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The Moral Opiate

William Bradley

Does there exist a form of the supernatural, unknown to psychological 
research, subtle in its working and tragic in its consequences? I have a natural 
shrinking from proclaiming the humiliating part I played in the story I have to tell, 
but such reluctance is conquered by my wish to drag an unsuspected danger into 
the light of day.

Some of my readers may remember the suicide of Colonel Sir George Willcot, 
for which no motive could be found. His financial affairs, certainly, were not so 
prosperous as they had been, but he was in perfect health so far as was known. He 
had no domestic worries as he was a bachelor, and his private life could stand the 
most complete investigation. In a letter to his sister he said he had dishonoured his 
name, and he feared that if he lived he would bring disgrace on his family.

Three days before his death he returned in the best of spirits from a short visit 
to Birchington Priory, Sir Richard Birchington’s country seat. His servant stated that 
his gaiety was remarkable, while two friends whom he met in the train commented 
on the same thing. Something happened between his return to London and the date 
of his death, although he had never left his flat. For no apparent reason the Colonel 
became quite unlike himself, would not eat food nor see anyone, but suffered from 
an appalling melancholy. It is not surprising therefore that the jury brought in a 
verdict of ‘temporarily insane’.

The real solution was to be found at Birchington Priory; though this is known 
only to two people, and the owner of the place was always in ignorance of it up to 
the day of his death.

Then there was young Jackson-Holmes who, at the beginning of this century, 
amazed all his friends by a clever forgery. It was generally agreed that he was the 
last person capable of such a complete want of moral sense. After completing his 
term of imprisonment, he changed his name, and I have heard that he has since 
been doing well abroad. The solution of that mystery was also to be found at 
Birchington Priory, though nobody even suspected it at the time.

There are, in addition, other tragedies of wrecked lives which had a common 
origin in Birchington Priory, but I will not weary my readers with further details; 
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indeed I should prefer not to open up old wounds, and drag out old scandals, now 
happily passed into oblivion.

For many years I have been an ardent Egyptologist. In a small way I can claim 
to be an authority, my collection of Egyptian curios being in certain respects 
unique. In my flat in London you can see it; not large, but as good as any to be 
found in the possession of a private individual. There for many years I have lived, 
under the quiet domination of old Smithson and his wife, both old servants of my 
mother.

It was on a certain 9th of January that I received a letter from Lady Birchington, 
inviting me to meet Dubois, the famous French Egyptologist, at Birchington Priory. I 
was very pleased and gratified at being asked to meet this really great man, whose 
work on the Shepherd Kings started a new era.

I had never been to Birchington Priory before, though I was acquainted with 
the Birchingtons in London; my real friend in the household was their butler, whose 
name was Raeburn. We had played together as boys and had been fast friends, and 
afterwards he had been in my mother’s service till she died.

I feel that I must describe Raeburn, because he took such a prominent part in 
the unexpected chapter of my life that lay before me.

One is apt to think of a butler as portly, dignified, and with a nice judgment in 
wine, cultivated at his master’s expense. This is the butler of fiction, but Raeburn 
was the very antithesis. He was a small thin man, rather pale, but full of nervous 
energy. Most religious, his religion was a burning ardent thing, of which his exterior 
gave very little sign. There was something of the spirit of Cromwell’s Ironsides about 
him, ‘moving with the precision of a machine and glowing with the ardour of a 
Crusader’. I had some idea of the man’s inner life from my old friendship with him, 
but I did not realise how great were the resolution and initiative that lay under that 
quiet exterior.

When he was quite young I was able to help him in a certain difficulty; at the 
time he had been rather extravagantly grateful, and said he prayed he might some 
day have a chance to repay me. It was typical of the man that he never again 
referred to the matter, though I was always aware that he had not forgotten it.

In describing Raeburn I see that I have omitted what was perhaps his most 
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peculiar characteristic. He was a Celt by origin, and possessed the wonderful 
power of intuition which is so often found in that race. I could almost call him a 
seer, except that it seems such an incongruous name to call a butler. His mother 
was believed to have second sight. Whatever the truth about Mrs Raeburn may 
have been, her son certainly had a wonderful understanding of people’s minds; 
indeed that was one of the reasons why he was so good a servant. Finally I should 
add that he was a very strict disciplinarian, feared and respected by the men under 
him.

Lady Birchington met me at the station, and we drove to the Priory in their 
new Daimler. I asked after Raeburn, saying that he was an old servant of my family, 
and commenting on what a good, if peculiar, man he was.

‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘more peculiar than pleasant this morning.’

‘Really,’ I asked; ‘what has happened to him?’

‘Well, it’s partly you, Mr Weir, partly me, and most of it him,’ she answered 
with a laugh, ‘but I will tell you. I have put you in Sir Darcy’s annexe, that’s the 
“you and me” part; Raeburn strongly objects, that’s the “most of it him” part.’

‘But why should he object?’ I inquired, ‘and, anyhow, who is Sir Darcy and 
what is his annexe?’

‘Now, Mr Weir, you have unearthed the family skeleton from its cupboard. Sir 
Darcy Birchington lived in Charles II’s time, and he was a bit too much even for 
that genial monarch. He really was an out and out wrong ’un; in those days it was 
something of an achievement to have made a reputation such as his. In fact it 
culminated in a message being sent to him by the Merry Monarch, to inform him 
that his room at Court would be more welcome than his company. He therefore 
returned here, built himself a small “laboratory” as he called it, and eventually 
passed away, in the odour of iniquity, aged seventy-six. He appears to have been a 
man devoid of conscience, though of great courage and personal charm. Though he 
is said to have had no affection for any living thing, regularly, twice a year, at 
Christmas and Easter, about a dozen of his friends used to come and stay with him. 
At this stage I drop my voice, it’s all so dreadful, but (hush! Mr Weir) it is said that 
together they celebrated the Black Mass and worshipped the Devil. I, personally,’ 
she added laughing, ‘am rather proud of him in the family tree; it would otherwise 
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be a bit too sugary.’

‘But you haven’t explained why Raeburn objects to my being in the 
gentleman’s room. It isn’t haunted, is it?’

‘No, never in all the years that have passed since the annexe was built has 
anyone ever suggested anything so interesting as a ghost there,’ she said. ‘Of 
course, the rooms have only lately been done up, but the upstairs one has been 
used off and on for the last eighteen months. No, I’m afraid there isn’t one, even 
Raeburn admits that.’

‘Well, then, what is the trouble?’ I asked. ‘I hope he is all right. He is a highly 
strung man and his mother was a bit queer, you know—second sight and that sort 
of thing.’

‘Oh! he seems all right, except for his dislike of your being in the annexe. It’s 
so silly of him, as it is very nice, and people who have been put there always 
comment on its cheerful atmosphere. But here we are, so you will soon be able to 
see for yourself.’

As can be imagined, it was with a good deal of interest that I observed 
Raeburn, when he came forward to meet us at the beautiful Elizabethan entrance. I 
soon saw that he was worried under his quiet exterior. He gave me a warm 
welcome, however, and led me along a passage to my room, the upstairs one of the 
annexe built by Sir Darcy of impious memory.

I must admit that my sympathies were entirely with Lady Birchington as soon 
as I entered it. A more cheerful and friendly atmosphere I have never experienced, 
and I am by nature very sensitive to environment. It was a good-sized room, square, 
but with each of the four corners cut off and a window set across the angle. On the 
southern side there was a fifth window in the centre of the wall, and opposite was a 
large old-fashioned fireplace with a good fire burning. The room had been 
beautifully done up in blue. Blue flowers grew up the wall paper, blue fishes 
chased each other round the china, and a blue eiderdown lay on the bed.

My spirits rose as I walked across to the fireplace and started talking to 
Raeburn.

‘Well, Raeburn, how are you?’
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‘I am very well, thank you, sir. For how long are you staying?’

‘Only one day, Raeburn, I expect to go back tomorrow. An unmistakable look 
of relief crossed his face, and I thought I heard him mutter ‘Thank God’ to himself. 
My curiosity was aroused and I determined to find out what was in his mind.

‘Raeburn,’ I said, ‘Lady Birchington tells me you don’t like my being in this 
room. Is that so?’

‘Yes, sir,’ he answered; ‘I hate the room. I wish you were somewhere else.’

‘Why? It seems a most charming room; what’s the matter with it? There is no 
ghost, surely?’

‘No, sir, there’s no ghost as far as ever I’ve heard tell. It’s much worse than that, 
sir, but I do not think you can take any harm in one night. Here comes John with 
your bag, sir, and he will see to your unpacking. Tea will be in the library at a 
quarter to five.’

Having said this he left the room.

I was utterly puzzled by what I had heard. Why should he object to my being 
in the room? What was it that could not do me harm in one night? Drains or 
infection were the only things I could think of, so I turned to John who was busy 
unpacking.

‘John,’ I asked, ‘is there anything wrong with this room? Has anyone been ill 
lately in any way?’

