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				Introduction

				I have been releasing detailed accounts of the more compelling exploits and investigations of Mr Sherlock Holmes to the public for some years now. It brings me great cheer that a number of persons have come to enjoy these chronicles. Holmes is my very dear friend, and whilst I am in no respect blind to the quirks of his often difficult nature, he possesses a truly brilliant mind equalled only by one or two others in this entire country. He would never seek recognition, but please know that your interest in his work does bring him a small measure of comfort in his darker hours. 

				I am more grateful than I can say for your nobility of spirit, my friends. 

				Whilst I typically present Holmes’s adventures in the traditional manner of storytellers since time immemorial, I have somewhat broken with that habit for this volume. Instead of preparing the tales within as singular items, I have split them into segments. Each chapter finishes with a little test of your own powers of observation. In each instance, the truth is naturally right there on the pages you have examined, and I am quite certain that a modest degree of thought will swiftly furnish you with the correct answer. I pray that you take these little challenges in the spirit in which they are offered, that of good-natured amusement, and find some entertainment in them.

				I remain your most sincere and devoted servant.

				John Watson, London, 1887.
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				THE MYSTERY OF SIR WILLOUGHBY

				PART ONE

				“Please do not worry, we need no solemn and binding oaths to ensure our discretion.”
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				It was October and, whilst it was scarcely past five in the afternoon, daylight was already fading. The wind whipped yellowed leaves and other detritus down Baker Street and, from the way the people on the street below me were hunched up, I could see it carried quite a bite. I glanced around the cosy environs of 221b and gave silent thanks that I was tucked away inside. Mrs Hudson had brought up a fresh pot of tea just a few minutes before and, as I had been too busy to have lunch that day, I resolved to indulge myself in both a second cup and a third biscuit.

				I’d taken but two steps from the window when Holmes appeared from his study, clutching an envelope. I offered him a friendly smile. “More tea, old chap?”

				He waved the suggestion aside. “Gather your things, Watson. I fancy it worth a little of our time to pay a visit to St James’s.”

				I eyed the teapot and tried not to sigh. “Now?”

				“Time is of the essence, my dear fellow.”

				“Very well.”

				Twenty minutes later, considerably chillier, I stood with Holmes on the eastern section of Ryder Street. Fortnum & Mason’s food hall was less than a hundred yards away, and I gloomily reprimanded myself for not bringing a couple of digestives with me. 

			

		

		
			
				Abandoned, alas!
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				The elegant door in front of us opened soundlessly to reveal a trim fellow in his fifties.

				“May I help you, gentlemen?” His voice was pleasant, with a certain roundness to the vowels which made me think of Wales.

				“Mr Sherlock Holmes and Dr John Watson to see Sir Martin Willoughby,” Holmes said.

				He nodded and stepped aside. “Please come in, sirs. My name is Rowlands. I will see if Sir Martin is available.”

				We were led through a tastefully restrained hall, where we were divested of our outerwear, and into a well-appointed reception room. We took seats at the long coffee table – an Indian piece, unless I missed my mark. Several excellent landscapes hung on the walls, including a particularly fine study of a tree-lined crossroads. A short while later, a maid came into the room, bobbed a curtsy, and deposited a tray of refreshments. Holmes assured her that we could pour our own tea, and I had just taken a bite of a deliciously mustard-laden ham sandwich 

			

		

		
			
				I rather wished I was at Fortnum & Mason’s

			

		

		
			
				City of Westminster
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				when Rowlands returned with his master in tow.

				I stood, swallowing hurriedly. To this day, I do not know how I managed to suppress the ensuing coughing fit. By the time my eyes had stopped watering, Rowlands had departed again, and Holmes was shaking our host’s hand.

				My first impression of Sir Willoughby was that he looked rather like a grocer, with a narrow, slightly pale face, thinning hair, a mild countenance and a hint of a stoop. However, he was dressed exquisitely. When he spoke, his words were tinged with pain. “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me, Mr Holmes.”

				“My apologies for not sending advance notice,” Holmes replied. “I judged the matter of sufficient importance to call on you today, and I feared that a delay would have seen you already departed for Grand Lodge.”

				Willoughby flinched back from Holmes, visibly alarmed.

