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      This book is dedicated to Doctor John H. Watson, late of the Indian Army, whose friendship with the great detective Sherlock Holmes, and whose keen eye for description have given the world so much pleasure for so long.
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      I’VE always remembered a generous comment that John Jakes made about his place in literature, specifically when it came to historical fiction. Jakes is less popular these days, but for quite a while in the 1970s, you could find his paperbacks in every drugstore spin rack and on display tables of every bookshop. He soared up the bestseller charts with chronicles of his Kent family in Revolutionary and Civil War America. Now whatever you might think of his fiction, Jakes at least never gave himself airs, admitting, “Gore Vidal is a Mercedes. I’m a Vega.”

      His ultimate point was that both will take you where you want to go.

      I feel the same way about Hugh Ashton. He has been meticulously building Rolls-Royces for a while now, or if we want to change the metaphor to something more era-appropriate, he’s been lovingly restoring a fleet of hansom cabs, all carrying Sherlock and Watson to new stops. He’s braver than I am. For my novels, I’ve been getting by, swiping the odd pony left at a hitching post.

      You see, these novels take work. The only thing I’ve found harder than writing historical fiction is writing history itself, which involves back strain as you hunch over source texts next to your keyboard. You must, quite literally, stop and check for each line that what you’re writing is true. Sure, with historical fiction, your hansom cab (or Mercedes, or Vega) must make a hard left and venture into the unconfirmed territory of the imagination. But you better have things plausible when you arrive.

      Hugh has proved himself a fan of my alternate history novel, Reich TV, but while I researched and checked and double-checked, I still shoehorned certain details to fit my narrative. Not many, mind you, but I did fudge a couple. Technically, that’s cheating. You can get away with this for “alternate” history, but even for historical novels, and I’ve done my share, I will move my chess pieces where I need to and push events a little bit …    that way. My way.

      Gore Vidal didn’t fudge things—most of the time (and when he did, he admitted it, as he noted in Lincoln or his other novels). And neither does Hugh Ashton. To join him on one of his journeys in late 19th-century Britain is to be enveloped in the smoke of the trains at King’s Cross Station and to feel the atmosphere of a grand manor sitting near the harsh and cold country near the Scottish border.

      But imagine the double duty of not only trying to capture an historical period, but to capture the voice of one of the most famous and influential authors in the world who wrote in that period? And this is where Hugh’s horsepower takes him swiftly past me in the race. I’ve had fun bringing Josephine Baker back to life, have dug through Paul Robeson’s astonishingly powerful and unapologetic blasts to the Red-baiting committee in the U.S. Congress, and I’ve offered a friendly wave to Hugh in passing as both he and I try to re-animate the most famous Nazi leaders, each of us using them to jump-charge plots of very different books. But could I write in say, Dylan Thomas’s style or pour out the lean, scaled-back prose of one of my own favourites, Erich Maria Remarque? Not me, not brave enough. Oh, no, not a chance!

      To read The Case of the Darlington Substitution is to hear Watson’s voice—to rediscover Doyle’s style. That’s no small feat for any novelist.

      And it’s an ambitious, possibly even courageous choice. After all, Sherlock has never gone away, not ever. As early as 1899, he was on the New York stage, and we’ve seen every possible re-imagining of him in books and films ever since, some of which are entertaining and some which are downright awful. We’ve had Sherlock at the worst of his drug addiction treated by Sigmund Freud. We’ve had Sherlock meeting Dracula, Sherlock meeting Jack the Ripper, Sherlock as a fool with a smarter Watson, all the way back to Jeremy Brett’s stately Holmes on British TV, kept strictly to the Canon.

      If you’re a fan, like I am, you’ve gone and sampled many of them. Sitting in the auditorium of the Winnipeg Art Gallery for its weekly film fests, I got to see the old Basil Rathbone films that put Holmes in a modern (well, modern for 1942) Blitzed London. Thirty years later, here we are with Steven Moffatt and Mark Gatiss once again moving our consulting detective to a modern time in the TV show, Sherlock. Take your pick of Sherlocks. You can watch Benedict Cumberbatch, or you can watch Robert Downey Jr. have a go, but frankly, I think of the Guy Ritchie franchise as “Sherlock Lite.” Never mind historical accuracy, the two movies in the series barely bother to have our detective do any detecting at all; he’s too busy with “buddy banter,” action sequence antics and visual gags. Instead of a Vega, we’ve been whisked off in a go-cart.