‘No, sir,’ he answered, ‘every gentleman I’ve known here has always liked it. 
Poor Sir George Willcot was here a few days before he shot himself, but he was 
happy enough. Poor gentleman! What came over him after he left I am sure I don’t 
know!’

‘Well, who has been here lately, John?’

‘A lot of different gentlemen, sir, because her Ladyship usually keeps this room 
for visitors who are not staying long. I have never heard of any being ill, sir; in fact, 
they generally seem to me to be better when they leave than when they come.’

With which remark John went out of the room, returning shortly with hot 
water and the information that it was four o’clock. I was quite at sea as to the cause 
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of Raeburn’s obvious uneasiness. Drawing up a chair to the fire and lighting a 
cigarette, I began to turn it over in my mind. However, I soon wandered off to 
thoughts of Dubois and his great discoveries, and it was with a start that I suddenly 
realised it was tea-time, and went down to the library.

I have seldom seen a more inviting prospect than the library at Birchington 
Priory, at any rate in the winter, when the damp and cold outside are decently 
hidden by the warm crimson curtains. The flickering firelight is reflected from the 
polished furniture and the bookshelves round the wall. Certainly on this particular 
night everything seemed perfect. I am usually somewhat diffident and shy, but for 
once I felt completely at my ease, although I did not know the Birchingtons well.

Raeburn, who brought in tea, looked at me with a curious persistency. He 
seemed to make various excuses for remaining in the room, arranging the papers 
on the table, making up the fire, and even appearing dissatisfied with the way the 
red curtains were pulled. Throughout, I was conscious that he was observing me, 
and was amused but not concerned.

After tea Sir Richard and I played a hundred up at billiards, and again Raeburn 
made excuses to come into the room, and again I was conscious of his scrutiny. But 
now I found it somewhat disquieting, and I had an uncomfortable feeling that I was 
in some danger, no matter how much my reason protested. As I said before, I am 
sensitive to atmosphere.

On coming down to dinner I received a sad disappointment. Dubois had 
wired to say that he could not come that evening, but hoped to get down next 
morning. In any case he would arrive in the course of the day, so I should see some 
of his latest acquisitions and still be able to catch a train back to London in the 
evening. Throughout dinner I knew that Raeburn was observing my every action 
and listening to every word I spoke. At first I was indifferent, except for being rather 
annoyed, and made up my mind to give him a sharp reproof. As dinner went on 
this annoyance wore off, and again I felt disturbed and uneasy, and seemed to 
sense a danger hanging over me. In fact, by the end of the evening, I was 
thoroughly worried, and tried to analyse what was the cause of my trouble. I felt 
convinced that my bedroom could in no way be responsible. My uneasiness before 
dinner, far from being increased during the time I was dressing, had disappeared in 
those cheerful surroundings. I came to the conclusion that it could only be 
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Raeburn’s disquietude communicating itself to me.

After dinner I found myself longing to get away from my hosts and from the 
hidden inquisition of Raeburn’s glances. It was, therefore, with a feeling of relief 
that I eventually found myself comfortably ensconced in an armchair in my room 
before a good fire, with a pipe and Dubois’ work on the ‘Shepherd Kings’ for 
company. Very good company they were too, for at about half-past eleven I retired 
to bed with a quiet mind.

I awoke in the best of spirits. It was one of those bright frosty mornings that 
compensate for the many dismal ones that distinguish an English winter. There was 
a wonderful feeling of exhilaration in the air, and I found myself singing in my bath, 
a thing that I had not done for years. While dressing I was interrupted by a knock 
on the door.

‘Come in,’ I shouted; the door opened and in came Raeburn, looking more 
gloomy and depressed than ever.

‘Good morning, Raeburn,’ I said; ‘what do you want?’

‘I just looked in, Mr Eric, to see if there is anything I can do for you.’

Now, why had Raeburn thus taken upon himself to do John’s work? 
Recollections from the previous night crowded into my mind, and it was with some 
asperity that I said to him:

‘You’ve come to watch me, Raeburn, and you know you did the same last 
night. Tell me your reason at once.’

‘That is true, Mr Eric,’ he replied, ‘but it’s no use telling you the reason; it 
would be like giving a temperance talk to a man when he is in liquor.’