				“Your letterhead identified you as a fellow of the Royal Institute. Many of the titled fellows of the Institute are Freemasons, so I judged it a likely possibility you were as well. 
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				This lapel pin identifies you as a member of the Septimus Club and, whilst it may not be public knowledge, I am aware that its membership comes primarily from the Craft. The overlap makes your affiliation a simple deduction. Grand Lodge meets on the last Thursday in October, which is tonight. We shall endeavour to delay you as little as possible, so that you can make it to Great Queen Street in sufficient time. Please do not worry, we need no solemn and binding oaths to ensure our discretion.”

				“I ... see,” he said weakly. “I appreciate your candour and circumspection.”

				Holmes nodded. “Please tell us about your father’s death.”

				“It was Sunday and, as usual, the family was gathered at our seat in Surrey. We had a pleasant luncheon and general catch-up. After tea, when we all went about our own affairs, Father retired to his study with strict orders not to be disturbed unless he called for one or another of us. He spoke to Ronald, my sister’s husband, for a few minutes in the early afternoon, and to my youngest brother, Lawrence, for a similar amount of time before five. No one else, as I recall. At five twenty-five, a gunshot rang out from the study. I was just 10 feet away, and so I was the first through the door. He was slumped on his desk in a pool of his own blood, arms dangling down by his sides. He’d shot himself clean through the heart. The revolver he’d used was in the desk tidy, underneath which was a short note, clearly in his handwriting.” He paused for a moment, wrestling with emotion.

				“What did the note say?” Holmes prompted.
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				“It said only, ‘Please forgive me. I cannot continue.’ He’d signed it, of course. But it doesn’t make any sense, Mr Holmes. Father was a cheerful, good-natured man. He liked reading more than any other pursuit and spent the great bulk of his time contentedly at home with Mother, enjoying his retirement. He was neither unwell nor in debt, and I honestly can’t imagine how he might have hidden some great scandal. Even if some disaster had befallen him, I greatly doubt he would ever have been so driven to despair as to take his own life. It must have been something truly shattering. None of us can think of anything. Will you help uncover the reason for Father’s suicide? If there is some secret disgrace, then we must make amends.”

				Holmes shook his head impatiently. “Your father did not commit suicide. He was murdered.”

			

		

		
			
				Why does Holmes believe that Sir Willoughby’s father was murdered?
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				The offending revolver –and note
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				Answer on page 209

			

		

		
			
				The case continues 

				overleaf
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				“Not impossible, Sir Willoughby. Merely improbable.”
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				W illoughby stared blankly at Holmes for several seconds. “Murdered? But I was right there, in the next room. I had a clear view of the door. I dashed straight over. There was no one in the study, and nowhere for a murderer to have gone. The window was even locked, man. It’s impossible.”

				Holmes’s eyes gleamed. “Not impossible, Sir Willoughby. Merely improbable. I can think of at least a dozen ways such a thing could be done. But I will need to examine the scene myself. I assume it is no longer intact?”

				Poor Willoughby was clearly in a degree of shock, but he shook his head. “No. That is, yes, your assumption is correct. After the doctor took Father away, I put the gun and note away and tidied the room with the help of Rowlands and Father’s man, Baker. I didn’t want anyone else to have to see. I’m sorry if that is unhelpful.”

				“No matter. The room will prove revealing. I think Saturday will be sufficient ... Yes. Quite sufficient. If you would be so kind as to ensure that your family is gathered at the house?”

				The fellow merely nodded obediently.

				“Capital,” Holmes said. “Watson and I will call upon you a little after three p.m., allowing for the vagaries of the Guildford train. I am confident that this matter can be resolved in a timely manner.”

				“We are sorry for your loss,” I added.

				“Thank you,” Willoughby replied automatically.

				Holmes glanced at his pocket watch. “You can still be in good time for Grand Lodge so long as you instruct your 
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				driver to avoid Long Acre. Good day. Come, Watson.” He strode out of the room and, with little choice, I followed.

				Thursday evening passed quietly, and I barely saw Holmes on Friday. I had some early appointments to attend to, and he was out and about by the time I returned to Baker St. It would be some time before I discovered his business that day. Saturday dawned somewhat overcast but lightened during the morning. By the time we set off for Waterloo station after an early lunch, only the occasional fluffy white cloud drifted east toward Essex. The wind remained cold, though, and I was glad of my Burberry.