      This all makes Hugh Ashton’s efforts far more rewarding. The pace is how it should be, and from the windows of his hansom cab, the view is more interesting … and far less blurred. I asked Hugh what he thinks makes his Sherlock stand apart from others.

      “I stick very closely to the Canon,” he answered simply. “I try to keep Holmes and Watson in character. And I try to have a good reason why the stories were not published before … I also try to build on the characters of Holmes and Watson. Rather than simply take [Doyle’s] characters and jerk them around like marionettes, I try to get into their skin and make them more alive.”

      I think he’s done better than mere re-animation. With Hugh holding the reins, the cab has taken us back to the sitting room in Baker Street, where he’s already made sure the furniture is in its old places. Mrs. Hudson knows enough to bring us our tea and telegrams, and instead of a thunderous soundtrack that tells us what to feel in Dolby sound, or even the clever keypad tapping of Benedict Cumberbatch’s mobile phone in the BBC series, we have the pleasant and familiar violin of our hero. Here in our cloud of blue pipe-smoke, the room is familiar yet somehow refreshingly new.

      And so we’ve arrived, just in time for a case to unfold. Don’t wait on me, go on in. I’ll be along in a minute. Hurry now, the game’s afoot!

      [image: ]

      Jeff Pearce is the author of close to twenty books, including works of history, current affairs and more than a dozen novels, such as Reich TV, The Karma Booth and Bianca: The Silver Age.
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      I believed that the deed box containing the untold adventures of Sherlock Holmes as recorded by Dr. Watson had been emptied of all items of interest. Some of the “cases” described therein were little more than lists of names, dates and places, presumably rough jottings for future expanded descriptions.

      There were, however, several other cases written out in full, which will require extensive editing before they can be released to the world. Watson appears to have been sadly lacking in concentration when some of these were written. Some paragraphs appear to be missing, some events are described twice in the same adventure, and so on.

      As a result, I was about to lay the deed box to one side, after emptying it of all the papers, and removing the small particles of sealing wax and so on which had accumulated within the box. On turning it upside-down to accomplish this, I was astonished when what I had supposed to be the bottom of the box proved to be false, and fell to the ground. A thick envelope had been concealed under it, sealed with the now familiar impressions of the SH and W signet rings, and marked on the front in what I can only assume to be Sherlock Holmes’ sprawling, but at the same time splendidly legible, writing, “The Darlington Substitution Case”.

      Need I say that I was excited by this discovery? Of all of Holmes’ cases, there are only four that Watson described at great length, and of those, both A Study in Scarlet and The Valley of Fear both contain a long digression in which the scene shifts to America. Even The Sign of Four contains a lengthy back-story that moves the action outside the main body of the case. I was therefore fully expecting to discover another such tale which, while interesting in its own right, would perhaps not have excited the same attention as a full-length account of a case, such as The Hound of the Baskervilles, which focussed its attention on Sherlock Holmes.

      The title was, naturally, familiar to me. In the case that Watson entitled A Scandal in Bohemia Holmes explains, “In the case of the Darlington substitution scandal, it was of use to me,” referring to his claim that the instinct of a woman in the event of a fire is to go to and protect the thing that she values most. It will be remembered that in the former case, he had Watson throw a small incendiary device to “smoke out” (if the pun may be excused) Irene Adler’s photograph of the King of Bohemia.

      Holmes also employed a deliberately set fire as a device in The Norwood Builder, and in A Scandal in Bohemia, he also refers to “the Arnsworth Castle business” where he used the stratagem. Without wishing to accuse Holmes of outright pyromania, it must be admitted that he appeared to have a predilection for this trick, which nonetheless appears to have produced the desired results in most instances.

      And in this case, which to my delight I discovered to be concentrated on Holmes, and which sheds new light on his character, as well as that of Watson, the ruse worked once again. The adventure is surely one of the more thrilling of Holmes’ exploits, and he finds himself up against one of the most dangerous adversaries in his career. The touch of superstition and sorcery here is in some ways reminiscent of his adventures on Dartmoor in pursuit of the Hound of the Baskervilles, but his opponent is more cunning and dangerous than Stapleton ever proved to be. Holmes, however, is more than a match against his adversary, and holds his own admirably.