To say that I was surprised at this remark is to use a very inadequate 
expression. Raeburn had always been a quiet, well-mannered man, and was 
besides a particular friend of mine. The reference to liquor annoyed me specially, 
for I have the greatest aversion to excess in this respect. Indeed, my annoyance 
quite overshadowed the affection there has always been between us. I told him 
angrily that he might leave the room, and I would ring for John if I required 
anything.
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‘Mr Eric, sir,’ he said before leaving, ‘you are in the greatest danger you have 
ever been in. I never thought anyone could go so quick, but thank God you are 
leaving today. I will come and see you in London later on, and you shall know, and 
be able to understand.’

With which cryptic remark he left the room.

Now if this had happened to me under ordinary conditions, I should have 
thrashed the whole matter out with Raeburn there and then. Ours were not at all 
the ordinary relations of master and servant. But this morning I was too angry to 
think of that, and was aware for the first time in my life of something antagonistic in 
him. However, the incident did not upset me for long, and I soon dismissed it from 
my mind, finished dressing, and went down to breakfast.

Sir Richard had just finished when I got down. He had a meeting of some 
local board, and about a quarter of an hour later he went off to it in the Daimler, 
and I betook myself to the smoking-room.

A moment’s investigation of the mahogany cabinet revealed a box of Sir 
Richard’s famous Havana cigars. They were a most wonderful brand, specially 
grown and supplied, privately, in very limited quantities to connoisseurs who could 
afford the large price asked. Taking one and lighting it, I was soon immersed in The 
Times.

I should like to impress upon my readers that this proceeding was quite unlike 
me. It showed a disregard for the conventions that was completely foreign to my 
nature; but though I realised this, it in no way detracted from the pleasure I took in 
smoking that cigar. It certainly was beyond praise, and I put another in my pocket, 
meaning to smoke it later.

Very shortly after I had settled down to read, Raeburn came in to look at the 
fire; he gave a quick glance in my direction, but made no comment, and 
unobtrusively went away.

About eleven o’clock, when Sir Richard returned, Raeburn met him in the hall, 
and I heard a short conversation between them. It ended by Sir Richard saying in an 
irritated voice:

‘Raeburn, in future I will not have you offering those cigars to anybody. You 
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should have known better.’

He then passed on to the library, to go through his letters with his secretary. I 
felt glad that Raeburn had thus made himself responsible for the cigars. It had not 
occurred to me that the absence of one or two would be remarked; doubtless 
Raeburn knew that it would.

As the day wore on I began to lose my buoyancy. As I had been asked to look 
after myself during the morning, I thought I would try to distract my thoughts by 
going for a stroll in the gardens. But I found that my depression deepened as I 
walked about, and I began to dislike Birchington Priory, which seemed a dreary 
desert. There was, however, one oasis, and that was my charming bedroom. I found 
myself unconsciously making reasons why I should return there—to pack my 
clothes—just to glance at that book of Dubois’ which I had been reading the night 
before.

The result was that soon after twelve o’clock I was back in the annexe. Finding 
John had packed, I settled myself in a chair and began to read.

By one o’clock I had quite recovered my spirits, and felt thankful that I had 
been put in such a cheerful room. It was a friendly haven in the most gloomy 
surroundings, and it was extraordinary how completely at home I felt after less than 
twenty-four hours. At lunch I was in the best of spirits, in spite of the news that 
Dubois could not arrive till about five o’clock that evening. Lady Birchington, after 
telling me this, very kindly asked me to stay another night, so as to have more time 
to see his latest finds, and make his acquaintance. Needless to say I accepted, as I 
was most anxious to meet this interesting man. Chancing to look up, I caught a 
glimpse of Raeburn’s face. The consternation written on it was so complete, the fear 
and apprehension so plain, that I almost laughed aloud. I felt angry with him, too, 
for being such a fool, and the feeling of antagonism that I have commented on 
before came back with redoubled force. It was almost with a wish to do him harm 
that I said to Lady Birchington after he had left the room:

‘I wonder what is the matter with Raeburn! I know him well, and he isn’t quite 
himself.’

‘As soon as he heard that you might be staying on,’ she answered, ‘he tried to 
get me to move you, but I said it was all nonsense. Why! you remarked at breakfast 
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what a jolly room it is. This prejudice of his is really ridiculous, and I am 
determined to take no notice of it. You find the room perfectly all right, don’t you?’

‘Yes, very much so. It’s the nicest room I have ever been in; I wouldn’t change 
for anything. I wonder what bee he has got in his bonnet?’

‘The whole thing puzzles me very much,’ she answered, ‘but he is such a good 
servant that I just leave him alone.’

After luncheon Sir Richard and I went round the Home Farm and had a look at 
the Jersey herd. I am afraid that, as the afternoon wore on, my host found me poor 
company, for the curious depression that I was now beginning to connect with 
Birchington Priory returned in full force.

