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血字的研究

第一部 录自前陆军军医署医生约翰·H·华生回忆录

第1章 歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生

一八七八年我在伦敦大学取得了医学博士学位，又去奈特利进修军医必修课程。学业结束后，我被派往诺森伯兰郡第五燧发枪团任助理军医。该团当时驻扎在印度，还没等我赶到那儿，第二次阿富汗战争爆发了。我在孟买上岸后，得知我所属的部队已经越过边境，深入敌国腹地，可我还是跟许多处境相仿的军官一起，前去追赶部队，并安全抵达阿富汗境内的坎大哈，在那儿找到该团，立即报到履任。

这次战争给许多人带来了荣誉和晋升，而我从中得到的只是不幸和灾难。我奉调前往伯克郡旅，随该旅参加了迈旺德决战。战场上，一颗阿富汗长滑膛枪的枪子儿击中我的肩膀，打碎了肩胛骨，擦伤了锁骨下动脉。要不是我那忠心耿耿的勤务兵默里奋不顾身，抱起我撂在一匹驮马上，把我安全地带到英军防地，我早就落在那帮专杀异教徒的穆斯林手里了。

伤痛使我元气大损，长途的鞍马劳顿更折磨得我虚弱不堪。但好歹我总算和一大批伤病员一起，转移到了巴基斯坦境内的白沙瓦后方医院。我在医院里休养，渐渐地已经能够下床在病室间走动，甚至可以到回廊上去晒晒太阳了，却不料就在这当口，我们在印度属地的那个祸根——伤寒让我重又倒在了病床上。一连好几个月，我的生命岌岌可危。临末了我总算从死神手里挣脱出来，病情有了好转，可我极其虚弱，面容枯瘦，医生会诊后决定将我遣送回国，一刻也耽搁不得。于是，我搭乘“奥龙特斯”号运输舰返回英格兰，一个月后在朴茨茅斯码头上了岸。当时我的健康情况真是糟透了，不过承蒙当局恩准，我可以有九个月时间的假期来养好身子。

我在英格兰既无亲戚，又无朋友，所以就像空气一样无拘无束——或者说，一个每天收入十一先令六便士的人能怎么无拘无束，我就怎么无拘无束来着。既然如此，我自然免不得要去伦敦喽，这座城市可真是个巨大的污水池，帝国里凡是无所事事、游手好闲的人，没一个不进这池子的。到了伦敦，我在斯特兰德大街的一座内部旅馆里住了一阵，日子过得既不舒适，又很乏味。我钱一到手就花掉，手头松得根本想不到量入为出，所以，经济情况告窘之时，我马上意识到，要么我离开这个大都市，到乡下去找个栖身之地，要么我就得完全改变眼下的生活方式。我选了后一个方案，决意要离开那家旅馆，找一个不那么讲排场、租费比较便宜的住处。

就在我拿定这个主意的当天，我正站在克赖蒂里恩酒吧门前，冷不防有人在我肩上拍了一下。回过头去，我认出那人是小斯坦福德，他以前在伦敦圣巴托罗缪医院做过我的助手。在伦敦这冷冰冰的茫茫人海里见到一张亲切的脸，对一个孤独的游子来说，真是件高兴的事儿。当年我跟斯坦福德谈不上是特别亲密的朋友，不过这会儿我满心欢喜地跟他打招呼，而他呢，看上去也挺高兴见到我。欣喜之余，我邀请他去霍本区共进午餐，说着我俩就跳上一辆马车出发了。

“这一阵你都在干些什么呢，华生？”他问这话时，马车正行进在熙熙攘攘的伦敦街道上，他脸上明显流露出诧异的神情，“你看上去骨瘦如柴，脸色又黄又黑。”

我把自己的遭遇简略地讲了一遍，快讲完的当口，车子到了目的地。

“可怜的伙计，”他听完我的不幸遭遇以后，表示同情地说，“那你现在打算怎么办？”

“找个住的地方，”我答道，“看看有没有办法觅个价钱公道、住着舒服的寓所。”

“真是怪事，”他接口说，“今天你是跟我说这话的第二个人了。”

