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Preface

Dear reader! You hold in your hands an unusual book. This a collection of mahjong
mysteries (Mahjong Competition Rules, MCR) depicting the characters of the famous series
of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle about Sherlock Holmes: Mr. Holmes himself, his companion, Dr.
Watson, the landlady of the apartment at Baker Street Mrs. Hudson, and Scotland Yard
detective Inspector Lestrade. In descriptions of game meetings at the tournaments we will
also see Prof. Moriarty, Sebastian Moran and others. The author hopes that the reader will
forgive some chronological anomalies, such as, for example, the lack of competition
mahjong in the Victorian era.

Word from the author

The idea of writing MCR mahjong educational materials in the form of puzzles inside of
fictional stories comes from contract bridge. Author was inspired by well-known Victor
Mollo’s "Bridge in the Menagerie" (1965). The second part of a story comes from Martin
Gardner, an American popular mathematics and popular science writer, best known for
creating and sustaining interest in recreational mathematics. In a sense, the whole Sherlock
Holmes Mahjong Mysteries series can be viewed as a “recreational mind mahjong”.

The first Sherlock Holmes mahjong mystery was written in Russian in 2009. Since that time
almost seventy mysteries have been created. Translated into English, mysteries appeared in
"Mahjong News" in 2011. Later on, in 2013 it was decided to run the first ever — in Europe
and probably in the world — full-fledged Mahjong Mysteries Contests with real prizes for the
best mystery solvers.

Sherlock Holmes Mahjong Mysteries Contests

During 2013-2017 The Independent Internet Mahjong newspaper "Mahjong News" had the
opportunity to host a unique competition — a mahjong solving contest. This was not a
straightforward multiple-choice test or another kind of structured test with correct and
incorrect answers to choose from. On the contrary, readers — yes there were not "solvers"
but "readers" had to make their decisions after reading miniatures or larger fictional stories
depicting Mr. Sherlock Holmes and company playing the wonderful game of mahjong.
Sherlock Holmes mahjong mysteries were created by Vitaly Novikov, the Russian mahjong
researcher and enthusiast, the author of the first mahjong book published in Russia
"Handbook on Mahjong Competition Rules".

After four years passed from the 3rd contest, the 4th contest took place at Mahjong platform
MahjongSoft in 2021. It brought together 41 contestants from 10 countries. 10 more
mysteries have been added to the book. Three years later, in 2024 12 more contestants
participated in the 5th edition of the contest.10 more mysteries were added.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victor_Mollo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victor_Mollo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Gardner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Gardner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recreational_mathematics
http://www.mahjongnews.com/
https://www.mahjongsoft.com/books_mcr.php

Table. Sherlock Holmes Mahjong Mysteries Contests.

Season | Contest Period Mysteries | Contestants Winner
1 2011 Mar-Jun 12
2 2012 Mar-Jun 8
3 #1 2013 Jan-Apr 8 14 Sylvain Malbec, FRA
4 #2 2015 Feb-Apr 10 28 Cyrille Rak, FRA
5 #3 2017 Feb-Apr 10 27 Nicole Haasbroek, NED
6 #4 2021 May-Jul 8+1 41 Nishioka Naoki, JPN
7 #5 2024 Sep-Nov 9+1 12 Lu Yunlong, CHN

2013: Interview with winner of Contest #1 Sylvain Malbec

Sylvain Malbec from France is the winner of the
very first Mahjong Mysteries Contest. Here is an
abstract from an interview with Sylvain.

‘It was good to be confronted with remarkable
mahjong situations,” says Sylvain Malbec, winner of
Mahjong News’s Sherlock Holmes Mahjong Mystery
competition. “It was a very interesting contest.”

French riichi mahjong player Sylvain Malbec scored
25 points in the contest. His major opponents, Scott
Miller from the USA and Quentin Porcherot from
France, scored just one point less. The contest is

now closed.

The last mystery, ‘32nd of December’ was the most

difficult, according to Sylvain. “The fourth question
was really tough. It took me quite some time to find

the solution.”

One thing was a shame related Sylvain.
“Sometimes, the problems were hard to understand.
They would be better if someone who has a really good knowledge of the English language,
would edit them before they were published.”

Sylvain sends congratulations to the other finalists. “The score is really tight!” He also thanks
author Vitaly Novikov, for having designed the problems.




2015: Interview with winner of Contest #2 Cyrille Rak

The winner of the second Sherlock Mahjong Mysteries Contest is French mahjong player
Cyrille Rak, president of the club "Fleur d'Orchidée".

This winner of the contest was selected out of four players who all had acquired full scores,
by using an additional criterion — "timestamp" -- the exact time of sending in the full solution.
Cyrille's timestamp was ahead of the runner-up by several hours. Being first for the last
mystery was not a matter of luck, though, admits the author and administrator of the contest,
Vitaly Novikov.

