for a moment.

“But some accidents, Watson, begin many years before the day on
which they actually happen.”

I often thought of those words later. For if Arthur Pembroke had been
killed by a broken hatpin in a dark alley in Whitechapel, that was only the
final act in a drama which had in truth begun decades earlier on a ship
far out at sea, where one man had tried to do his duty, and another had

never forgiven him for it.

The Final Visit to Whitechapel

Some days later Holmes and I returned once more to Whitechapel. In
many respects the neighborhood seemed unchanged. The same worn
buildings stood along the streets, the same tradesmen shouted their
goods over the paving stones, and high above it all still sounded the
familiar hoarse cries of the ravens, which sat in the trees around the
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square or circled between the rooftops. The birds had not disappeared.
They had not altered their behavior in the least. And yet the area seemed
different to me.

Perhaps it was because the people had changed.

On our first visit, every conversation had sooner or later turned to
the ravens. There had been whispers of omens, curses, and strange hap-
penings, and even the most sensible people had seemed aftected by the
atmosphere of unease that had spread through the neighborhood. Now
some of that tension appeared to have vanished. Rumors of Etienne
Marot’s arrest had begun to circulate, and as the stolen objects were
found and returned to their owners, several of the old stories were already
beginning to lose their power.

Mrs. Hale received us with a warmth that could only come from a
person who had carried a worry and now felt it lifting. She insisted that
we come inside, and shortly afterward we sat in the boarding house
sitting room with coffee and homemade cake before us. Sunlight fell
through the windows, and although the ravens’ voices could still be
heard outside, they seemed far less threatening than before.

“So you found the truth, Mr. Holmes?” she asked almost at once.

Holmes set down his cup and nodded.

“A tragic accident,” he continued. “And a woman who had carried
anger for so long that at last it became part of her life.”

Mrs. Hale sat silent for a moment and looked down into her coffee
cup.

“Itis strange,” she said then. “All of it began with the ravens.”

Holmes slowly shook his head.

“No. The ravens merely did what ravens do.”

She looked at him questioningly.

“They picked up things that people had lost.”

There was silence for a moment after these words, and I found myself
looking out through the window toward the square outside. Several
ravens sat in the trees and watched the world with their black, shining
eyes. As though he had followed my thoughts, Holmes leaned back and

said:
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“There is a peculiar habit in mankind, Watson. When we do not know
the cause of a misfortune, we often blame the thing we fear most.”

Mrs. Hale nodded slowly.

“I think you are right.”

She then told us that several of her former guests had already returned,
and that the boarding house was beginning to resemble itself again.
The worst rumors were dying away, and although Whitechapel would
never be a place without stories and gossip, the future suddenly seemed
brighter than it had in many months.

Above the Rooftops
When Holmes and I later left the boarding house and set oft toward the
main road, I cast one last glance back toward the square. I looked up at
the sky once more.

The black birds flew over the roofs of Whitechapel, just as they had
done long before our arrival and would continue to do long after. They
had committed no crimes. They had merely been the only witnesses who

never tried to hide the truth.






The Pigeons of Fleet
Street

ne of the more unusual cases that it fell to my lot to accompany

Sherlock Holmes through began in a manner so peaceful and
undramatic that neither of us could then have imagined how singular its
solution would ultimately prove to be. It was one of those quiet after-
noons in Baker Street which seem rare in memory precisely because they
were so often interrupted by some unexpected visitor or fresh problem
demanding my friend's attention.

Holmes lay stretched upon the sofa with his hands folded across his
chest and his eyes closed. To anyone who did not know him, he would
have appeared to be asleep, yet I knew from experience that his mind
often worked most intensely during such moments. I myself sat by the
window with the afternoon newspaper, whose columns succeeded only
imperfectly in holding my attention. Outside came the familiar hum of
London. Carriages rumbled over the cobblestones, drivers shouted to
one another, and the distant, unceasing murmur of millions of people
rose between the rows of houses like a constant undertone. The sunlight
slanted through the window, casting long bands of light across the carpet
and the many objects that had accumulated around Holmes through the
years.

I had just laid aside the newspaper and was considering whether I
might draw Holmes into a discussion of one of the day's political devel-
opments when there came a firm knock upon the door. A moment later
Mrs. Hudson entered.
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"There are three gentlemen who wish to speak with you, Mr. Holmes,"
said she.

My friend opened his eyes without haste.

"Three?" he remarked. "That sounds almost like a delegation.”

"One might call it that, sir."

"Then by all means show them up."

Mrs. Hudson withdrew, and a few moments later the visitors were
ushered in. At first glance they appeared to be perfectly ordinary people
such as one might encounter anywhere in London. Yet the moment they
entered the room, I was struck by how difterent they were from one
another. It was not merely their appearance, but their entire manner of
carrying and presenting themselves.

The first was a tall, erect gentleman with graying hair and a face that
bore the marks of a long career in public service. There was something
disciplined about his bearing, and even the manner in which he held his
hat before him with both hands seemed almost ceremonial. I later came
to know him as Mr. Ellison, a retired postmaster.

Beside him stood a broader man with powerful shoulders and rough
hands. His dark coat had been carefully brushed, yet neither it nor his
cuffs had entirely escaped the traces of his trade. In several places I
could see small stains of printer's ink which seemed to have taken up
permanent residence upon both cloth and fingers. His face was open and
energetic, and his eyes wandered curiously about the room. This was Mr.
Briggs, a newspaper printer from Fleet Street.

The third gentleman was almost the opposite of the second. He was
small in stature and considerably older than either of his companions. A
fine, almost birdlike face peered out from beneath a tall hat, and across
his waistcoat hung a silver watch chain which immediately revealed his
profession. Every movement appeared measured and precise, as though a
lifetime spent working with delicate mechanisms and even more delicate
tolerances had left its mark upon him. This was Mr. Finch, a watchmak-
er.

The three men remained standing near the door for a moment, like

people not yet entirely certain whether their errand was important
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enough to justify the visit. I noticed small signs of nervousness in each
of them. Ellison cleared his throat several times without speaking. Briggs
turned his hat restlessly between his hands. Finch unconsciously wound
his watch and allowed his fingers to rest upon the chain.

Holmes had raised himself upon the sofa and regarded them with his
customary calm expression.

"Gentlemen," said he kindly, indicating the chairs before the fireplace,
"you appear to have come some distance to tell me something. Let us
begin by having you sit down."

His tone produced the desired effect. The three men relaxed somewhat
and took their seats while Holmes leaned back and brought his fingertips
together before him.

"Now," said he, "what mystery has caused a postmaster, a newspaper
printer, and a watchmaker to journey across London together on such a
fine afternoon?”

The three gentlemen exchanged a quick glance. It was obvious that
none of them had mentioned his profession.

And thus began the story of the pigeon enthusiasts of Fleet Street.

The three gentlemen exchanged looks of surprise, after which a faint
smile crossed Mr. Ellison's face. He seemed the one most able to recover
his composure, and after seating himself upon the edge of his chair with
the erect posture that years in the postal service had evidently never
erased, he folded his hands before him.

"It is not every day one finds oneself so quickly read, Mr. Holmes,"
said he. "But since you already know so much, I may as well begin at the
beginning."

Holmes nodded encouragingly, while I settled back with growing in-
terest. The three men seemed honest and respectable enough, but their
common purpose still struck me as somewhat mysterious.

"We are all members of what one might call London's carrier-pigeon
network," continued Ellison.

I must confess that the phrase immediately conjured up a very par-
ticular image in my mind. I had heard of racing pigeons and therefore

imagined some form of competition among owners of especially swift
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birds. The notion seemed a somewhat unusual reason for a visit to Sher-
lock Holmes, but years of experience had taught me that the strangest
subjects sometimes concealed the most interesting mysteries.

Ellison, however, shook his head as though he had read my thoughts.

The Pigeon Network

"It is not chiefly about racing," said he. "Naturally, we are interested in
the birds themselves, but that is not why we are here. Communication is
at the heart of the whole thing."

For the first time this seemed to awaken my friend's interest. Holmes
had until then sat with his eyes half closed, but now he straightened
slightly.

"Communication?” he repeated.

"Yes," replied Ellison. "There are pigeon lofts all over London. On
rooftops, in courtyards, and above workshops. People such as ourselves
keep in touch through messages carried back and forth by the birds."

As he spoke, the other two gentlemen gradually leaned into the con-
versation, and it soon became clear that none of them intended to leave
the entire explanation to one man. On the contrary, they seemed to have
told the story together so often that they almost completed one another's
thoughts.

"It began as a small hobby," explained Ellison. "But over time it devel-
oped into something more elaborate."

"A game," interjected Mr. Briggs, leaning forward with his elbows
upon his knees.

"A rather sophisticated game," added Mr. Finch with the care of a man
who plainly weighed each word before speaking it.

Ellison nodded.

"Each week a series of messages is sent between the various lofts. The
messages contain riddles, clues, or small challenges.”

"And the solution leads to a particular location somewhere in the city,"
continued Briggs eagerly. "It may be almost anything. An old warehouse
by the river. A square. An abandoned chapel in a cemetery. A courtyard
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that nobody notices. We always try to choose places that add a little
adventure to the whole affair."

As he spoke, I could not help smiling. The enterprise was beginning
to take shape in my imagination, and the more I heard, the less peculiar it
seemed. London was full of men who collected stamps, studied railway
timetables, or devoted their leisure hours to the most eccentric pursuits.
Compared with these, a treasure hunt conducted across the rooftops and
streets of the city seemed almost romantic.

"So you simply send riddles to one another?” I asked.

"Not entirely,” said Finch with a slight smile. "When one reaches the
location, one often finds the next clue.”

"And occasionally a prize," added Briggs.

"A very modest prize,” Finch immediately clarified.

"Naturally,” said Briggs. "No one grows rich from it. But there may
be a medal, a special feather, an old coin, or something else that carries
significance within the game."

He laughed and looked around at us.

"I know how it sounds."

"Like a treasure hunt," said I.

"Precisely.”

Briggs's grin widened.

"Like boys' games."

"I'suppose itis,” admitted Finch.

"A game for grown men," said Briggs.

"A game for grown boys," corrected Ellison with a twinkle in his eye.

For the first time since their arrival, the nervousness almost entirely
vanished from their faces. The conversation had caused them to forget
the true purpose of their visit for a moment, and I myself was obliged to
admit that there was something exceedingly charming about the whole
enterprise. There was a childlike delight in the idea, but also an ingenuity
and fellowship which made it difficult to dismiss as mere pastime.

I glanced toward Holmes. He had now entirely abandoned his reclin-
ing posture and sat with his fingertips pressed together before him while
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studying the three men with an expression I knew exceedingly well. It
was the look that told me his interest had been awakened.

"It sounds a thoroughly harmless amusement, gentlemen,” said he.
"And yet you have come all the way to Baker Street. I therefore assume
there is more to the matter than riddles, prizes, and carrier pigeons."

The smiles vanished from the faces of all three men almost simulta-
neously. Briggs slowly placed his hat upon his knees. Finch allowed his
hand to drift down to his watch chain. And Ellison drew a deep breath
before replying.

"Yes, Mr. Holmes. That is precisely the problem."

The Missing Birds

Holmes’s gaze rested calmly upon the three men as silence settled over the
room. It was evident that the lighter mood which had briefly prevailed
during their description of their peculiar hobby had now vanished. Mr.
Ellison sat with his hands folded before him, staring down at the carpet
as though searching for the proper way to express the problem. At last
he raised his head.

“The problem, Mr. Holmes,” said he gravely, “is that the birds are
disappearing.”

I must confess that the words did not at first make any particular
impression upon me. Anyone who keeps animals must from time to time
suffer losses, and I therefore assumed that we were dealing with a limited
number of birds. Perhaps one or two had been overtaken by bad weather
or had lost their bearings during a long flight. Yet from the manner in
which the three men looked at one another, I immediately understood
that the matter was far more serious.

“You do not mean one or two birds?” I asked.

Ellison slowly shook his head.

“No, Dr. Watson. If it had been merely one or two, we should never
have troubled Mr. Holmes.”

Briggs leaned forward in his chair and rested his large hands upon his

knees.
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“It began some months ago,” said he. “At first none of us thought
much aboutit. A pigeon may go astray. It happens. There is fog, storms,
birds of prey, and any number of other things that can intervene.”

“And London is London, after all,” added Finch. “There are many
dangers for a bird.”

“Precisely,” Briggs continued. “So when the first one disappeared, we
merely shrugged our shoulders. When the next failed to return, we found
it regrettable but not unusual. Then another vanished. And after that,
another still.”

His voice grew lower.

“And then we began to count.”

At these words Finch slipped a hand inside his coat and produced a
small black notebook which had clearly seen long service. He opened it
with the same care a banker might display when presenting a book of
accounts and began turning through the pages.

“Thave recorded every single incident,” said he. “Dates, routes, owners,
and circumstances.”

He handed the notebook to Holmes, who accepted it without a word.

I leaned forward and glanced over the pages. They were filled with
dense columns of figures and neatly written notes. Even without exam-
ining them closely, it was evident that the number of cases was far greater
than could reasonably be dismissed as ordinary misfortune.

“There are simply too many,” said Finch. “Far too many.”

Holmes continued turning the pages in silence for a moment, his eyes
moving steadily over the entries. I knew him well enough to see that his
interest had now been genuinely aroused.

“It is not the same lofts that are affected,” he observed.

The three men looked at him in surprise.

“No,” replied Ellison. “That is one of the strange things about it.”

“And not the same owners either.”

“No.”

Holmes closed the notebook and laid it upon the table.

“What, then, is the connection?”

There was a brief silence.
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“Itis the birds themselves,” said Briggs at last.

Holmes raised his eyebrows slightly.

“Explain.”

“It seems to be certain birds that disappear. Not random birds. Not
the young or inexperienced ones. Quite the opposite. It is often the very
best.”

He shook his head.

“The most reliable.”

“The most experienced,” added Finch.

“The birds one would never expect to lose,” said Ellison.

Briggs glanced out of the window for a moment before continuing.

“I'lost one of my finest pigeons three weeks ago. It had flown the same
route dozens of times. I knew its habits better than I knew those of many
men I have worked with. If there had been a storm or heavy fog, one
might have understood it. But the weather was clear. There was not the
slightest reason why it should not have come home.”

Holmes nodded slowly but still said nothing.

Messages That Never Arrived
It was Ellison who spoke again.

“Not all of the birds disappear.”

“No?” said Holmes.

“Some of them return.”

For a brief moment I thought this must surely be an encouraging piece
of news, but the expression upon his face told another story.

“They return in a condition we have never seen before.”

“Tell me.”

“One of my own came home a fortnight ago. It was so exhausted
that it could scarcely stand upon its feet. Several of the tail feathers were
missing, and there was blood upon one wing.”

He hesitated for a moment.

“And the message was gone.”

These last words seemed to alter the entire atmosphere of the room.

Until then the story might still have been explained by chance or by the
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whims of nature. But the idea of a message that had disappeared at once
gave the matter an entirely different character. I felt my own interest
sharpen. It suddenly sounded less like a question of birds and more like
a mystery.

Briggs leaned forward.

“That is precisely why many of the members have grown uneasy.”

“Uneasy about what?” I asked.

“That someone has discovered the system.”

He spoke the words with a certain caution, as though he himself found
them excessive.

“Our system of messages.”

“Itis, of course, no state secret,” Ellison interjected quickly. “Butif one
wished it, it could be used for communication that no telegraph clerk or
postal official would ever detect.”

“And that is why some speak of spies,” said Finch dryly.

He did not appear to place much faith in the theory himself.

“Others speak of competitors,” Briggs continued. “Or of persons who
wish to steal the birds. Or simply of someone who takes pleasure in
spoiling our game.”

Ellison looked almost embarrassed.

“I readily admit that the theories grow more fantastic with every pass-
ing week. But when men lose their finest birds, the imagination begins
to work.”

I could not help finding the thought fascinating. The notion of secret
messages vanishing among the rooftops of London, and of unseen hands
perhaps interfering with a network known to scarcely anyone outside it,
had undeniably something adventurous about it.

Holmes, however, appeared not to share my enthusiasm. He had lis-
tened closely to every word, but his face remained entirely expression-
less. He sat with his fingertips pressed together and regarded the three
men with that calm, almost dreamlike look which, over the years, I had
learned both to fear and to respect. For it was precisely that look which

told me that his mind was working faster than ever, and that he had
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already begun to search for something quite different from the theories
that occupied the rest of us.

While the three men spoke of vanished messages, secret networks, and
the more or less fanciful theories that had begun to circulate among
the pigeon fanciers, I waited almost instinctively for Holmes to turn the
conversation toward another course. Through the years I had seen him
pursue the faintest traces of criminal activity, and if someone truly was
attempting to exploit or infiltrate this curious network of carrier pigeons,
it seemed natural to me that he would concern himself with the persons
who might be behind it. It therefore surprised me not a little when, after
another moment of silence, he asked a question that seemed to have not

the remotest connection with anything we had discussed.

Holmes Asks an Unusual Question
“At what times were the birds released?”

The three men looked at one another. Their faces clearly showed that
the question had caught them by surprise. I must admit that I felt the
same. Had Holmes asked for the names of rivals, earlier disputes, or
persons with access to the lofts, it would have seemed logical enough.
But the hour at which the birds were sent appeared, at first glance, to be
of no consequence.

“I am not sure that I understand,” said Ellison.

“You need not,” Holmes replied kindly. “Can you simply tell me?”

Finch had already taken out his little notebook again. He was plainly
a man who put his trust in records rather than memory, and after a few
moments of turning the pages he began to read from his neatly kept
notes. Several of the missing birds had been released early in the morning.
Others late in the afternoon. There were, of course, certain exceptions,
but as the figures were reviewed, one could begin to perceive certain
similarities.

Holmes interrupted him a few times with brief questions.

“Seven o’clock, you say?”

“Yes.”

“And this one?”
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“A little before eight.”

“The next?”

“About five in the afternoon.”

Holmes nodded without further comment. I could see that he had
noted something, though what it was I could not fathom. Nor did
the three visitors appear to understand the significance of their own
information. They watched him expectantly, but my friend oftered no
explanation. He merely leaned back in his chair, brought his fingertips
together before him, and allowed his gaze to rest somewhere between the
ceiling and the window, as though he were following a train of thought
not yet sufficiently formed to be spoken aloud.

At last Finch closed his notebook with a small snap and returned it
to his pocket. There was little more to be said that day, and after a few
further courtesies the three men rose to take their leave. The nervousness
that had marked their arrival had not vanished, but it had been replaced
by a certain relief. The mere act of laying the problem before Holmes
seemed to have given them fresh hope.

“We should be honored if you would visit the lofts tomorrow, Mr.
Holmes,” said Ellison. “It is difficult to explain everything from here.
One almost has to see it with one’s own eyes.”

“I'shall be pleased to do so,” replied Holmes.

Briggs nodded eagerly.

“We shall see to it that you have the opportunity to speak with the
other members as well.”

“Excellent.”

Shortly afterward they left the rooms, and I went to the window to
watch them disappear down Baker Street. The three figures moved side
by side through the afternoon traffic, so different in appearance and
background, yet plainly united by their unusual interest. I followed them
with my eyes until they were swallowed by the crowd.

“I'must admit,” said I, turning back into the room, “that it strikes me

more as a quarrel among hobbyists than as a true mystery.”
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Holmes stood by the fireplace with his back to me. He had taken out
his pipe and was staring into the glowing coals with that thoughtful
expression which often heralded the beginning of a new investigation.

“Perhaps, Watson,” said he after a brief pause.

Then he was silent for so long that I thought he had finished with the
subject. But presently he continued in the same quiet tone.

“But when a pattern appears in nature, one should first ask oneself
who has noticed it.”

“And who has not?” I suggested.

He turned his head slightly and smiled.

“Precisely.”

I must freely admit that I did not understand the remark. What nature
had to do with missing carrier pigeons and vanished messages was at that
time entirely unclear to me. I was still occupied with thoughts of rivals,
spies, and secret networks, while Holmes was evidently moving along
quite another path.

He did not, however, appear inclined to offer further explanation.
Instead he went to the table, where London’s streets and districts were
already represented by several maps and directories he had collected over
the years.

“Watson,” said he, “would you be so good as to find the large map of
London?”

“Certainly.”

“The one that shows both the City and the surrounding districts.”

I fetched the requested map from the bookcase, and Holmes at once
spread it out before him upon the table. He studied it in silence while
the afternoon light slowly faded outside, and though I did not yet know
it, that very map was, in the days to come, to prove one of the most
important instruments in the solution of the strange affair of the carrier

pigeons of Fleet Street.

Above Fleet Street
The following morning Holmes and I left Baker Street beneath a sky
covered by a thin layer of cloud, through which the sun only occasionally
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managed to break. The air was mild, and London showed itself in its
usual guise, busy and noisy, with a stream of carriages, tradesmen, and
clerks moving through the streets like blood through the veins of some
living creature. Holmes was unusually silent. He had spent much of the
previous evening bent over the map I had found for him, and although
I had tried several times to draw his thoughts into the light, he had
answered my questions only with the brief and evasive remarks which
always told me that he was not yet ready to share his reflections.

As we approached Fleet Street, I could no longer restrain my curiosity.

“Have you already formed a theory?” I asked.

Holmes gave a slight shrug.

“Theories are useful, Watson, so long as one does not fall in love with
them.”

“But surely you must have some supposition.”

“I have several.”

“And which of them do you consider the most likely?”

A faint smile appeared upon his face.

“I prefer to see the birds before I hear more theories.”

His answer seemed less enlightening to me than it was probably in-
tended to be.

“If someone is stealing the messages,” said I, “surely we ought to look
for the thief.”

Holmes cast me a quick glance as we continued between the tall build-
ings.

“When a message disappears, Watson, it is not always the sender or the
recipient one should examine first.”

“No?”

“Sometimes it is the messenger.”

He said no more, and since I knew how useless it was to press him, I
let the matter rest.

Shortly afterward we arrived at the building where Mr. Briggs had
promised to receive us. It rose dark and massive among the surround-

ing houses, and even before we stepped inside we could hear the deep,
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rthythmic rumble of the printing presses. Briggs was waiting for us at the
entrance and greeted us with his usual heartiness.

“I hope you are ready for a few stairs, gentlemen,” said he. “The
pigeons prefer the heights.”

He led us into the building, and at once we were surrounded by a
world which most readers of newspapers never have the opportunity to
see. We passed through great rooms where the machines worked with a
power and regularity that almost reminded one of the engines aboard a
ship. The air was filled with the smell of paper, oil, and fresh printer’s
ink. Men in aprons moved among stacks of newspapers and bales of
paper, while messengers hurried back and forth with proofs and notes. In
several places we had to draw ourselves aside to lethandcarts pass through
the narrow passages.

As we moved deeper into the building, our surroundings became
increasingly labyrinthine. Briggs led us up stairways, through storerooms
filled with paper, and onward along narrow corridors where the light
entered only through small, dusty windows. At last we reached a back
stairway which seemed considerably older than the rest of the building,
and after one final climb Briggs pushed open a door before us.

I remember still the moment when we stepped out upon the roof.

It was as though an entirely new world had opened above the one
we had just left behind. Beneath us the noisy life of Fleet Street con-
tinued unabated, but up here there prevailed a wholly different atmos-
phere. The roofs of London stretched in every direction like an endless
landscape of chimneys, spires, towers, and dormer windows. Here and
there church towers rose above the rows of houses, and in the distance
the dome of St. Paul’s could be seen rising over the city like a mighty
landmark.

Yet it was not the view alone that surprised me.

It was the pigeon lofts.

I had expected to see one, or perhaps two. Instead, I soon discov-
ered that they were everywhere. Small wooden structures stood upon
rooftops in every direction. Some were simple and modest, while others

had been constructed with a care that almost approached the architec-
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tural. In several places I could see men bending over them, while flocks
of pigeons circled above the rooftops.

“Good heavens,” I exclaimed. “I had no idea there were so many.”

Briggs laughed with satisfaction.

“Most people do not, Dr. Watson.”

I was obliged to admit that he was right. From the street this whole
world was invisible. Only up here did it become clear how extensive the
network truly was.

The air was full of the beating of wings. Pigeons rose from rooftops,
circled above the city, and returned again. Some flew alone, others in
close flocks. There was a liveliness about the scene that made it difficult

not to be carried along by the enthusiasm.

A Game for Grown Men

Several members of the club had already gathered around the lofts. I
recognized all three faces from the previous day, but most of the others
were new to me. There were craftsmen with rough hands, shopkeepers
in respectable coats, and retired men whose faces bore the marks of long
working lives. What they all had in common was the pride with which
they spoke of their birds.

A stout man with a mustache displayed a particular pigeon which he
claimed was the fastest in the whole district.

“She would beat any bird between here and Whitechapel,” he de-
clared.

Another immediately protested and began telling the story of a pigeon
which, after a failed transport, had found its way home from a distance
of several hundred miles.

Before long the conversation had developed into a series of friend-
ly disputes about speed, sense of direction, and endurance. There was
laughter, argument, and storytelling with that special warmth which
exists only among people who share a passion.

I noticed that Holmes listened with great attention. He asked a ques-
tion now and again, though far less often than I had expected. It was

plain that, for the moment, he was more interested in observing than in
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explaining. Again and again his gaze wandered out across the roofs and
up toward the many birds circling above the city.