				Apart from a short delay at Woking, we made good time to Albury Hall, the country home of the Willoughby family. It had been in the family for four generations, according to Debrett’s. It turned out to be a pleasant enough red-brick pile as we approached, sprawling and well appointed but lacking any particularly distinguished architecture. A homely sort of estate, rather than one designed to impress. The extensive orchards appeared to be practical, rather than decorative, and I found myself wondering whether the family produced a cider.

				Our cab deposited us outside Albury’s front door at precisely ten minutes past three and, before we had climbed the three short steps leading up to it, the door opened. Rowlands, 

			

		

		
			
				Ten past three precisely. Holmes was not always so prompt

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				17

			

		

		
			
				THE MYSTERY OF SIR WILLOUGHBY

			

		

		
			
				Sir Willoughby’s man, was standing there with a pleasant expression on his face. He offered us a polite half bow. “Gentlemen, Sir Willoughby welcomes you to Albury Hall.”

				After we’d shucked our coats and hats, we followed the fellow into the depths of the manor. The same sense of restraint that I had noticed in Willoughby’s London home dominated here. The rooms were attractive without being ostentatious, and the artwork had been curated with a careful eye for harmony over monetary value. Holmes’s work takes us to a great variety of locations, and you may believe me when I say that taste is a virtue all too often lacking in the homes of the great and the good.

				Willoughby met us in a charming little occasional room a short way off the large formal dining room. He looked careworn, but otherwise hale enough. I suspected he’d not had much sleep over the past couple of nights.

				“Sir Willoughby,” Holmes said, nodding pleasantly. “If you would show us to your father’s study?”

				“Thank you for coming, gentlemen,” he replied. “I’ll take you there directly. As I’m sure you have anticipated, the room has been cleaned and tidied since my father’s death.”

				“Of course,” Holmes said.

				Willoughby gave a weary nod and led us a down a stretch of corridor to a sturdy oak door. He paused outside and fished in his pocket for a key. “I had the room locked on Thursday night. Too little, too late, I’m quite sure, but it might have helped a little.”

				Holmes waited for him to open the door, then stood in the 
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				Rowlands, Sir Willoughby’s man
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				doorway for a long moment, getting a sense of the room. I saw his eyes narrow fractionally before he stalked in.

				I turned to Sir Willoughby. “Holmes typically prefers to make his examinations unprompted, Sir Willoughby,” I told him quietly. “If he has questions, he will not be shy of asking them, as I’m sure you have ascertained.”

				“I expected nothing less,” Willoughby replied, equally quietly.

				As we watched, Holmes prowled around the room. The leather-bound desk was heavily bloodstained, although more so toward the edges of the stain than at its centre. He examined the blotchy mark closely. He knelt down behind the desk, beside the chair, and studied some small indentations in the carpeting before getting up. Next, he began pacing around the room, apparently scrutinizing the walls. He went straight past a rather fine hunting scene but stopped to examine a shelf of books in great detail, poked at a small hole next to the window frame but ignored a scratch in the wallpaper nearby, and rattled one of the windows looking out onto the gardens but ignored the other. He spent a moment studying the ceiling, and then turned his attention to the fireplace. After a little thought, he picked up a poker and inspected the ashes in the grate carefully with a degree of clanking and a small clink. He poked around in the ashes with his hand for a moment, then replaced the poker, sat back on his heels briefly as he wiped his fingers clean on his handkerchief, then came smoothly to his feet and turned to face us.

				“There was some paperwork on the desk when your father died?” Holmes asked.

				“Yes, actually, there was, now you mention it. Some papers or a letter or something. Quite 
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				We waited by the door
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				indecipherable. I’m afraid I just threw them out and forgot all about it.”

				“I see. And has your father been interred yet?”

				Willoughby shook his head. “Not yet. He is in the care of Smith & Sons in town. The funeral is tomorrow. Many people want to pay their respects, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

				“Quite, quite,” Holmes said. “I dare say that, if you instructed the funeral director to open your father’s chest, you would find a bullet in there, but it would not have been the cause of his death.”

				Poor Willoughby just stared, blank-faced and pale.

				“The reason you did not find the murderer when you came into the room is that your father was alone when the shot was fired. He had, however, been quite dead for some time.”

			

		

		
			
				What on earth does Holmes mean?