      Watson, though, has several embarrassing moments that it must have cost him dear to set down, and which are almost certainly the reason for the concealment of this adventure for so long. Once again, we are made almost painfully aware of the double standards of morality in the Victorian era, with the middle class, as represented by Watson, standing for what we now refer to as “Victorian values”, and the aristocracy having their own rules, which seem amazingly free and easy, even by today’s relaxed standards.

      

      For those unfamiliar with the British system of nobility and titles, a few words of explanation are necessary. Although the son of a British lord is not a member of the nobility in his own right, he is allowed to use a secondary title of his father, should such a thing exist. His son in turn is permitted to use the third title of his grandfather. In this case, the Earl of Darlington, who was addressed as Lord Darlington, and was also be referred to in that way, also held the title of Baron of Hareby, and his son was therefore addressed and referred to as Lord Hareby. Another title he held was that of Baron of Wittingford, and Hareby’s son therefore became Lord Wittingford. The rules are complex, but it appears that Watson has largely followed the correct procedures in his references to the family.

      

      An additional note is necessary with regard to Watson’s reporting of the spoken words of those with whom he came in contact. It is to be feared that whatever skills he may have possessed in the relating of the adventures he shared with his friend, and his undoubted expertise in the presentation of the facts appertaining to the cases, John Watson unfortunately appears to have suffered from a “cloth ear” when it comes to reporting speech.

      In this particular adventure (and not this one alone), he often appears to have set down the meaning of the words that he heard, rather than the actual words themselves. Occasionally, though, he seems to have added a little phrasing or vocabulary to distinguish speakers of an English that differs from the “standard” middle-class English spoken by Holmes and himself. Even in the latter case related to the major players in these cases, however, it is hard to believe that Holmes or Watson spoke the exact words as recorded here (or in other adventures). The words that Watson put into the mouths of those characters featured in his accounts who hail from other regions or social classes are likewise often somewhat unlikely.

      Even so, there is a certain charm attached to Watson’s rendition of the speech of the characters in the adventures he describes, and it would be presumptuous of me to attempt any changes to this. As Holmes remarks in The Lion’s Mane, “how much he [Watson] might have made of such a wonderful happening and my eventual triumph”, showing that Holmes himself, however much he may have deprecated Watson’s sensational accounts of his (Holmes’) exploits, was not immune to the spells that his friend’s narratives could cast over those who read them.

      
        Hugh Ashton

        Kamakura, 2012
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          Lord Darlington of Hareby Hall

        

      

    

    
      OF all the adventures I experienced with my friend Sherlock Holmes, one of the most intriguing was that in which we found ourselves involved at the behest of the late Earl of Darlington.

      Holmes had recently returned from a visit to the Continent, about which he remained close-lipped, which in my experience betokened a commission executed for some powerful patron, when Mrs. Hudson brought up a telegram.

      “It’s reply-paid, sir,” she said to Holmes.  “Will there be an answer?” She waited patiently as Holmes ripped open the envelope and perused the contents.

      “There will be an answer, Mrs. Hudson,” he informed her, scribbling a few words on a sheet of notepaper and handing it to her.  “Thank you.”

      “What was that?” I asked, as our landlady made her way downstairs.  “Are you at liberty to provide me with details?”

      “I suppose that I am free to tell you all I know of the business, which is virtually nothing.” He passed the telegram over to me, and I read the words, “WISH TO RETAIN YOUR SERVICES ON BIZARRE MATTER.  TRAGIC CONSEQUENCES IF MISHANDLED. ALFRED DARLINGTON.”

      “The use of the term ‘bizarre’ within a telegraphic communication is in itself somewhat bizarre, I feel,” I commented.  “What was your answer?”

      He smiled.  “How could I resist such an appeal? Naturally, I accepted.  The reply was addressed to his club, so I would expect to see him here in person in a very short space of time.”

      “Have you no ideas regarding this?”