While the others spoke of record flights and especially gifted pigeons,
I had the impression that Holmes was listening for something quite
different. As so often before, I felt that he had already detected a pattern
still hidden from the rest of us, and that his apparently relaxed interest
concealed a far more purposeful investigation. What that pattern con-
sisted of I could not yet guess; but when I saw him standing there with
his eyes lifted toward the sky above Fleet Street, it occurred to me for the
first time that his attention might not be directed at the men upon the
roofs, but at something far higher above them.

After showing us the birds and allowing us to hear a multitude of
stories about their achievements, the members led us to one of the larger
lofts, where they offered to demonstrate the part of their hobby that truly
distinguished it from ordinary carrier-pigeon sport. I had already under-
stood that these men were not interested merely in the birds’ ability to
fly, but only now did I begin to see how much ingenuity and fellowship
lay behind their undertaking.

One of the pigeon fanciers gently lifted a bird and held it calmly in
his hands, while another displayed a small metal capsule scarcely larger
than the end joint of a finger. With practiced ease he fastened it to the
bird’s leg, then opened the capsule and showed us thelittle rolled message
concealed within.

“That is how most of the messages are sent,” he explained. “Some are
short. Others are a little more elaborate.”

He handed me the slip, and I unfolded it. Upon it was written a riddle
in a neat hand. After reading it through a couple of times, I was forced
to admit that I could not immediately see the solution.

“And where does it lead?” I asked.

Briggs smiled.

“To a place by the river. An old warehouse that has not been used for
many years.”

“And there one finds the next message?”

“Precisely.”
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Another man displayed a similar slip, which described an earlier com-
petition. In that case the solution had led the participants to an old
cemetery, where a small prize had been waiting in one of the unlocked
rooms of the chapel. The prize, as it turned out, had been an old coin
from the time of George III, accompanied by another clue which had
sent the participants onward through the city.

As they spoke, it gradually dawned upon me why these people devoted
so much energy to their hobby. It was certainly about the birds, but only
in part. It was at least as much about the people who gathered around
them: the fellowship, the stories, and the little adventures they created
for one another in the midst of a busy metropolis.

I stood for a moment watching the various men as they discussed
earlier competitions, old riddles, and especially memorable flights. There
was something almost touching in it all. Involuntarily my thoughts went
back to my own boyhood: to the long summer days when, as boys, we
ran through streets and fields in search of treasures, secret hiding places,
and fantastic adventures that existed only because we had created them
ourselves. These men had, in their own fashion, managed to preserve
something of that same delight far into adult life.

Perhaps that was precisely why I found it difficult not to feel sympathy
for them.

The atmosphere, however, gradually changed as the conversation
drew once more toward the reason for our visit. Smiles became fewer,
and the cheerful stories gave way to more serious accounts. Several of the
members began to speak of the birds that had not returned.

The Man with the Field-Glasses
“One begins to notice things,” said an elderly pigeon fancier, looking up
toward the sky, “when one’s finest birds suddenly fail to come home.”
His remark was met by several nods.
“That is true.”
“One watches more closely.”

“And one sees things one would never otherwise have noticed.”
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I observed how Holmes at once raised his eyes slightly. He said noth-
ing, but his attention had plainly sharpened.

“Such as what?” he asked.

There was a brief silence.

“The man with the field-glasses.”

It was Briggs who said it.

At once several of the others reacted.

“Yes.”

“I have seen him too.”

“We all have.”

Now I became truly interested.

“A man with field-glasses?” I repeated.

The descriptions that followed resembled one another remarkably.
No one knew his name, but all seemed to have noticed him. He was
middle-aged, well dressed, and usually moved alone through the district.
His most distinctive feature, however, was the pair of field-glasses he
almost always carried with him.

“He has been seen on several of the roofs,” said one man.

“And near the lofts.”

“Not only here,” added another. “Farther east as well.”

“I'saw him by the church square last week.”

“St. Bride’s?” asked Briggs.

“Yes, that very place.”

As the various statements were set forth, there emerged the picture of
a person who for some time had been lingering in precisely those areas
where several of the disappearances had occurred.

Another pigeon fancier leaned forward.

“I'am convinced he is watching them.”

His tone left no doubt that he had already reached his own conclusion.

“And I saw him writing something down,” put in a third. “He had a
little notebook out.”

“Was he noting the flight routes?”

“Itlooked that way.”

Murmured comments spread among those present.
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I felt suspicion at once begin to form in my own mind. A strange man.
Field-glasses. Notes. Repeated observations near the places where the
birds had vanished. It was difficult not to see the connection.

When I glanced at Holmes, I almost expected to find him equally
interested.

To my surprise, however, he seemed far less absorbed in the supposed
suspect than I was. He listened attentively, of course, but his gaze drifted
again and again away from the men and out over the rooftops. Several
times I saw him lift his head and follow the circling pigeons through the
air, as though his thoughts were moving in a direction quite different
from ours.

At the time this seemed to me merely another of his many eccentrici-
ties. Only much later did I understand that while the rest of us had begun
to concern ourselves with the man with the field-glasses, Holmes had
already turned his attention to what the man himself had been looking
at.

As the morning wore on and more of the club’s members joined the
gathering on the roof, the stories and theories began to spread almost
as rapidly as the pigeons above our heads. It struck me how natural
this was. When men are faced with something they do not understand,
explanations often arise long before the evidence. Each newly missing
bird had added another layer to the mystery, and now every man seemed

to have his own account of what was taking place.

Theories and Suspicions

A stout gentleman with red side-whiskers was convinced that financial
interests must be involved. He spoke with great assurance of industrial
espionage and maintained that modern companies were willing to go to
considerable lengths to gain access to systems of communication known
to no one else. Another, who had formerly served in the army, believed
the matter to be of a graver character. He pointed toward the Continent
and the tensions that from time to time filled the newspaper columns
and hinted that someone might wish to discover how effectively a net-

work of carrier pigeons could function in time of war. A third dismissed
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both theories and declared with equal conviction that the explanation
was much simpler. In his opinion, a rival pigeon club must be finding
amusement in sabotaging the competitions and spreading uneasiness
among the members.

It was characteristic that, although the theories pointed in different
directions, they all circled around the same center. Every explanation led
sooner or later back to the strange man with the field-glasses. He was
mentioned again and again, and with each retelling his role seemed to
grow. Some had seen him upon one roof, others upon another. Some
believed he kept detailed notes of the birds’ movements. Others were
certain he had been in communication with unknown persons. A few
even began to recall details which they had plainly not found remarkable
until the rumors had begun to gather force.

I listened to it all with growing interest. To be honest, the man with
the field-glasses seemed to me at that point the most promising clue we
had encountered. He was tangible. He had been observed. He had been
in the right places. And, most important of all, he fit perfectly into the
explanation most of us had already begun to imagine.

Holmes evidently did not share that view.

While the discussions rose and fell around us, he had gradually with-
drawn from the little group and moved about the roof with that ap-
pearance of randomness which so often concealed his most purposeful
inquiries. Several times I saw him pause at the edge of the roof and study
the surroundings. At other times he walked slowly between the lofts
without saying a word.

His gaze wandered among the church spires which rose above the
city roofs. He seemed to be measuring distances between buildings, and
several times returned to particular vantage points. On one occasion he
stood so long studying a line of roofs to the southwest that I almost
believed he had forgotten the company around him.

The birds, too, interested him in a manner that seemed curious to
me. He did not follow individual pigeons, but the movements of whole
flocks. He watched how they rose from the roofs, circled in broad arcs,

and then vanished between the rows of houses. More than once I noticed
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that he lifted his head long after the others had returned their attention
to their conversations.

At one point he took out his own field-glasses. Naturally, I expected
him to direct them toward one of the nearby roofs, or perhaps to try
to locate the mysterious observer of whom everyone was speaking. But
to my surprise he raised them much higher. His gaze did not search the
streets or sweep across the housetops. It was fixed upon the sky.

Iautomatically followed his line of sight. There was nothing particular
to be seen. A few scattered clouds drifted over the city, and high above
them several birds circled, appearing at that distance only as dark specks
against the light.

Holmes lowered the field-glasses again without speaking.

“Do you see anything of interest?” I asked.

He turned toward me with an almost absent expression.

“T'hope so.”

“And what is it?”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“I'do not yet know.”

Before I could press him further, he was interrupted by another pigeon
fancier who wished to tell him about the man with the field-glasses.
Holmes listened politely, but I noticed that his gaze once more drifted
away from the speaker and out toward the distant spires, where the

pigeons continued their circling above London.

A Curious Pattern
It was in the midst of one of these lively discussions that the first truly
interesting piece of information emerged. It was not offered with any
particular emphasis, and at first it attracted far less attention among those
present than yet another story about the man with the field-glasses.
The man who mentioned it was an elderly pigeon fancier named
Mercer, a gray-haired fellow with a weather-beaten face and hands that
bore the marks of a long working life. Until then he had said very little,
but now he stood with his arms resting upon the railing, watching the

circling birds above the city.
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“The strange thing,” said he thoughtfully, “is not really that the birds
disappear.”

Several of the men turned toward him.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Briggs.

Mercer shrugged.

“Birds are birds. They may lose their way. They may meet with acci-
dents. But if one looks at it over a longer period, it seems to me that it
almost always happens in the same place.”

Holmes, who had just been standing a little apart studying some dis-
tant roofs, turned his head.

“The same place?” said he.

“Yes, or nearly the same district.”

Mercer pointed out across the rooftops.

“Over there.”

His finger indicated that part of the city where the slender spire of St.
Bride’s Church rose above the surrounding buildings.

“About the great church.”

He laughed a little self-consciously.

“It is likely nothing. I had never really thought much aboutit.”

But Holmes had already moved toward him.

“Most of the disappearances occur along routes through that area?”

“Yes, that is how it seems to me.”

Within a few minutes the little notebook had appeared again, and
while the other men looked on in mild bewilderment, Holmes began to
go through the entries with a thoroughness that stood in sharp contrast
to his apparent indifference toward the man with the field-glasses.

“How many of these routes pass near St. Bride’s?”

“A good many,” Finch admitted after studying his notes.

“And the times?”

More questions followed. When had the birds been released? How
often were those particular routes used? Were there hours of the day
when the disappearances occurred more frequently?

The longer the inquiry continued, the clearer it became that Holmes

had found something that interested him far more than the theories
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occupying the others. The men began gradually to exchange puzzled
looks.

“I still do not understand,” said one of them at last. “What has this to
do with the stranger?”

“Yes,” added another. “If someone is watching the birds, surely that is
more important than the flight route itself.”

The visit was by then drawing toward its close. The last birds were
returned to the lofts, and the members slowly began to leave the roof.
Holmes thanked them for their assistance and promised to return if he
required further information.

Shortly afterward Holmes and I were once more making our way
through the busy streets of Fleet Street. The city was now fully awake.
Newspaper boys cried the day’s headlines, carriages rolled through the
dense traffic, and the stream of clerks moved between the buildings with
the purposeful air that characterizes London’s commercial life. For some
time we walked without speaking, while Holmes seemed absorbed in his
own thoughts.

At last I could remain silent no longer.

“I'must say, Holmes, that I find the case less and less mysterious.”

He cast a brief glance at me.

“Do you?”

“Yes. We have a man who has repeatedly been observed near the lofts.
He carries field-glasses. He takes notes. He appears precisely where the
birds vanish. In my opinion he must be at the center of the matter.”

Holmes continued for several steps without replying.

“We must surely have found our man.”

“Itis possible.”

His tone was so subdued that it sounded almost absent.

“But I generally prefer to find out what a man is looking at before I
concern myself with the man himself.”

I looked at him questioningly.

“I am not sure that I understand.”

Holmes smiled faintly, but said nothing more. To me the remark

seemed exceedingly puzzling. If the man was truly guilty, what could it
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matter what he had been looking at? Yet experience had taught me that
when Holmes made such observations, it was usually because he had
already detected a connection still hidden from the rest of us.

Already the following morning Holmes displayed great activity. He
had risen before me and had already finished his breakfast when I came
down into the sitting room. The map of London still lay spread out
upon the table, and several new markings had been added since the
previous evening. Holmes himself stood by the window with his hands
in his pockets, looking out at the gray sky over Baker Street.

“Good, Watson,” said he as I entered. “If you are ready, we have an
appointment.”

“With whom?”

“With a man who does not yet know that he is to meet us.”

No further explanation was forthcoming, and less than half an hour
later we were on our way toward Fleet Street. Holmes told me as we
walked that he had gathered the various descriptions of the mysterious
observer and compared them with the times at which he had been seen.

“Most people are more regular than they believe themselves to be,” he
remarked. “If a man has a particular interest, he generally follows par-
ticular habits as well. That is true of criminals, officials, pigeon fanciers,
and probably bird-watchers too.”

I could not help noticing the last word.

“Bird-watchers?”

Holmes smiled faintly.

“We shall see.”

The Observer

Shortly afterward we found ourselves upon one of the higher roofs near
Fleet Street, not far from the church which several of the pigeon fanciers
had mentioned. The place gave a view over a considerable portion of the
city, and although the morning was still young, the first flocks of pigeons
could already be seen moving among the buildings. I confess I expected
a long and rather tedious wait. Experience had taught me that Holmes

could sometimes spend half a day upon observations which only he
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found interesting. This time, however, it proved that he had calculated
his hour with his usual precision.

We had scarcely stood there a quarter of an hour before he laid a hand
upon my arm almost imperceptibly.

“There.”

I followed his gaze.

A little farther on, a man stood upon another roof. Even at that
distance he matched the descriptions we had received remarkably well.
He was middle-aged, well dressed, and wore a pair of field-glasses about
his neck. There was nothing in his appearance that seemed threatening
or suspicious. On the contrary, he looked like a respectable gentleman
one might meet in any of London’s parks or reading rooms.

The most remarkable thing about the stranger, however, was not
his appearance, but the manner in which he behaved. Had I met him
without any knowledge of the case, I should hardly have paid particular
attention to him. He was well dressed, respectable, and appeared neither
nervous nor secretive. Yet as we watched him, it became clear that his
attention was directed toward something quite different from what T had
expected.

He seemed interested neither in the buildings around him nor in the
people passing below in the streets. On the contrary, he stood for most of
the time with his face turned toward the sky. From time to time he raised
his field-glasses, studied something high above the rooftops, and lowered
them again, only to repeat the same movement shortly afterward. The
minutes passed without his attention ever seeming to leave whatever he
was observing up there.

I must admit that I found it peculiar.

“He is not watching the lofts,” I remarked in a low voice.

“No,” replied Holmes.

“And he does not seem particularly interested in people either.”

“No.”

There was something in Holmes’s tone that made me turn toward
him. He did not sound disappointed by this observation. On the con-
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trary, it seemed to me that each new fact confirmed a suspicion he had
already formed.

To my surprise, however, he made no attempt to approach the man.
Instead he waited patiently until, after some time, the stranger began
to move on. Only then did we set ourselves in motion and follow him
through the city.

It was a curious sort of pursuit. The stranger did not behave like a
man who had anything to conceal. He never looked over his shoulder
and made no effort to avoid attention. On the contrary, he moved calmly
and deliberately from place to place, as though following a routine that
had been repeated many times before. Ata church square he stopped and
studied the sky through his field-glasses. Later we saw him pause upon a
bridge, and then in an open space between some warchouses. Each time
the same pattern repeated itself. He stopped, lifted the field-glasses, and
directed them toward something high above the city, whereupon he re-
mained standing for several minutes with a concentration that bordered
upon obsession.

Gradually I began to notice something that sat ill with the theory to
which I had clung until then. If the man truly was watching the pigeon
fanciers, he was surprisingly poor at it. He showed no interest in their
lofts, did not note who came and went, and seemed altogether unaware
of the people around him. Only the sky occupied him.

The longer I observed him, the more my own conviction began to
waver. I had been so certain that we were looking at the central figure in
the mystery, butit became increasingly difficult to imagine him as a secret
saboteur or spy. He seemed rather like a man wholly absorbed in some
special study, the significance of which only he himself understood.

At one point we stood on the opposite side of a square and watched
him study something through his field-glasses for several minutes with-
out interruption. At last I was forced to admit my doubt.

“I confess, Holmes, that I no longer know what to think.”

“That is a healthy condition, Watson.”

“Is it?”
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“A very healthy one. It merely means that facts have begun to triumph
over theory.”

I cast another glance toward the stranger, who still had his attention
fixed upon the sky.

“So you no longer believe he has anything to do with the matter?”

Holmes did not answer at once. His own eyes followed the man’s gaze
upward toward the high spires and the circling birds above the city, as
though they were both looking at the same invisible point.

“On the contrary,” said he after a moment. “I believe he has a great deal
to do with it.”

“But how?”

A faint smile appeared upon his face.

“Because he may be the first person we have met who has actually seen
what we are looking for.”

This remark did not make me much wiser, but it lodged itself in my
thoughts as we continued following the stranger through the streets of
London. Only later did I understand that Holmes had, by this time,
already begun to turn the entire case upon its head. Where the rest of us
had regarded the man with the field-glasses as a possible answer, Holmes
regarded him as a witness. And as so often before, the difference between
those two things proved far more important than it first appeared.

We followed the stranger through several more streets until at last he
reached a small square where the traffic was sparse and where the view
between the buildings gave a clear outlook over several of the surround-
ing roofs. Here he stopped once more. As on the previous occasions,
he raised his field-glasses and directed them toward the sky, after which
he stood perfectly still with a concentration bordering upon obsession.
Even ata distance one could see that his attention was so wholly absorbed
by whatever he observed that the world around him had almost ceased
to exist.

This time, however, Holmes chose not to continue the observation.

“Come, Watson,” said he. “I think we have learned what can be learned

from a distance.”
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Before I could answer, he was already crossing the square. I hurried
after him, and a few moments later we stood beside the stranger. He did
not react until Holmes politely cleared his throat. Even then he started
violently and lowered his field-glasses with a visible jerk.

“Forgive me,” said Holmes. “It was not my intention to startle you.”

The man blinked a few times, as though only now becoming aware of
our presence.

“No, no,” said he. “The fault was mine. I was merely absorbed.”

Holmes smiled pleasantly.

“I can see that. My name is Sherlock Holmes. This is my friend and
colleague, Dr. Watson.”

The effect produced by the name was interesting. I had expected
surprise, perhaps even uneasiness, if the man truly had some concealed
purpose. Instead he seemed almost relieved.

“Mr. Holmes?” he exclaimed. “Truly?”

“Atyour service.”

“Then I am glad you approached me. For a moment I feared that
someone was about to ask me to leave the area.”

A most unusual bird

There was not the slightest hint of guilt in his voice. On the contrary, he
seemed a man far more absorbed in his subject than in himself. As we
began to speak with him, it quickly became clear that he was not merely
interested in birds in the ordinary sense. He spoke with that peculiar
mixture of knowledge and enthusiasm which marks those who have
devoted many years to a narrow field of study.

I immediately imagined him as a retired schoolmaster, or perhaps
some kind of lecturer in natural history. He had that careful manner of
speech and quiet ardor one so often encounters in learned amateurs.

“You are interested in birds?” asked Holmes.

“Very much.”

“And in one particular bird, unless I am mistaken.”

At these words the man’s face brightened.

“Yes. A most unusual bird.”
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He cast a quick glance toward the sky, almost as though he feared
losing sight of it while we spoke.

“I'have been following it for several weeks now.”

This at once aroused my interest.

“A rare species?”

“One may certainly say so.”

Holmes regarded him attentively.

“Will you tell us which?”

To my surprise, the man’s manner changed at once. Not to distrust,
but to caution. He hesitated, looked about him, and lowered his voice.

“I hope you will not take it amiss, but I prefer to be somewhat re-
served.”

“For what reason?”

“Because experience has taught me that rare birds may attract the
wrong sort of people.”

He looked genuinely concerned.

“There are collectors who try to capture them. There are people who
disturb nests, or drive birds away merely for their own amusement. It
would be a great pity if anything of that kind were to happen here.”

Holmes nodded understandingly.

“So you do not wish to reveal its whereabouts.”

“No more than is absolutely necessary.”

“Naturally.”

The man appeared relieved by this response.

“I can say this much, however: I have observed the bird several times
in this district.”

“Fleet Street?”

“Yes.”

“And more precisely?”

He hesitated again.

“About the high spires.”

His gaze drifted automatically toward the roofs of the city.

“It seems to prefer the highest vantage points.”
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I looked immediately toward Holmes. His face remained calm, but I
knew him well enough to see that the information had made an impres-
sion.

“That is very interesting,” said he.

The man smiled.

“I think so too.”

The conversation continued for a few minutes longer upon birds and
observations, but he revealed nothing more about his discovery. When
at last we took our leave, he seemed almost eager to return to his watch
upon the sky.

Atfirst we continued through the streets without saying much. I'spent
some time gathering my own thoughts. The theory which had seemed so
convincing to me only a few hours earlier now lay in ruins.

“I'must admit, Holmes,” said I at last, “that my explanation has rather
collapsed.”

“That pleases me.”

“Pleases you?”

“Yes. Bad theories should collapse as quickly as possible.”

I could not help laughing.

“That man is plainly guilty of nothing.”

“No.”

“He seems entirely harmless.”

“I believe so too.”

He said no more, but as we continued through the crowd of Fleet
Street, I had the distinct sense that we had just taken an important step
closer to the solution. Not because we had found a suspect, but because
Holmes at last appeared to have found a man who had seen the same
pattern he himself was beginning to perceive. And for the first time since
the case began, I began to suspect that the explanation might not lie

among human beings at all.

Feathers on the Rooftops
On our way back from Fleet Street, Holmes proposed that we make a

few small detours before returning to Baker Street. He did not explain
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more precisely what he hoped to find, but through the years I had known
him I'had learned that such impulses were seldom accidental. I therefore
followed him without objection through narrow streets and courtyards
until we reached one of the lofts we had visited earlier in the day.

None of the owners was present, and the place lay quiet in the after-
noon sun. A few pigeons sat upon the roof ridge preening their feathers,
while others circled lazily above the buildings. Holmes, however, spent
little time upon the birds. Instead he began examining the surroundings
with a thoroughness that seemed to me somewhat peculiar.

His attention settled especially upon the many feathers scattered
about the roof.

That was not, of course, strange in itself. A pigeon loft is a place
where feathers inevitably gather. But Holmes crouched down and began
methodically picking them up one by one. He turned them between his
fingers, studied them in the light, and set some aside while tossing others
away.

“Do you find anything interesting?” I asked.

“Possibly.”

I bent down beside him.

Most of the feathers were quite plainly from pigeons: gray, white, or
faintly bluish, exactly as one would expect.

But after some time Holmes held out a few.

“These, for example.”

I took them from him.

They were darker than the others and considerably larger.

“Not pigeons?”

“No.”

He produced another.

“Nor this one.”

I examined them more closely.

“They must come from a considerably larger bird.”

“I believe so.”

Without further explanation he placed them carefully in his pocket.
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We visited two or three additional lofts, and the same pattern repeated
itself. Holmes examined roofs, cornices, and gutters far more closely than
he examined the people around them. In several places he found more of
the same dark feathers, which again disappeared into his pocket without
comment.

At one of the lofts we encountered a small group of local children,
who plainly spent much of their free time near the rooftops. Holmes
had always possessed a special ability to make children speak freely, and
after only a few minutes’ conversation he stood surrounded by a little
circle of eager informants, all competing to contribute some piece of
information.

Most of what the children told us was, naturally, of the sort that seems
important only to the person telling it. They described individual birds
which they claimed to recognize at a great distance, told us of strange
men on roofs, and of cats that had made vain attempts to reach the lofts.
Holmes listened politely to all of it, but I could see that his attention was
only rarely truly awakened.

Then one of the boys said something that caused him to stop at once.

“Itlooks queer sometimes.”

Holmes turned toward him.

“How queer?”

The boy pointed upward.

“When the pigeons fly.”

“Yes?”

“There can be ever so many of them. Whole flocks.”

He spread his arms wide to show the size of them.

“And then, all of a sudden, they all fly up at once.”

A particular expression came into Holmes’s eyes.

“As though they were frightened?”

The boy nodded eagerly.

“Yes. Very frightened.”

“Have you seen what frightened them?”

“No,” the boy admitted. “But it happens sometimes.”
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Holmes asked a few further questions, but obtained little more from
him. At last he thanked the children for their help and gave them a few
coins, which were received with immediate enthusiasm. Shortly after-
ward we continued on our way through the streets.

It struck me that Holmes was more silent than usual this time. He
seemed absorbed in his own thoughts and answered my remarks only
absently. It was not until we were nearing Baker Street that he broke the
silence.

“Interesting.”

“The boy’s story?” I asked.

“Very interesting.”

I tried to get him to explain himself further, but without much suc-
cess. As so often before, he had apparently already taken another step
forward in his reasoning while I was still attempting to understand the

significance of the information we had already gathered.

The Map of London
Later that same evening we were once more seated in our familiar room
in Baker Street. Darkness had fallen over London, and the warm glow
of the lamp shone down upon the large map which Holmes had again
spread out upon the table. For several hours he worked undisturbed,
comparing his notes with the many observations we had made. New
markings were added to the old. Lofts were entered. Flight routes were
connected. Times and witness statements found their places upon the
map.

I'sat beside him and followed the work with growing curiosity. At first
I tried to find for myself the connection Holmes was seeking. I expected
to discover links between particular persons or particular clubs. Perhaps
there was some group of owners who had something in common. But
as the map took shape, it became clear that Holmes was searching for
something quite different.