			

		

		
			
				Examining the ashes
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				“He flinched as he entered the room, his gaze flicking to the bloodstained desk repeatedly.”
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				Sir Martin Willoughby left with a firm determination

			

		

		
			
				W illoughby looked at Holmes in considerable distress. “But Lawrence saw my father little more than half an hour before I found him. Surely you’re not suggesting ... ?”

				“I am not suggesting anything at this point,” Holmes said blandly. “Merely stating fact. If we assume your father was alive when your brother went in to see him, as seems likely, then his death came at some moment between then and when you heard the bullet discharge. The precise timing is not possible to ascertain at this moment.”

				Willoughby nodded unhappily. “Yes. I understand.”

				“There might be a third party involved,” I said, as gently as I could.

				“Possible,” Holmes said. “Quite possible. For the moment, I would like to speak to the family individually. I would prefer to conduct my interviews in here.”

				“I ... Is that really necessary?”

				“I do not know at this time whether it is strictly necessary or not, but it might well prove decisive.”

				Sir Willoughby’s jaw firmed and, for the first time, I saw a hint of the strength that lay beneath the bereavement and pleasant demeanour. “Yes. I can see how it might be, at that. I will send them in. Is there any particular order?”

				“Lawrence first, I think. I will instruct him on who to send next.”

				Willoughby nodded grimly, paused on 
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				the verge of saying something, then changed his mind and departed. 

				“Watch the children as they come in, Watson,” Holmes said, unnecessarily.

				“Of course,” I replied.

				A few minutes later, there was a knock and a fashionable man in his late thirties or early forties came in. Where Sir Martin was understated, his youngest brother was very carefully just on the right side of ostentatious. He removed a coat to reveal an expensively flattering suit, a colourful and rich silk tie and pocket square, gem-studded cufflinks, and shoes more fashionable than comfortable. He looked perfectly respectable, but there was a strong hint of the showman beneath the surface. If he was dismayed to enter the fatal room, he hid it well.

				“Thank you for speaking with us,” Holmes said. “I believe you were the last person to see your father alive last week?”

				“Not if what Marty tells us is true,” Lawrence replied. His voice was deeper and more resonant than his brother’s, with an edge of theatricality about it.

				“Would you tell us what you spoke about?”

				“Of course. Father was concerned about how, and what, I was doing.”

				“Was that a common concern?”

				Lawrence frowned. “Frankly, yes. Marty is the responsible one of the four of us. He’s always borne the weight of Father’s expectations for us, so that Miri, Alex and I might have a little space to find agreeable paths through life. Father understood that, and accepted it even, but he still always hoped that I would be drawn to something that he considered more fitting than my typical pursuits.”
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				Holmes nodded. “Golf.”

				Lawrence smiled, his face lighting up. “You know of me?”

				“I fear I do not follow sports. However, you have a ridge of calluses on the edge of your right thumb, which is quite specific to the most serious and adept golfers. Given the way you stand, slightly off the balls of your feet, you spend many hours a week in play and practice. I would wager that you are quite well known in your circle.”

				“Indeed.” He looked impressed and no less delighted. “It is the only world in which I feel truly myself. I am, if you will excuse my lack of modesty, very good indeed. Not quite great, but not far from it. There are maybe a hundred of us at or above my level. We share a companionably friendly rivalry, marvel at the half-dozen geniuses, and enjoy the admiration of our slightly less talented peers and other enthusiasts. Father never really felt it seemly. He was not, by nature, a sportsman.”

				“How did his mood seem when you spoke to him?”

				“He was making an effort to appear in good humour, but I could see that he was pained by something. I assume that was why he’d chosen to take some time alone that afternoon. He did not volunteer any information, and I did not pry.”

			

		

		
			
				Lawrence Willoughby, upon arrival
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				Ronald Norton, Miranda’s husband
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				“Thank you for your time,” Holmes said. “Would you be so good as to send Ronald in next?”

				Miranda’s husband arrived promptly. He was a dapper man in his mid fifties, well-to-do, perhaps a little staid. There was a certain cast to his skin that suggested depression and poor sleep. He flinched as he entered the room, his gaze flicking to the bloodstained desk repeatedly, and introduced himself as Ronald Norton in a subdued, oddly flat voice.

				“You’re a Lloyds’ Name, of course,” Holmes said.
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