"Cyrille was the fastest mystery solver in the majority of cases, six out of ten to be exact, and
in two more he was the second. Thus it is fair that the final prize went to him."

We asked Cyrille to make comments on how he
participated in the contest, what did he like about it,
and what was difficult to solve. Here is Cyrille's

reply.

"During this contest, | had to face new situations
about mahjong and | had to think about mahjong in
a different way. When reading a new mystery, my
first reaction was often "lt's not possible!", then
"Let's analyze this logically." and then finally "That's
elementary, my dear Vitaly."

| have appreciated the variety of the different
mysteries, with a preference for those related to
gameplay (even if these were extreme situations
that we'll probably never face in a real game).

Some mysteries took me just a few minutes to solve ("Invertebrates", for example). | had to
search much longer for others (#5, 7, 10).

Maybe it could be interesting to find something other than the timestamp for tied scores. For
example, in mystery #10, one extra point could have been awarded for the longest chain.

Best regards
Cyrille"

2017: Interview with winner of Contest #3 Nicole Haasbroek

The winner of the third Sherlock Mahjong Mysteries Contest is Nicole Haasbroek, from the
Netherlands, who recently joined the Mahjong News staff.

The winner of the contest was selected out of seven players who all had acquired full scores
by using the additional criterion — "timestamp". This is the exact time of sending in the full
solution. It took Nicole only 9 minutes to send in the full-score answer for the last mystery.
Mahjong News interviewed the contest winner.



How long have you played mahjong?

‘I've been playing mahjong for a little over five years. After watching a demonstration of
MCR in my local library, | joined an MCR club at the beginning of 2012. By the end of 2013, |
discovered riichi.”

What are your favorite styles to play?

“At the moment my favorite ruleset is riichi, but | also like playing MCR. As a matter of fact,
the SHM contest gave me a push to enroll in a Dutch MCR tournament after being absent in
the Dutch MCR scene for quite some time.”

Where do you prefer to play: online, offline, at
tournaments, with friends etc.?

“I love to participate in (riichi) tournaments because
the stakes are higher than during social play.
Preferably in real life, because I'm always curious
about the emotions players can display during the
game (these could be real, or fake).”

How do you like Sherlock mahjong mysteries?

“So far I've enjoyed the SHM very much, even
though | thought some riddles might be a bit too
easy.”

What problems did you encounter specifically while
participating in the current contest?

“Like last season it forced me to re-examine the
MCR ruleset in detail and search for 'loopholes'.
Which actions are technically still allowed within the
'framework' of MCR, even if the situation is one that
might never occur in real life? On the other hand, | came to the realization | have more of an
'riichi mindset' than a 'MCR mindset' at the moment. For instance the riddle "Trap for a
Dragon" was too difficult to solve at first because the restriction in riichi for a Seven Pairs
hand stopped me in my tracks (no two identical pairs). Again with the devaluation of Holmes'
hand in "Final Session Duel". This action isn't allowed in riichi, so | had to switch gears.”

Your wish/will for contestants, current or future.

"As for the future of SHM... | know it's premature, but I'm looking forward to season 6! And it
comes as no surprise | would love to see the riichi counterpart of the SHM. As a matter of
fact, on the 8th of April | wrote a little riddle on my personal FB page as a test case, but so
far it hasn't been picked up by any readers."



2021: Interview with winner of Contest #4 Nishioka Naoki

The winner of the fourth Sherlock Mahjong Mysteries Contest is Nishioka Naoki from
Japan, the translator of the Japanese version of “Sherlock Holmes and Mahjong” book.

When and how did you learn to play mahjong?

| started playing mahjong around the age of seven. |
was influenced by my parents who like mahjong. |
learned it while playing mahjong with my family.
Mahjong in Japan is riichi, and | remembered it first.
| However, as | grew up, | wanted to try different rules
and started playing MCR, Sichuan style mahjong,
and Taiwanese style mahjong etc.

What is your favourite style to play?

| like MCR, especially the duplicate style. Mahjong is often referred to as a game of luck.
Yes, there is one side to it, but | don't like the way it is said. That's why | really like the
"duplicate style" that tries to get out of luck.

What is your preferred way to play mahjong?

| also like playing mahjong with my friends, but my favorite is the way to concentrate and
compete online for my skill.

How did you discover «Sherlock Holmes and Mahjong» mysteries?

It was really a coincidence. While registering with Mahjongsoft and exploring the site, | found
a book summarizing the past "Sherlock Holmes and Mahjong" and was interested in it.

What are you feeling about participation in the current contest and winning it?