      “None,” he replied simply.  “The Earl is one of the most respected members of the House of Lords.  He has served with distinction in several Cabinets, and I can recall no breath of scandal or anything that could reflect adversely on him, other than that unfortunate affair some years ago, where I was able to exonerate his distant cousin, who had been accused of some peculation involving the funds of a company of which he was director.  That was too commonplace to be termed bizarre, and I would hardly foresee tragic consequences arising from it.  Have you any knowledge of his family or his background?” Holmes asked me.  “I know that you follow these society matters closer than do I.”

      “His immediate family consists of merely the one son, considerably younger than himself—he married late in life, and his wife died in childbirth.  The son, Lord Hareby, married about eighteen months back.  It was a fashionable wedding—the talk of the town.”

      “The news would appear to have passed me by,” commented Holmes drily.  “Though Hareby was a member of my College at University, we hardly ever passed the time of day.  We had little in common.”

      He picked up his violin and started to saw away at it, producing a melody that was, to my ears, not untuneful, but slightly discordant at times.  When he had finished, I asked him the name of the composer, and was astounded to be informed that this was one of Holmes’ own improvisations.  Though I could never claim to be any kind of expert in the field, it would seem that music lost a composer of some talent when Sherlock Holmes turned his attention to crime.

      A ring at the front door announced the arrival of a visitor, and there was soon a knock at the door of our rooms.  A liveried footman stood without, who bowed slightly to Holmes as he opened the door.

      “Lord Darlington requests that Mr. Sherlock Holmes and Dr. John Watson join him for luncheon at his club, since his lordship’s gout is troubling him, making it difficult for him to make a visit in person,” he announced.

      “We are pleased to accept his lordship’s invitation,” replied Holmes.  “We will be with him presently.”

      The servant coughed.  “His lordship has dispatched his carriage, which is waiting in the street.  I was asked to inform you that there is no need for formality.  His lordship’s words to you were, ‘Please come as you are and do not trouble yourself overly about your appearance or dress.’”

      “That is most kind of him,” replied Holmes.

      In a few minutes, we were seated in the Darlington carriage, which drew up outside the Athenaeum Club.

      “His Lordship informed me that he would be waiting for you in the library,” the footman informed us as he held open the door to allow us to alight.

      It was the first time that I had entered the hallowed precincts of the Athenaeum, and I looked about me with interest, but it seemed that Holmes was quite accustomed to the place, and strode across the entrance hall, hardly acknowledging the welcome of the porter.

      The Earl of Darlington was seated in a chair near the door of the library, and half rose in his place as Holmes and I entered the room, but Holmes motioned to him to keep his seat.

      “Please do not trouble yourself,” Holmes assured him.  “Your man informed us that you were suffering from gout.  My sincere sympathy.”

      “Thank you, Holmes,” replied the Earl.  “It is a con­founded nuisance, to say the least, but I trust it is not too much of an inconvenience for you to come here.  Please take a seat, and you, too, Dr. Watson.  Might I trouble you to speak up a little? I suffer somewhat from deafness.  Age creeps on, and the result of my service in the Navy as a gunnery officer has also afflicted me, I fear.”

      We seated ourselves in armchairs facing the elderly nobleman, whose white hair framing a lined, but honest, countenance, told of a life well spent in the service of his country.  He called for two glasses of sherry for Holmes and myself, contenting himself with a glass of water.  “All that the medicos will allow me these days before a meal nowadays, Watson,” he told me.  “What is your prescription for your patients in my condition?”

      “Much the same, I fear, sir.”

      He sighed.  “I suppose it was too much to expect a second opinion with which I could find agreement,” he answered, with a somewhat roguish grin.  “But before luncheon, let me advise you more fully of the matter.” The Earl turned to Holmes and spoke more gravely.  “I should warn you that what I am about to say may seem almost fantastical, but I would ask you to hear me out before passing judgement.”

      “I will endeavour to keep an open mind,” replied Holmes, stretching out his long legs, and adopting an attitude that appeared somnolent, but betokened, as I knew from past experience, the utmost in mental attention.