When at last he laid down his pencil, he beckoned me to the table.

“Look here, Watson.”

I rose and stood at his side.



176 ~ THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

For a moment I did not understand what he wished to show me.
The lofts lay scattered across the whole of London, and the many lines
between them formed a tangle which, at first glance, seemed quite bewil-
dering. But the longer I studied the map, the clearer the pattern became.

The connections came from every direction: from the north, from the
south, from east and west. Yet the disappearances gathered again and
again about the same limited area. St. Bride’s. I stared at the map for a
long time.

“It makes no sense.”

Holmes raised an eyebrow.

“No?”

“Not if it is sabotage.”

He nodded encouragingly.

“Continue.”

“If someone were deliberately stealing the birds, he would have to
be everywhere at once. Otherwise the disappearances would be spread
across the city.”

“Precisely.”

I looked down at the map again.

The longer I studied it, the more singular it seemed. All the traces
pointed toward one place, and yet I could not explain why.

“Then what does it mean?”

Holmes leaned back in his chair and let his gaze rest upon the map. He
did not answer at once. The minutes passed while the lamplight castlong
shadows across the sheet of paper between us.

At last he reached out and placed a finger in the midst of the dense
cluster of markings around St. Bride’s.

“It means, Watson, that whatever we are looking for is not waiting for
the pigeons.”

I followed his finger.

“No?”

He slowly shook his head.

“No. The pigeons are flying into it.”
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I looked once more at the map and tried to imagine what could be
hidden at the center of all those lines.

“A net?” I suggested. “A trap, perhaps?”

Holmes did not answer. He merely sat looking at the many inter-
secting routes across London with that distant gaze which always told
me that his thoughts had already moved ahead of the rest of us. The
lamplight glinted in his eyes while his finger continued to rest upon the
area around St. Bride’s, and I still remember the strange sensation that
the solution lay there before us on the table, though I was not yet able to
see it.

The Championship

Several days passed during which the case appeared, at least to my eyes,
to have come to a standstill. Holmes, however, was of another opinion.
He spent hours at a time upon observations which seemed to me both
monotonous and without any notable result. On several mornings he
left Baker Street before daybreak and did not return until late in the
forenoon, having spent hours among the roofs about Fleet Street. At
other times he sat bent over the map in our sitting room, adding new
markings with a patience [ had only seen in him when he believed himself
close to some important pattern.

Such was the state of the matter when Mrs. Hudson one morning
once more announced our three acquaintances from the pigeon clubs.
The moment they entered the room, I could see that something had
changed since their last visit. The nervous uncertainty that had formerly
marked them had now been replaced by a far more direct agitation.
Briggs was the first to speak, almost before he had found his seat.

“It is getting worse, Mr. Holmes.”

Holmes calmly invited them to sit.

“How?”

“The annual championship has begun.”

At these words both Ellison and Finch nodded gravely. By now I had
learned enough about their curious hobby to understand the signifi-

cance of the event. This was not merely another of their weekly chal-
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lenges, but the greatest undertaking of the year, in which clubs from all
over London took part.

“There are lofts from the whole city involved,” explained Briggs. “Sev-
eral hundred birds. Messages flying back and forth all day. There are
riddles, contests, and prizes. Some of the men prepare for it for months.”

“And a considerable amount of pride, I imagine,” observed Holmes.

Briggs shrugged.

“Yes, naturally. Men are men.”

“Continue.”

A shadow passed across his face.

“The trouble is that it has already begun to fall apart.”

Those words were followed by a silence which made more impression
than any dramatic declaration could have done.

“Several messages have disappeared,” said Ellison.

“Not ordinary messages,” added Finch. “Important messages.”

He took a folded paper from his pocket.

“One of them was meant to lead the participants on to the next stage
of the contest.”

“And it never arrived?” asked Holmes.

“Exactly.”

“The result is,” said Briggs, “that several teams are now at a complete
standstill. They cannot move on.”

It was plain that the matter had become more serious to them than
the loss of a few birds. There was disappointment in their voices, but
also something else—something very like suspicion. It was Ellison who
at last gave words to the thought which had evidently occupied several
of them.

“There is another association.”

Holmes raised his eyes.

“A rival?”

“That might be too strong a word.”

“But not entirely wrong,” put in Briggs.

He leaned forward over the table.

“They conduct a similar game.”
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“We have known one another for years,” Ellison explained. “Ordinar-
ily the relations are quite good.”

“Ordinarily,” repeated Briggs, in a tone which suggested that there
were exceptions.

There was a brief silence.

“But there is competition,” he continued.

“Naturally.”

“And pride.”

“And the pleasure of winning.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

“So you suspect them?”

Briggs hesitated.

“I do not know.”

“But you are considering the possibility.”

“Yes.”

He drew a deep breath.

“What if someone wished to sabotage the game? Not out of malice,
necessarily. Perhaps only as a mischievous joke. A way of humiliating us.”

Finch looked plainly uncomfortable at the thought.

“T'hope that is not the case.”

“But it would explain a great deal,” said Briggs.

Holmes allowed his fingers to rest against one another for a moment
while he regarded the three men. Their suspicions appeared to him
neither ridiculous nor unreasonable; on the contrary, they were precisely
the kind of explanations most men would naturally seek when faced with
aproblem they could not understand. But I could see that he was not yet
convinced.

“If that s truly the kind of thing atissue,” said he at last, “then it might
be useful to meet representatives of the other association.”

The three men exchanged glances.

“You mean the rivals?” asked Briggs.

“I prefer the word neighbors,” Holmes replied dryly.

A faint smile passed through the room.

“You wish to speak with them?” asked Ellison.
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“Very much.”

The Meeting

After a brief discussion they agreed that a meeting could be arranged. It
was to take place a couple of evenings later in one of the club rooms,
where representatives of both groups would be present. Holmes and I
were, of course, invited to attend.

On the appointed evening, therefore, we followed our acquaintances
through a series of narrow streets to a modest meeting room above a
public house. The room was not large, but it was comfortable. Along the
walls hung photographs of prize pigeons, old competitions, and various
trophies which bore witness to many years of shared activity. When we
arrived, most of the participants were already assembled.

There must have been between fifteen and twenty men present. I had
expected a more strained atmosphere. Although the men came from
different associations, it was plain that many of them had known one an-
other for years. Hands were shaken, stories exchanged, and old anecdotes
retold. A few teased one another about former contests or particularly
embarrassing defeats, but it was all done with that kind of heartiness
which exists only among people who have long shared the same passion.

That did not mean, of course, that rivalry was absent. But the rivalry
struck me as far more akin to sport than to hostility.

I nevertheless tried to keep an eye on the participants. More than
once I thought I noticed small tensions between certain individuals. A
stout man with dark side-whiskers seemed unusually silent. Another
consistently avoided meeting Briggs’s eye. Whenever anyone mentioned
the missing birds, I saw several faces grow serious.

Perhaps it was only my imagination, but I began to suspect that some-
thing might, after all, be hidden behind the friendly surface. Holmes,
however, seemed far less interested in the individuals.

He sat back with his hands folded and listened more than he spoke.

The conversation circled for along time around the contests, the most
recent flights, and the various theories about the disappearances. Only

later in the evening did the most interesting piece of information emerge.
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It came almost by chance. The conversation had for some time been
moving in circles among theories, rumors, and old disagreements be-
tween the clubs, when one of the men from the other association men-
tioned something in passing that at once changed the atmosphere in the
room.

“We lost two birds last month as well, by the way.”

The remark was made so casually that no one at first seemed to attach
much importance to it. But after a moment of silence, Ellison lifted his
head.

“Two?”

“Yes.”

The man shrugged slightly.

“We thought it was only us.”

Now there was silence around the table.

Several of the men looked at one another, and I could almost feel the
significance of the words slowly sinking in. If both associations were
experiencing the same troubles, the theory of deliberate sabotage at once
became more difficult to maintain.

“Where did it happen?” asked Holmes.

“On the usual routes.”

“And the messages?”

“Disappeared with the birds.”

Holmes nodded slowly, but said no more. I noticed that his gaze drift-
ed for a moment toward the map he had brought with him, as though
he were already placing the information within a larger pattern.

It was at this point that another detail emerged.

“I'saw a man with a net, by the way.”

This time everyone reacted at once.

“A net?” several asked together.

“Yes. A few weeks ago.”

“A catching net?”

“It looked like one.”

The man explained that on several occasions he had seen a stranger

lingering near some of the lofts. Unlike the familiar observer with the
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field-glasses, this man carried a folded net of the kind sometimes used for
catching birds.

I must admit that this information immediately caught my interest.
For the first time something had appeared that might be directly con-
nected with the missing birds. Compared with the many theories of
secret networks, rivalry, and espionage, a bird-catcher sounded almost
refreshingly concrete.

Holmes asked a series of brief questions about the observation. Where
had the man been seen? When? How often? How long had he remained
there? The answers were carefully noted, but without Holmes displaying
any particular enthusiasm. On the contrary, he seemed almost remark-
ably restrained, which puzzled me considerably at the time. Only later
did I understand the reason.

Immediately after our return to Baker Street, he once more spread the
large map out upon the table. I seated myself beside him and followed his
work. The new information was added to the old. The rival association’s
lofts found their places upon the map. Their losses were marked. The
times were entered, and the observation of the man with the net was
added alongside the other clues.

Gradually the map grew more and more complex. New lines crossed
old ones. Further markings were added. Yet the more extensive the pic-
ture became, the more surprising the result seemed to me.

The new information did not immediately alter the pattern.

Once again the events gathered around the same limited area of the
city. No matter which club the birds belonged to, no matter which route
they had taken, and no matter which persons had observed them, the
traces led back to the same roofs about St. Bride’s Church.

I stared at the map for a long time.

“If I did not know better,” said I at last, “I should think all London
had decided to lose pigeons in precisely the same place.”

Holmes did not answer. He stood by the window with his back to
me while the darkness slowly gathered outside. Baker Street lay quiet,
and only the distant sound of a carriage could now and then be heard

through the night.
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He broke the silence with the following observation.

“I believe, Watson, that our pigeon fanciers are making the same mis-
take as so many others.”

“What mistake?”

He still looked out through the window.

“When something disappears, they look for a thief.”

“Is that not natural?”

“Very natural.”

There followed another pause.

“But sometimes,” he continued at last, “there is no thief.

The Falcon of St. Bride's

It was not yet fully light the following morning when Holmes woke me
and asked me to prepare myself for another excursion. There was a res-
olution about him which I noticed at once. During the preceding weeks
I had seen him work his way methodically through the case, collecting
information, comparing times, and marking flight routes upon the large
map of London; but this morning he wore the expression of a man who
was no longer searching for an explanation, but wished to confirm one
he had already found.

The city still lay half-hidden in morning mist when we set out toward
Fleet Street. Most of the shops were closed, and only a few carriages
moved through the empty streets. Above the rooftops the church spires
rose as dark silhouettes against the pale sky, and St. Bride’s tower in
particular stood out sharply above the surrounding buildings. Holmes
led me to a vantage point from which we could overlook both the church
and a great portion of the neighboring roofs. There he settled himself
with his field-glasses, while I tried in vain to discover anything unusual
in the scene before us.

There was little to see. A few pigeons were already circling above
the city, and from time to time small flocks passed over the rooftops,
but otherwise the morning seemed peaceful and quite ordinary. I was
beginning to doubt the purpose of our visit when Holmes suddenly laid
his hand upon my arm.
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“Look there.”

I followed his gaze and at first saw only a dark movement near the
church spire. In the next instant a large bird detached itself from the
stonework and rose into the air with a force and certainty that at once
distinguished it from the many pigeons around it. The bird gained height
rapidly, and before I could make out its form more clearly, Holmes had
already raised his field-glasses.

He followed it for some time before lowering the instrument again.

“There we have it, Watson.”

“Who?”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“Not who. What.”

When I took the field-glasses and directed them toward the bird, I
understood his interest at once. It moved with a speed and elegance I
had never seen in any pigeon. Its long wings cut through the air with an
almost alarming precision, and its whole bearing was that of the perfect
hunter.

“A falcon,” said Holmes quietly. “And a remarkably capable one.”

As we stood there watching it, the many scattered details of the pre-
ceding weeks began to gather themselves in my mind: the vanished birds,
the damaged tail feathers, the exhausted pigeon that had returned with-
out its message, the child who had spoken of flocks suddenly rising in
panic, and the mysterious observer who had so persistently studied the
sky above Fleet Street. Each individual piece of information had seemed
insufficient by itself, but in the light of the great bird above us they

suddenly formed a pattern both simple and convincing.

The Truth About the Missing Pigeons

Later that same day we gathered with Ellison, Briggs, Finch, and several
representatives of the other pigeon clubs in their usual meeting room.
I had by then come to know the place, but on this evening a quite
different atmosphere rested over the gathering than on our earlier visits.
The many weeks of speculation, rumor, and mutual suspicion had left

their mark, and I could plainly feel that the men now expected a final
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explanation. Conversation was subdued when we arrived, and several of
those present cast curious glances toward Holmes, as though hoping to
read the solution in his face before he had spoken a single word.

Only when everyone had found his place did Holmes spread the large
map across the table. It had become his constant working instrument
throughout the case, and I could not help noticing how densely it was
now covered with markings. Each one represented a loft, a flight route,
an observation, or one of the many disappearances that had given rise to
the mystery. Taken together, they represented the result of several weeks
of patient work.

“Gentlemen,” Holmes began, “you have for some time been trying to
find a connection among the missing birds, and it is precisely such a con-
nection that has led us to the solution. Your pigeons did not disappear
at random.”

He let his hand pass over the map while the men leaned forward.

“The birds came from many different parts of London. They belonged
to different owners and took part in different contests, yet despite all
these differences they had one thing in common. They all passed through
the same few flight corridors.”

He pointed to the area around St. Bride’s Church.

“Here lies the center.”

I immediately saw several of the men exchange glances. They had
heard the name before. Holmes, however, continued undisturbed and
reviewed the information he had gathered during the preceding weeks.
He pointed out how the greater part of the disappearances had occurred
early in the morning or late in the afternoon, precisely at the times when
a certain kind of hunter is typically most active. Next he laid out the
feathers we had found near the lofts and described the marks we had
observed on several roofs. He reminded them of the exhausted pigeon
that had returned without its message, and of the damaged tail feathers
reported by several owners.

Each individual detail may have seemed insignificant by itself, but
taken together they formed a picture that gradually became impossible
to overlook.
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“All these circumstances,” said Holmes, “accord far better with attacks
by a bird of prey than with any form of human interference.”

There was silence around the table. I could see that several of the men
had already begun to understand where his explanation was leading. Still,
there was one part of the mystery that occupied them more than any
other.

The strange man with the field-glasses.

As soon as Holmes mentioned him, several of those present straight-
ened in their seats.

“I'sought him out,” said Holmes calmly.

“And what did you learn?” asked Briggs almost immediately.

“That he is a bird enthusiast.”

A murmur passed through the room, but Holmes continued before
anyone could interrupt him.

“He is not particularly interested in pigeons. Rather, he has spent
several weeks studying birds of prey. More precisely, one particular bird
of prey.”

Now all attention was fixed upon him.

“The same bird which is the cause of your troubles.”

He pointed once more to the area around St. Bride’s.

“A falcon has settled near the church spire. From there it has an ideal
view of the routes used by your birds. Each time a flock passes through
its territory, it has the opportunity to strike. To the falcon there is no
difference between carrier pigeons, racing pigeons, or competition birds.
It sees no clubs, no contests, and no messages. It sees only prey.”

A few seconds of silence followed while the men allowed the explana-
tion to sink in. At last Briggs cleared his throat.

“Then there was no conspiracy?”

A faint smile appeared on Holmes’s face.

“No. I think only that you have come up against one of nature’s own
laws, which takes no account of human concerns.”

The laughter came cautiously at first, but quickly spread through the
room. At once the tension that had marked the case for so many weeks

seemed to dissolve. Holmes took the opportunity to say a little more
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about the peregrine falcon’s method of hunting, its extraordinary sight,
and its ability to strike with a speed few creatures in nature can match.
To my surprise, even the most frustrated pigeon fanciers now listened
with genuine fascination.

When the meeting was at last over and the men began to rise from
the table, it struck me how different their reaction was from what I had
expected. No one seemed angry. No one demanded revenge or spoke
of sabotage. On the contrary, most of them appeared to feel an almost
visible relief. There had been no traitor among them, no rival club, no
secret organization, and no hidden enemy. The whole mystery had its
origin in something far simpler.

They had merely crossed paths with a hunter that had made use of
London’s roofs long before their own games began, and which, know-
ing nothing of their riddles and contests, had forced them to see their
beloved birds through nature’s eyes rather than their own.

And as the men slowly left the room and continued their discussions
in a far lighter tone than before, I could not help thinking how char-
acteristic the solution was of Sherlock Holmes. We had all looked for
human motives, because we instinctively assumed that every mystery
must spring from human actions. Holmes, however, had done what
he so often did better than any other man. He had looked at the facts
without asking what he wished to find, and so had discovered the truth
in a place where none of the rest of us had thought to look.

As so often happens with the less celebrated cases of Sherlock Holmes,
this one gradually slipped from our daily thoughts. Life in London con-
tinued its usual course, new clients found their way to Baker Street, and
the many hours Holmes had spent upon the roofs around Fleet Street
were gradually absorbed by other tasks and other mysteries. From time
to time, however, we heard news from the pigeon fanciers. The clubs had
adapted to the situation in the only sensible manner. Some changed their
flight routes, others moved their release points, and several simply began
sending their birds at different times of day. The result was not long in

coming. The disappearances grew fewer, and in time that peculiar world
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of riddles, messages, and small competitions returned to its accustomed

rthythm.

A Crime That Never Was

One late afternoon, some time after the conclusion of the case, Holmes
and I were sitting in our room in Baker Street. The sun was setting over
London, and its golden light streamed through the window and laid
long shadows across the carpet. Holmes sat in his customary chair by the
fireplace with his pipe between his fingers, while I glanced through the
day’s newspaper with no great interest. There prevailed that particular
peacefulness which can sometimes settle upon our rooms between two
cases, and which was almost always interrupted in the most unexpected
manner.

I had just turned a page when a faint sound at the window caused me
to raise my head.

A pigeon sat upon the ledge outside.

That in itself was not unusual. Birds often found their way to the
windows of Baker Street. But this pigeon behaved differently. It sat quite
calmly and seemed entirely unaffected by the noise from the street below.
Stranger still, it did not fly away when I rose and approached the window.

“Holmes,” said I, “we have a visitor.”

He cast a glance over his shoulder.

“So I'see.”

I opened the window carefully. The pigeon did not move an inch.
Only when I came quite close to it did I notice the small metal capsule
fastened to its leg.

I could not help smiling.

“It appears that your clients have found yet another use for their
network.”

Holmes said nothing, but I could see the gleam in his eyes.

With careful fingers I loosened the capsule and drew out the little
rolled slip. The paper had been folded with the care I had by then learned
to associate with the messages of the pigeon fanciers. I unrolled it and

read aloud.
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“To the only man in London who could uncover a crime that had
never been committed.”

For a moment there was silence.

Then Holmes leaned back in his chair with one of those rare smiles
which appeared only when he was genuinely pleased.

“That was kind of them,” said he.

I folded the slip again and returned to the window. The pigeon still
waited patiently, as though it knew its task was not quite completed.
Only when I opened my hand did it rise lightly and effortlessly from the
ledge.

We both remained standing at the window and followed it with our
eyes.

It rose above the roofs of Baker Street, circled once in the golden
evening light, and then continued westward. Shortly afterward it joined
a flock of other pigeons that were already moving through the clear sky.
Together they flew on above the city with that quiet certainty which only
birds seem to possess.

Beside me Holmes stood silent.

I noticed how his gaze followed the flock for some time, but also how
for a moment it searched even higher in the sky, as though his thoughts
had returned to the high spire of St. Bride’s and the hunter that had set
the whole affair in motion.

What he thought in that moment I do not know.

Perhaps he thought of the falcon, which had merely followed its na-
ture while the people below had built theories of conspiracies, spies, and
hidden enemies. Perhaps he thought only of how often the truth proves
simpler than the explanations we invent for ourselves.

In any case, after a moment his gaze returned to the room. He placed
another piece of coal upon the fire, sat down in his chair, and reached for
his pipe.

And thus ended the affair of The Pigeons of Fleet Street.






The Street the Horses
Feared

here are among Sherlock Holmes’s many investigations a few cases

which have remained particularly vivid in my memory, not be-
cause of the brutality of the crime or the social importance of the persons
involved, but because they seemed to touch upon something far older
and more instinctive within man himself. Holmes was often consulted
by men and women who feared their fellow human beings—a spouse, a
rival, a thief, or a murderer—but only rarely did we encounter cases in
which nature’s own warnings appeared to be ignored by everyone except
the animals.

It was one of Holmes’s qualities, and one which I came in time to
hold in the highest regard, that he never casually dismissed what others
considered animalistic or primitive. He possessed no sentimental interest
in animals—that would have been entirely foreign to his nature—but he
held a profound respect for their senses and for that immediate recogni-
tion of danger which civilization seems, to some extent, to have dulled
in mankind.

I scarcely need remind the reader of the remarkable incident upon
Dartmoor, where it was precisely the absence of a dog’s reaction that led
Holmes to the truth in the affair later known as Silver Blaze. On other
occasions, which never found their way into public record, I likewise
saw him attach considerable significance to the behavior of animals long
before any human observation appeared to point in the same direction.
I'recall in particular the curious affair which Holmes himself referred to



192 THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

as The Scented Honey, in which a series of seemingly inexplicable inci-
dents surrounding several beehives found their explanation only because
Holmes observed a change in the bees’ usual patterns long before their
owners did.

“The animal observes without vanity, Watson.”

A Restless Morning in Baker Street

I'still remember the morning on which this singular case began. London
lay wrapped in a dense and humid winter fog which seemed to muffle the
city’s own sounds without ever fully silencing them. I had arrived early
at Baker Street, and despite my heavy coat I felt the cold bite at my face
as I stepped from the cab before Number 221B.

Even at that early hour the city was far from still. Through the fog
came the familiar rhythm of horseshoes against cobblestones, and from
the east there drifted at intervals the mingled odor of coal smoke, wet
straw, and the animal markets down by the docks. Somewhere farther
along the street a horse suddenly whinnied, followed by the muffled
shout of a driver before the sounds were once more swallowed by the
fog.

I remember distinctly when Mrs. Hudson shortly afterward an-
nounced that a man from the markets in the east wished to speak with
Holmes concerning several horses that refused to pass through a partic-
ular street. The matter was to prove a temporary turning point, during
which Holmes’s entire nature seemed to awaken after a very quiet period.

Over the years I had learned that these quiet periods were often the
most difficult to share with Holmes. When a case fully occupied his
thoughts, he could appear lively and present, almost youthfully engaged,
but when London for any length of time failed to produce a mystery
worthy of his abilities, there arose within him a restlessness which, even
amid the familiar surroundings of Baker Street, could feel heavy and
deeply unsettling.

During such periods he frequently threw himself into his chemical ex-
periments with an almost excessive intensity. The sharp odor of acids and

tobacco smoke could linger through our rooms for days while strange
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glass vessels and test tubes occupied every free corner of the tables. At
other times he withdrew entirely into himself. He might disappear into
London without explanation or lock himself away for hours without
producing the slightest sound, until even I, who knew him better than
any other man, began to feel his presence as something distant and
inaccessible.

I must confess that these moods affected me more at times than I
then wished to admit. There were moments when Holmes’s silence and
restless energy seemed almost to spread through the rooms like a tension,
and when I silently feared those darker inclinations which had shown
themselves in him during similar periods in the past.

It was as though his enormous energy could find no natural outlet.
He wandered restlessly between the window, the fireplace, and his work-
table, suddenly stopping in the middle of the room like a man who had
heard something no one else could hear, only a moment later to resume
his uneasy pacing. Several times he took up the violin, drew the bow
across the strings in short, disconnected passages, and then abruptly set
it aside again with an irritation that seemed directed as much toward
himself as toward the instrument.

It is precisely for that reason that I still so vividly remember the re-
lief with which his entire being seemed to change when Mrs. Hudson
knocked and announced our visitor from the markets in the east. That
the case would later develop into something far stranger and more re-
markable than either of us could possibly have imagined at the time only

renders that first meeting all the more vivid in my memory.

The Man from the Eastern Markets

I must admit that upon first hearing of it, the matter sounded so trivial
that even I scarcely concealed my disappointment. Holmes himself did
not initially appear especially interested. He remained standing by the
window with his gaze directed toward the street while the visitor was
shown into the sitting room. The man was heavily built, with a weath-

er-beaten face and the strong odor of stable and wet wool clinging to
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his clothes. He held his cap nervously between his hands and cast several
quick glances about him, as though he already regretted his visit.

“You must excuse me, Mr. Holmes,” he began. “Perhaps it’s not the
sort of thing for a gentleman like yourself, but there’s something wrong
with the horses down by Blackwall Lane.”

Holmes gave only half a nod without moving.

“What sort of wrong?”

“They won’t go through the street, sir. Not the lower stretch near the
warchouse buildings.” The man hesitated briefly. “And it isn’t just one
horse either. Several of them get uneasy there. Some try to turn back.
One of them reared so violently yesterday the wagon nearly overturned.”

At that very instant Holmes’s entire posture changed completely.