This time it was often convenient for me! | learned about MCR, | met Mahjongsoft, it was
held online instead of offline, etc. And I'm proud to be able to reach the goal while competing
with players from all over the world. But to be honest, | often had a hard time finding a
complete answer. There were times when | was interpreting simple events very difficult, and
| often entered the labyrinth. | often wondered if my answer was amiable to the organizers.
That's why, when it's resolved, | admire "It's a primary!" Actually, | wasn't aware of the
timestamp so much. However, the pleasure of solving the mystery became addictive, and |
came to think "I want to get the answer quickly!". Which is probably the decisive factor for
the victory.

| know that you are the translator and editor of the Japanese version of the «Sherlock
Holmes and Mahjong» book. What are your plans regarding the project?



| had some time when | started translating, but now I'm busy. And at this contest, | realized
again that | am not good at English and | have to study more English. Still, | want to
complete the translation as soon as possible. And | want to use it in a place such as a
mahjong classroom.

| think that a new contest will take place in May 2022 or May 2023. Your wish / will for future
contestants.

| was lucky to be online this time. If it's done offline next year or later, — If | have a chance
—, I would like to participate in an offline contest!

To the contestants of the future, this contest will give you new insights into Mahjong! Not only
players who enjoy mahjong, but also those who are new to mahjong, who are stuck in
mahjong, who feel that mahjong is boring, any player will be fresh and fun! | want you to
enjoy the pleasure.

Anything else to add (if any)?

| would like to thank Vitaly and others for hosting and running this contest. And thank you to
all the players who solved the mystery together. Let's meet again!

Best Regards
Naoki Nishioka

THANK YOU!

2024: Interview with winner of Contest #5 Lu Yunlong

The winner of the fifth Sherlock Mahjong Mysteries Contest is Lu Yunlong from China, Al
researcher.

When and how did you learn to play mahjong?

Though mahjong is a very popular game played in China with many regional variants, | did
not learn to play it until 2020 when | started my PHD in Peking University. Some seniors in
my lab were doing research on Al applications in various games. They created an online
platform to host different games where users can submit Al agents to play these games and
compete with each other. One of them implemented MCR on the platform and held a
Mahjong Al competition in 2020. | found this game both interesting and challenging because
of the variety of MCR fans. After | learned the basic rules of MCR, | played thousands of
hands on the platform with the best Al agent in the competition and gradually improved my
strategies by imitating its behavior.

What is your favourite style to play?



My favourite style to play MCR is a combination
of much attack and a little defence. Attacking in
MCR means to approach a winning hand as fast
as possible, which involves choosing between
different main fans with 6+ pts and (sometimes) a
combination of smaller fans. Sometimes | also
give up attacking and make defence, when some
other players are highly likely to make some fans
(such as Little Three Dragons, All Types, Half
Flush, etc.) given their melds and discarding
zone, and | would destroy my own hand to keep
dangerous tiles in hand.

How did you discover "Sherlock Holmes and
Mahjong" mysteries?

| discovered MahjongSoft platform in 2023 and
started to play MCR on it. When exploring the
website, | found and read the book "Sherlock
Holmes and Mahjong" by Vitaly and was
fascinated by the series of mysteries.

What are you feeling about participation in the

current contest and winning it?

| feel quite happy to be able to participate in it and become the winner. | was already looking
forward to participate in the next contest when | read the book in 2023, because | could not
help but always read the answers before | solved them by myself. | was wondering how
many questions | could solve on my own if the answers were not available. The contest this
year gives me such a chance and it turns out that | can really solve mysteries in different
levels of difficulty on my own. | think the contest mainly involves math and logical thinking
combined with enough understanding of MCR rules. Solving the first few mysteries gave me
confidence and | started to work on the next mysteries upon their release, which happened
to give me advantages in the timestamp criterion.

Any ideas on how to promote "Sherlock Holmes and Mahjong" mysteries in China?

| think the mysteries are interesting enough to attract many MCR players. However, lack of
Chinese versions is the main obstacle from its promotion in China, because most of the
MCR players in China cannot understand MCR terms like fan names even if they can read a
little English. | may help to do the translation of these mysteries after | finish my Ph.D. thesis
and have more time next year, because they are really interesting and | want to share them
with my friends who do not speak English.

Can you share more about your research topic of Al application in Mahjong?