“谁是那第一个呢？”我问。

“那人在医院的化学实验室里工作。今儿早上他还在说可惜呢，因为他找到了个挺好的寓所，却找不到人跟他合住，要一个人住吧他又嫌太贵。”

“啊！”我喊出声来，“要是他当真想找个人跟他合住，两人分摊房租，我可再合适不过了。我觉着一个人太孤单，正想找个伴呢。”

小斯坦福德没放下手里的酒杯，神情有些诡谲地望着我。“你还不了解歇洛克·福尔摩斯，”他说，“要不，没准你不会喜欢跟他常住在一块儿呢。”

“怎么啦，他这人有什么问题吗？”

“噢，我不是说他这人有什么问题。他就是想法有点怪——对有些学科过于着迷。就我所知，他是个很正派的人。”

“我看，他大概是个学医的大学生？”我说。

“不是——我压根儿不知道他要干哪一行。我相信他对解剖学很在行，而且是个一流的化学家；不过，据我所知，他从没系统地听过医学院的课。他的研究很杂乱，而且方向很偏，但是他积累了大量一般人所不熟悉的知识，他的那些教授知道了准会大吃一惊。”

“难道你就没问过他打算从事什么职业吗？”我问。

“没问过。他这人，平时要引他开口可不容易，不过有时候他会满脑子尽想着一个念头，那会儿话就多了。”

“我挺想见见他的，”我说，“我要跟人合租一个寓所的话，宁可对方是个勤学好静的人。我身体还很弱，经不起喧闹和刺激。这两样东西，我在阿富汗早已受够了，这辈子不想再领教。我在哪儿能见到你这位朋友呢？”

“他一准在实验室里，”小斯坦福德回答说，“他要么一连几个星期不上那儿去，要么从早到晚在里面忙个不停。你愿意的话，我们吃好饭就一起去吧。”

“好呀。”我回答说，随后话题就转到别的事情上去了。

从霍本区前往医院的路上，斯坦福德又给我提供了一些细节，好让我对可能要跟我合住寓所的这位先生有进一步的了解。

“要是你跟他合不来，那可不能怪我啊，”他说，“我和他也只是在实验室有时见见面，知道些情况，此外我对他就一无所知了。跟他合住，是你提出来的，所以这个干系不该由我担待喔。”

“要是我俩处不好，再分手也不难，”我说完这句，又盯住他的眼睛说，“我看得出，斯坦福德，你这么怕担干系，准是事出有因。莫非这家伙脾气坏得吓人，还是怎么的？别跟我这么转弯抹角的。”

“有些事说不清楚，所以就难说喽。”他笑着答道，“福尔摩斯这人，依我看来，对科学未免有点太执著——都到了近乎冷血的地步。我记得有一回，他拿了一小撮植物碱，硬要一个朋友尝尝。你要知道，他这样做没有任何恶意，而仅仅是出于一种求知欲，凡事都要对结果有个确切的了解才肯罢休。说句公道话，我相信他自己也会一口把它吞下去的。他似乎对确凿无疑的知识有一种特殊的兴趣。”

“可这很对嘛。”

“没错，可是不能做得太绝呀。事情到了在解剖室里用棍子抽打尸体的地步，总太离谱了吧？”

“抽打尸体？”

“对，就为弄清楚人死以后还能添加多少伤痕。我亲眼见过他这么做。”

“可你还说他不是医科学生？”

“对。天晓得他学的是什么科。得，我们到了，他到底是怎么个人，你可得自己琢磨了。”他正说着，我们已经拐进一条窄巷，穿过一扇小小的边门，进了那座大医院的侧楼。这地方我很熟悉，所以不用别人引路，我们就径自走上那冷冰冰的石头楼梯，沿着一条长长的走廊往前，走廊两旁是刷成白色的墙壁，以及一扇扇深褐色的房门。快到走廊尽头的地方，有一个低矮的拱形岔道，通向化学实验室。