      [image: ]

      THE peer proceeded with his speech.  “The whole matter started some three hundred and fifty years ago and is recorded in an ancient manuscript to be found in the library of our Hall at Hareby in Northumberland.  One of my ancestors, a certain Edward, the second of our line to bear the title of Earl, was constantly engaged in one of the countless border skirmishes against the Scots, who were, as you will remember, ruled by their own monarch at that time, having yet to come under the rule of England.  This was, of course, not a formal war declared by sovereigns against each other, but, to speak frankly, was more in the nature of brigandage carried out by gangs of robbers on both sides.  In one of these raids, one of those captured from Scotland was an old woman, shunned by her own folk as a witch, and a bringer of bad luck to those who crossed her path.  My ancestor laughed at this superstition, as he termed it, and scorned those who feared the woman as a witch.

      “Indeed, so little did he heed this belief that he took to inviting the woman, whose name is recorded as Margaret Harris, and sometimes is referred to in the records as ‘Mad Maggie’, to share his table in the Hall, though whether this was done in a spirit of bravado to show his contempt for the beliefs of others, or as an act of mockery against the poor woman, is uncertain.

      “One night, Edward, who is reported to have been drinking deeply, challenged Mad Maggie to demonstrate her powers of witchcraft.  For answer, she withdrew from her clothing a curious wooden object, apparently fashioned from the twisted root of a hawthorn tree.

      “‘Mark ye this,’ she croaked.  ‘This is the Mace of Succession, and mark ye well its purpose.’

      “‘And its purpose is what, old woman?’ mocked my ancestor.

      “‘See ye here,’ she replied to him.  ‘In the head of the Mace are set eleven silver pennies, each marking a generation from now.  When your first-born son comes to be born’ (for at that time Edward was unmarried and had no heir) ‘within seven days of his birth, ere he be christened, then must ye remove one of the pennies from the Mace and throw it down the well that stands in the courtyard.  When his heir is born, then do ye remove the next penny and do the same.  And for his son, the same, until all the pennies be gone.’

      “‘And then?’ asked Edward of the crone, still mocking her.

      “‘Then will your line come to an end.’ A hush fell over the assembly at these words, which were uttered in a tone of finality.

      “‘And if we should fail to do this thing at the birth of an heir?’ asked Edward, much of his mockery now gone.

      “‘Then will the new-born die,” replied Mad Maggie simply.  ‘His head will be crushed by the Mace.  You and yours cannot escape the doom I have laid upon your line.  One generation shall live for every month that ye have held me captive and made sport of me.  For nearly a year ye have done these things to me, but tonight is my last night of life, and I present the Mace to ye as my final act upon this earth.’  So saying, she handed the curious knobbed root with its burden of silver pennies to Edward, and seated herself at the table opposite to him, staring at him with a fixed glare, and making no answer to his queries, which became more and more enraged as she sat silently facing him.  At length, wearying of her silent obstinacy, he fetched a blow to the side of her head.  Mad Maggie slipped to the ground, lifeless, and it was then obvious to all that her silence had not been the result of obstinacy, but of death.

      “So far, Mr. Holmes, the story has contained nothing of the unnatural, though it is certainly an unusual and macabre tale.  But now comes the report of an event which I, as a rational modern man, can hardly credit, but is recorded in the same vein of sober fact as the rest.

      “Edward, shaken by the words of the old woman, and by her sudden demise, gave a hoarse laugh.  ‘Am I a foolish peasant to be moved by the words of an old woman such as that, and to be frightened by a stick?’  He seized the Mace, as it had been termed by the hag, and flung it into the fire.  As the stick touched the flame, there was a loud report, and burning logs from the fireplace were scattered about the room, causing those in the hall hurriedly to douse the number of small fires that were thereby started.  As for the Mace itself, it lay alone in the middle of the fireplace ; all other coals and wood there having been dispersed by the explosion.  I notice your scepticism, and am merely reporting the events as described in the chronicle, Mr. Holmes.”

      “Your story is most interesting,” replied Holmes, “to antiquarians who collect such tales.  However, there would appear to be some sort of prophecy involved that has a relevance to the present day.  If there were to be eleven generations from that date, when will the eleventh be?”

      “That is the heart of the matter, Mr. Holmes.  My son is the tenth generation.  His wife is now with child, their first, and should the child be a boy, he will be the eleventh heir, and the last of the line.  There is now but one silver penny in the head of the Mace.”

      “Could you not simply ignore the ritual, and leave the coin where it is?” I asked.