He slowly turned away from the window, and at once I saw the fa-
miliar transformation in his face—the sudden sharpness in his gaze, the
complete disappearance of the restless indifference which only moments
earlier had characterized him. His entire attention was now fixed upon
the man before us.

“The horses, you say?” he asked calmly. “And only at one particular
stretch of the street?”

“Yes, sir.”

Holmes took a single step forward into the room.

“Itis precisely there, Watson,” he said quietly, “that an interesting case
begins.”

The man was visibly relieved finally to have secured Holmes’s full
attention, though he still spoke with a certain hesitation, like a man
afraid of making himself ridiculous by putting words to something he
himself did not fully understand.

“It’s down around Blackwall Lane, sir,” he continued. “Near the horse
market and the warehouse buildings farther down toward the docks.
There’s always noise and animals and wagons there, so people don’t
notice much from day to day. But these last few weeks...” He slowly

shook his head. “Something is wrong.”
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Holmes had now seated himself in the chair near the fireplace, his
fingertips pressed together before him and his gaze fixed steadily upon
the man.

“In what way wrong?”

“It’s the horses, sir. Not just my own. I've seen several traders have
trouble with them. Some refuse to go farther. Others grow nervous long
before they reach the markets. And two days ago an entire team nearly
panicked.”

“Panicked?” Holmes repeated calmly.

“Yes, sir. As though they smelled or heard something.” He hesitated
again. “People talk, of course. Some say gas is leaking up from the sewers.
Others think it’s chemicals from the warehouses. And then there are
those who say some of the stable lads treat the animals too roughly.”

He shrugged with a weary resignation.

“There are explanations in every direction, Mr. Holmes. But one thing
is certain—the horses are not behaving normally.”

Holmes sat silent for a moment.

“And this occurs every day?”

“My own horse won’t enter the street anymore, sir.” The driver an-
swered without hesitation this time. “Makes no difference whether it’s
morning or evening. It senses the place long before I do. Starts pulling
back, shaking its head, trying to turn around.” He glanced briefly toward
Holmes. “T’ve driven in those districts for fifteen years. I've never seen
anything like it.”

Holmes leaned forward ever so slightly.

“But the market continues as usual?”

“Oh yes,” the man said dryly. “It takes more than a few nervous horses
to stop trade in the East End. People will see to getting their goods
through one way or another.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “Butamong
the drivers they’re talking about it now, sir. And more of them are
beginning to avoid the street entirely.”

By now the driver seemed to have said more than he had originally
intended, and when silence briefly settled over the sitting room, he rose

somewhat heavily from the chair with his cap clenched between his
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hands. I still remember the uncertainty that hung about him; like a man
already fearing that he had made himself'an object of ridicule by bringing
something so peculiar before Sherlock Holmes.

“Iknow it probably sounds foolish, sir,” he said apologetically. “After
all, they’re only horses.”

Holmes, who only moments earlier had appeared almost apathetic
from boredom, now displayed a far greater attentiveness than even I
would have expected of him. He had risen from the chair and stood with
one hand resting upon the mantelpiece while his sharp gaze still rested
upon the man.

“You have done wisely to come to me.”

It was spoken without drama, almost matter-of-factly, yet with such
precision and calm that the driver’s face at once seemed to ease slightly.
He nodded several times, as though Holmes, with those few words, had
confirmed something he himself had long feared.

“Thank you, Mr. Holmes. It’s good that there’s finally someone who
doesn’t just laugh atit.”

He picked up his worn cap, bowed awkwardly to us both, and then
moved toward the door with the heavy, slightly weary gait common
among many men from the markets after long days among wagons and
animals. A moment later we heard his footsteps disappear down the
stairs, followed by the heavy slam of the street door against the winter

cold outside.

Eastward Through the Fog
We left Baker Street shortly afterward in a closed horse-drawn cab, and I
still remember the damp cold that struck against us at once as we made
our way through the dense winter traffic. The rain must have ceased only
a few hours earlier, yet London still bore its unmistakable traces. The
cobblestones glistened darkly beneath the dull glow of the gas lamps, and
the wheels of the countless wagons drew long tracks through the mud
along the gutters.

As we moved farther eastward, the city gradually changed in character.
The traffic grew denser and more restless, and the familiar hansoms and
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private carriages slowly gave way to heavier market wagons, work carts,
and long transports of animals. Everywhere there arose shouts between
drivers, traders, and dockworkers, interrupted by the crack of whips, the
metallic grinding of wheels against stone, and the constant rhythm of
hooves upon the wet streets.

The air itself seemed to grow heavier the farther we traveled. The sharp
odor of coal smoke now mingled with wet straw, horse, cattle, and that
peculiar damp stench which always appeared to linger over the districts
near the markets and the docks. In certain places steam rose directly from
the animals’ bodies into the cold air, so that entire streets for a moment
seemed alive with movement and breath.

Holmes said almost nothing during the drive. He sat leaning slightly
forward with his gaze directed out through the side window of the cab,
and I could see that his mind was already working intensely upon the
case. From time to time his eyes would follow a particular wagon or a
single animal through the traffic with a concentration I did not then
fully understand. Once I noticed him incline very slightly forward when
a team of powerful market horses suddenly became uneasy at the sound
of some distant metallic clamor farther down the street.

“Interesting,” he murmured almost inaudibly.

I asked no further questions. Experience had taught me that in such
moments Holmes had already begun that inner process whereby obser-
vations which to others appeared disconnected and insignificant slowly

gathered themselves into a pattern within his mind.

The Horse Market
When at last we approached the market district around Blackwall Lane,
the entire quarter seemed to open before us like a separate world with-
in London itself. Even through the fog one could already discern at
a distance the restless glow of the numerous gas lamps casting their
yellowish light across the streets and causing the steam rising from men
and animals to move like living shadows through the darkness.

I still remember my first sight of the horse market. Everywhere enor-
mous animal forms emerged and vanished again amid fog and light, so
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that one often saw only the silhouette of a head, a tense neck, or the
sudden motion of a tail before the outline was swallowed once more
by steam and smoke. Horses stood packed in rows before wagons and
enclosures, while others were led through the crowds by shouting traders
and stable hands.

The air was heavy and warm in a manner that seemed almost un-
natural in the winter cold. Steam rose directly from the animals’ bodies
and mingled with the odors of wet straw, mud, stable filth, and manure,
while coal smoke from the nearby buildings spread a sharp bitterness
over everything. From the cattle market farther down the street came
the deep unrest of livestock, and at intervals the sound of a neigh or the
sudden crack of a whip cut through the noise.

A violent and almost unstoppable life reigned over the place. Wagons
rattled through the narrow passages with wheels half-buried in mud,
men shouted prices and insults at one another in one unbroken stream,
and at regular intervals bells sounded somewhere among the buildings as
signals for the beginning of a trade or auction. The entire market seemed
to move in a constant thythm of noise, steam, and agitation.

I must confess that I myself never cared greatly for these districts.
There was something in the dense mixture of animals, commerce, and
human roughness that always made me uneasy. Even the manner in
which the men seized the horses’ reins or drove cattle through the mud
at times bore a brutality which I found difficult to grow accustomed to.
To Holmes, however, the place appeared to exert quite a different effect.
Where I sensed crowding and disorder, he seemed instead to grow more
alive with every step, as though the chaotic energy of the market merely
sharpened his own senses further.

I must admit that it seemed difficult to me to determine with any
certainty whether the animals truly behaved more restlessly than usual.
To a man not accustomed to frequenting markets and stables, the entire
district already appeared at first glance to exist in a state of constant agita-
tion. Horses pulled at their reins, cattle pressed against enclosures, dogs
darted barking between wagons and men, and the cries of traders and

drivers seemed ceaselessly to keep both animals and people in motion.
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I remember thinking that even Holmes could scarcely distinguish the
unusual from the ordinary confusion in such a place. Yet while this
thought still passed through my mind, it became evident to me that he
had already begun precisely that process.

Suddenly he stopped in the middle of the street and stood perfectly
still among the passing wagons. I saw him raise his head slightly and
draw a deeper breath almost imperceptibly, as though he himself were
attempting to catch something in the air in the same manner as the
animals around us. His gaze moved slowly across the market, over the
horses, the dogs, the shouting men, and the dark warehouse buildings
farther down toward the docks. At the same time he seemed to listen with
an intensity that rendered even the most ordinary sounds significant.

Shortly afterward he walked directly toward a group of horse traders
gathered beside an enclosure. Holmes immediately adopted the discreet
and almost indifferent tone he often employed when seeking informa-
tion without arousing suspicion.

“I have heard,” he said calmly, “that the animals have become more
restless here of late.”

Two of the men merely shrugged, as though the question seemed
meaningless to them, but an older trader with a red face and heavy
shoulders immediately turned toward Holmes.

“They’re fine today,” he said. “But that’s because the wind’s from the
south.”

Holmes’s eyes instantly sharpened.

“Does that make a difference?”

“More than you'd think, sir.” The man spat into the mud and nodded
toward the warehouse buildings farther down the street. “You ought to
see the horses when the wind turns north. We can hardly control them
then.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes. Some refuse to move forward. Others nearly lose their senses.”
He lowered his voice slightly. “It’s as though they smell something.”

Holmes remained silent for a moment.

“And this has begun recently?”
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“The last fourteen days. Maybe three weeks.” The man shrugged
again. “No one really knows why.”

Holmes thanked him briefly and moved on without further expla-
nation. I now noticed how his attention increasingly centered upon
the street itself rather than upon the people within it. Several times he
stopped to examine the cobblestones, gently tapping the ground with
his cane and then standing still for a moment as though listening for
something beneath us. Shortly afterward he followed a narrow trail of
dark liquid along the gutter until it disappeared between several worn
sewer grates beside a warehouse building.

To my astonishment Holmes knelt directly down into the mud with-
out hesitation.

“Holmes!” I exclaimed under my breath.

He did not answer. With a swift movement he inserted his cane be-
neath the heavy sewer cover and lifted it just enough for a stream of damp
air to rise from the darkness below. I saw him bend forward and inhale
the odor with a concentration as though this were the most natural thing
in the world.

A group of passing laborers stopped and stared at him with open be-
wilderment, and I must confess that I myself felt a certain embarrassment
at the scene. Holmes, however, appeared entirely unaffected. His whole
being was now completely absorbed in the investigation, and in his face
I could already discern that particular expression which invariably sig-

naled that his mind had detected a clue no one else had yet understood.

A Panic in the Street
Holmes’s examination was abruptly interrupted, however, by a sudden
disturbance farther down the street. Above the noise of the market came
the sound of a man shouting sharply at his animals, followed by the
hard echo of horseshoes striking cobblestones. Several people turned
simultaneously, and I saw a heavy market wagon halted some distance
farther ahead amid the fog and the dull glow of the gas lamps.

The two harnessed horses were plainly beyond control. One pulled
violently to the side while the other reared so high that the driver barely
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managed to remain upon the seat. Even at that distance one could sense
the peculiar panic in the animals—not the ordinary agitation of exhaust-
ed market horses, but a more desperate and instinctive terror.

Holmes immediately straightened from the sewer.

“There, Watson.”

At first he stood entirely still, observing the scene with that absolute
concentration which always came over him at decisive moments. The
driver once more attempted to force the horses forward, but both ani-
mals threw back their heads and stubbornly refused to move farther into
the street. Another neigh rang through the fog, shrill and almost human
in its desperation.

“Interesting... very interesting.”

A moment later Holmes made a brief gesture toward me with his
hand.

“Come.”

The Second Market

He set off at once at a rapid pace down the street, and I followed between
wagons, traders, and drifting animals. As we moved away from the horse
market itself, the surroundings gradually changed. The dense crowd
thinned, and on either side dark industrial buildings rose like heavy
shadows through the fog. Several of them seemed closed or abandoned,
with mud-streaked brick facades, heavy gates, and only a few faint lights
behind the dirty windows.

Farther ahead we could still hear the driver’s angry shouts mingled
with the sound of the agitated horses. As we drew nearer, we saw that the
man had apparently abandoned any attempt to proceed farther into the
area. With great difficulty he had managed to turn the wagon around,
and the horses were now pulling almost feverishly away from the street,
as though they wished to put the greatest possible distance between
themselves and the place.

Holmes stopped for a brief moment and let his gaze travel farther on

through the fog.
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There, a little farther down beyond the warehouses, one could now
discern another, smaller market, where cattle were being driven between
enclosures and low wooden barriers beneath the flickering gas lamps.
The deep unrest of the livestock mingled with the noise from the docks
farther away.

Without a word, Holmes continued purposefully in that direction.

Even before we reached the cattle market, it became evident even to
me that something here felt different. The agitation among the animals
was no longer the usual restlessness that naturally accompanies large
markets and dense traffic. It seemed more concentrated, more tense. The
cattle pressed closer against the enclosures, several pulled hard at their
ropes, and from different sides came short, sudden bellows that made
even the men around them turn their heads. The dogs, too, seemed
altered. Several darted back and forth barking between wagons without
any visible cause, and one large sheepdog simply refused to move any
farther toward the warehouses, though its owner struck at it with a stick.

I saw at once that Holmes had also noticed the change. His gaze
moved quickly between the animals, the people, and the narrow passages
between the buildings, while he slowly walked around the enclosures
with his hands deep in the pockets of his coat.

Shortly afterward he stopped beside a group of cattle dealers who were
plainly occupied with several animals that refused to be led forward.

“What appears to be the difficulty here?” Holmes asked calmly.

A broad man with mud halfway up his boots turned irritably.

“The difficulty?” he exclaimed. “It’s impossible to trade under these
conditions. We should never have come today.”

Holmes did not appear to react to the man’s tone.

“Why not?”

“Look at the animals!” answered another, pointing toward the enclo-
sure. “They’re impossible to handle.”

At that very moment a couple of cattle pressed violently against the
woodwork, so that the whole fence gave way with a dry creak.

“Is it always like this?” Holmes asked.

The men exchanged brief glances.
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“No,” said the first, more quietly. “It wasn’t bad yesterday.”

“And what is the difference between yesterday and today?”

The man shrugged and looked up toward the fog above the buildings.

“The wind.”

Holmes said nothing.

“Yesterday it came from the north,” the man continued. “Today it’s in
the south. That makes all the difference.”

I saw immediately that particular expression come over Holmes’s
face—the almost imperceptible gleam of intense concentration that al-
ways appeared when an observation suddenly fell into place in his mind.
He turned slowly and let his gaze travel back up the street toward the
larger market we had just left.

At the great horse market, the men had told us that the trouble oc-
curred especially when the wind came from the north.

Here the relation was precisely the opposite.

It was evident that this contradiction instantly became significant
to Holmes. For a moment he stood quite still, his head raised slightly
toward the wind, almost as though he too were now attempting to detect
something in the air which the rest of us could not yet register.

“Remarkable,” he murmured softly.

And without further explanation he began slowly to move on between
the enclosures, with an expression that told me the case had just taken a

far more interesting turn in his mind.

Between Two Instincts
Holmes said nothing more to the men by the enclosure, but I saw how
his thoughts now worked with far greater intensity than before. He
withdrew a few paces from the cattle market and let his gaze slowly
wander through the area. First over the restless cattle before us, then
farther up through the foggy street toward the great horse market we had
just left.

Between the two market places lay the row of dark warehouse build-
ings like a dead zone between the animals’ unrest. The heavy brick

facades rose silent and almost lifeless in the fog, broken only by a few
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dull windows and large closed gates with iron fittings darkened by rain
and coal smoke. At that moment the buildings seemed to me entirely
ordinary—one more of London’s countless industrial quarters—but
Holmes’s attention now fastened upon them with a concentration that
immediately impressed me.

Without a word he began slowly to walk back up the street in the
direction of the horse market. I followed him through mud, wagons, and
drifting steam, while he stopped several times quite briefly and let his
gaze travel up along the masonry, the roofs, and the closed gates. About
halfway between the two markets he finally stopped altogether.

Here the street seemed strangely quiet compared with the noise from
both sides. Only the distant unrest of the animals and the constant sound
of wheels against cobblestones reached in between the buildings.

Holmes stood for a long while without moving.

His gaze moved slowly from one warehouse to another, up toward
the windows, down toward the gutter, and back again. Once he went all
the way over to one of the gates and briefly placed his hand against the
damp woodwork, as though he were trying to feel something through
the surface.

I came up beside him just as he drew back again.

“Holmes,” I said quietly, “what is it that you see?”

He did notanswer at once. His eyes remained fixed upon the buildings
before us with that distant and almost sharp look which always appeared
when his intuition had caught hold of something not yet fully explain-
able.

“Watson...” he murmured slowly. “When two instincts point in op-
posite directions, one must look between them.”

He was silent for another moment, and once more let his gaze travel
through the narrow street between the markets.

“This,” he then said softly, “must most certainly be examined more
closely.”

At last he turned sharply about with that sudden decisiveness which

so often concluded his first investigations.
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“We have seen enough for today,” he said briefly. “Come. Let us return
to Baker Street.”

I must confess that I received this decision with some relief. The damp
cold, the smell from the markets, and the persistent agitation among the
animals had by then cast a oppressive mood over the entire district, one
I found difficult to shake off. Even as we left the street and once more
approached the more ordinary quarters toward the west, the echo of the

agitated animals seemed still to follow us through the fog behind.

The Central Buildings

During the journey home toward Baker Street, Holmes was at first al-
most as silent as he had been on the way out. He sat deep in the seat with
the long gray coat drawn more closely about him, while his sharp profile
from time to time emerged in the light of the passing gas lamps. I had
long since learned that these periods of silence rarely arose from any lack
of thought—on the contrary, they most often heralded the moments
when his mind was working with its greatest intensity.

Only when we had again left the worst of the market districts behind
us did he turn slightly toward me.

“You saw it too, of course, Watson?”

I had to admit that I was far from certain what he was referring to.

“I saw only,” I replied, “that the animals clearly reacted differently
according to place and wind. But as to the cause, I must admit it still
seems to me quite obscure.”

Holmes nodded slowly, as though this answer was precisely what he
had expected.

“And yet the explanation already lies almost plainly before us.”

He lifted his hand slightly and traced an almost invisible point in the
air between us.

“At the great horse market, the unrest arises chiefly when the wind
comes from the north. At the cattle market, the relation is precisely
the opposite. When the wind comes from the south, the animals there
become almost impossible to control.”

I felt how his voice gradually gained energy.
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“That means, naturally, that the cause does not lie in the markets
themselves.” He looked briefly at me. “But between them.”

Suddenly his eyes gleamed with an almost youthful brilliance.

“The central buildings, Watson. The entire problem turns upon
them.”

He leaned slightly forward.

“That is the only point from which the air can affect both markets
differently according to the direction of the wind. When the wind shifts,
the influence is carried either toward the horses or toward the cattle.
The buildings between the markets are therefore not merely interest-
ing—they are the very knot of the matter.”

He was silent for a momentand let his gaze travel out toward London’s
dark streets.

“And precisely for that reason,” he continued calmly, “it is there we
must look for the cause of the animals’ unrest.”

“Then you believe something is hidden in the buildings?”

“I believe nothing yet,” Holmes answered quickly. “But I observe that
both horses and cattle react with a fear that does not appear accidental.
And animals,” he added dryly, “rarely suffer collective hallucinations.”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“No, Watson. We shall be wise to let the area settle. When darkness has
fallen and the market has emptied, we shall return.”

He drew his coat more tightly about him.

“And there,” he said softly, “we shall take a closer look at those build-

ings.”

Return After Dark

It had grown late by the time Holmes and I once more set out for
Blackwall Lane. The fog, which had already hung heavily over London
carlier in the day, had now thickened and seemed almost to swallow the
light from the gas lamps, so that the entire city took on a muted and
dreamlike aspect. Even the sounds appeared more distant than usual.
Where during the day one constantly heard wheels against cobblestones,
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the cries of traders, and the ceaseless movement of people through the
streets, London now lay beneath a far more oppressive silence.

As we approached the market districts to the east, I was struck by
how completely the place had changed character since the morning. The
noise and warmth which only hours earlier had filled the streets with
steam, shouting, and living animals had almost entirely vanished. The
market squares now lay dark and empty among the damp buildings, and
only a few gas lamps cast their dull glow across the mud and abandoned
enclosures.

And yet the place was far from lifeless. The smell of animals still hung
heavily in the air—wet straw, stable filth, manure, and the peculiar warm
scent of horse and cattle that seemed to have settled into the very masonry
around us. It was strange to think that only a few hours later the district
would awaken once again into the same violent life, when wagons from
all the surrounding countryside arrived with animals for the markets
before dawn.

Holmes had spoken very little during the drive. He sat with the collar
drawn up about his face and his gaze fixed ahead through the carriage
window, while the fog drifted past us like slow-moving shadows.

“Stop by the warehouse buildings between the markets,” he suddenly
said to the driver.

We had scarcely reached the narrow stretch between the buildings
before Holmes immediately leaned forward again.

“No—go a little farther.” His voice became lower. “On the opposite
side. Discreetly. And without attracting attention.”

The driver obeyed without question and allowed the carriage to roll
onward through the damp silence until we stood partially concealed in
the darkness on the opposite side of the street.

I immediately saw the same thing Holmes had already noticed.

The Midnight Cargo
From one of the apparently abandoned warehouse buildings, a faint
yellowish light seeped from the upper windows through the dirty panes.

Not bright enough to illuminate the street, but sufficient to reveal move-
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ment within. From time to time dark shadows passed across the light,
like men working farther inside the building.

Holmes slowly raised his hand and placed a finger to his lips.

We remained seated in silence inside the carriage.

There was something in the sight of the dark building, the concealed
movements, and the unnatural activity in the middle of the otherwise
deserted street that gave the entire place an almost sinister quality. Even
the horses before the carriage seemed to sense the atmosphere; I noticed
how both animals stood unusually still with their heads slightly raised
toward the buildings, while their breath drifted like steam into the cold
night air.

After several minutes of complete silence, there suddenly came a dull
sound from inside the warehouse, as though something heavy had been
dragged across the floor. Shortly afterward followed the sound of iron
against wood, and the great gate facing the street was slowly pushed open
from within.

A broader wash of yellow light at once spread through the fog and
cast long shadows across the cobblestones. Several men stepped out
from the building. Two of them carried dark hand lanterns, while others
immediately began lifting large wooden crates through the gate. Even
at a distance one could see how carefully they worked. The crates were
neither thrown nor shoved, but carried with an almost excessive caution,
as though the contents were either fragile or of such a nature as to require
great care.

At that very moment I felt a movement before us.

Both our own horses suddenly became restless.

One tossed its head violently and strained against the harness, while
the other stamped against the cobblestones and gave a subdued whinny
into the darkness. I immediately felt an unpleasant tension pass through
the carriage.

“Holmes...” I whispered. “We may be attracting too much attention.”

Holmes had already observed the same thing.

“A little farther ahead,” he said quietly to the driver. “Slowly.”
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The carriage once more began to roll gradually through the fog, and
even while the driver attempted to keep the pace steady, I could clearly
feel how nervously the horses moved. They did not trot with the calm
rhythm one ordinarily expected from tired city horses, but with short,
tense movements, as though they wished to get away from the place as
quickly as possible.

At the same time Holmes kept his eyes fixed continuously upon the
warehouse building.

From the opposite end of the street another horse-drawn wagon
emerged through the fog. It moved slowly toward the gate, where the
men still carried crates from the building. I immediately saw that these
horses also reacted to the place. Before the wagon had even stopped, one
of the horses flung its head violently backward and whinnied sharply. A
moment later the animal actually attempted to rear, so that the driver
had to struggle hard with the reins to maintain control.

Holmes’s hand immediately tightened around the edge of the win-
dow.

“There!” he said softly and intensely.

I must confess that my own thoughts at this stage revolved chiefly
around more ordinary forms of crime. The entire scene—the night-
time transports, the closed buildings, the men’s careful handling of the
crates—pointed in my mind unmistakably toward smuggling. I imag-
ined whiskey, stolen goods, or perhaps even weapons and explosive sub-
stances being moved through the dock districts under cover of darkness.

But while I attempted to understand the men’s actions, it was evident
that Holmes was observing the horses to a far greater degree.

Not the smugglers. Not the crates. But the horses.

And in that piercing instant, when yet another nervous whinny rang
through the fog before the warehouse building, I suddenly understood
that his thoughts were already moving in a direction I was not yet capable
of following.

Only a few minutes later the entire scene suddenly seemed to dissolve
again with the same discreet swiftness with which it had begun. The

last crates were carried onto the wagon, the men exchanged a few brief
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subdued words, and shortly afterward there once again came the heavy
sound of iron against wood as the gate was slowly pulled shut from
within.

The light which moments earlier had streamed across the street was
abruptly swallowed by darkness.

The loaded wagon set off and gradually disappeared through the fog
farther down the street, until both the rumbling of the wheels and the
nervous whinnying of the horses slowly died away into the night. For a
moment one could still discern the faint lantern lights moving among
the buildings, but shortly afterward they too were gone.

The area was once again left almost completely deserted.

It struck me then how strange the whole affair had seemed—as though
some violent drama had briefly unfolded in the darkness only to vanish
again without leaving behind anything but silence. The thick fog once
more drifted slowly through the street between the warehouse buildings,
and only an occasional drip from the gutters broke the stillness.

Holmes gave a brief signal to the driver to stop.

We now stood once more almost directly opposite the great dark
building.

All the windows were black. The gate was closed. Nothing moved
any longer. And yet the entire place now seemed far more sinister than
before, precisely because everything once again appeared so utterly silent
and abandoned.