Tea and the advent of Dubois soon dispelled my gloom. Certainly his talk was 
enough to make his hearers forget all the ordinary affairs of life. Not only was he a 
wonderful scholar and savant, but he possessed the genius which makes of history 
a living thing. There is a tendency with a mind like mine to think of history as a 
play, and the actors as marionettes. Dubois lifted me out of this morass of unreality; 
the history of Egypt passed like a pageant before my eyes; I saw the Pharaohs, 
haughty and remote, and felt, under the sway of Dubois’ personality, all those 
difficulties of kingship which they felt in ancient Egypt. I was one of the crowd in 
the fierce sunlight that watched with awe the sacred priests passing on their way 
back to the temple. Indeed, it was with the shock of a dreamer suddenly awakened 
that I found it was seven o’clock and time to go and dress. Deprived of Dubois’ 
magnetism, the depression of the afternoon returned, and I was glad to find myself 
back again in my room, where I quickly recovered my spirits.

After dinner Dubois was no less absorbing than before, but his latest finds, 
with one exception, were disappointing. The exception was the most beautiful 
specimen of the ancient Egyptian scarab, cut from a cornelian, for which my 
collector’s heart simply yearned. The longer I held it in my hand the more I coveted 
it. When the evening came to an end, and Dubois went up to his room, I helped 
him to carry up his specimens. As I laid down the precious scarab, I felt like a man 
who is parting with an old and treasured possession. Indeed, I carried away a 
mental photograph of it, lying between the old Egyptian comb and Dubois’ modern 
hair brushes, that was still visible to my mind’s eye when I went to sleep.
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It was the big clock on the tower striking one that woke me. For a few 
moments I lay in the delightful condition of being half awake and half asleep. The 
fire had burnt low and the room was in semi-darkness. Soon my thoughts turned to 
the experiences of the evening, and again I saw the cornelian scarab, and felt the 
desire to possess which only the born collector can know.

‘Why should it not be mine?’ I thought, ‘after all, if am cunning and bold 
enough to take it from Dubois, it becomes mine by right of conquest. It is cowardly 
to want a thing and to be afraid to steal it; the manlier plan is to contrive some 
cunning plan and carry it out boldly.’

From thought to action was a short and easy step; for, as always in that room, I 
felt bold and confident in myself. The high spirits had now become recklessness, a 
dare-devil feeling that I did not care in the least what Dubois, Sir Richard, or 
anybody else thought of me. All that I need worry about was to prevent the theft 
being brought home in such a way as to betray me into the hands of the law.

Looking back on my state of mind at this time, in spite of the fact that I can see 
it now in its proper persective, I must own to a delightful feeling of exhilaration. To 
feel yourself above mankind with their foolish conventions, designed to keep the 
bolder spirits to their own dead level—to feel that you are infinitely wiser than 
these sheep who voluntarily follow a moral code that leads through toil and trouble 
to the grave, and that can, at no time on the journey, offer any real recompense—
these are feelings that intoxicate a man and sweep him off his feet.

Not that I had any delusions as to what the sheep would do if they found me 
infringing their ridiculous moral laws. That seemed to me part of the game; but to 
refrain from so transgressing, from some obscure unreasoning motive of my own, 
seemed to me absolutely childish. By half-past one I had made my plan which was 
simple and direct. I would creep into Dubois’ room, using my small electric torch if 
necessary, and take the cornelian scarab. If Dubois woke up I would pretend that I 
was walking in my sleep. Of course he would guess it was a lie, and so would Sir 
Richard and Lady Birchington, but I did not think a jury would convict, and 
anyhow, it was most unlikely that the matter would be allowed to go so far. I was 
entirely indifferent as to what they thought, my safety was the only thing that 
concerned me. Having got the scarab, I would go for a stroll before breakfast and 
hide it in some remote part of the garden. In due course, when the excitement had 
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subsided, I could secure it for my own. I could see that the critical time would be 
after my return to London, because by then Dubois would probably have put the 
matter in the hands of the police; I should be suspected and possibly shadowed. 
Possibly I might manage to turn the suspicion on to Raeburn or John, but that 
would have to wait events.

At half-past one, therefore, I got up, and without putting on dressing gown or 
slippers (so as to bear out the tale of sleep walking) I crept quietly along to Dubois’ 
room.