      The Earl turned his gaze towards me.  “Would that we could,” he replied sorrowfully.  “Believe me, there have been attempts in the past to cheat the prophecy.  The sixth Earl, my great-grandfather, believing no more in these matters than he would in the existence of a mermaid, for example, declined to follow the custom.  The morning after he announced his decision to do this, his new-born son was found dead.  He had apparently slipped from his cradle, and had fallen on his head, crushing his skull.  There is a similar family tradition, though it is not recorded in writing, regarding the third Earl, Edward’s son, and his first-born boy, who likewise died in a fall from his crib following his father’s refusal to perform the ritual.  Since my great-grandfather’s time, our family has felt it expedient to follow the ceremony as laid down by Mad Maggie.  Though, as I say, I consider myself a rational man, I nonetheless would not care to abandon the custom.”

      “Could you not simply dispose of the Mace?” enquired Holmes.  “No, I see by your face that the idea is unthinkable to you.  I see.  I fail, however, to understand exactly what it is that you require of me.”

      “The problem, Mr. Holmes,” replied the other, “is that the Mace has disappeared.”

      “And when is the birth of your grandchild expected?” asked Holmes.  “Forgive my indelicacy in asking this question, but it is important to know these things if I am to take any action in this case.  It would seem that there is some sort of restriction with regard to time here.”

      The peer flushed a little, but answered, “I believe that the blessed event is due within the month.  Naturally, we do not know whether it will prove to be a male heir, but should it transpire to be so, we should expect to complete the Ritual of the Mace.  It would be a sorrowful event, because according to the prophecy, the next male heir would be the last.  And it would be even more sorrowful, if the old tales are true, if we were to omit this, as it would result in the death of the heir.”

      “Surely, you as a modern man of a rational age, cannot seriously believe this ancient superstition?” I burst out.

      The Earl seemed a little astounded at the temerity of my statement, but answered me courteously enough.  “Dr. Watson, I could quote the old saw about there being more things in heaven and earth and so on, but your question deserves more than that glib answer.  My answer is that although I do not believe in the literal truth of Mad Maggie’s prophecy, I do not disbelieve it either—at least, not to the extent that I wish to disregard it.  I may add that my son entertains a much firmer belief in the old tales than do I.”

      “And his wife?”

      “She laughs at the whole business, and refuses to take it at all seriously.”

      “So my brief,” Holmes broke in, “is to recover the Mace, and to hope with all my heart that I find it.  Alternatively, in the event of my failing to retrieve the missing artefact, I should be hoping with all my might that your daughter-in-law is delivered of a baby girl.”

      “That would seem to sum up the situation admirably, Mr. Holmes.  I take it from that you are prepared to serve me in this matter?”

      “There are one or two trifling affairs that must be cleared up before I can make the trip to Northumberland, but you make take it for the moment that I will assist you.  I would be grateful, however, if you could provide me with more information regarding the disappearance of the Mace.”

      “With pleasure,” replied the Earl.  “Shall we adjourn to luncheon? I assume you have no objection to discussing the matter while we eat?” On receiving the required reassurance from Holmes, he summoned a club servant, who assisted him into the dining-room, Holmes and myself following.

      “You must understand,” he began, between the oysters that formed the first part of our meal, “that despite the title I bear, and my reputed wealth, I live a relatively simple life.  The staff at Hareby Hall are few in number, and have been with me for years.  I often protest to them that they deserve more in the way of wages than I currently pay them, but they are content to stay on, claiming that they are used to the Hall, and to my family and myself.  Bouverie, the butler, is the chief of the indoor servants, and he is supported by his wife who acts as housekeeper.  They entered my service some thirty years or more.  The cook is assisted by two kitchen-maids, and Mrs. Bouverie supervises the activities of a parlour-maid and three housemaids.  Believe me, given the size of the Hall, this is a modest establishment.  The outside staff consists of three grooms who also act as coachmen, and a head gardener who employs local lads as the seasons demand.  To be frank, the grounds are somewhat of a wilderness, a state that I prefer to an over-manicured and artificial garden.  Ah, the salmon,” he broke off, as the waiters brought our next course.  “It is truly excellent here.”