Our own horses again began to grow restless the nearer we came to
the building. One tossed its head, while the other repeatedly pulled
nervously to the side, forcing the driver to hold firmly to the reins in
order to maintain control.

Holmes noticed it immediately.

“Stop here,” he said softly.

Hardly had the carriage halted before he had already opened the door
and stepped down onto the wet cobblestones. He gave me a brief signal
to follow, then turned toward the driver.

“Drive a little farther down the street,” he said quietly. “But remain

nearby. Return in approximately fifteen minutes.”
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The driver nodded without question. It was evident that he too de-
sired the greatest possible distance from the place.

The Abandoned Warehouse

Shortly afterward the carriage slowly disappeared through the fog be-
hind us, while the sound of the nervous horses gradually died away into
the darkness. Holmes and I were left standing alone before the great
warehouse building between the abandoned markets.

We had both lit our hand lamps, yet even their light seemed scarcely
able to penetrate the fog and darkness surrounding us. The entire build-
ing rose heavy and silent before us with its dark brick walls and the great
gate closed like a black surface against the street.

Holmes moved cautiously forward without the slightest hesitation.
His movements now possessed that peculiar noiseless precision which I
had so often observed in him during nocturnal investigations.

At the gate he paused and laid his hand against the damp wood. For
a moment he merely listened. Then he carefully grasped one side of the
gate and attempted very slowly to press it inward.

At first it did not yield. I heard only the faint sound of wet wood
against iron fittings. But after another cautious push the gate suddenly
slid a few inches aside with a long, muffled creak.

Holmes immediately stopped and listened again.

Nothing.

Very slowly he now opened the gate only enough for both of us to pass
through.

A moment later we stood inside the great dark warehouse.

The smell of the air struck us at once—damp wood, dust, old straw,
and something else, more difficult to identify. The beams of our lamps
swept across the vast empty room, where a few crates stood scattered
about the floor among pillars and dark rafters, while the remainder of
the building faded into almost complete darkness farther within.

With great caution, yet without the slightest hesitation, Holmes head-
ed directly toward the largest cluster of crates deeper inside the ware-

house. His lamp cast a flickering glow across the damp planks of the
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floor and the dark beams high above us, while our footsteps gave hollow
echoes through the great empty hall.

I followed after him somewhat more reluctantly. There was something
in the unnatural silence of the building which weighed heavily upon me.
Even the sound of our own movements seemed unnaturally loud in the
darkness around us.

Holmes stopped beside the first row of crates and turned briefly to-
ward me.

“The lamp, Watson.”

I held the light closer against the woodwork while he knelt before the
nearest crate. To my surprise, he made no attempt to open it. Instead, he
simply placed his hand against the wood and then slowly bent forward.

I watched him inhale the air near the cracks between the planks with
a concentration as though even the faintest odor might prove of decisive
importance.

A moment later he rose again without a word.

He moved on to another group of crates farther inside the building
and repeated precisely the same examination. Again he let his hands pass
over the woodwork, paused, and smelled closely near the joints between
the boards.

But something still seemed not to satisfy him.

I now noticed the peculiar tense restlessness in his movements—not
confusion, but the restless search for an observation which had not yet
tully formed itself within his mind.

Suddenly he took the lamp from me again.

He carefully turned the light higher until the small flame cast a
stronger glow through the darkness, and then raised the lamp as high as
he could above his head.

Then he stood perfectly still.

I'saw him lift his head slightly and slowly draw breath through his nose
from different directions, almost like an animal attempting to follow a
scent upon the air.

Holmes slowly turned once in a full circle. Then he stopped abruptly.
His gaze had fixed itself upon the farthest corner of the warehouse.
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The Solitary Crate
There stood only a single crate. Separated from all the others. Half
concealed in the darkness close against the wall.

As we approached the solitary crate in the corner of the building, I
immediately noticed that the smell around us began to change character.
From the first moment the warehouse had been marked by the usual
heavy odor of animals, wet straw, and old timber, but this was something
altogether different—sharper, heavier, and in some strange way more
alive.

Holmes automatically slowed his pace.

I could now distinctly hear our own footsteps becoming slower against
the plank floor, while the light of the lamp moved cautiously through
the darkness before us. Even Holmes’s breathing seemed to have become
more controlled.

The crate gradually emerged more clearly into the light.

Even from a distance one could see that it differed markedly from the
others. It was considerably larger and built far more solidly, with heavy
iron reinforcements along the corners and thicker woodwork, as though
it had been constructed to withstand far more than ordinary transport.

Holmes stopped a few yards from it.

In the uncertain light it was difficult to distinguish every detail, but
it suddenly seemed to me that the crate did not possess a proper closed
lid like the others. The upper section appeared instead to be covered by
a heavy metal grate, dark and almost concealed beneath the shadows of
the rafters above.

At that very moment I felt an inexplicable uneasiness pass through me.

Holmes had now raised the lamp completely toward the grate, and I
saw his expression become unusually sharp.

“Watson...” he said very softly.

Then he abruptly fell silent.

For from the dark interior of the crate there suddenly came a deep,
almost inaudible movement.

Holmes slowly lifted his hand toward me in a brief, precise gesture.



214  THERAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

“Quite still, Watson.” His voice was scarcely more than a whisper.

Thereafter he himself began moving very cautiously toward the crate.
I followed after him, my heart pounding heavily within my chest, while
the light of the lamp trembled faintly across the dark woodwork and
heavy iron fittings.

We were scarcely more than a few paces from the crate when the sound

suddenly came.

The Animal in the Dark
A deep, savage growl abruptly issued from within the darkness.

The sound was so deep and alien that even today I remember it as
something which seemed to pass directly through marrow and bone.
It was not merely the voice of an animal, but something ancient and
predatory, which at once filled the entire warehouse and yet seemed to
come from somewhere far nearer to us.

At the same instant there came a violent movement from inside the
crate.

Something heavy hurled itself against the sides with such force that
the entire structure shook. The metal grate vibrated with a harsh sound
through the darkness, and another blow followed almost immediately
afterward, this one so violent that the light in Holmes’s hand trembled
visibly.

Both Holmes and I instinctively sprang several steps backward.

I felt my heart hammering in my chest while yet another impact thun-
dered through the warehouse. One could now distinctly hear the heavy
body moving within the crate—a powerful, gliding motion followed by
short explosive blows against wood and metal, as though the beast were
desperately attempting to break free.

Then the sound came again.

Not merely a growl this time, but a deep rasping roar, muffled by
the woodwork and the darkness around us, yet still so powerful that it
seemed to make the very air within the building vibrate. I must confess
that at that moment I experienced a very real fear. The warehouse, which

only minutes earlier had appeared merely dark and abandoned, now
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suddenly felt far too small for the creature that stood only a few paces
from us.

Holmes instinctively seized my arm for a brief instant, then immedi-
ately released it.

“Good God...” escaped me.

Another blow struck the grate.

This time so near that for one brief second I thought the metal would
give way.

Then everything suddenly became still.

Not completely still.

From within the crate there still came the deep rhythm of the crea-
ture’s breathing—slow, heavy, and alive. I could hear claws moving
against the woodwork inside, followed by a low, almost vibrating growl
which still seemed to hang in the air around us.

Holmes now stood utterly motionless.

His gaze remained fixed upon the crate, and in the glow of the lamp
I saw that peculiar expression upon his face where tension and concen-
tration merged into the almost unnatural calm which always came over
him in the most dangerous moments.

“The horses knew long before we did,” he said softly.

Slowly we began once more to approach.

This time even more cautiously.

Every step seemed unnaturally loud upon the floor while the light of
the lamp slowly moved upward across the great crate and the dark metal
grate above it. At only a few paces’ distance we could finally make out a
large shadow moving behind the bars.

Then the light suddenly caught a pair of eyes.

Two large green eyes stared directly at us from the darkness.

For an instant the lamp’s glow moved farther across a sleek coal-black
coat and the massive form of a crouching predator whose muscles still
appeared taut for attack.

“A panther,” Holmes said softly.

At that same moment the beast once more hurled itself violently

against the sides with a force that made the entire crate tremble. The
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deep growl filled the warehouse again, and Holmes immediately drew

me several paces backward.

The Oldest Witness

I still remember how, in the uncertain light of the lamp, I saw his ex-
pression change as the final pieces appeared to fall into place within his
thoughts.

“Watson,” he said calmly, “we have nothing further to do here.”

He turned his gaze back toward the dark crate.

“The rest must be left to the police and Lestrade.”

A brief, almost dry smile appeared for an instant.

“The smugglers have been sufficiently clever to use the animal markets
as cover for their transport of exotic beasts. The smells, the noise, and
the traffic made the district ideal.” He raised the lamp slightly. “But
they overlooked the oldest witness of all—the instincts of the animals
themselves.”

The panther moved heavily again behind the grate.

Holmes slowly drew his coat more tightly around himself.

“Yes, Watson,” he said quietly. “It was the animals that exposed the

crime.”

Watson’s Reflection
Many years have now passed since Holmes and I left the warehouse at
Blackwall Lane that night and entrusted the remainder of the affair to
the police. I later learned that several exotic animals had been found con-
cealed within the buildings between the markets, destined for wealthy
private collectors who discreetly paid enormous sums to possess crea-
tures that should never have been brought to London.

And yet it is not the smugglers or the panther that I remember most
clearly from this case. It is the horses.

Even long after the incident, it occasionally happened that I passed
through the market districts to the east, either as a physician or while
crossing the city on other business. The markets naturally continued

their life as before; wagons again arrived before dawn, traders shouted
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among the enclosures, and the familiar smell of animals, straw, and coal
smobke still hung heavily over the streets.

But whenever I approached the stretch between the old warehouse
buildings, I was reminded once more of the peculiar unrest that had
gripped the animals there.

I'still remember how the horses stopped abruptly in the middle of the
street, how some refused to take another step forward while others threw
back their heads and attempted to rear in pure instinctive terror. Even
the dogs seemed then to sense the hidden danger long before any human
being understood its nature. The entire district had been permeated
by an invisible tension which only the animals seemed fully capable of
perceiving.

And once again I found myself marveling at Holmes.

For while the rest of London laughed at nervous horses and supersti-
tion among drivers and traders, he had listened to what others dismissed.

Holmes dismissed very little—and least of all the instincts of animals.






The Canary in Baker
Street

picture the case of the canary as having begun on one of those

autumn mornings which London occasionally produces with a pe-
culiar melancholy grace. The last warmth of summer had long since
vanished, and a brisk wind came sweeping through Baker Street, driving
dead leaves across the cobblestones in small swirling circles. From my
seat by the window, I could watch them gather along the curb, only to
be torn loose again a moment later and carried onward by the next gust.
The sky was gray, though not threatening, and the cool light that filtered
through the windows of our sitting room at 221B lent everything a sharp
and distinct appearance.

Breakfast was nearly over. Mrs. Hudson had already cleared away most
of the table, and only a single cup and a piece of bread remained. Holmes
sat, as usual, in his armchair by the fire with the newspaper unfolded
before him. I doubt there existed any human being who could become
so completely absorbed in a newspaper as my friend. At such moments,
he seemed to disappear into the printed pages themselves and return to
the world only after extracting every useful piece of information from
their columns.

For my own part, I had allowed my gaze to wander out over the street.
It was a habit of mine on quiet mornings, and over the years I had learned
that Baker Street, even when it appeared at its most ordinary, could
present a remarkable cross-section of London's population. Commercial

travelers, servant girls, cab drivers, clerks, and the occasional eccentric
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passed daily beneath our window, and more than once Holmes had
found the seed of an investigation in some chance observation of that
endless human procession.

It was therefore hardly surprising that my attention should linger

upon a figure standing on the opposite side of the street.

An Old Man Across the Street

He was an elderly man, plainly of the working class, and there was
something about his manner that immediately caught my eye. A worn
dark coat hung loosely about his shoulders, and a pair of heavy boots
spoke of many years of physical labor. Upon his head he wore an old cap
which the wind occasionally threatened to carry away, and his posture
possessed the slight stoop so often seen in men who have spent a lifetime
engaged in hard work. Yet he did not appear to be a man on his way to
any particular destination. On the contrary, he stood perfectly still upon
the sidewalk while people passed around him.

I observed him for a moment longer. There was nothing threatening
in his appearance, but neither was there anything accidental about his
presence. He did not stand like a man resting his legs, nor like one
waiting for an acquaintance. His gaze was directed upward toward the
row of houses, and several times he seemed to let his eyes travel from one
window to another, as though searching for something specific.

I leaned forward slightly for a better look.

The man did not move.

Another gust sent a wave of leaves skittering across the street around
his boots, but he seemed not to notice. His attention was wholly occu-
pied by the houses before him.

It was then that my curiosity was truly awakened. Not because there
was anything directly suspicious about him, but because he seemed so
out of place in the busy street. He stood like a man with a purpose,
though that purpose was visible to no one else.

I glanced over my shoulder toward Holmes, who still sat behind his
newspaper without the slightest interest in the world beyond it.
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There was, however, something peculiar about this man that made
it difficult simply to let him disappear among the many figures who
passed daily through Baker Street. He did not stand like a man resting
his legs after a long walk, nor like one waiting for an acquaintance. On
the contrary, he seemed entirely unaffected by the life around him. While
carriages rolled past and people hurried to and fro along the sidewalk, he
remained standing in almost exactly the same spot with a patience that
struck me as remarkable.

It was above all the direction of his gaze that caught my attention. Most
people who stop in a London street either watch the traffic or follow the
flow of passersby. This man did neither. Time and again he lifted his head
and studied the house fronts opposite him. His eyes moved along the
windows, paused at one or two of them, and then continued onward,
as though searching for something specific without quite being able to
find it. More than once, it even seemed to me that his attention centered
upon our own house.

I leaned a little closer to the windowpane and continued my observa-
tions.

"Thatis a curious fellow, Holmes," I remarked. "He has been standing
there for several minutes now."

My friend gave no immediate response. The newspaper rustled softly
as he turned a page.

"London is full of curious fellows, my dear Watson," came the reply
from behind the paper.

"That may be," I answered, "but this one appears to have a purpose.”

"Most people do."

I was not so easily discouraged. Something about the old man had
fixed itself in my attention, and I found myself studying him with in-
creasing interest.

"He looks like a laborer,"” I continued. "One of the old sort. Heavy
boots, worn cuffs, and hands that must have performed hard work for
most of his life. Yet he does not stand like a man merely enjoying the
view.

"No?" murmured Holmes.



222  THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

"No. It almost seems as though he is looking for something.”

This time Holmes lowered the newspaper slightly, just enough for me
to catch sight of one eye above its edge.

"And what, then, is he looking for?”

"That is precisely what I do not know."

Holmes allowed the newspaper to fall back into place.

"A serious handicap for any theory.”

I was forced to admit the truth of the remark, though it did nothing
to alter my impression that there was something unusual about the
man. He still stood in the same place while the wind swept leaves across
the pavement around him. Now and then he shifted his weight from
one foot to the other, but otherwise he scarcely moved. Only his gaze
continued its searching journey up and down the row of houses.

"There he goes again, looking toward our windows," I said after a
moment.

"Then he must possess excellent taste,” Holmes replied dryly.

It was evident that the matter had not yet succeeded in awakening
his interest. For my own part, however, I remained by the window and
continued to watch the elderly man. The longer I observed him, the
stronger grew my conviction that he was not merely a chance passerby.
There was something searching about his entire manner, something
almost anxious, which did not accord with the ordinary curiosity one so
often encounters in the streets of London. He seemed like a man with
a definite objective in mind, yet one who had not yet found what he
sought.

I remained at the window, and gradually my imagination began to
work onits own. Could he be a prospective client who lacked the courage
to approach Holmes? It would not have been the first time that a per-
son burdened by a serious problem had lingered outside before finally
gathering the nerve to knock upon the door of Baker Street. On the
other hand, he might just as easily have been a creditor, a police officer,
or perhaps one of the many individuals who, over the years, had reason
to approach Holmes with less friendly intentions. My friend had, after
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all, accumulated not only admirers but also a considerable number of
enemies.

I'had voiced none of these thoughts, but I must have been staring at the
man with such concentration that Holmes had little difficulty guessing
the direction of my reflections.

"My dear Watson," came his voice suddenly from behind the newspa-
per, "you have already constructed at least four theories.”

I turned around in surprise.

"Four theories?”

"At least," said Holmes dryly. "Possibly five, if your imagination has
enjoyed a particularly productive moment.”

"And how could you possibly know that?"

"Because you are standing at the window with precisely the expression
you always wear when attempting to solve a case before discovering a
single fact.”

I'laughed despite myself.

"I'admit I have been considering a few possibilities."

"Naturally. You have already decided that the man is either a client, a
criminal, a policeman, or a vengeful enemy."

"You forgot the creditor.”

"Ah yes," said Holmes. "Then five theories.”

"And you have none?"

"Not a single one."

I'looked at him skeptically.

"I do not believe that."

"Then you ought to know me better."

The newspaper rustled lightly as he turned another page.

"A theory without evidence is like a house built without a foundation.
It may be ever so beautiful, but it collapses at the first serious examina-
tion."

"And yet you do not seem interested in the least.”

"On the contrary,” Holmes replied. "I am interested enough not to

ruin the matter by guessing.”
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There was a hint of amusement in his voice that told me he was
enjoying my impatience far more than he would ever admit. I returned
to the window and once again allowed my gaze to rest upon the solitary
figure across the street. The man still stood there, as immovable as an old
signpost in the autumn wind while the dead leaves swirled about him.
And the longer I watched him, the stronger became my conviction that
his presence was no accident. He was searching for something. Whether
it was a person, a place, or merely a memory, I could not possibly know,
but the sense of a hidden purpose grew stronger with every passing
minute.

At last the elderly man cast one final glance up at the row of houses,
as though reluctantly acknowledging that his search had borne no fruit.
Then he turned and continued down Baker Street with slow, somewhat
heavy steps. I followed him with my eyes until he disappeared behind a
passing horse-drawn carriage and was shortly afterward lost among the
other pedestrians.

Even so, I remained standing there for a moment longer. The empty
patch of sidewalk where he had just stood seemed almost more interest-
ing now than when he had actually occupied it. I tried to decide whether
there had truly been anything unusual about his behavior or whether I
had merely allowed my imagination to run away with me. London was
tull of people with peculiar habits and curious errands, and it was hardly
the first time that a solitary elderly man had paused to study a row of
houses without any particular reason.

Behind me, Holmes continued to sit undisturbed in his armchair.
Despite my repeated attempts, I had not persuaded him to rise so much
as once, and the newspaper still appeared to occupy him far more than
the figure who had just departed the street. When I glanced toward him,
I saw that he had already turned yet another page and had long since
dismissed the matter from his mind.

I therefore shrugged and returned to my own affairs. Several notes
from my medical practice required attention, and the remainder of the

morning disappeared in the usual alternation of reading, conversation,
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and the small duties that filled life at Baker Street between the greater
adventures.

The Man Who Returned

The following morning began in much the same manner as the previous
one. The autumn wind was still at work in Baker Street, though on
this day it seemed somewhat less insistent, and the first sounds of the
awakening city drifted through the open window as a familiar accompa-
niment to our breakfast. At 221B the usual order prevailed, having over
the years developed into an almost unchanging routine. Holmes sat by
the fire with his newspaper, so completely absorbed in its contents that
he might have been alone in the house, while I occupied my customary
place by the window, from which habit led my gaze out over the street.

I'had scarcely cast a single glance toward the pavement when I experi-
enced a sudden recognition.

There, in almost precisely the same spot as the day before, stood the
elderly man again.

This time there was no doubt in my mind. Coincidences may, of
course, occur, but when a man appears at the same time on two con-
secutive mornings and remains standing in the same place with his gaze
directed toward the same row of houses, coincidence begins to lose its
credibility. He was dressed exactly as before, with the worn coat drawn
tightly about him and the cap pulled low over his brow, and his slightly
stooped figure was instantly recognizable. Once again he stood motion-
less amid the stream of passersby, as though separated from them by an
invisible boundary.

"Holmes," I said quickly. "He is there again.”

No response came from the armchair.

"The old man," I continued. "The man from yesterday.”

The newspaper rustled faintly but was not lowered.

"There are many old men in London, Watson."

"Yes, but not many who appear in precisely the same place on two

consecutive mornings."
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This remark finally seemed to reach its destination. I saw Holmes
become still for a moment behind the newspaper. Then it was slowly
folded and placed upon the table beside him.

That simple action told me more than any statement could have done.
In all the years I had known Sherlock Holmes, I had learned that his
interest rarely revealed itself through enthusiastic exclamations. On the
contrary, it was often the smallest gestures that disclosed the most. That
he should voluntarily set aside the newspaper in the middle of reading it
was in itself a sure sign that his attention had at last been captured.

Without haste he rose and came to the window, where he took his
place beside me. He said nothing but allowed his gaze to rest upon the
man across the street.

For several moments we stood in silence.

I cast a quick glance at Holmes's profile and immediately recognized
the particular expression I had witnessed so many times before. His face
appeared relaxed, almost indifferent to the casual observer, yet behind
that outward calm his mind was already working with the concentration
that had made him famous. His eyes moved slowly from the man's boots
to his hands, then to his face and back again, as though registering details
that remained invisible to me.

The man himself seemed entirely unaware that he was now being
observed. He continued to stand where he was, studying the row of
houses with the same curious persistence as on the previous day. From
time to time he lifted his head a little higher and allowed his gaze to
travel from one window to the next, as though attempting to determine
where his attention ought to rest. There was nothing threatening in his
appearance, yet neither was there anything accidental. And as I watched
him, my conviction grew that we were standing at the beginning of
something whose significance remained hidden from us both.

Beside me, Holmes remained silent. He had not yet advanced a single
theory or asked a single question, but I knew him well enough to under-
stand that his mind had already begun to work. When Sherlock Holmes

remained silent, it was rarely a sign of indifference. On the contrary, it



THE CANARY IN BAKER STREET 227

was often the first indication that a matter had succeeded in capturing
his attention.

"What is interesting," he said at last, "is not that the man is looking at
the house.”

"Ttis not?" I asked.

"No. What is interesting is the manner in which he does it.”

I followed the man with my eyes once more. He was still standing in
the same place and, as on the previous day, allowing his gaze to wander
from window to window.

"He is watching us, perhaps,” I suggested.

Holmes shook his head slightly.

"If he were watching the house as a whole, his gaze would behave
differently. He would concern himself with the door, with the people
coming and going, with movements in the street. But look more closely.
His attention settles upon particular windows."

I was obliged to admit that there was something in the observation.
The man appeared to have no interest in the trafhic or in the entrance to
the house. His gaze returned repeatedly upward.

"It still seems likely to me," I said, "that he is keeping an eye on you.
Who else would interest him here? You are, after all, the only well-known
person in the neighborhood. Perhaps he merely wishes to make certain
that you are at home before taking the next step and approaching you."

Holmes did not answer immediately. His eyes remained fixed upon the
man while another gust of wind sent a handful of dead leaves skittering
across the pavement.

"That is certainly possible,” he said at last. "But I see nothing yet that
points in that direction.”

"Truly?"

He was silent for a moment and then continued in the calm voice I
had learned to associate with those occasions when his thoughts were
working most intensely.

"Look at his age, Watson. Look at his clothes. Look at his hands. Those
are hands that have performed physical labor for most of a lifetime. Look
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at his shoulders. They bear the marks of many years of strain. His entire
posture tells the same story."

"And what story does it tell you?”

"That he is hardly the sort of man who spends his time engaged in
sophisticated surveillance.”

I smiled.

"So after all, you do have a theory.”

"No," said Holmes dryly. "I merely have a few observations. Theories
come later.”

Once again his gaze traveled over the elderly man, who still stood in
place studying the row of houses with almost stubborn persistence.

"There is one other thing."

"What is that?"

"The expression on his face."

I looked at him questioningly.

"There is nothing threatening about it. Nothing watchful. Nothing
of the alertness one would expect from a man observing another. Quite
the reverse.”

"The reverse?”

"It seems to me," said Holmes slowly, "that the man is looking for
something."

I cast another glance through the window.

"Something?"

"Yes."

He fell silent for a moment and followed the man's eyes as they moved
once more between the various floors.

"Something. Not someone, Watson. There is a distinction which you
may notimmediately notice. A man searching for a person looks for signs
of presence. He watches doors, movements, and faces. But this man..."
He allowed the sentence to hang for a moment. "This man appears to be
searching for something rather than someone.”

There was something about the remark that caused me to study the
solitary figure with renewed interest. For the first time, I began to un-

derstand what Holmes had seen. There truly was something searching
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in the man's gaze, but it was not the searching look of a person scanning
for a particular individual. Rather, it was the look of someone trying to
recover something he had once known and had not yet abandoned hope
of finding again.

We stood in silence for a moment, watching him. The elderly man
seemed entirely absorbed in his own search and gave no indication that
he was aware two pairs of eyes were following his every movement from
a window in Baker Street. At length, however, a change occurred. He
raised his head one final time and allowed his gaze to pass over the row
of houses, as though once more assuring himself that he had overlooked
nothing. Then he gave an almost imperceptible nod to himself, turned,
and slowly began to walk down the street.

I followed him with my eyes until he disappeared among the other
pedestrians. This time I felt even more convinced that his presence could
not be attributed to chance, and I therefore turned at once toward
Holmes in expectation of a comment. To my surprise, however, he said
nothing. He remained standing at the window even after the man had
vanished from sight, his hands clasped behind his back and his gaze
fixed upon the spot on the pavement where the figure had stood only
moments before.