这是一个天花板很高的房间，凌乱地排着许许多多瓶子。几张又宽又矮的桌子横七竖八地放着，上面堆满了曲颈瓶、试管和小型的本生灯
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 ，灯上闪烁着蓝色的火苗。实验室里只有一个人，他俯身在稍远的一张桌子上，全神贯注地做着实验。听见我们的脚步声，他回头瞥了一眼，随即一跃而起，欣喜地对斯坦福德喊道：“我找到了！我找到了！”边喊边拿着一个试管朝我们跑来。“我找到了一种试剂，只有碰到血红蛋白时才会产生淀析反应，别的东西都不起作用。”瞧他那喜形于色的神情，恐怕即使他发现了一座金矿，也不会比这更高兴了。

“华生医生，歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生。”斯坦福德给我们彼此做了介绍。

“您好。”福尔摩斯热情地握住我的手说，他的手劲这么大，很有点出乎我的意料，“我想，您在阿富汗待过。”

“您怎么知道的？”我惊奇地问。

“这没什么，”他轻轻一笑说，“现在的问题是血红蛋白。您想必一定了解，我的这一发现具有极为重要的意义。”

“当然，从化学理论的角度看，这是很有意思的，”我说，“不过在实用上……”

“嗨，老兄，这是近年来最实用的法医学发现哩。难道您没看出来，它为我们提供了一种万无一失的血迹检验手段吗？跟我来！”他情急之下，一把抓住我的衣袖，将我拖到刚才做实验的那张桌子跟前。

“让咱们弄一点鲜血。”他说着，用一把细长的锥子在手指上扎了一下，再用一根移液管把渗出的血吸进去，“现在，我把这一丁点儿血加进一公升水里。您瞧见了，这样混合的溶液看上去跟纯水没什么两样。血在溶液里的比例不会超过百万分之一，但我可以肯定，我们照样能看到那种特征很明显的反应。”

他一边这么说，一边往广口玻璃瓶里放进几粒白色的晶体，然后又将一种透明的液体滴了几滴进去。溶液立时变成了很深的红褐色，而且有些许棕褐色的微粒沉淀在玻璃瓶的瓶底。

“哈哈！”他拍着手嚷道，那股高兴劲儿，就像孩子得到了一件新玩具，“您觉得怎么样？”

“看来这是个很灵敏的检验方法。”我回答说。

“棒极了！棒极了！旧的愈疮木树脂检验法既笨拙又不可靠。显微镜检测血球的办法也不怎么样，只要血迹干了几个小时就不管用了。现在，这个办法看来不管血迹是新是旧都能用。要是这个检验方法早点发明出来，有成百上千个至今还逍遥法外的罪犯，早就会被绳之以法了。”

“可不是！”我轻声说道。

“刑事案件往往就取决于这一点。一个疑犯，很可能在他作案几星期后才被发现。检查他的内衣或外衣，找到了褐色渍迹。它们是血迹呢，还是泥浆的污渍，或者沾上的锈迹、果汁和别的什么痕迹呢？这个问题，曾经使许多专家伤透脑筋，为什么呢？因为没有确凿可靠的检验方法。现在我们有了歇洛克·福尔摩斯检验法，一切问题就都迎刃而解了。”

他说这话的时候，两眼简直在闪闪发光，他一手按在胸前，鞠了一躬，仿佛是在对他想象中热烈鼓掌的观众致意。

看到他这么兴奋，我感到很吃惊。我对他说：“的确应该祝贺您。”

“去年法兰克福有桩案子牵涉到冯·比绍夫。要是当时就有这个检验法，他早就该被绞死了。后来又有布拉德福德的梅森、臭名昭著的缪勒、蒙彼利埃的勒费弗尔，还有新奥尔良的萨姆森。我可以举出二十个案子，这种检验法在其中都会起关键的作用。”

“你就像部历年案件的活词典，”斯坦福德笑着说，“你可以根据这些材料写本书，名字就叫《警事旧闻录》。”

“而且可以写得很有趣。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯应声说，一边把一小块橡皮膏贴在手指的针孔上。“我必须小心一些，”他回过头来朝我笑了笑说，“因为我经常接触有毒的物品。”