      He ceased to speak for a few minutes, presumably to show his appreciation of the fish dish, which was, as he had claimed, of a surpassing delicacy.  “To continue,” he said at length, after having wiped his lips with his napkin.  “The Mace is kept with what little jewellery remains in the family, following the depredations caused by the sixth Earl’s losses at faro, in a strong metal cabinet that is set into the wall in my library—a sort of ancient safe.  I must confess that I hardly ever have call to open the cabinet, and before I opened it a few days ago the last time that I recollect doing so was over three months previously.  The cabinet is kept locked, and I am the sole possessor of the only key in the household.  As it happens, there is one other key, but I prefer to keep that in a safety deposit box at my bank.  As I say, there is very little occasion for me to open the cabinet.

      “Imagine my surprise, Mr. Holmes, when I opened the cabinet the other day and discovered it to be completely empty.  The Mace had disappeared and so had all the jewellery.  The cupboard was bare, as the old children’s rhyme has it.”

      “Excuse me,” interrupted my friend, “can you please explain to me why you opened the cabinet at all, given that your future grandchild is not imminently expected?”

      “That is a very good point, Mr. Holmes,” replied the peer.  “The cabinet makes a most distinctive sound when it is closed, a kind of metallic ringing sound, which is totally unlike any other sound in the house.  I fancied I heard that sound two nights ago as I lay in bed.  As I mentioned earlier, though, I am more than a little deaf, and I could not be positive that I had heard correctly.  The next morning, I resolved to investigate, in the event that my ears had not been playing me false.”

      “Do you sleep close to the room containing the cabinet?” enquired Holmes, who by now had brought out his notebook and was making notes.

      “The room in which I sleep is on the ground floor, next to the library,” replied the Earl.  “My gout prevents me from occupying apartments where I must climb stairs to reach them.”

      “So there is no doubt in your mind that the noise you heard was the cabinet door being closed?”

      “None.  None, that is, unless I were dreaming, which I confess was my first thought.  Ah, the saddle of lamb.  My doctors forbid it, and my palate is far from being what it once was, but I would be obliged if you gentlemen would partake of the club claret.  We have a particularly fine Mouton-Rothschild in the cellars that I think you will enjoy.”  He summoned a waiter and gave appropriate instructions.  “Now, where was I? Ah, yes.  I did believe it was a dream until I woke in the morning, and made my way to the library, still in my dressing-gown, and opened the cabinet.  It was a shock to see it empty, I can assure you of that.”

      “What did you do upon your discovery?” asked Holmes.  “I assume you raised the alarm?”

      “I did not,” replied the peer.  “The jewellery is insured, for an amount that is probably above its real value, and it is in any case hideous to my eyes.  We are well rid of it, if my honest opinion is to be sought.  However, it was the Mace that was the true loss.  Although it is no more than a tree root, and contains but one silver penny, it is, to my mind, one of the few things,” and here he lowered his voice to little more than a whisper, so that we had to strain to catch his meaning, “one of the few things that saves my poor son from total lunacy.”

      I stared at him, horror-struck, and Holmes, who had been scribbling in his notebook, stopped his writing.  At that moment the waiter brought our wine, and conversation lapsed.

      “Excuse me,” said Holmes, when the waiter had departed.  “I had the honour of knowing your son slightly at University.  We are of an age, though our interests differed, and though I would never claim to have known him well, he had nothing of that nature about him then.”

      “Ah, it is a sad case,” replied the Earl, wagging his head.  “The poor lad was, as you might recall, a sportsman.  One of his chief delights lay in fox-hunting, and one day while engaged in this pursuit, he was thrown from his horse, and his head was dashed against a large stone.  Though the physical injury soon healed, it was obvious that something had been damaged in his mind.  While before the accident he had shown a tendency towards superstition, now it has become an obsession with him.  As in many stables, the grooms keep cats to help rid the place of mice, and some of the cats that they kept until recently were black.  My son one day went to the stables and ordered the grooms and stable lads to dispose of the offending felines in any way they saw fit.  Since then, there are no stable cats, and there are none in the house.”

      “I see,” said Holmes.  “This certainly is unfortunate.  Are there any other instances of this?”

      The Earl sighed.  “Indeed there are.  Pray, do partake of your wine, both of you, if my conversation is not spoiling your appetite.”

      I sipped the noble beverage and it was, indeed, of a quality such as I had seldom encountered, though as his Lordship had intimated, my palate was somewhat blunted by the disturbing tales we were hearing.