There was something thoughtful in his posture that told me the mat-
ter had made a greater impression upon him than he had allowed to
appear.

"What are you thinking, Holmes?" I asked at last.

He did not answer immediately. Another gust swept a scattering of
leaves across the street below, and only when they had settled once more
did he speak.

"Only that our friend on the opposite side of the street is considerably
more interesting today than he was yesterday."

I'looked at him in surprise.

"Because he returned?”

A faint smile appeared at the corner of my friend's mouth.

"No, Watson."
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He continued to observe the street for another moment before slowly
turning away from the window.

"I mean that he is more interesting because he has not yet found what
he was looking for."

There was something in the way he spoke the words that made me
realize his thoughts were already moving along paths I could not yet see.
I was left with the feeling that the old man's strange behavior had only
deepened the mystery. If Holmes was correct, and the man truly was
searching for something, then the question was no longer why he had
come to Baker Street, but what it was he had hoped to find there. That
question remained with me throughout the rest of the day, long after the
elderly figure had disappeared from the street, and long before I had any
notion of how surprising the answer would prove to be.

The following morning, the atmosphere in Baker Street was far more
peaceful than the thoughts the elderly man on the pavement had set in
motion within my mind. The autumn wind had subsided somewhat
since the previous days, and a pale but pleasant sunlight fell through the
windows of our sitting room. Holmes occupied his customary place at
the table with the newspaper spread before him, while I enjoyed a cup
of coftee and reviewed some notes concerning a patient whom I had
promised to visit later that day. There was, therefore, nothing unusual
about the beginning of the morning, and I had no idea that the conver-
sation which shortly followed would prove far more significant than any

of us could then have imagined.

Mrs. Hudson's Canary
The door opened, and Mrs. Hudson entered to collect the dishes that
still remained after breakfast. Thad known our faithful landlady for many
years and was well accustomed to her usual calm and practical manner.
This morning, however, there was something different about her. She
moved more lightly than usual, and there was an almost youthful smile
upon her face as she gathered together plates and cups.

"You seem to be in exceptionally good spirits, Mrs. Hudson," I re-

marked.
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She turned immediately toward me with an expression that suggested
she had been expecting precisely that question.

"Indeed I am, Dr. Watson," she replied. "I have only recently acquired
a canary.”

I set down my notes and smiled.

"A canary? Wherever did you get it?"

"From the pet shop around the corner. I happened to pass by a few
days ago and caught sight of it. It was sitting in the most beautiful cage
you can imagine, and when I saw the little creature perched inside, I
simply could not resist."

She laughed softly at herself as she placed a cup upon the tray.

"I had not the slightest intention of buying a bird, but once I had seen
it, the matter was settled.”

There was something infectious about her enthusiasm, and even
Holmes appeared to listen briefly, though his eyes remained fixed upon
the newspaper.

"And what does this remarkable bird look like?" I asked.

"It is the most brilliant yellow imaginable,” replied Mrs. Hudson. "As
yellow as a buttercup. Healthy and lively as well, and it scarcely sits still
for long. But the best thing about it is its voice."

She paused for a moment and shook her head in admiration.

"I assure you, Dr. Watson, I have never heard anything like it. The
smallest ray of sunshine is enough to set it singing and whistling. And
if I place the cage near the window where it can enjoy a little light and
fresh air, it becomes even better. Then it can continue for hours."

I could not help laughing.

"So it has already made itself master of the household?”

"Completely," declared Mrs. Hudson. "I find myself stopping to listen
to it several times each day. It is almost impossible to remain in poor
spirits once it begins to sing."

As she spoke, her face continued to brighten in a way that made it easy
to understand her delight. It had been a long time since I had seen her
speak with such warmth about something as simple as a bird, and for

that very reason I found myself genuinely pleased on her behalf. Over
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the years, the house in Baker Street had played host to strange clients,
dangerous criminals, and the most improbable mysteries, but seldom
had a small canary brought as much happiness as the one that now
appeared to have taken up residence in Mrs. Hudson's kitchen.

Mrs. Hudson was already gathering up the last plate when she sud-
denly stopped and looked a little hesitant.

"There is one strange thing about it, though," she said.

I'looked up at once.

"About the bird?"

"Yes."

Holmes did not react. He still sat with the newspaper before him and
appeared entirely absorbed in the printed columns.

"What is strange about it?" I asked.

Mrs. Hudson set the tray down upon the table and placed her hands
against her apron.

"It is something it does when I am cooking."

"When you are cooking?"

"Yes. Every time I light the gas stove, it changes its behavior complete-

ly."

Now, at least, she had caught my attention.

"In what way?"

"It stops singing at once. Then it begins to flap its wings and fly about
inside the cage. Not that there is much room to fly, but it does its best.
At first I thought it was standing too close to the stove. I had placed the
cage on a chair nearby so that I could hear it sing while I worked. But
when it began doing that, I moved it over to a shelf farther away."

"And did that help?”

"Alittle,” she admitted. "But not enough. It still becomes restless. And
the sounds it makes..." She shook her head. "It almost sounds as though
it is scolding.”

I could not help smiling.

"Perhaps it simply disapproves of your cooking, Mrs. Hudson."

She gave me alook that clearly showed what she thought of that theory.

"It is hardly as particular as that.”
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"Is it certain dishes?” I continued in the same tone. "Perhaps it has
strong opinions about stews."

This time she laughed in spite of herself.

"It happens before the food even reaches the stove.”

"Then perhaps it is hungry?”

"Dr. Watson!"

She played the oftended party with a dignity only Mrs. Hudson could
have managed.

"I hope you are not suggesting that I fail to feed it properly."

"I would not dream of it."

At this point Holmes lowered the newspaper slightly.

"Where is the bird now?"

"On the shelf in the kitchen.”

"Why not put it by the window?" he asked.

Mrs. Hudson nodded.

"I do, as soon as the sun shines. And there it is as happy as a child. If
even a single ray of sunlight touches the cage, it begins to sing. But it
makes no difference. The moment I light the gas, it reacts.”

I leaned forward a little.

"Every single time?"

"Every single time."

"No matter what you are making?"

"Yes. Breakfast, luncheon, or dinner. Even if T merely put on water for
a cup of tea. Itis enough that I light the gas.”

She hesitated for a moment.

"I do think it rather strange."

Holmes at last laid the newspaper fully upon his lap.

"And otherwise the bird appears healthy?"

"As far as I can tell, yes."

"It eats well?"

"Very well."

"Sings?"

"From morning until evening."

Holmes nodded.
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"Then there is hardly any cause for concern.”

He raised the newspaper again.

"There are many peculiar birds, Mrs. Hudson. This one appears mere-
ly to be one of them."

His tone was so decisive that she seemed to accept the verdict. With a
small shrug, she lifted the tray again and went toward the door.

"You are probably right, Mr. Holmes."

When the door closed behind her, silence returned to the sitting room.
Holmes continued his reading as though the conversation had never
taken place, while I remained seated with a faint smile. There was some-
thing amusing in the thought of the little yellow bird conducting its own
private war against a gas stove in the kitchen below. At that moment, the
story seemed to both of us to be one of the countless small curiosities that
life in Baker Street brought with it from time to time, and I doubt either
of us gave it more than a passing thought. Had we known what part the
little canary would later play, we would undoubtedly have listened far

more attentively to Mrs. Hudson's concerns.

The Same Mann Again

The following morning I found myself taking an interest in Baker Street
that I would ordinarily have considered somewhat ridiculous. Never-
theless, I could not deny that the elderly man of the preceding days had
lodged himself in my thoughts. I had therefore unconsciously noted the
time of his visits and sat that morning by the window with far greater
attention than I would have admitted to Holmes.

Otherwise, everything in the apartment seemed to follow its usual
course. Breakfast was drawing to a close, the coftee still stood warm
upon the table, and Holmes had once again concealed himself behind the
newspaper with the same complete concentration, as though the events
of the world took place solely upon its printed pages. Outwardly, he
appeared wholly occupied with other matters, but I had lived too long
in his company to be entirely deceived by that performance. There were

moments when his eyes briefly left the newspaper, and I had a distinct
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impression that he had not forgotten the man on the pavement any more
than I had.

My suspicion soon proved well founded. We had scarcely finished
breakfast when I again caughtsight of the familiar figure on the opposite
side of the street. This time there was no longer any room for doubt. He
stood almost exactly where he had stood on the previous mornings, and
after stopping, he raised his head and once more began to study the row
of houses with the same strange persistence.

I rose so quickly that my chair scraped against the floor.

"Holmes," I exclaimed. "Now he is here again."

To my surprise, there came none of the usual ironic remarks. Holmes
simply set the newspaper aside, rose, and went toward the window. He
did not, however, place himself openly in view, but instead took up a
position a little behind the curtain, from which he could observe the
street without being observed himself.

That small maneuver told me at once that his attitude had changed.
The old man was no longer merely a curious figure who could be dis-
missed with a remark about London's many eccentrics. Holmes now
regarded him as a genuine object of study.

Thus we stood in silence and watched him.

Five minutes passed.

Then seven.

Then nearly ten.

The elderly man moved only slightly. Now and then he changed his
stance or took a single step to the side, but his attention remained fixed
upon the houses opposite. Holmes followed his gaze as carefully as a
naturalist studies a rare insect through a magnifying glass, and little by
little I began to understand what occupied him.

The man was not behaving like someone keeping watch.

There were none of the signs of alertness which I had learned to
associate with surveillance. He did not scan for people, did not keep his
eyes upon the door, and showed no interest in those who came and went.

His gaze continued to move between the windows, up and down the
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facade, as though he were searching for something specific without quite
being able to determine where he should look.

Beside me, Holmes stood motionless. I could see how his eyes followed
every movement, every lift of the head, and every shift in the old man's
gaze. The familiar expression of concentrated attention had returned to
his face, and I knew that his mind was already working at full speed. What
he was thinking I could not yet guess, but I no longer doubted that the
strange figure on the opposite side of Baker Street had developed from
a chance observation into the beginning of a case that had now truly
captured Sherlock Holmes's interest.

We had scarcely stood at the window a few minutes longer before the
old man seemed to reach a decision. Once more he allowed his gaze to
travel up over the row of houses, as though reluctantly admitting that
his errand would not be fulfilled that morning either. Then he turned
and began to walk down Baker Street.

This time Holmes's reaction was immediate.

"Come, Watson."

Approaching the Thames

No explanation followed, but none was necessary. I had taken part in
enough of his investigations to understand the meaning of those two
words at once. Within seconds we had both seized our coats and hats,
and shortly afterward we hurried down the stairs and out through the
front door. When we reached the pavement, I caught sight of the elderly
man just as he turned the next corner.

Holmes set out after him at once, though without any visible haste.
One of his many gifts was the ability to follow a man without drawing at-
tention to himself, and he therefore maintained a distance large enough
to avoid suspicion but small enough to prevent us from losing sight of
our quarry. I followed at his side as we moved away from the familiar
surroundings of Baker Street and gradually into parts of the city that
bore far clearer marks of age and wear.

Little by little, the streets changed character. The broad facades and
well-kept shops gave way to narrower lanes where the houses stood
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closer together and where decades of smoke and damp had left their
traces upon the brickwork. Here and there a faded sign hung above a
shop that seemed to have known better days, and in several places I saw
windows patched so many times that it was difficult to determine what
had originally been glass and what had later been replaced.

The old man, however, continued undeterred. He did not walk quick-
ly, but with a certainty that told me he knew the route well. He seldom
looked back, and there was nothing in his movements that suggested
uncertainty or hesitation. He seemed to me a man who had walked the
same way many times before.

After we had walked for some time, I began to notice a change in
the air. It grew cooler and damper, and a faint smell of tar, coal smoke,
and river water mingled with the other odors of the city. At the same
time, new figures appeared in the streets. We passed a few dockworkers
with rough hands and powerful shoulders, and in several places heavy
wagons rolled through the narrow streets with goods intended for the
warehouses along the river.

"We are approaching the Thames," I remarked softly.

Holmes nodded without taking his eyes from the man ahead of us.

Our quarry now led us into an area dominated by older warehouses,
many of which appeared half abandoned. The dark brick facades rose
gloomily against the gray sky, and in several places it looked as though
no one had used the premises for years. Windows were broken or bricked
up, and some of the gates hung crookedly upon their hinges.

The old man suddenly disappeared between two of these buildings.

Holmes slowed his pace slightly and gave me a discreet sign to be cau-
tious. Together we moved forward to the spot and rounded the corner.

To my surprise, the man was gone.

I stopped short and looked about.

"We have lost him."

Holmes did not answer. His gaze moved rapidly over the area before
us. Several gates stood closed, and most of them appeared to be locked.
Narrow passages led between the buildings, and there were numerous

places where a man might vanish without leaving a trace.
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For a moment I feared that our pursuit had ended there.

Then I suddenly saw movement farther ahead.

"There!"

I pointed toward a figure that was now visible again some distance
down the way.

Holmes followed my hand with his eyes, and I thought I detected an
almost imperceptible expression of relief upon his face.

"Excellent, Watson."

The old man had apparently merely used one of the passages between
the buildings and was now on his way toward the actual docklands. That
we had notlost him seemed to satisfy Holmes, and with renewed interest
we continued after him through the labyrinth of warehouses, docks, and
narrow streets where the nearness of the Thames could be felt in every
stone.

The man continued for some distance through the labyrinthine streets
of the dock quarter before at last reaching his destination. It was a
modest shed, wedged between far larger buildings and seeming almost
to apologize for its own existence. Had we not been following him, we
would scarcely have given ita thought. The surrounding warehouses rose
like dark fortresses on either side, and the little shed almost vanished in
their shadow.

We saw him stop before the door, take out a key, and unlock it with
a routine that showed this was not his first visit. He cast a quick glance
around him, not nervously, but rather from old habit, and then stepped
inside and closed the door behind him.

"There we have it," I murmured.

Holmes did not reply. He had already found a suitable place of obser-
vation a little way back between some crates and a low wall, from which
we could keep watch over the building without attracting attention
ourselves. There we settled down to wait.

The wait proved longer than I had expected.

At first I watched the door with the conviction that it would open
again at any moment. After five minutes had passed, that still seemed

likely. After ten, I began to wonder what the man could possibly be doing
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inside. By the time a quarter of an hour had gone by without anyone
appearing, my curiosity had grown into genuine suspicion.

Whatever was taking place in that little shed, it certainly did not strike
me as ordinary business.

"He does notlook like a man merely storing garden tools," I remarked.

Holmes stood with his hands in the pockets of his coat and his gaze
fixed firmly upon the building.

"No."

"He has visited Baker Street three days in succession. He follows the
same route each time. And now this.”

"Yes."

His reply was no more elaborate than that.

"You must admit that it looks suspicious.”

"It looks purposeful.”

I gave up trying to draw more from him and turned my attention once
again to the shed. But neither the old man nor anyone else appeared. No
one came to visit the building. No one knocked at the door. Nothing
suggested activity of any kind.

At last Holmes drew his watch from his pocket and looked at it for a
moment.

"That is enough for today.”

I'looked at him in surprise.

"Are we not going to stay?"

He shook his head.

"We know too little. If we continue now, we risk merely wasting our
time."

"But we have learned something."

"Yes," he said, casting another glance toward the closed door. "One
thing, at any rate, is certain.”

"What is that?”

"The man has a purpose.”

That was all he would say, and shortly afterward we began our return
to Baker Street.
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On the way back, I could not, of course, leave the matter alone. The
farther we walked, the more convinced I became that we had stumbled
upon something far more serious than the old man's modest appearance
had suggested.

"I cannot help thinking of smuggling,” I said. "After all, we are near
the docks. The warehouses, the locked buildings, the secretive behavior.
It fits remarkably well."

Holmes listened without interrupting.

"There could be hidden goods inside," I continued. "Or stolen goods.
Something that cannot bear the light of day.”

"That is possible.”

"You do not agree."

"I do not disagree either.”

"That is a most unsatisfactory answer."

A faint smile appeared upon his face.

"It is often the most accurate one."

I got no more from him, and the conversation gradually faded as we
continued through the streets of London. Yet although Holmes refused
to commit himself to any theory, I could sense that the matter now had
a very different hold upon him than before.

When at last we reached Baker Street, this became even clearer.
Holmes went almost directly through the sitting room without first
taking his usual place in the armchair. Instead, he stopped before the
large map of London that hung upon the wall and had served over the
years as the starting point for several investigations. There he stood for
a long time studying the area around the docks, while his finger slowly
traced streets, docks, and quays.

I sat down in my chair and watched him.

"Has the matter become interesting, Holmes?"

He allowed his gaze to pass over the map once more before he an-
swered.

"Yes, Watson."

There was a brief pause.
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"I begin to think that our friend has given us something far more
valuable than answers.”

"What is that?"

Holmes turned slowly around.

"A question.”

And with his usual enigmatic calm, he returned to the map, while I
sat with the growing feeling that the old man from the pavement on the
opposite side of Baker Street would sooner or later lead us into far deeper

mysteries than either of us yet suspected.

The Hole

Several days passed without any real development in the case, and yet I
had the distinct impression that the old man was gradually occupying
a more prominent place in Holmes's thoughts than he himself wished
to admit. He continued to appear at Baker Street, not every morning,
but often enough to make his presence noteworthy. Little by little it had
almost become part of our daily routine to glance out the window during
breakfast to see whether the familiar figure stood in his usual place on
the opposite side of the street. Holmes rarely spoke of him, and when I
attempted to coax out his theories, he answered my questions with his
customary mixture of evasions and half-cryptic remarks. Nevertheless, I
knew that his interest was growing. I had seen it before. Once a problem
had taken root in his mind, it continued working there in silence long
before he was willing to acknowledge it.

It was therefore not without significance that it was Holmes himself
who first discovered the man on the evening when the case took a new
turn. Darkness had already fallen, and we were sitting in the room with
the lamp lit while the wind outside caused the windowpanes to rattle
faintly in their frames from time to time. Holmes had just risen to stretch
his legs and was standing by the window when he suddenly became still.

"There he is again," he said.

I'went to him and looked out. The elderly man was indeed standing on
the opposite side of the street. This time, however, there was something

different about him. Where he had previously seemed patient and almost
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thoughtful, he now appeared more restless. Several times he shifted his
weight from one foot to the other, and his gaze moved more quickly
between the windows, as though he felt an increasing need to find what
he was seeking.

We watched him for several minutes until at last he turned and began
to walk.

"Come, Watson."

There was a decisiveness in Holmes's voice that left no room for ques-
tions. A few minutes later we were in the street, following the old man
through the darker quarters of London. The fog from the river lay like
a gray veil between the houses, and the yellowish light of the gas lamps
formed small islands of clarity in the darkness. There were fewer people
abroad than by day, and our own footsteps sounded more clearly against
the cobblestones as we moved through a tangle of narrow streets.

At first the man followed roughly the same route as during our earlier
pursuit, but gradually he led us farther away from the area around the
little shed we had previously observed. We were again approaching the
dock quarter, but this time his destination appeared to lie elsewhere. The
area was almost deserted, and between the great warehouses there were
numerous dark passages where the fog gathered in dense banks.

Suddenly he stopped between two buildings.

Holmes placed a hand upon my arm, and we remained in the shadow.

The old man bent down and took hold of something on the ground.
At first I could not see what it was, but a moment later I realized that
he had grasped a heavy iron cover. With a practiced motion that could
only have been the result of many repetitions, he pushed it aside. A dark
opening appeared beneath it.

I stared in astonishment.

The man lowered his feet into the hole, found secure footing on some-
thing invisible, and then began to climb downward. Shortly afterward,
he was swallowed by the darkness.

Only the open cover remained.

We waited.

Five minutes passed.
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Then ten.

The fog drifted slowly across the area, and the distant sounds of the
docks came muted and unreal through the night. Holmes said nothing.
He stood with his gaze fixed upon the opening and appeared almost as
motionless as the old brick buildings around us.

Time continued to pass.

When more than half an hour had gone by, I began to wonder whether
the man intended to return at all. But just as this thought arose, faint
metallic echoes sounded from below. Shortly afterward, his head ap-
peared in the opening. He climbed out, pulled himself free of the hole,
and replaced the cover with a practiced movement.

Even from a distance, we could see that his appearance had changed.
His boots were covered with mud. His trousers bore clear marks of damp
and dirt, and as he passed relatively close to our hiding place, we both
noticed the strange smell that surrounded him. It did not merely recall
wet earth and mud. There was something heavier aboutit, something old
and foul, which at once made me think of places where fresh air rarely
reached.

We allowed him to disappear before we ventured forward.

"You do not suppose..." I began.

"Yes," replied Holmes. "I rather do.”

When we stood alone at the spot, he bent down and examined the
cover.

"Thave heard of similar methods before. Not often, but often enough.”

"Smugglers?”

He nodded.

"Docklands, warehouses, tunnels, and hidden connections. It would
not be the first time."

I was obliged to admit that the theory seemed convincing. The char-
acter of the whole area suited it. If one wished to move goods unseen
between the quays and the many warehouses, a network of underground
passages would be ideal.

Once we had assured ourselves that no one could see us, Holmes took

hold of the cover and carefully lifted it.



244  THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

At once a heavy stench rose toward us.

Iinstinctively drew back my head.

"Good heavens."

Holmes shone his light down into the opening.

Below us, an iron ladder descended into darkness. Damp brick walls
glimmered faintly in the light from the streetlamp, and far below I could
hear the distant sound of running water.

There was no doubt.

We were standing at an entrance to London's sewer system.

Holmes considered the opening for another moment before letting
the cover slide back into place.

"No," he said slowly. "Not tonight.”

"You do not mean to go down there now?"

He shook his head.

"Not without preparation. If our friend truly uses these tunnels reg-
ularly, they will not vanish in the night. We shall return.”

He cast one more glance at the iron cover.

"But next time we shall come with proper equipment.”

And as we began the long walk back toward Baker Street, I could not
free myself from the feeling that we had just found the door to the secret
the old man had been trying to conceal throughout all his visits beneath

our window.

The Map

The following day it was evident that the case had taken a firmer hold
on Holmes than he himself wished to admit. When I entered the sitting
room after breakfast, I found him already bent over the table by the
window, where he had spread out several maps. One was a detailed map
of London, which I knew well from previous investigations, but beside
it lay another and far more unusual document. Upon closer inspection,
it proved to be a survey of the most important sections of the city's sewer
system, and I could see how Holmes was comparing the two maps with
a concentration that showed his thoughts were already far beneath the

streets of London.
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With ruler, pencil, and measuring tape, he worked his way system-
atically through the area around the docks. Now and then he drew a
line, noted a distance, or traced a tunnel with his fingertip while his
eyes traveled between the two maps. The entire morning passed in this
manner, and although I tried several times to coax his thoughts into the
open, I received only brief replies that told me he was not yet ready to
share his conclusions.

For my own part, I regarded the development with mixed feelings.
Over the years, I had accompanied Holmes through opium dens, aban-
doned factories, manor houses, graveyards, lighthouses, mines, and
countless other places where a sensible man would scarcely choose to
linger voluntarily. Nevertheless, I had to admit that the thought of
spending hours in the sewers of London was not among the more ap-
pealing prospects.

"I must confess, Holmes," I said as I studied the underground routes
on the map, "that this is not quite the sort of adventure I imagined when
I first moved into Baker Street.”

He looked up with a faint smile.

"Indeed?”

"I had imagined rather more elegant criminals and rather fewer sew-
ers.”

"The two do not necessarily exclude one another.”

"That is precisely the answer I feared."

Holmes laughed softly and returned to his work. Shortly afterward, it
became clear that he had no intention of contenting himself with the-
oretical investigations. Over the course of the afternoon, various objects
began to appear in the rooms. First came a pair of heavy boots, which
looked capable of withstanding even the most inhospitable surround-
ings. Then came old work clothes, which neither of us would much
mind ruining. Later followed rope, gloves, and a selection of lanterns,
which Holmes carefully inspected and tested.

"You look almost pleased," I remarked.

He was holding one of the lanterns up toward the lamplight to check
its function and glanced at me over his shoulder.
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"Pleased is perhaps a strong word."”

"Interested, then."

"That I will readily admit."

I leaned back in my chair and regarded the growing heap of equip-
ment.

"All this in order to climb down into a sewer system."

"Precisely because of that."

"I can imagine few places in London less inviting."

Holmes set the lantern down and clasped his hands behind his back.

"It is often the least inviting places that conceal the most interesting
secrets.”

His gaze drifted once more toward the maps on the table.

"Most people spend their entire lives upon the surface of the city,
Watson. Few ever consider what lies beneath their feet.”

"And you hope to find answers there?"

"I hope to find the questions."

It was an answer only Sherlock Holmes could have given in perfect
seriousness. I shook my head, yet at the same time I had to admit that his
expectation was infectious. Although the thought of the dark tunnels
beneath London did not appeal to me in the least, I gradually began
to share his sense that the old man on the pavement had led us toward
something far more significant than a chance mystery. What it was,
neither of us could yet know, but when I saw Holmes bend over the maps
again with the familiar gleam in his eyes, it was clear to me that we would
soon attempt to find the answer deep beneath the streets of London.