Gradually turning the handle I opened the door; the regular breathing told me 
that all was well. The room showed dimly in the firelight; with infinite precaution I 
entered, my eyes on Dubois. He was lying on his side with his face towards me, 
and the firelight played strange tricks with the shadows round his eyes. Twice I 
thought they opened, and I nearly gave up my quest, but the gleam of silver from 
the dressing-table beckoned me. Passing between the fire and the bed I reached the 
table, secured the scarab, and crept back to the door. My shadow crossing the 
firelight disturbed Dubois, he moved restlessly while I stood motionless. At last, 
with a sigh, he turned over, and I closed the door with the same precautions with 
which I had opened it.

During this adventure I noticed with pride that my heart had been beating 
regularly and calmly, and in no way had my nerves been on edge. This calmness 
was so unlike me that it was with very pleasant feelings of self-congratulation that I 
made my way back to my room.

Alas! this feeling of satisfaction was rudely dispelled when I had got about 
three-quarters of the way. Suddenly, from a doorway that opened on to a staircase 
used mostly by the servants, a figure stepped out within a couple of paces from me; 
an electric light flashed in my face, and in the obscurity at the edge of the light I 
could see a levelled automatic pistol. So complete was my surprise that I forgot to 
pretend that I was walking in my sleep.

‘Mr Eric, sir,’ said Raeburn’s voice, ‘don’t speak above a whisper; John is on 
the other side of this door, and I shall not hesitate to shoot if you offer any 
resistance. You are caught fair and square by two witnesses, so violence can only 
do you harm.’
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A moment’s reflection showed me that my courage and address had been 
cheated of their due reward by this cruel bit of bad luck. My best chance would be 
to forgo my well-earned prize, and trust to Raeburn’s friendship.

‘Yes, Raeburn,’ I said, ‘you’ve caught me, but don’t forget that you owe me a 
good turn.’

How I hated Raeburn as I spoke, but I was pleased to observe that I disguised 
it. His face showed dimly, and I could see determination written on it. It surprised 
me that there was no reproach in his voice nor on his face so far as I could see, but 
I realised that, for this time at any rate, the game was up.

‘Hand over what you have taken, sir,’ he whispered, ‘and then hold your 
hands above your head; remember that the smallest disturbance brings John 
through that door, and then all will be known.’

Still holding his pistol, he held out his other hand for my scarab, and then felt 
in my pyjama pockets.

‘I will take this back, sir,’ he said; ‘tell me where you took it from. Do not be 
afraid, your secret will be safe with me.’

‘I took it from the dressing-table, Raeburn,’ I answered, ‘but why are you 
interfering? You once told me that you prayed for an opportunity to prove your 
gratitude.’

‘Some day you will thank me for what I am doing, sir; but now, please go back 
to your room.’

I went back and sat down in front of the fire which I made up. What a 
calamity when all had gone so well! I began to wonder if I could get another 
chance, and to plan out the next move, when I heard the door of my room open. 
Looking round I saw Raeburn.

‘What is the matter now?’ I asked.

‘I have come to see you, sir, to try and make you understand what has 
happened to you,’ he replied.

His answer enraged me, coming, as it did, on the top of his officious action.

‘If you do not leave at once,’ I said, ‘I will ring.’
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‘Ring, sir,’ he answered, ‘but remember that all will become known if you do.’

For a few moments there was a battle of wills between us, but Raeburn was 
the stronger, and with a sigh of resignation I sat down again in my chair. Looking 
back I can see that it was a wonderful exhibition of force of character on his part. If 
I had called for assistance his position would have been much more difficult than 
mine.

‘As you seem determined to remain, you had better say what you want to,’ I 
said, raging inwardly at his power over me, yet unable to resist.

‘You will remember, sir, that my mother had the gift of second sight; some said 
she was a witch, but she was really a saint as all who knew her can testify. But she 
was not like other people, sir; she knew so much more, and she told me a deal of 
things that most people are blind to. Among others of what she called “Devil 
Places”. In these places she told me the Devil has power to smother and put to 
sleep a man’s conscience, for that is God’s part in a man; the rest is like the beasts 
of the field. The influence is always faint and works on a man in his sleep; his 
conscience dies slowly, taking years to die. The change in the person’s character is 
so gradual that it is never put down to any cause except the hardening effect of Life. 
But hardness and absence of conscience, sir, are quite different. When a man finds 
that his scruples are getting less strong, and that some have gone, it never strikes 
him that he is bewitched; far from that, he thinks he is growing up and putting away 
childish things.’

‘What nonsense,’ I exclaimed. ‘I am not going to listen to this rubbish all 
night. What you call being bewitched is really being a man of the world. Are you 
mad, Raeburn?’