说着，他伸手给我看，上面果然东一块、西一块的贴满了橡皮膏，皮肤也给强酸腐蚀得变了色。

“我们是有事来找你的。”斯坦福德说着，一屁股坐在一张三条腿的高凳上，同时用脚把另一张凳子踢给我，“我的这位朋友要找个住处；你不是抱怨没人跟你合租公寓吗？我想把你俩撮合在一起倒正好。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯看上去对跟我合租寓所的提议很感兴趣。“我看中了贝克街的一套寓所，”他说，“对我俩来说，那真是再合适不过了。我想，您不会介意较凶的烟草味儿吧？”

“我自己常抽‘船牌’。”我回答说。

“那就好了。我经常要摆弄化学药品，有时候还要做实验。那会妨碍您吗？”

“一点不会。”

“让我想想——我还有些什么缺点呢？我有时会变得很沉闷，一连几天不开口说话。碰到这种时候，您可千万别以为我在生气。您不用管我，我很快就会好的。您这会儿有什么缺点要说吗？两个人要住在一起以前，最好彼此先了解一下对方主要有哪些缺点。”

我看他这么自己讲完又来盘问我，不由得笑了起来。“我养了一只小公狗，”我说，“我的神经受过刺激，很怕吵闹的声音，还有，我起身压根儿就没个准时辰，而且我这人特懒。以前身体好的时候，我还有不少别的毛病，可眼下主要就这么些了。”

“您说的吵闹声，把拉小提琴也算进去吗？”他焦急地问。

“那得看拉的人了，”我回答说，“拉得好的话，听琴是一种享受，可要是拉得蹩脚……”

“噢，没问题，”他高声说道，开心地笑了笑，“我想我们可以认为这就都谈妥了——当然，如果您对房子满意的话。”

“我们什么时候去看房子？”

“请明天中午上我这儿来，我们一起去把这事给办了。”他回答说。

“行——准定明天中午。”我说完，就跟他握手告别。

我和斯坦福德让他留在实验室里摆弄那些化学试剂，我们自己徒步回我的住所。

“哎，”我突然想起一件事，停住脚步，转过脸去问斯坦福德，“他究竟是怎么知道我去过阿富汗的呢？”

我的同伴笑得神秘兮兮的。“这就是他有点怪的地方了，”他说，“有好多人都想知道他为什么会料事如神哪。”

“哦！这里面有奥秘？”我搓着手大声说，“这太有趣了。非常感谢你让我认识了他。有道是‘研究人类要从识人起’嘛。”

“那你想必是要研究他喽，”斯坦福德跟我分手时说，“不过，你会发现他是个难啃的果子。我敢说，他对你的了解，肯定会比你对他的了解多得多。再见。”

“再见。”我应声说道，信步朝住所走去，心头对新结识的朋友充满了好奇。

第2章 推理方法

第二天我们如约见了面，一起去看头天见面讲起过的贝克街221号B座的房子。那个套间有两间舒适的卧室，一个宽敞而通风的厅，家具陈设都挺不错，两扇大窗户采光极佳。这套房子各方面都很合我们的心意，何况房租平摊以后看上去并不算贵，所以当场就拍板成交，这套房子马上归我俩租用了。当天晚上我就把行李从旅馆搬了过去，第二天早上，歇洛克·福尔摩斯也带着几只大箱子和手提箱，来跟我会合了。接下去的一两天，我俩都忙于拾掇行李，尽可能把东西安排得妥当一些。这事做完以后，我们就开始安顿下来，慢慢熟悉新的环境。

福尔摩斯确实是个不难相处的人。他总的来说很沉静，生活习惯也有条不紊。他难得在晚上十点以后还没上床，一早又总在我起身前就吃好早餐出门去了。他有时去化学实验室，有时去解剖室，偶尔还会徒步走得很远，去的好像是这座城里的“旮旮旯旯”。他工作上了兴头的当口，那股劲儿我可真是见所未见；不过他有时也会显出委顿的样子，一连几天就那么躺在厅里的沙发上，从早到晚几乎不说话也不动弹。每逢这时，我总发觉他的眼神里有一种落寞的表情。要不是我对他的节制有度、特爱干净的脾性已经有所了解的话，我准会以为他服用某种麻醉剂上了瘾。

