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      The relationship between Sherlock Holmes and the supernatural would appear to have been one of mutual disdain. With his firm belief in reason and logic as the dominant feature that distinguishes the human race from other animals, the doings of “ghoulies and ghosties and long-legged beasties and things that go bump in the night” held little interest for him.

      Likewise, those aspects of the world that are more than are dreamed of in our philosophy seemed to give him a wide berth. While others might discuss their experiences of having established communication with their deceased loved ones, or recount terrifying tales of rocking tables and flying crockery, untouched by human hand, no events of this nature ever seemed to come near to Sherlock Holmes.

      “The affairs of human beings are complex enough, Watson,” he remarked to me once, “and the world of experimental science still holds enough mysteries without adding the addled hallucinations of the feeble-minded to the list.”

      “But surely,” I replied, pointing to the article in the Morning Post that announced the arrival in England of a famous “medium”, which had sparked the discussion, “Sir William Keighley is a well-known scientist, indeed, a member of the Royal Society, and he defends the effects produced by Signora Galliani as being genuine.”

      Holmes snorted. “Sir William is a fool,” he retorted. “Eminent he may be in his chosen fields of light and heat and electricity, but when it comes to exposing the tricks of a conjuror, he is a babe in arms.”

      I forbore from making any further comment on the matter, but held my peace. For my part, the Highland blood of my maternal ancestors had provided me, I believed, and continue to believe to this day, with the gift of perceiving those things that are hidden to many others. I have, for example, a very clear recollection of my mother sitting in her favourite arm-chair and conversing with me on the subject of my future career as a doctor. This is hardly remarkable, you may say, but this dialogue occurred some two years after her death. However, were I to mention this, or other similar incidents, to Sherlock Holmes, I have no doubt that he would scoff and dismiss such matters as merely the product of an over-active imagination.

      It was with some amusement, therefore, that I anticipated Holmes’ reaction to the somewhat bizarre story being related to us by Inspector Alec MacDonald of Scotland Yard, who had visited us one day.

      “By all accounts, it is a strange case, Mr. Holmes,” he confided, leaning forward in his chair, “the like of which I have never seen for myself, and I would be grateful for your help when I visit the scene.” Inspector MacDonald, as always, was sufficiently aware of the level of his own, albeit considerable, abilities, to feel no embarrassment at requesting advice and assistance from one who was acknowledged to be the foremost practitioner of his art in Europe.

      “Proceed, Inspector,” Holmes answered him, languidly filling his pipe. “There is whisky in that decanter, should you feel it will help you recall the facts of the matter.”

      “A wee nip would do no harm,” MacDonald replied, with a faint smile, and I hastened to splash a little of his native spirit into the Scotchman’s glass. “The facts as relayed to us at the Yard are clear in my memory,” MacDonald continued, with a slight shiver. “The case concerns a certain Colonel Richard Cardew, formerly of the Westmorland Regiment. He had served with some distinction in India, including some gallant actions in one of the native uprisings in the area of the North-West Frontier–“

      “Your old haunts, Watson,” smiled Holmes.

      MacDonald continued. “While serving there, he took a ball in the shoulder and was invalided home. He lived in Eastbourne, alone except for two Indian servants, a cook and a manservant, the latter of which had accompanied him since the time he was in India, and an English housekeeper who did not, however, reside on the premises.

      “He appears to have been well liked enough by his neighbours, insofar as he seemed to provoke no quarrels or friction, and though he did not attend any Christian place of worship on a regular basis, he was an occasional contributor to good works. From what I can gather, he worshipped some sort of heathen idol that he had encountered in his service overseas.”

      “There were one or two of those in my regiment,” I remarked. “Stout fellows for the most part, though they took little part in Mess activities.”

      “Indeed?” MacDonald nodded politely in my direction. “It is the first such case that I have encountered. In any event, the business may now be described in the past tense. Colonel Cardew was found dead in his bed this morning by his manservant, Jayant Singh. The sheets were described as being soaked in blood, and the body was almost drained. The wounds–“

      “More than one wound?” interrupted Holmes, who had been puffing away at his pipe without comment up till that time during MacDonald’s recital.

      “That, Mr. Holmes, is the horror of it all. The body had been slashed all over. No weapon was visible, and the room was locked, with the key on the inside of the door.”

      “The Death of a Thousand Cuts,” I murmured to myself.

      “What was that, Watson?” Holmes asked sharply.

      “It is an Oriental form of punishment. A gruesome protracted form of execution, reserved for those who have offended the morals of their country.”

      MacDonald nodded. “According to the local constabulary, who relayed these facts to the Yard by telephone, so says the cook, Anil Bannerji, for that is the fellow’s name.”

      Holmes raised his eyebrows. “Is that so? And I suppose there is no chance that it is this Jayant Singh who discovered the body who may have carried out the deed?”

      “It is possible, I suppose, but the facts would seem to argue against it. Cardew clearly did not repose a great deal of trust in his Indian servants, though Singh had been in his service for some time, since he had been his batman, in fact. Bannerji is a more recent addition to the household, having arrived some months ago. It was Cardew’s custom each night to lock the two Indians in a small stone shed located in the grounds of the property, and allow them their liberty in the morning, either by unlocking the door himself, or ensuring the housekeeper performed that duty when she arrived each morning.”

      “Inhuman!” I exclaimed. “To treat fellow human beings in such a fashion.”

      The police inspector nodded in agreement. “It would seem that Cardew was something of a tyrant in his domestic affairs. I believe these poor wretches were kept without money, meaning that even were they able to escape, they would be without the means to travel. In this instance, Mrs. Bryant arrived at the house, and discovered that Cardew was still abed. This was not an unfamiliar circumstance, and she went to the parlour, fully expecting to find an empty decanter and a glass there, as she had done in the past. However, there was no evidence of any such indulgence on the previous night. She then proceeded as usual on these occasions, however, and took the key of the shed from where it was hanging on a hook behind the kitchen door to release the cook and Jayant Singh.”

      “But this Jayant Singh, or the other, the cook, could well have escaped the prison in the night and returned himself to captivity,” I pointed out.

      MacDonald shook his head. “I trust Mr. Holmes and you, Doctor, will come to Eastbourne with me,” he said, “and you will then confirm for yourselves what the local police reported to us, that such a thing would not be possible.”

      “The cook,” broke in Holmes. “What can you tell us of him?”

      “Oh, Anil Bannerji is reported as being a puny little shrimp of a man,” laughed MacDonald. “The idea of his being a murderer is patently absurd. Even so, both he and Singh are now being held in custody.”

      “Then we must look for a housebreaker who is prepared to kill in pursuit of his loot,” I said.

      Once more MacDonald shook his head. “According to Mrs. Bryant, nothing is missing, and there is no sign of any disturbance.”
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