‘Mr Eric,’ he said, ‘haven’t you noticed in yourself how miserable you become 
when you are away from this room. Do you think that is natural?’

‘No,’ I answered, ‘but I am sure the room is not to blame. It is the Priory itself 
that depresses me. But what has that to do with it?’

‘The room works like a drug, sir. When you have been out of it for a few hours 
the influence dies, and black misery takes its place. I notice that the gentlemen in 
this room soon begin to hate being away from it. As you remember, sir, I came to 
Sir Richard after the death of Mrs Weir; at that time the annexe was closed, being in 
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a bad state of repair. About two years ago it was decided to do it up. The first 
tragedy that this cursed room was responsible for was that of a man called John 
Williams; he was a plasterer employed in doing it up. He used to sleep here as he 
lived some distance away. He committed several small thefts from the other 
workmen, though previously an honest man, and was in consequence paid off. He 
committed a burglary the very next day. He had been sleeping here for three weeks. 
After a few days the black misery came over him and he tried to take his life several 
times while waiting for his trial. At the time, sir, I did not connect John Williams’ 
downfall with this room; I had never heard of one of those places being so strong, 
nor had I ever expected to meet one myself.’

‘You will remember,’ he continued, ‘young Mr Jackson-Holmes, he was such a 
nice gentleman, sir. When I heard of his forgery I began to wonder. Nobody in any 
way connected it with the Priory, but the actual forgery was done here, though that 
never came out. Sir George Willcot had this room, sir, during his last visit for the 
covert shoot. He was an old friend of Sir Richard’s and a great favourite with all of 
us servants. Such a pleasant gentleman, too, sir, and such a fine hand at the 
pheasants.

‘Well, one evening I was taking the tray into the smoking-room as usual, and 
found that the game of cards had come to a sudden stop. Sir George was sitting at 
the table by himself and the other gentlemen were standing up or sitting on the 
padded fender. Nobody noticed me come in (you will remember, sir, that the 
entrance is round the corner). Everybody in that room was ill at ease, except Sir 
George, who sat there looking as jolly as ever with his red face and white 
moustache, seemingly quite unconcerned.

‘“George,” said Sir Richard, “can’t you say something? Surely it was a joke.”

‘“Yes, of course it was, Dick,” answered Sir George with a laugh. “You don’t 
really think that I want to cheat you fellows out of your money? Believe me it was a 
joke, but I can see now a stupid one.”

‘At this one of the young gentlemen stepped forward, a Mr Wroughton it was.

‘“Sir Richard,” he said, “this has been going on for several evenings; Morris 
and I have both noticed it, haven’t we, Jack?” he said, turning to Mr Morris who 
was sitting on the fender.
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‘“Yes,” answered Mr Morris, and said no more.

‘There was a moment’s silence, then Sir Richard spoke again:

‘“George,” he asked, “is this true?”

‘“On my honour, no,” answered Sir George; “the whole thing is a damned lie, 
either these two have made a mistake or else they are rogues.”

‘Again there was a moment’s silence, sir, and I could see Sir Richard’s hands 
working behind his back. He couldn’t make up his mind what to think but after a 
few seconds he said:

‘“Well, I must apologise to you all that such a thing should have happened 
here. It seems to me useless to go further into the matter; I think we will all go to 
bed. I should take it as a great favour if those who have lost money would accept a 
cheque from me in payment; and I trust to your honour that this incident goes no 
farther. I think it will be as well if the party breaks up tomorrow. You have had the 
best of the pheasants, the last two days are not much to miss.”

‘The gentlemen began to say goodnight, sir, and how sorry they were, so I 
closed the door with some noise, and carried my tray into the room.

‘“Raeburn,” said Sir Richard, “we shall not be sitting up, so please come back 
and put out the lights in a quarter of an hour.”

‘After that he left the room.

‘Sir George left immediately after him, and as I held the door open I noticed 
that he was whistling under his breath, and did not seem in the least upset. He left 
next morning, sir, and you know what happened three or four days later.

‘There have been other cases, sir, but they did not all turn out so badly. I do 
not think that anyone but me noticed the change that was taking place in them, 
except that the visitor seemed in very good spirits.’

I was impressed with the truth of what Raeburn had been saying, but it in no 
way horrified me. If the room did indeed have that effect, what business was it of 
his? How I hated him, though I was afraid of him, too.

‘Well, I’m going to bed,’ I said, ‘and if what you say is true, here’s to the room, 
and more power to it. It is not your fault that its beneficiaries sometimes get 
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caught.’