Sure. Based on the online game Al platform developed by our lab, our team has hosted four
Mahjong Al Competition in conjunction with IJCAI (a top-tier conference in Al) since 2020.
We organized symposiums each year for the participants to share their methods and
techniques in building their Mahjong Al agents. From their presentations we summarize
three types of algorithms: heuristic methods which put human knowledge in the Al,
supervised learning to train neural network models from datasets of gameplay, and
reinforcement learning which can learn from scratch without human knowledge. | have
published two papers in this topic, one [1] introducing MCR as a new testbed and
benchmark of Al research, the other [2] summarizing the results of previous Mahjong Al
competitions. We are also cooperating with another lab who have trained the strongest MCR
Al agent ever using an innovative algorithm, which achieves superhuman performance in
some initial tests. We are conducting large-scale experiments with some professional
players to further test its capabilities and hopefully will publish another paper in a few
months.

[1] Lu, Yunlong, Wenxin Li, and Wenlong Li. "Official International Mahjong: a New
Playground for Al Research." Algorithms 16.5 (2023): 235.

[2] Lu, Yunlong, Wenxin Li. Mahjong Al Competition: Exploring Al Application in Complex
Real-World Games. Proceedings of the Thirty-Third International Joint Conference on
Artificial Intelligence. 2024. Pages 8733-8736.

How to read this book

Since the book is a collection of mysteries to solve, and not just stories, the reader is first
advised to get acquainted with Mahjong Competition Rules in the “Green Book” (For the
English text see http://www.mindmahjong.com/adobe/MCR2021.pdf). The most cited place
in "Rules" is a complete list of fans. The second important component will be gaining the
necessary game experience.

To get answers to many of the mysteries of this book, a deeper study of the "Rules" is
needed. The author suggests that the reader will find the MCR textbook "Handbook on
Mahjong Competition Rules. Book One" most helpful. Both books complement each other. It
is possible to test the material of the textbook in "combat" situations by solving the
mysteries. Vice versa, the difficulties of solving mysteries will inevitably turn the reader to
repeated review of the textbook material on a given topic.

How this book is arranged

Sixty-eight mahjong problems are presented in the main part of the book. These are divided
into ten thematic groups and placed in separate sections. The chronology of events was
sacrificed to allow for classification by thematic groups for convenience. The mystery titles
are written with a capitalization of all words except prepositions and articles.

The level of complexity of tasks can vary even within the same group. Each task is usually
presented in a sequence: mystery — hint — solution.


http://www.mindmahjong.com/adobe/MCR2021.pdf

The numbering of the articles of the "Green Book" is given according to the English text.
The list of terms used in the book ("Glossary") is presented in the Appendix.

The complete list of Mahjong Competition Rules (MCR) fans is placed in the Appendix. The
name of the fan in the text is shown in “fire brick” color, for example, All Pungs. In places
where the fan number is important, the name may look like # 49 All Pungs.

Unless specifically stated:

e any winning hand or waiting hand must be worth at least 8 points (without Flowers
Tiles)

e the winning hand is always calculated in a maximal (unabridged) manner, with no
omission of any fans
N-sided wait means an opportunity to win on STRICTLY N different tiles
no special conditions with respect to winning tile (like Last Tile, Robbing the Kong,
etc.) should be assumed

Hand's "main fan" is a fan with the maximal value (please, note that the hand can have
several "main fans").

“‘Navy blue” color is used for depicting: hand structure (like Seven Pairs), hand distribution
(hyphenated, like 3-3-3-3-2), tile as an object of consideration (like A-B-C, tile A).

Parts of a hand are shown with the "lock" sign, ] precedes concealed tiles, o precedes
melded tiles, wherever possible, a hand is shown in one line.

Conventional “Flowers” are replaced for thematic images:

' :ahhl'l_‘ YE 3

a1~ d T

Tile taken from discard by other players is shown rotated, for example: r'- .

Concealed Kong in the solutions is shown with the indication of the tile pattern, for example:

il =l



“Sherlock Holmes” related photo gallery

Those are photos done from visiting Sherlock Holmes museums, places with thematic
monuments, you wearing “Sherlock Holmes” items, etc.

R S e S

Vitaly Novikov, the author of the “Sherlock Holmes and mahjong series, stands near the
monument to Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, Moscow, Russia.

Aleksandr Egorov, the owner of Mahjongsoft, stands near the Sherlock Holmes museum,
London, England.






Characters

Sherlock Holmes - a private detective known for his proficiency with
observation and logical reasoning.

Doctor Watson — Sherlock Holmes's friend and companion, a typical
Victorian-era gentleman.

Mrs. Hudson - the landlady of Sherlock Holmes.

Inspector Lestrade — Scotland Yard detective, police chief.

Professor Moriarty - criminal mastermind.

Colonel Moran - recruited by Moriarty, devoted sportsman and highly
skilled shot.

Wan Dongtiao (J5f&i58) - clerk of the Chinese embassy, an
experienced mahjong player.

Other players

221B Baker Street - Sherlock Holmes’s residence. The action of the
book most often takes place here.