It was only after darkness had fallen that Holmes declared himself
satisfied with his preparations. The usual stream of carriages and pedes-
trians had begun to thin when we once more set out for the dock quarter,
this time not as observers, but with the express intention of following the
path the old man had used. Our equipment was hardly elegant, but it
was practical. Holmes carried a strong lantern and a coil of rope over his
shoulder, while I had put on boots and work clothes which I could have
surrendered to the sewers of London without any great sorrow, should

circumstances require it.
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After You, Watson

When we reached the iron cover we had discovered the previous evening,
the area was deserted. The fog still drifted between the buildings, though
it had lost some of its density, and in the glow from the distant gas lamps
the damp metal glimmered faintly. Holmes cast a quick glance around
him, then grasped the cover and lifted it aside. At once the same heavy
stench rose toward us which we had noticed the night before, and this
time, knowing what awaited us below;, it seemed to me almost worse.

"After you, Watson," said Holmes cheerfully.

I replied with a remark that would scarcely bear publication and then
began the descent with caution.

The iron ladder dropped deep into the darkness, and with every rung
the world above seemed to retreat farther away. The light from the street
gradually weakened while the smell grew stronger. It was a mixture of
stagnant water, mud, damp, and something older which I could not
identify, but which instinctively made me long for the open air. When at
last I reached the bottom, I stood still for a moment and let the lantern
move through the darkness.

The sight was not encouraging.

We stood in a broad brick passage where a channel of dark water ran
through the center. Along both sides were narrow walkways, just wide
enough for a man to pass. The water murmured softly against the stones,
and moisture dripped from the ceiling at regular intervals. Every echo
seemed to be thrown back and forth between the walls until it vanished
into the distant darkness.

I still remember the peculiar sensation that seized me as I stood there.
High above our heads, London continued its life. Horse-drawn carriages
rolled through the streets. People went to and from their homes. Shops
closed. Gaslamps were lit. But down here, every connection to the living
world seemed broken. It was like moving through a shadow version of

the city, hidden beneath its feet, where only darkness, damp, and silence

had their home.
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Holmes, by contrast, seemed entirely unaftected by our surroundings.
He immediately began to examine the ground beneath us with the me-
thodical thoroughness that was characteristic of him. The lantern moved
slowly over mud, brickwork, and deposits while he studied the smallest
details.

"There," he said after a while.

I followed the light and saw some faint marks in the mud.

"Footprints?”

"Not fresh. But regular.”

We continued onward. In several places Holmes found similar signs.
Certain areas had plainly been trodden far more often than the rest of the
tunnel. In some places, the mud even appeared to have been disturbed
relatively recently.

"He comes here often,” I remarked.

"Yes."

"And not only once.”

"No."

It was at about this point that Holmes suddenly stopped.

On the wall to our right ran a narrow ledge, which at first glance I
had taken for an accidental part of the brickwork. Something about it,
however, had caught his attention. He raised the lantern and went closer.

"Whatis it?" I asked.

"That is precisely what I should like to know."

When the light fell directly upon the ledge, several objects emerged
from the darkness. First I saw a coil of rope. Then a pickaxe. A shovel.
Another shovel. Everything had been placed with an order that left no
doubt someone had deliberately hidden the equipment there.

Holmes crouched down and began to examine the find.

The Hidden Maps
The tools bore clear signs of use. The wooden handles were worn, the
metal scratched and discolored. None of it appeared new.

"Interesting,” he murmured.
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Among the objects also lay several rolled documents. Holmes took
hold of them carefully and unrolled them upon the driest part of the
ledge.

I bent forward.

They proved to be maps.

Not ordinary city maps, but detailed drawings of tunnels, side pas-
sages, and connections beneath the city. In several places, lines, crosses,
and markings had been added in pencil. Some routes had been carefully
underlined. Others had been crossed out again.

As Holmes studied them, I gradually began to see a pattern.

Suddenly the whole case seemed obvious to me.

"Of course."

Holmes looked up.

"What is of course?”

"Smugglers.”

I pointed to the maps.

"It is obvious. They use the tunnels to transport goods between the
docks and the warehouses. That explains the hidden routes. The tools.
The hiding place.”

The more I spoke, the more convinced I became.

"It is the perfect way through the city. No one sees them. No one
knows where they come from or where they go."

Holmes did not answer at once. He continued to study the maps in
the lantern light.

"You do not agree."

"I did not say that."

"But you are not convinced either.”

A faint smile appeared upon his face.

"Your theory is certainly a possibility, Watson.”

It was not, however, his reply that caught my attention. It was the
expression on his face. He did not look like a man who had just found
confirmation of his theory. Something about the maps seemed to trouble
him. I could not say what, and I doubt that he himself could have formu-
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lated it at that moment. But there was a small inconsistency somewhere
in his thoughts, a detail that did not yet fit.

At last he rolled up the maps and tucked them under his arm.

"We shall take these with us.”

I did not protest. For my own part, the case seemed almost solved.
The old man's secret movements, the sewers, the tools, the maps, and the
docklands all pointed in the same direction.

Holmes, however, said very little on the way back. He carried the maps
under his arm and walked with that distant look I knew so well. It was
the look of a man who had not yet found the one piece of the puzzle that

would allow all the others to fall into place.

A Song in the Sunlight

The following day I found Holmes in a state of concentrated absorption
which very few cases were capable of producing in him. The maps we
had found in the sewers lay spread across the table together with his own
surveys of London, and all morning he had sat bent over them with ruler,
pencil, and magnifying glass within reach. Now and then he drew a line
between two points, noted a distance, or leaned back to compare the
underground routes with the streets above. Everything suggested that he
was still working from the theory of smuggling routes through the city.
Several times I heard him murmur the names of docklands, warehouses,
and side streets as he tried to create a logical connection between the old
man’s movements and the maps we had found.

For my own part, I had taken my place by the window with a book
which I read with only limited attention. For the first time in several days,
the sun had found its way through the clouds, and its light fell warmly
over Baker Street. From the apartment below, I heard the sound of a
window being opened, and shortly afterward I noticed that Mrs. Hud-
son had placed her birdcage in the light. The canary seemed instantly to
approve of the decision. No sooner had the first rays of sunshine touched
the cage than it began to sing with a strength that seemed remarkable for

so small a creature.
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“The little fellow must consider himself called to the opera,” I re-
marked.

Holmes did not answer.

He still sat bent over his maps and seemed wholly absorbed in his
calculations.

The bird, however, continued. Its song rose and fell in clear, powerful
notes that filled the space between the houses. I must admit that I found
the sound surprisingly pleasant, and for a moment I laid my book aside
merely to listen. It was then that my gaze happened to fall upon the
pavement.

The familiar figure stood there again.

The old man had appeared almost soundlessly and stood in his usual
place on the opposite side of the street. But this time something hap-
pened which immediately caught my attention. He lifted his head and
stood perfectly still. His face changed. It was as though he had suddenly
found what he had been seeking for so many days.

Then he whistled.

The sound was short, clear, and strangely melodic.

I frowned.

Almost at the same instant, an answer sounded.

Atfirst I thoughtit came from somewhere farther down the street, but
when the note was repeated, I realized that it came from the house.

I turned sharply.

Down by Mrs. Hudson’s window, the canary sat upon its perch. It was
no longer singing in its usual fashion. Instead, it was producing a series
of short whistled notes that seemed almost identical to those the old man
had just made.

Holmes had heard it too.

He was already on his feet.

“Mrs. Hudson.”

That was all he said.

A moment later he was on his way to the door, and T hurried after him.
We hastened down the stairs and knocked quickly at our landlady’s door.
She opened it with a surprised expression.
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“Mr. Holmes? Dr. Watson? What in the world—”

“The bird,” said Holmes.

Mrs. Hudson blinked.

“The bird?”

“Yes.”

She pointed toward the open window.

“Why, it is sitting right there.”

We stepped inside. The canary was indeed sitting in its large brass cage,
bathed in sunlight. It seemed entirely absorbed in its strange conver-
sation. At intervals it gave another whistle, and shortly afterward the
answer came from the street below.

Holmes stood still only long enough to confirm what he already knew.

Then he turned without a word and quickly left the apartment.

Once again I followed him down the stairs and out onto the pavement.

The old man was still in his place.

Thomas Hargreaves

When Holmes approached him, he looked startled at first, as though
he feared being accused of something. Holmes merely pointed up toward
the window.

“It seems to me, sir, that you know Mrs. Hudson’s bird.”

The man stared at him for a moment.

i

“Come inside.”

There was nothing threatening in Holmes’s tone. On the contrary, it
sounded almost kind.

The old man hesitated for 2 moment, but then allowed himself to be
led back into the house. A few minutes later we were gathered around
the table in Mrs. Hudson’s sitting room, where our landlady, after her
first surprise, had served coffee to us all.

The man sat visibly uncomfortable on the edge of his chair.

“Mr. Holmes,” he began at last, “I must admit that this is somewhat
embarrassing.”

“You have visited Baker Street many times.”

“Yes.”
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“And in doing so, you have attracted our attention.”

A little color rose into his face.

“I regret that. I had no intention of watching the house.”

“But you must understand that it appeared so.”

“Yes.”

He lowered his eyes.

“I'suppose it did.”

For a moment he sat in silence before continuing.

“The truth is that I did not come to keep watch over anyone. I came
to listen.”

Holmes leaned slightly forward.

“To listen?”

“For a bird.”

Mrs. Hudson gave a small exclamation of surprise.

The man nodded.

“I know how foolish it sounds. The first time, I thought I had been
mistaken. But several times, when the sun was shining, I thought T heard
a particular song. A song I knew.”

He hesitated and cleared his throat.

“Forgive me. I ought to introduce myself. My name is Thomas Harg-
reaves.”

Holmes nodded.

“Continue, Mr. Hargreaves.”

“I once had a canary myself.”

His gaze moved toward the cage by the window.

“Itsang in a very particular way. Not like other birds. I know it sounds
strange, but any bird owner will tell you that they have their own little
habits and melodies. This bird had certain notes which I have never
forgotten.”

He smiled faintly.

“When I first heard the song from here, I dismissed it as imagination.
But each time I returned, I seemed to hear it again.”

Slowly he rose and went over to the cage.

We followed him with our eyes.
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To Harry, Christmas 1884

He stood for a long time looking at the bird without saying anything.
There was something in his face which, at the time, I found difficult
to interpret. Not joy. Not surprise. Rather a form of recognition, rising
from very far back in time.

But then his gaze shifted.

It was no longer the bird he was studying. It was the cage. He stepped a
little closer. His hand lifted and gently took hold of the side. I suddenly
noticed that it was trembling. Then, slowly, he turned the cage a little.
On the side was a small brass plate. Thomas stared at it.

None of us said a word.

At last he slowly read the words aloud.

“To Harry. Christmas 1884. From Father.”

His voice had almost become a whisper. The color left his face. He
stood perfectly still, his gaze fixed upon the little plate, as though it had
opened a door into a world he had believed vanished long ago.

Holmes rose slowly.

I could see that he had instantly understood its significance.

“Harry?” he asked quietly.

The old man lifted his head. First he looked at the bird. Then at the
cage. Finally at Holmes.

“Harry,” he repeated.

A long moment passed before he continued.

“Harry was my son.”

The silence that followed those simple words seemed to fill the entire
room. Even Holmes, who rarely allowed feelings or atmosphere to inter-
rupt the progress of an investigation, said nothing. Thomas Hargreaves
remained standing by the cage with his eyes resting upon the little yellow
bird. The sunlight still fell through the window and made the brass bars
shine faintly. The bird sat calmly upon its perch and regarded us with
that characteristic birdlike gaze which seems at once empty and attentive.

There was, of course, no sense in attributing human feelings to it, yet at



THE CANARY IN BAKER STREET 255

that moment it almost seemed to me that it, too, sensed the gravity that
had settled over the room.

Atlast Holmes stepped forward.

“Will you not sit down again, Mr. Hargreaves?”

His voice was unusually gentle.

Thomas nodded slowly and returned to the table. I poured more
coffee for him, and he accepted the cup with both hands. Only then did
I truly notice how worn those hands were. They were rough and scarred,
with thickened knuckles and fingers that bore the marks of a lifetime of
physical labor. They were hands that had lifted, dug, struck, and carried
for decades.

Holmes sat back in his chair and regarded him with that calm atten-
tion which always appeared when he sensed that a person stood on the
threshold of an important confession.

“I'think,” he said quietly, “that you owe us the story, Mr. Hargreaves.”

The old man looked down into his coffee cup. For a moment I almost
thought he would refuse. Then he nodded slowly.

“Yes,” he said. “I suppose I do.”

He was silent again for a moment, as though he had to travel many
years back in time before he could begin.

“I'grew up in Yorkshire,” he said at last. “In a small community where
the mines were everything. My father worked in the mines. His father
before him did the same. When a man was old enough to work, he went
down into the earth like the others. That was simply how it was.”

His gaze grew distant.

“There were not many choices. Not for people like us.”

He smiled without pleasure.

“Nowadays people speak of careers and opportunities. In those days,
one spoke of how deep one had to go.”

I'looked again at his hands and suddenly understood better what they
revealed about his past.

“It was hard work?” I asked.

“Hard?” He gave a short laugh. “Yes, Doctor. I think one may safely

»
say so.
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He leaned back slightly.

The Canary Underground

“There was the darkness. One never quite grew accustomed to it. Then
there was the coal dust, which found its way into the nose, the mouth,
and the lungs. The damp, which sank into the bones. And then there
was the fear.”

His voice grew lower.

“That was always with you.”

Mrs. Hudson, who had also remained seated at the table, was now
listening with great attention.

“The fear of accidents?” she asked.

Thomas nodded.

“Cave-ins. Explosions. Bad air. There were many ways to die down
there.”

His gaze drifted involuntarily toward the bird by the window.

“That is why we had the canaries.”

I at once noticed the connection.

“As warning birds.”

“Yes.”

Thomas nodded again.

“Most people know little of it today. But in those days they were as
important as pickaxes and shovels. The birds were more sensitive to the
gases than we were. If the air turned bad, they felt it first.”

He pointed toward the cage.

“When a bird began to behave strangely, we paid attention. If it
stopped singing, we grew cautious. And if it fell to the bottom of the
cage...”

He left the sentence unfinished.

“Then one ran,” said Holmes.

“Yes.”

Thomas looked at him.

“Then one ran.”

Another short silence followed.
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I could not help shaking my head.

“It must have been a hard fate for the birds.”

Thomas let his gaze return to the canary by the window.

“Yes, Doctor.”

His voice was quiet now.

“It was.”

He took a sip of coffee and remained for a moment with the cup
between his hands.

“But they saved many human lives.”

None of us contradicted him.

Outside, the sun still shone over Baker Street, and the little bird once
again began to whistle from its place by the window. The sound seemed
almost strange after the story we had just heard. For the first time, I began
to understand why its peculiar reaction to gas had stirred such powerful
memories in Thomas Hargreaves.

Thomas sat for a long time with the coffee cup between his hands,
while his gaze rested upon some point far away, as though he no longer
saw Mrs. Hudson’s sitting room, but the decades that lay behind him.
The bird’s soft whistling from the window seemed almost to accompany
his thoughts back through time, and when he continued, it was with the
calm voice of a man who had told the story many times to himself, but
rarely to others.

“Idid not remain in Yorkshire all my life,” he said. “After many years in
the mines, the work began to grow poorer and the opportunities fewer.
At the same time, London was growing. There was work to be had if a
man was willing to take hold, and I had never been afraid of hard labor.
So I went south.”

He paused briefly and shrugged.

“It turned out that the city had need of men who were accustomed to
working underground.”

Holmes nodded slightly.

“The expansion of the sewer system.”

“Exactly.”

A small gleam of recognition appeared in Thomas’s eyes.



258  THE RAVENS OF WHITECHAPEL

“It was not the mines, of course. There were no coal seams or shafts.
But in many ways it felt familiar all the same. There were tunnels. There
was darkness. There was damp. And most important of all, there was still
bad air.”

He looked toward the bird by the window.

“That is why I kept my old habit.”

“Of taking the bird with you?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Now he smiled properly for the first time.

“The other workers found it highly amusing.”

Mrs. Hudson looked surprised.

“Truly?”

“Oh yes. I do not think a week passed without some joke about my
little mate. They said I treated it better than my colleagues. They called
it my foreman, my master, and a good many other things.”

His smile grew a little broader.

“But when the air turned bad, they stopped laughing.”

There was neither bitterness nor triumph in the words, only the sober
statement of a man who had experienced reality proving more persuasive
than any argument.

“And the bird continued to warn you?” asked Holmes.

“Yes. Not often. But often enough.”

He leaned back and let his gaze rest upon the coffee cup.

“The years passed. I married. My son grew up. And when Harry was
old enough, he came with me to the work.”

At the mention of his son, something changed in his face.

It was only a small change, but I noticed it at once. The rough features
softened, and a faint smile appeared around his mouth. It was as though
the memories, for a moment, lifted some part of the weight he had
carried for so long.

“He was a good lad,” Thomas said quietly.

There was a warmth in his voice that had not been there before.

“Hardworking. Strong. He learned quickly. The other men liked him.
In fact, I think they liked him better than me.”
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He laughed softly.

“Harry was better with people than I ever was.”

I could almost see the young man before me through his father’s
description: a strong young laborer with powerful arms, quick to laugh,
and at home among his comrades in the underground passages.

“He never complained,” Thomas continued. “Even when the work
was hard. And he always had time to help others. If a man was stuck with
something, Harry was the first to lend a hand.”

He was silent for a moment.

“I'was proud of him.”

None of us interrupted.

Outside, a carriage passed along Baker Street, and for a moment the
sound of horses’ hooves mingled with the canary’s song. But inside the
room, time itself seemed almost to stand still while the old man sat
surrounded by memory.

“He loved the bird as well,” he said suddenly.

His gaze moved again toward the cage.

“In fact, more than I did. When I gave it to him for Christmas, he was
already nearly grown. I remember his mother thought he was too old for
such gifts.”

A faint smile passed over his face.

“But Harry was pleased all the same.”

He pointed slowly toward the little brass plate on the cage.

““To Harry. Christmas 1884. From Father.”

The words hung for a moment in the air.

Now we all understood why the sight of the plate had struck him so
hard. It was not merely a name. It was a moment from a happier life,
preserved through decades, that had suddenly returned to him from the
past.

And while Thomas sat in silence, gazing at the cage, I could not free
myself from the feeling that we were approaching the event that had cast
its shadow over the rest of his life. It was clear that the story of Harry had

notyet reached its darkest part. On the contrary, it seemed only now to be
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moving toward the moment the old man had carried with him through

all those years.

The Collapse

The faint smile that had softened Thomas Hargreaves’s face for a mo-
ment slowly disappeared again. It was as though the memories had led
him to a door he had avoided opening for many years, and now he
sat quietly with his gaze lowered toward the tabletop. The bird by the
window whistled a few more notes, but none of us spoke. Even Holmes
remained silent. He knew as well as I did that there are moments when a
man must be allowed to find his own way through his memories.

When Thomas at last continued, his voice had grown lower.

“Ithappened in the new part of the works,” he said. “We were working
on some of the tunnels that had not yet been finished. New connections
were being dug, and several of the walls were still only temporarily shored
up. None of us particularly cared for the place.”

He was silent for a moment and looked up at the bird.

“Not even Pip cared for it.”

For the first time, we learned the name of the bird that now sat in Mrs.
Hudson’s cage.

“It behaved strangely all day. Restless. Fluttering about in the cage.
Stopped singing. Several of the men noticed it.”

“And still the work continued?” Holmes asked quietly.

Thomas nodded.

“Yes. One becomes used to ignoring such warnings. If work stopped
every time someone grew nervous, nothing in London would ever be
built.”

His gaze grew distant.

“I wish we had listened.”

The room had become completely still.

Outside, a carriage passed through Baker Street, but the sound seemed
far away. Thomas no longer appeared to be in Mrs. Hudson’s sitting

room. He was back underground.
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“First came the sound,” he said. “A deep sound. Almost like distant
thunder. Not loud, but heavy. One could feel it more than hear it.”

His hands slowly tightened around the coffee cup.

“Then the ground began to shake.”

I could almost see the scene through his words. The long brick pas-
sages. The working men with their lamps. The damp air. The growing
unease.

“There were shouts. Someone cried that everyone was to get out. Then
the first stones fell.”

His voice grew hoarse.

“After that, everything happened very quickly.”

He described how clouds of dust filled the tunnels, how lamps were
knocked out, how brickwork and earth came crashing down around
them. Men ran blindly through the darkness while the echoes of the
collapse rolled through the passages like thunder beneath the earth. Some
escaped. Others did not.

“I'lost sight of Harry.”

He said it without drama, and precisely for that reason the words
struck all the harder.

“One moment he was working only a few yards from me. The next I
could no longer see him.”

He stared down at the table.

“When the dust began to settle, we called out to one another. Some
answered. Others did not.”

None of us interrupted.

“It was only later that we understood the full extent of it.”

He drew a deep breath.

“Several men were missing.”

His gaze sought the cage.

“Harry was one of them.”

A few seconds passed before he continued.

“I'refused to believe it. I began digging at once. The others had almost
to drag me away. I kept saying that he was only trapped behind some
stones. That we would find him if we worked quickly enough.”
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I noticed how his hands trembled slightly.

“And at first the rescue men believed the same. They came with extra
hands. They worked day and night.”

Now a new weariness entered his voice. Not the weariness that follows
along day’s labor, but the weariness born of many years of grief.

“They dug for days. Almost without pause.”

He looked up at us.

“They were brave men. Several times they came close to being buried
themselves. New cracks appeared in the walls. There were smaller col-
lapses. Some of the rescue men were injured.”

He fell silent again.

“But they kept on.”

It was clear that he still felt deep gratitude toward the men who had
risked their own lives.

“Atlast they had to stop.”

The words came almost inaudibly.

“No one wished to say it directly. But everyone knew.”

He looked down into his cup.

“They no longer believed there was any chance of finding survivors.”

The bird by the window gave another short whistle.

Thomas slowly raised his head and looked at it.

“But I did not believe it.”

His voice was quiet, but unshakable.

“Not then.”

I looked at Holmes and discovered that even he sat perfectly motion-
less. For the first time, I began to understand that the old man on the
pavement opposite Baker Street had never been searching for smuggling
routes or hidden goods. He had been searching for something far more
precious. Something he had sought for so many years that hope itself had
become part of his nature.

Thomas remained seated for a moment after his last words, while
silence once more settled over the room. The sunlight still lay warm
upon the floor, and from the street below came the ordinary sounds

of London, but none of us seemed any longer to notice them. In our
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thoughts we were all far from Baker Street, deep beneath the city, where
dust, rubble, and darkness had closed around a group of workers many
years before.

At last the old man drew a deep breath.

“In the end, the management made their decision.”

His voice was calm, but tired.

“They declared the area too dangerous.”

He looked down at his hands.

“The searches were stopped. The work was stopped. Some of the
tunnels were sealed off, and the men still missing were officially declared
dead.”

He was silent for a moment.

“That was how the matter ended for them.”

I could hear the bitterness behind the simple words.

“For them?” asked Holmes.

Thomas nodded.

“Yes.”

His gaze darkened.

“But not for me.”

He leaned back and slowly shook his head.

“I found it hard to accept the decision. I begged them to continue.
I argued with the engineers, with the foremen, and with anyone who
would listen. I even offered to go on working myself.”

A brief, humorless smile passed over his face.

“No one found that particularly reassuring.”

“What did they answer?” I asked.

“That the risk was too great.”

He shrugged.

“And they were probably right.”

Another short silence followed.

“But it made no difference.”

A Search Without End
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For the first time since we had met him, the old man seemed to release
some part of the burden he had carried alone through so many years.

“I could not let it rest.”

Now all the strange details that had surrounded the case began sud-
denly to fall into place in my mind. I thought of the solitary figure on the
pavement, of the many visits to Baker Street, of the little shed, the sewers,
the tools, and the maps.

Holmes had evidently gone through the same realization.

“That is why the tunnels,” he said quietly.

Thomas looked up.

“Yes.”

“That is why the maps.”

“Yes.”

“That is why the ropes and shovels.”

The old man nodded.

“I have gathered them over the years. Each time I found a new passage,
I drew it in. Each time a way proved blocked, I crossed it out.”

His hand moved slowly through the air, as though he were still follow-
ing the old routes.

“I was looking for a way into the area beyond the collapse.”

I looked at Holmes.

He sat perfectly still.

The smuggling theory had vanished. There were no secret transports,
no crime, no hidden goods. Only an old man who had spent decades
searching for his son.

“I never hoped for a miracle,” Thomas said after a while.

His voice had become so low that we almost had to lean forward to
hear it.

“Not truly.”

He looked down at the table.

“I only hoped to know for certain.”

There was something in that sentence that struck me harder than
all the other details of his story. Not hope of rescue, nor hope of the
impossible.
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“I only wanted to know what became of my boy.”

None of us said anything.

I turned my gaze toward Holmes and saw that he, too, had grown
serious. He had met many people over the years, men and women driven
by greed, revenge, ambition, or fear. But there was no criminal sitting
before us.

Only a father.

Slowly Thomas rose. No one attempted to stop him. He went to the
window, where the canary still sat upon its perch in the golden afternoon
light. The bird turned its head and regarded him with its small dark eyes.

Carefully, Thomas lifted his hand and let his fingertips rest against
the brass bars of the cage. For several seconds he said nothing. Then the
words came.

“I never thought I should see Pip again.”

Holmes straightened.

For the first time that afternoon, he seemed genuinely surprised.

“You mean...” he began.

Thomas nodded without taking his eyes from the bird.