几个星期过去了，我对他这个人的兴趣，以及对他究竟从事什么工作的好奇心，变得愈来愈强烈，可以说是有增无减。就凭他的外貌模样，再漫不经心的人也忍不住会多看上几眼。他身高六英尺有余，人又长得精瘦，所以显得个子特别高。他的眼光敏锐而犀利——除了我上面提到的那些神情木然的时候；薄削的鹰钩鼻，给他的脸添上了一种机警、果决的表情。方正而凸出的下巴，显示此人很有决断力。他那双手沾满墨水和化学药品的渍迹，但动作却异常灵敏，在他操作那些精巧的仪器的当口，我经常有机会从旁观察到这一点。

读者看到我这么直言不讳，说这个人如何激起我的好奇心，我如何一心想撬开他的嘴，改变他闭口不谈自己的积习，大概会以为我是个无可救药的好管闲事之徒了吧。不过，在作出这样的判断之前，请您别忘了，那时我的生活实在是无所事事，能引起我注意的事情也真是少得可怜。由于健康的原因，除非天气特别好，我一般不能外出活动，再说又没有朋友来看我，陪我排遣这单调的生活。在这样的情况下，我自然要抓住同伴身上这个小小的谜团，把大部分时间都花在这上面，急切地想揭开谜底。

他不是学医的。在回答我的一个问题时，他亲口证实了斯坦福德的这个看法。他看来也不像在研修哪一门课程，准备拿一个理科的学位，或者取得一个人们公认的资格，可以登堂入室，在学术界占有一席之地。然而他对某些研究的热忱，真是异乎寻常，而且就一些颇为怪僻的学科而言，他的知识堪称博大精深、洞察秋毫，简直到了令我吃惊的地步。显然，一个人要不是胸怀某个既定的目标，是不可能工作如此勤奋，更无法达到如此造诣的。漫无目的读书的人，是不大可能以学识精湛著称的。一个人要没有某个非常充分的理由，也决不会用那么些细枝末节来烦扰自己的心智。

他的无知也像他的博学一样惊人。对当代的文学、哲学和政治，他差不多一无所知。我引用托马斯·卡莱尔
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 文章里的句子时，他竟神情天真地问我，卡莱尔是谁，他是干什么的。而有一次当我很偶然地发现，他居然对哥白尼学说和太阳系构成都浑然不知的时候，我简直惊异得无以复加了。当今十九世纪的一个文明人，竟然不知道地球是绕着太阳转动的，这在我看来实在太出格，太让人不可思议了。

“您看上去挺吃惊，”他看见我惊奇的表情，笑着说，“即使我知道这回事，我也要尽力把它忘掉。”

“把它忘掉！”

“您听我说，”他解释道，“我认为一个人的大脑，原来就像一个空着的小储藏室，你往里面装东西时，非得有所选择不可。一个蠢人会把随手捞到的破烂东西，一股脑儿地往里塞，结果就把那些可能对他有用的知识给挤了出去，或者至少跟其他东西乱堆在了一起，要取的时候就难了。而一个训练有素的人，往这个大脑储藏室装东西的时候，确实是要非常仔细的。他往里装的都是能帮助他工作的工具，这些工具要品种齐全，而且要放得有条不紊、整整齐齐。有人以为这个小房间的墙壁有弹性，是可以任意扩展的，这是一种误解。既然如此，总有那么一天，你往里面添加一点知识，就会忘掉一些以前知道的东西。所以，别让没用的东西挤掉有用的东西，这才是至关重要的。”

“可这是太阳系学说呀！”我声辩说。

“它到底跟我有什么相干？”他不耐烦地打断我说，“您说我们是绕着太阳转的。可要是我们绕着月亮转，那对我，对我的工作来说也毫无两样。”

我正想开口问他，这到底是怎样的工作，可是一看他那神气，我知道此刻提这个问题是不合时宜的。不过事后我又仔细回想了一遍这次简短的谈话，一心想从中推断出一个结论来。他说他不会去学那些跟他的目标无关的知识。由此可见，他掌握的知识想必全都是对他有用的。我先是在心里一一列举我所了解的有关情况，然后干脆拿支铅笔把它们逐一写在纸上。写完一看，我不禁哑然失笑。纸上这么写着：