My remark roused Raeburn—all the concentrated fanaticism of his nature 
blazed out:

‘God! how I hate this place with its devilish power,’ he exclaimed, clenching 
his fists; ‘in my dreams I tear it down brick by brick with my bare hands—
sometimes I take powder and blow it up—sometimes I burn it—but always I destroy 
it. If it were mine, how soon it would cease from its evil work!’ With a great effort 
he controlled himself.

‘Excuse me, sir, I must stay and watch here during the night, I dare not trust 
you out of my sight.’

I submitted to this impertinence with a bad grace, and got into bed. My last 
recollection before going to sleep was Raeburn sitting in a chair glowering at the 
fire.

In my dreams I was in an arid desert, in the distance I could hear the low 
growling of a thunderstorm. As I listened a sandstorm suddenly overwhelmed me 
and the thunder changed into a human voice. Gasping and choking and fighting for 
breath, I awoke.

The room was filled with smoke through which I could see dimly the form of 
Raeburn. He stood, a wild figure, one clenched fist raised.

‘Babylon the Great is fallen,’ he recited, ‘the habitation of Devils and the hold 
of every foul Spirit and a cage for every unclean and hateful bird.’

In a moment I was at his side.

‘What in Heaven’s name have you done, Raeburn?’ I shouted to him.

He turned and I saw that his fanaticism had overpowered him.

‘At last I have burned the accursed thing,’ he exclaimed. ‘Blessed be the Lord 
my Strength, which teacheth my hands to war and my fingers to fight.’

There was no time to lose, so, opening the door, I ran along the passage 
dragging him with me.

My brain worked with lightning speed. I saw that it would be impossible for 
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me to explain satisfactorily why Raeburn was in my room. My one idea was to get 
him away to his own quarters and then rouse the household. The calmness and 
deliberation with which I had stolen the scarab earlier in the night stood me in 
good stead now.

As soon as he left the annexe, Raeburn’s exalted mood began to wear off.

‘My God! Mr Eric, what have I done?’ he whispered.

‘Get off to your room, Raeburn,’ I answered, ‘my safety is concerned as much 
as yours.’

I have never seen such mental agony as showed on his face.

‘If it was only me to suffer, Mr Eric, I would go now and tell Sir Richard. It has 
not come upon me suddenly; many a time have I been tempted and have put it 
behind me. Let him who thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.’ Raeburn had 
been exposed to the influence of the room for a very short time, but even so short a 
time of it had enabled his fanaticism to master his conscience. I was too much 
under the influence myself to be concerned, except for my own safety.

‘Get away to your room,’ I whispered, ‘quick.’

Already he had begun to feel the black despair that followed the elation, 
whereas in me buoyancy and self-confidence were still strong. Our respective 
positions had changed, I now had the ascendancy over him, and he turned and 
went through the door to his room.

After a few minutes I ran along the passage to Sir Richard’s room, and we 
alarmed the house. We decided that we must first prevent the fire from spreading, 
and then attempt to save Sir Darcy’s annexe. By the time the necessary measures 
had been taken, and the connecting corridor thoroughly soaked, the annexe itself 
was a roaring furnace. As with all old buildings there was a lot of woodwork, and it 
burnt as modern houses cannot. Suddenly there was a deafening crash, and a 
shower of sparks flew upwards. The roof had fallen in, carrying with it the floor of 
what had been my bedroom, and both lay in a glowing mass at the bottom of the 
four blackened walls.

Raeburn had taken a leading part in fighting the fire, and the excitement had, 
to a large extent, neutralised the reaction he had begun to feel; he had only been 
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subjected to the influence for a couple of hours, and by the morning he was himself 
again—quiet, and apparently unemotional.

I cannot exaggerate how completely I leant on Raeburn that day. An utter 
blackness settled slowly and irresistibly upon me. It was Raeburn who telegraphed 
for Smithson to come with fresh clothes, and who arranged for my departure. The 
fire was traced to defective brickwork in the chimney; there was never the smallest 
suspicion of arson. This was natural, as no motive for it could be conceived.

I have often thought over this extraordinary incident. Terrible as was the power 
in Sir Darcy’s annexe, its very strength blunted the edge of it. Far more formidable is 
the influence when it is faint and indefinite, for it does not then betray itself.

The danger of a moral opiate, the action of which extends over years, is 
incalculable. It is subtle, slow, and almost impossible for the victims to detect.

Yet if it is not detected, how shall they resist it?