      “Yes, indeed,” continued our host.  “The old superstition about spilled salt seems to have been taken to heart in his case.  Usually, the custom after spilling salt is to throw a pinch over one’s left shoulder, is it not?” This was addressed to me, and I nodded in agreement.  “Well, in the case of my son, this has been taken to extremes.  Not only does he throw the salt over his shoulder, but this ritual is preceded by his rising and circling the table three times in an anti-clockwise direction.” He sighed.  “There are other similar superstitions that he continues to observe, but I will not bore you with them.”

      “And these superstitions include the Mace?” asked Holmes.

      “Indeed they do.  Though he has hardly ever seen the Mace, except on those rare occasions when I have opened the cabinet to allow his wife to wear the jewels to a social occasion, hardly a day seems to pass without his mentioning it.”

      “But he does not express a wish to see it?” asked Holmes.

      “He merely wishes to be satisfied that it is in a safe place, it seems.  But it preys on his mind, especially since his wife, er … discovered that she was to be delivered of a child.” His voice tailed off into a discreet silence.  “I fear that he would become totally deranged were he to discover that the Mace was missing.  He has become overly sensitive to such matters.  There was a time when he was as manly a young person as one could ever hope to meet.  Now,” he shook his head sadly, “he weeps at the smallest thing and can become quite inconsolable over such accidents as the discovery of a dead sparrow.  His moods of elation are just as sudden.  This confounded hunting fall has completely disturbed the balance of his mind.”

      “When did this unfortunate hunting accident take place?” asked Holmes.

      “A little less than nine months ago.”

      “And his wife’s reaction?”

      “She gives the appearance of being a most solicitous spouse,” replied the Earl.  “She sympathises with him and humours him in his fancies.  I take this to be deleterious to his mental state, but she will not be dissuaded.””

      “Pardon my intrusion into your family affairs,” said Holmes, “but could you tell me whether their bed-rooms are close to yours?”

      “They occupy two adjacent apartments, separated by a common bathroom, at the other end of the wing from the room where I sleep, and on the second floor,” replied the other, obviously somewhat puzzled by Holmes’ query.

      “Thank you.  Now if we may return to the question of the cabinet and the missing Mace.  Where do you keep your key?”

      “It is on my watch-chain here.  You may see it here,” displaying a large key of the Bramah pattern.  “It never leaves my chain.”

      “But your chain must leave your person sometimes,” pointed out Holmes.

      “When I am asleep or bathing, naturally.  On the other hand, I am a light sleeper, as a result of this confounded gout, and I am certain that I would be awakened if there was an attempt made to remove the key from my side.”

      “Very good.  Let us return to the subject of the Mace itself.  Can you provide us with a description?”

      “It is, as I mentioned, a curiously twisted root of the hawthorn tree, a little over two feet in length, with a curious knobbed end.  In that end there is one silver penny and ten slits into which the previous generations’ pennies were inserted.  The penny is blackened by tarnish, and would not be instantly recognised as a coin by any person who had no knowledge of the artefact.  I can see no reason for any thief to take it.”

      “How many people knew of its disappearance and its significance?” enquired Holmes.

      “My son, his wife and myself.  This is not something that we wish to be noised abroad, as you can imagine.  The story itself is no secret, of course.  The manuscript describing Earl Edward and Mad Maggie is kept in the library, in the family records, so it is possible that one of the servants, for instance, Bouverie, could have chanced upon it and read through the family history, but frankly, I see that as being unlikely, and there would be no reason for him to take the Mace.  In any event, he would not know where the Mace was secreted.  The cabinet is let into the wall of the library, and is usually hidden by a portrait—ironically, that of the third Earl Edward, with whom this whole business began.”

      “So you would wish me to investigate? I shall be ready to do that in a few days.  There are one or two trifling matters that I would like to see completed before I set myself on the trail of your mystery.  In the meantime, I am sure that Watson here will have no objection to travelling to Hareby Hall for one or two nights until I arrive.”

      It was a very thinly disguised hint, which I took, accepting the Earl’s hospitality.

      “Excellent,” said he.  “I shall be taking the night sleeper to Berwick from King’s Cross this evening.  Shall I ask my man to reserve you a berth on the same train?”
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