歇洛克·福尔摩斯的知识面

1.文学知识：零。

2.哲学知识：零。

3.天文学知识：零。

4.政治学知识：很有限。

5.植物学知识：因对象而异。在阿托品、鸦片及毒品方面知识丰富。对园艺方面一无所知。

6.地质学知识：实用，但有局限性。看上一眼，就能分辨不同土质。曾在散步回来时让我看他裤腿上的泥渍，并根据这些泥渍的颜色和黏稠度，一一说出它们是在伦敦的什么地方溅上的。

7.化学知识：渊博。

8.解剖学知识：准确，但缺乏系统。

9.要案文献知识：极其丰富。他似乎对本世纪发生的每一桩恐怖案件的每一个细节都了如指掌。

10.小提琴拉得不错。

11.是个出色的单棍行家、拳击好手和击剑高手。

12.在英国法律方面有相当充分的实用知识。

逐条写完以后，我失望地把这张纸扔进壁炉。“我只不过也就是弄弄明白，这位老兄把所有这些本事集于一身，再找到一个让它们全都用得上的行当，究竟所为何来，”我暗自思忖，“那还不如干脆就此歇手算了。”

上面我提到了他的小提琴技巧。他的演奏技巧堪称上乘，但是也像其他本领一样，有些另有一功。他能拉好些曲子，包括一些难度挺高的曲子，这一点我很清楚，因为他曾应我之请，为我演奏过几首门德尔松的《无词歌》，以及我喜欢的其他一些曲子。但他独自拉琴的时候，我却难得听见优美的旋律，而且根本听不出他拉的是什么曲调。黄昏时分，他会靠在椅背上，闭拢双眼，小提琴搁在腿上，随手拨着弦。有时候，拨出的和弦响亮而使人感到忧郁。偶尔，拨弦声也会变得奇特而欢快。有一点很清楚，它们反映的是支配他的思想，然而究竟是拨弦有助于这种思考呢，还是他只是一时兴起，信手拨拨而已，那就不是我所能断言的了。这种独奏令人恼火，要不是通常他总紧接着演奏好几首我爱听的曲子，作为考验我耐心的小小补偿，我大概早就提抗议了。

起初一个多星期，没什么人来看我们，我还就此以为这位同伴也像我一样，连个朋友都没有。不过，随后我就发现他认识的人挺多，而且三教九流，各式人等都有。有一个脸有土色、相貌委琐、黑眼睛的小个子，福尔摩斯给我介绍说是莱斯特雷德先生，此人一个星期要来三四次。有天早上，一位衣着入时的女郎来访，待了一个半小时还不止。当天下午来的是一个头发灰白、脏兮兮的男子，看上去像个卖毒品的犹太小贩，我觉得他神情很激动；接踵而至的是一个上了年纪的邋遢女人。有一次，我的同伴接待了一位满头银发的老先生；另一次，来访的客人是个身穿平绒制服的车站搬运工。这些形形色色的来客，只要一上门，歇洛克·福尔摩斯就会请求我让他使用那间客厅，我只好待在卧室里。他常常为给我这样添麻烦而道歉。“我只能把这个房子当作办公室了，”他说，“这些人都是我的顾客。”这又是一次直截了当向他提问的机会，而我过于识趣的个性，又一次让我没去强人所难，要人家向我吐露自己的秘密。当时我心想，他不跟我提起这桩秘密，准是有什么重要的原因，但没过多久，他就主动接了这个茬，打消了我原先的想法。

那是在三月四日，日子肯定错不了，我比平时起得早了些，只见福尔摩斯还没吃好早餐。房东太太一向知道我起得晚，所以餐具还没给我放好，咖啡也没给我准备。我一时不知怎么莫名其妙地发起脾气来了，当即按铃把房东太太唤来，语气峻急地告诉她我这就要用餐。然后，见我那位同伴一声不吭地大嚼其烤面包片，我就随手从桌子上拿起一本杂志，想打发这段时间。有一篇文章，标题上有铅笔记号，我自然就先从这儿看起了。