“Yes.”

His voice was almost a whisper.

“It is my bird.”

The bird hopped a step closer along its perch.

The old man smiled faintly.

“I thought it had vanished forever with Harry.”

And while the afternoon sun shone through the window, the old
workman stood looking at the little yellow bird that had survived both
the disaster and the many years that had passed since. For the first time
since he had entered the house, some of the sorrow seemed to lift from
his shoulders. Not because he had found the answers to his questions,
but because a small piece of the world he had lost had suddenly returned
to him.

The sunlight still lay across the floorboards, and the little canary sat
peacefully upon its perch by the window, as though it knew nothing
of mines, collapses, or the many years of sorrow to which it had been
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a silent companion. Thomas had returned to his chair, and Holmes sat
with his fingertips pressed together before him, his gaze fixed upon the
old workman. Several minutes passed without any of us feeling the need
to break the silence.

When Holmes at last spoke, it was with a thoughtfulness I had rarely
heard from him.

“I must say, Mr. Hargreaves, that I was seriously mistaken.”

Thomas looked up in surprise.

“Mistaken, sir?”

“Yes.”

Holmes leaned back slightly.

“Throughout this case, I assumed that the maps, the ropes, the tools,
and your secret visits to the sewers concealed a criminal enterprise. I
believed we were dealing with smuggling or some other illegal activity.”

A faint smile passed over the old man’s face.

“I can well understand that.”

“In fact,” Holmes continued, “almost all the facts we knew pointed in
that direction.”

“They certainly did,” I interjected. “If the truth be told, I was even
more convinced than Holmes. When we found the maps and tools un-
derground, I regarded the case as practically solved.”

Thomas laughed softly.

It was not the laughter of a cheerful man, but rather of one who
recognized an old misunderstanding.

“Then you would hardly be the first.”

“Have others thought the same?”

“Many over the years.”

He gave a slight shrug.

“An old man creeping about beneath London with maps and tools
naturally gives rise to suspicion.”

Holmes nodded appreciatively.

“It is difficult to disagree with that assessment.”

He reached his hand toward the table.

“But explain the maps to me.”
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Thomas leaned forward.

“Most of them began as old engineering drawings. Some I obtained
legally through people I knew. Others I found later. A few I copied
myself.”

He smiled almost apologetically.

“I have had many years at my disposal.”

Holmes regarded the rolled maps lying beside him.

“And all the markings?”

“My own.”

The old man pointed toward the lines and crosses we had previously
studied.

“Each time I found a new passage, I drew it in. Each time I came to a
dead end, I marked it. If a tunnel had collapsed or been sealed off, I noted
that as well.”

Ashe spoke, I realized how enormous alabor truly lay behind it. These
were not merely a few random notes. They were the result of decades of
searching.

“So you have spent all this time mapping the tunnels?”

Thomas nodded.

“Yes.”

“And every new passage gave hope?”

For a moment his gaze grew distant.

“Yes.”

He was briefly silent.

“And every dead end brought a new disappointment.”

There was no bitterness in his voice any longer. Only weariness.

I leaned forward.

“But have you come any closer?”

For the first time since the beginning of his story, something happened
in his face.

A little light seemed to kindle behind the tired eyes.

“Yes.”

The word came almost surprisingly quickly.

“In fact, closer than ever before.”
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Holmes immediately straightened.

“Explain.”

Thomas pointed to one of the maps.

“A few months ago I found an old service tunnel. Most maps no longer
show it. I believe it was abandoned early during the construction.”

He followed one of the drawn routes with his finger.

“But it leads closer to the collapsed area than any other passage I have
found.”

I felt Holmes’s interest increase at once.

“And it is passable?”

“Partly.”

The small hope in Thomas’s face dimmed again.

“I reached farther than ever before.”

“But?”

The old man sighed.

“The way is still blocked.”

He was silent for a moment and looked down at his hands.

“Not by the original collapse. That lies farther in. But an enormous
beam has fallen across the passage, and behind it lie several large blocks
of stone.”

I could imagine the scene without difficulty.

“Have you tried to move them?”

“Several times.”

He smiled wearily.

“Far too many times.”

For a moment his gaze rested upon his hands, as though he were
comparing them with the hands he had possessed as a young miner.

“But age is beginning to overtake me.”

His voice was neither bitter nor complaining. It was simply a state-
ment of fact.

“I'am no longer the man I was.”

Those words hung in the air for along time. For the first time it became
clear to me that time might be running out for Thomas Hargreaves.

Not merely because the years were passing, but because his life’s work



THE CANARY IN BAKER STREET 269

had come closer to its goal than ever before, at precisely the moment
when his strength was beginning to fail him. I looked at Holmes and
recognized the expression that so often foretold a decision. My friend
said nothing yet, but I had the impression that his thoughts were already
moving toward the same conclusion as my own: that the old man would
hardly be allowed to continue his search alone.

The old man sat with his gaze resting upon the bird, while Pip an-
swered his attention with a small tilt of the head. I think we all felt the
same strange mixture of sorrow and hope: sorrow for the many years that
had passed, and hope that the search might, after all, be approaching its
end.

Holmes was the first to break the silence.

He turned his head toward me, and I did not need many years of
acquaintance with him to understand what was taking place behind his
calm exterior.

“Then we must help him, Watson.”

I sighed very slightly.

Not because I wished to refuse. I would never have done so. But
the thought of yet another expedition through the sewers of London
was not exactly appealing. During my time with Holmes, I had grown
accustomed to many forms of discomfort, but the underground tunnels
were not among the places I longed to visit again.

“I'had just been hoping,” I said, “that my career as a sewer worker was
concluded.”

A faint smile appeared upon Holmes’s face.

“Your career has hardly been long enough to be spoken of in the past
tense.”

Thomas looked from one to the other of us.

“I cannot ask that of you.”

“You have not asked it,” replied Holmes. “But you have spent many
years upon this search, and it seems to me that you have come closer to
your goal than ever before. It would be a pity to stop now.”

Now I saw the old man’s eyes grow bright. He said nothing. But his
silent nod told more than any thanks.
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Beneath London

Several days later we met at the entrance to the sewers that Thomas had
used so many times over the years. The evening was cool, and a light
fog drifted in from the river and gathered between the dark buildings.
Holmes had provided for a thorough equipment. We brought lanterns,
rope, gloves, and various tools that might prove useful if the passage truly
was as difficult as Thomas had described.

In addition, we had brought Pip.

The little cage hung securely fastened to a strap, and the bird sat quite
calmly upon its perch, as though it regarded the entire undertaking as
perfectly natural.

I must admit that I viewed it with some skepticism.

“Do you truly believe,” I said as we prepared for the descent, “that it
can still be used for this purpose?”

Thomas cast a glance toward the bird.

“It could in the mines.”

“That was many years ago.”

“The air is the same.”

His answer came without hesitation.

“The birds always react first.”

I'looked questioningly at Holmes.

“And if it does not?”

“Then we shall have carried a birdcage through London for no rea-
son,” he replied. “That seems to me a risk we can live with.”

He closed the lid of his lantern and gave me a quick glance.

“When one moves beneath the ground, Watson, one should not de-
spise instruments that have served well for generations.”

I was forced, however reluctantly, to admit that the argument was
difficult to dispute, and shortly afterward we began our descent.

As on our previous visit, the darkness gradually swallowed us. The
smell rose to meet us, and soon the light from the street had disappeared

behind us. Only our lanterns cast shining circles over the damp brick
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walls. Water murmured through the deeper channels, and every step sent
echoes into the tunnels.

I have already described the sensation of moving through London’s
underground world, but it seemed no less unpleasant to me on a second
visit. On the contrary, perhaps because I now knew how far inward we
were going. The damp lay heavy in the air. Water dripped incessantly
from the vaults. Here and there rats’ eyes flashed in the light before
vanishing back into the darkness. In the midst of such surroundings, the
little birdcage seemed almost absurd. The yellow canary sat like a small
ray of sunlight surrounded by brick, mud, and shadow.

Thomas led the way. Time and again he turned into side passages that
I would never have found without his guidance. In several places we had
to bow our heads beneath low vaults. In others we had to crawl through
narrow connections or force our way over collapsed sections where old
rubble still lay scattered across the floor.

Holmes kept the old maps in mind the entire time. At regular inter-
vals he stopped, compared the tunnels with Thomas’s descriptions, and
nodded with satisfaction when they agreed.

After half an hour’s walking, I began to understand why the old man
had spent so many years upon his search. The sewer system was a true
maze of connections, side passages, and abandoned tunnels. Without
maps or experience, a man could easily lose his way.

At last Thomas stopped. He had said little during the journey, but
now he raised his lantern and pointed ahead.

“There.”

I followed the light. Before us, the tunnel narrowed. Rubble covered
the floor, and farther ahead I could see a larger collapsed area.

Thomas moved slowly closer. His movements made it clear that he
knew the place intimately.

“This is where I have been working.”

Several piles of stone already lay along the walls, and I could see traces

of previous attempts to clear the passage.

The Blocked Passage
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Without further words, we set to work. The labor proceeded systemati-
cally. Stones were moved, smaller rubble cleared away, and gradually the
opening grew wider. Thomas worked with a determination remarkable
in a man of his age. Every movement seemed carried by the same hope
that had driven him through the decades.

After some time we reached the obstacle he had previously described.
Even in the light of the lanterns, it appeared formidable. An enormous
timber beam lay wedged across the passage. Behind it one could make out
several large blocks of stone which together formed an almost impassable
barrier.

Thomas set down his lantern.

“There itis.”

He placed his hand upon the old timber.

“That is what has stopped me.”

There was neither bitterness nor resignation in his voice.

But when I looked at the beam and then at the old man, I understood
without difficulty why he had been unable to move it alone. In the
lantern light I could see the many marks left by earlier attempts. The
wood was worn and scratched, and several of the stones around it bore
clear traces of pickaxes and shovels. The old man had been here many
times before. He had worked alone, step by step, year after year, and I
felt a growing respect for the endurance that had driven him back to this
place again and again.

“I think we can get it free,” he said at last. “If we use the shovels as
levers.”

Holmes cast a glance at the structure and nodded.

“Itis worth the attempt.”

Shortly afterward, all three of us were bent over the work. The shovels
were pushed in beneath the beam, and with our combined strength we
began to lift, twist, and shove. The timber did not yield willingly. Several
times the tools slipped free again, and more than once I was convinced
that our efforts would prove futile. But Thomas did not give up. Each

time we were forced to stop for breath, he was the first to take hold again,
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and there was something almost youthful in the energy that suddenly
seemed to have returned to him.

Slowly the beam began to move. At first so little that I thought it was
wishful thinking. But Holmes had noticed it as well.

“Again,” he said shortly.

Once more we put all our strength into it. A deep crack sounded
through the passage. The beam shifted.

Then alittle more. And then, almost all at once, it gave way. With one
final shared effort, we succeeded in freeing it and toppling it to the side.
It struck the floor with a heavy crash that rolled through the tunnels in
long echoes.

Thomas stood perfectly still for a moment. Behind the beam, the
passage was not clear, but it was open enough for us to continue the
work. Several large stones still lay in the way, and we immediately began
removing them one by one. As the opening widened, we could make
out the darkness farther within. It was no longer merely a wall of stones
before us. There was truly a passage behind it.

I cast a glance at Thomas. His face had changed. There was still weari-
ness and age in the furrowed features, but now there was something else
as well. Something that resembled hope. Not the hope he had earlier
denied himself, but the quiet certainty that he was at last closer to the
answer than he had ever been before.

Pip's Warning
That was why what followed came so abruptly. At first I noticed only a
small movement from the corner of my eye. Pip had left its calm place
on the perch and was hopping restlessly about the cage. A moment later
it began to beat its wings.

Thomas turned his head at once. I saw his face change. The old miner
had recognized something long before either of us had done so.

Pip grew more and more agitated. It flew from one side of the cage to
the other and now gave out high, shrill cries that bore not the slightest
resemblance to its usual song. There was nothing melodic in them. They

sounded like pure warnings.
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“Holmes...” I began.

But Holmes had already understood the situation.

“Back!”

His voice cut through the tunnel.

“Back at once!”

There was no hesitation in it. No room for discussion.

Thomas instantly seized the cage.

I must confess that for one brief moment I felt an impulse to protest.
We were so close to the goal. The opening lay before us. After all that
effort, it seemed madness to abandon the work now. But just as the
thought passed through my mind, I felt it myself. The air had changed.

At first it was only a faint sensation. Then it became clearer. Each
breath felt heavier than the last. At the same time, a strange odor drifted
through the opening before us. Not strong, but unpleasant in a way that
instinctively made me desire greater distance from the place.

“Forward, Watson!” cried Holmes.

Now I needed no further persuasion.

We withdrew quickly through the tunnels. Pip continued its warnings
while Thomas carried the cage close against him. Only when we had
covered a considerable distance and reached some of the larger main
passages, where the air seemed noticeably fresher, did Holmes finally
stop.

None of us spoke immediately.

We merely stood and breathed.

Pip had once again grown calm. It sat again upon its perch, as though
nothing had happened. Thomas still held the cage in his hands. His face
was pale.

Holmes regarded the bird for a moment before turning toward the old
man.

“Your bird once saved miners.”

Thomas nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

Holmes let his gaze rest upon Pip.

“It seems to me,” he said quietly, “that it has just done so again.”
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The Truth Below

Several days passed before we returned to the tunnels. Holmes had no
interest in acting hastily, and although I knew his own curiosity was
strongly stirred, he held himself to that discipline which had always been
one of his greatest strengths. He used the time to contact the proper
authorities and explain the situation. Naturally, he did not present the
whole unusual story of Thomas Hargreaves and his decades-long search,
buthe made it clear that behind an old collapse in London’s sewer system
there might possibly be the remains of several workers who had been
reported missing many years earlier.

I noticed that he treated the matter with a seriousness that distin-
guished it from many of our previous investigations. There were none
of his usual sharp remarks about crime or human folly. No triumphant
expectation of unmasking a criminal. When I asked him one evening
whether he still regarded the matter as a mystery, he laid down his pipe
and looked thoughtfully into the fire.

“No, Watson.”

“Noz?”

“We are no longer searching for a mystery.”

He was silent for a moment.

“We are searching for the truth.”

It was one of the few times I heard him express himself in that way, and
for that very reason the words remained with me.

Several days later the small expedition gathered at the sewer entrance.
In addition to Holmes, Thomas, and myself, the party consisted of
two experienced sewer workers and their foreman, a broad-shouldered
man with a grizzled mustache and the calm confidence that comes from
many years of work underground. They had brought all the equipment
prudence required. Lanterns, support beams, ropes, tools, and various
safety gear were distributed among us before we began the descent.

Pip, of course, was with us as well.
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I noticed with some pleasure that none of the workers laughed at
the sight of the little bird. On the contrary, several of them nodded
approvingly when Thomas explained its role.

“My grandfather did the same,” said one of the men. “In the mines up
north.”

The other gently tapped the cage.

“The old methods are not always the worst.”

Thomas did not answer, but I could see that the remarks pleased him.

Shortly afterward we began the descent. The journey through the
tunnels seemed less strange to me than on our previous visits, but no less
unpleasant. The same damp air surrounded us, the same echoes followed
our steps, and the dark water still ran through the deeper channels with
its eternal murmuring accompaniment. This time, however, there were
more of us, and the powerful lanterns cast a wider and more reassuring
light through the passages.

Thomas led us along the route now familiar to us. I noticed that he
spoke very little along the way. His face was serious, and his gaze often
sought the darkness ahead of us. He no longer seemed hopeful. Hope
had long since been replaced by something else. He reminded me of a
man approaching a court where, after many years of waiting, a case was
finally to be decided.

At last we reached the passage we had previously opened in part.
Everything stood much as we had left it. The fallen beam still lay beside
the opening, and the stones we had removed were stacked along the walls.
Holmes cast a glance toward Pip.

The bird sat calmly upon its perch.

“Thatis a good sign,” he said.

Thomas nodded.

I think none of us had quite realized how much trust we had placed in
the little bird until we saw it sitting there so peacefully.

The work began at once. This time everything was done with the
caution only professionals can display. The workers first examined the
brickwork around the opening, tapped at the stones, and assessed the

strain in the vaults. Then they set up support beams in strategic places so



THE CANARY IN BAKER STREET 277

that any movement in the structure might be caught before it developed
into something dangerous. Several times the work had to be paused while
new assessments were made. One loose stone proved to bear more weight
than expected, and on another occasion a support had to be moved
before the work could continue. But everything proceeded calmly and
methodically.

Hour by hour the blockage grew smaller. The light of the lanterns
glimmered upon dust and rubble while stone after stone was removed.
At last the foreman stepped back and wiped his brow with his sleeve.

“That was the last.”

No one moved at once. It felt almost like a solemn moment. Slowly
the final stones slid aside. Behind them, darkness opened. A passage.
Not merely a crack or a pocket among the rubble, but a real passage
continuing into the part of the tunnels that had been cut off since the
disaster.

No one said a word. Even the workers stood silent. Thomas Harg-
reaves was the only one who did not move in the slightest. He stood with
his hands at his sides and stared into the darkness before him.

I looked at his face in the lantern light. After all these years, he at last
stood on the threshold of the place he had sought for almost an entire
lifetime. And in that moment it seemed to me that he scarcely dared take
the final step.

Holmes was the first to enter the newly opened passage. At his side
walked the foreman with one of the strongest lanterns, while I followed
afew steps behind them. Behind me I'heard the other workers preparing
themselves, but none of us hurried. There was something about the
moment that called for a natural dignity. We all knew that we were no
longer moving toward a mystery, but toward the conclusion of a story
that had been waiting for decades.

The air behind the collapse was old and heavy, but it seemed safe. The
dust had lain undisturbed for so many years that it felt almost like a layer
of silence. The lantern light moved slowly over walls and floor, and little
by little the details began to emerge from the darkness.
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There was no doubt about what we had found. Time had done its
work with the pitiless thoroughness only time possesses. There were no
traces of the men who had once worked here except for the remains the
decades had left behind. Bones lay scattered among rubble and dust.
Rusted metal objects glimmered faintly in the lantern light. Here and
there one could make out remnants of tools or personal belongings that
had lain untouched since the day the tunnel collapsed.

No one spoke. Even the experienced workers spoke in hushed voices.
There was no sensation in the discovery. No drama. Only the quiet
recognition that we stood in a place where men had lost their lives and
where the world above had continued on without them.

Carefully, the workers began to gather the objects that could be identi-
fied. A rusted hammer. Fragments of a notebook, from which the damp
had almost erased every word. A wedding ring. A pocket watch. Small
things that had once been part of ordinary men’s daily lives and had now
become the last connections to their names.

Thomas did not come forward at once. I noticed that he remained
standing a little farther back in the passage. It seemed to me that he sud-
denly feared the answer he had sought for so long. Aslongas the question
had remained unanswered, hope had been able to survive in some form
or other. But once truth revealed itself, it could not be changed.

At last the findings were carefully packed together and carried back
through the tunnels. Only aboveground, in the daylight by the river,
were they examined more closely. The sky was gray that day, and a cool
wind came in over the water while the workers laid the objects upon a
table and began to clean them as carefully as possible.

Holmes himself took part in the work.

I stood beside him and watched as many years of dust and rust were
removed little by little. Each object was handled with a care as though it
still belonged to the man who had once carried it.

Harry
It was Thomas who discovered the pocket watch. Or rather, it was the

watch that seemed to find him. One of the workers handed it to him after
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the first cleaning, and the old man accepted it without a word. He stood
for a long time with it in his hands, studying the worn metal. Then he
gently pressed the catch.

The lid sprang open. Inside the watch was a small engraving. Thomas
stared atit. None of us could read the words from that distance, but there
was no need. His face told us everything. Several seconds passed. Then
he slowly closed his eyes.

“Harry.”

The word came almost as a whisper. No one asked any questions.
There was no need for them. After another pause, he let his fingers glide
along the edge of the watch.

“Another gift from me.”

I remembered at once the brass plate on the birdcage.

“To Harry. Christmas 1884. From Father.”

Now the same hand once again held another gift for the son. Decades
had separated the two objects, but both had been carried forward
through time by the same love. The case was solved, though not in
the manner any of us had imagined when we first saw an elderly man
standing and looking up toward the windows of Baker Street.

Thomas remained standing with the watch in his hand. He looked
out across the river, where the gray water moved slowly past, and then
toward the roofs of London rising in the distance. When he spoke again,
his voice sounded lighter than I had heard it before.

“I once thought I was searching for my son.”

He was silent for a moment.

“But all those years, I suppose I was searching for an answer.”

None of us interrupted him. I studied his face and was struck by how
much it had changed since our first meeting. The sorrow was still there.
No man loses a child without bearing the mark for the rest of his life. But
something else had vanished: the long waiting and the endless doubt, the
burden uncertainty had laid upon his shoulders.

A single shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds and fell across the

river. At the same time, a familiar trill sounded from the cage beside us.
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Pip had begun to sing. The little bird sat upon its perch and let the clear
notes rise into the cool air.

Thomas lifted his head and listened. A faint smile appeared.

“After so many years,” he said quietly, “my search has ended.”

And while the bird’s song mingled with the sound of the river and the
distant city, I thought that some mysteries are not solved by exposing
a criminal or uncovering a conspiracy. Some are solved when a man is
finally permitted to lay down his burden. It seemed to me that Thomas
Hargreaves had just done so.

Several days passed after the discovery in the tunnels, and life in Baker
Street gradually slipped back into its familiar rhythm. The remains of the
workers we had found were examined and identified as well as circum-
stances allowed, and the authorities whom Holmes had involved showed
arespect and thoroughness that pleased me. For Thomas Hargreaves, the
work had brought the answer he had sought through so many years. Not
the answer he had once dreamed of as a young man, but the only one
time could still give him.

That morning, when the case at last seemed to belong to the past, was
unusually beautiful. Sunlight streamed through the windows of Baker
Street with a strength that made even London’s usual grayness seem far
away. The window stood open, and a mild breeze stirred the curtains
lightly. There was something alive in the air, as though the city, after the
long autumn days, had suddenly decided to remember spring.

Holmes sat in his usual armchair with his coffee cup within reach,
while I had taken my place at the breakfast table. The newspaper lay
between us, but neither of us seemed to attach much importance to it
that day. I noticed that Holmes appeared unusually relaxed. The sharp
lines of concentration that often marked his face during a case had dis-
appeared, and he sat with the quiet satisfaction that only rarely showed
itself after the conclusion of an investigation.

The Bird Who Sang Again
Through the open window the sounds of Baker Street came flowing in

to us. Horse-drawn carriages rolled past in the distance, voices rose from
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the pavement, and above it all came birdsong. Among the many notes, I
immediately recognized one particular voice.

Mrs. Hudson’s canary.

The little bird sang with a clarity that almost seemed to fill the whole
house. There was nothing excited or warning in the song now. No shrill
cries. No unrest. It sang simply because the sun was shining.

I laid the newspaper aside and listened for a moment.

“It seems to me a curious thing, Holmes,” I said, “that this whole case
began with a man whom we were both convinced must be a criminal.”

Holmes slowly lowered his cup.

A faint smile appeared.

“No, Watson.”

He turned his gaze toward the open window and the clear morning
light beyond.

“It did not.”

“Did it not?”

“No.”

He sat for a moment listening to the bird’s song.

“What we saw, without knowing it, was a man who refused to give up
hope.”

I thought of Thomas Hargreaves as he had stood on the pavement and
stared up toward the house day after day, while we suspected him of all
manner of things.

Holmes continued:

“It was our mistake to try to make him more complicated than that.”

The bird sang again.

The bright notes rose through the house and out over Baker Street.

Holmes’s smile widened a little.

“The best witnesses do not always speak, Watson.”

I'looked at him questioningly.

“Sometimes,” he said, “they sing.”

Then silence settled pleasantly between us. The sunlight streamed in

through the window, the little canary continued its song below, and for a
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while it seemed to me that even the restless city outside had found a rare

peace.



Epilogue

hank you for spending your time with Sherlock Holmes, Dr. Wat-
son, and the remarkable creatures whose paths crossed theirs in
these pages.

The cases gathered in this volume represent only a small part of a
much larger collection of adventures. While many readers know Holmes
through stories of murder, international intrigue, and master criminals,
I have always been fascinated by the quieter mysteries—those in which
the behaviour of animals illuminates the mysteries of human nature.

The world of The Animal Cases continues in Volume 2, which includes:

The Ambitious Rooster

The Dog Who Visited the Grave
The Owl of St. Bartholomew’s Tower
The Cat at Number Twelve

The Scented Honey

These stories take Holmes and Watson from village churchyards and for-
gotten graves to ancient towers, country farms, and curious households,
exploring the many ways in which loyalty, instinct, memory, and human
emotion become intertwined with the lives of animals.

Beyond The Animal Cases, the Holmes universe also continues in The
Secret Letters, a series of full-length novels that follows Holmes through
larger and more dangerous investigations spanning Victorian Britain and
beyond. These novels combine mystery, historical atmosphere, adven-
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ture, and long-form character development while remaining faithful to
the spirit of the original stories.

Whether you have followed Holmes for many years or have only re-
cently discovered these adventures, I am grateful that you chose to share
this journey.

There are always more mysteries waiting beyond the next street, be-
hind the next door, or hidden within the next seemingly insignificant
clue.

And as Holmes himself might remind us, the smallest detail is often

the one that matters most.

Until our next case,

Alistair Croft