文章的标题有点大而无当，叫什么《生活要略》，作者想要说明，对一个善于观察的人来说，假如他对自己碰到的每桩事情都作一番精确而系统的观察，他的收获会有多大。这篇文章，以其精辟和荒诞令人惊异的掺和，引起了我的注意。它的论证缜密而严谨，但是整个推理在我看来，显得牵强附会、夸大其词。作者声称，他可以根据一个稍纵即逝的表情、一丝肌肉的痉挛、一道闪过的目光，洞悉一个人内心深处的思想。照他的说法，对一个在观察、分析方面训练有素的人而言，欺骗是全无用处的。他的结论，就像众多的欧几里德几何命题那样言之凿凿。这些结论很容易把那些不谙此道的人一下子给镇住，他们在看完他导致这些结论的推理过程之前，是很可能把他当作一个巫师的。

“由一滴水，”作者说，“一个逻辑学家可以想见一个大西洋或者一座尼亚拉瓜大瀑布的存在，即使他既没看见，也没听说过它们。所以，生活就是一个巨大的链条，只要看见其中的一个环节，我们就能了解它的本质。推理和分析的方法，就像其他的技能一样，只有通过长期、耐心的钻研才能学到手，而要把它发挥到出神入化的地步，每个人毕其一生都未必能做到。我们先不谈那些特别棘手的事情，不去考虑其中所包含的道德和心理上的因素，调查应该从解决一些更基本的问题着手。比如说遇到一个人，要做到看上一眼就能说出此人的经历，判断他是干哪一行的。这种练习也许看上去有些幼稚，但它能使一个人的观察力变得敏锐起来，而且能教会他从哪些方面去观察，以及应该观察哪些东西。一个人的指甲、他的上衣袖口、他的靴子、裤子的膝盖、食指和拇指的茧皮、他的表情、他的衬衫袖口——所有这些细节，都再清楚不过地透露了这个人在从事什么职业。要是所有这些细节加在一起，还硬是不能叫一个称职的观察者开窍，那才是怪事呢。”

“简直是胡说八道！”我啪的一声把杂志放在桌上，大声说道，“我有生以来从没见过这么通篇废话的文章。”

“什么文章？”歇洛克·福尔摩斯问。

“还不就是这一篇。”我说着，用手里的蛋匙指了指那篇文章（这会儿我已经坐在餐桌旁用早餐了），“我注意到您已经看过了，因为您用铅笔画了记号。我不否认文章写得很聪明，但是它让我觉得很不舒服。这明摆着是哪个吃饱了没事干的家伙，整天待在书房的旮旯里胡思乱想，炮制出来的似是而非的谬论。它根本就不实用。我巴不得他让人一把推进地铁的三等车厢，叫他一一说出那些乘客都是干什么行当的。我愿意下一千赔一的赌注，赌他必输。”

“那您的钱就全赔了。”福尔摩斯平静地说，“至于那篇文章，作者就是在下。”

“您！”

“没错；我在观察和推理两方面都有天赋。我在文章中所阐述的，看来您认为很荒唐的那些理论，其实是极为实用的——实用到我可以靠它们谋生的地步。”

“这怎么可能？”我脱口而出地问道。

“哦，我有我自己的行当。干这行当的，恐怕是独此一家，再无别人了。我是个咨询侦探，但愿您能明白这是什么意思。在伦敦这儿，有许多官方侦探，还有许多私人侦探。这些老兄摸不着方向的时候，就会来找我，我帮他们找出线索，给他们指个方向。他们把所有的证据全摆在我面前，而我凭着自己熟悉历年来所发生案件的这门学问，帮助他们理清思路。犯罪行径往往有许多惊人的相似之处，你一旦掌握了一千桩案子的来龙去脉，就不愁解决不了第一千零一桩。莱斯特雷德是位有名的侦探。这一阵他让一桩伪造文件的案子弄得晕头转向，就上这儿找我来了。”

“其他那些人呢？”

“他们大多是私人侦探所介绍过来的。这些人遇上了各种各样的麻烦事，想让人给指点一下迷津。我听他们说明事情的原委，他们听我分析其中的过节，然后我就收进咨询费。”

“敢情您是说，”我说，“人家亲眼看见事情的每个细节，却解不开的谜团，您身子也不挪一下，待在屋里就能给解开了？”

“正是这样。我在这方面有一种直觉。有时候，一桩案子的案情稍微复杂一些，这时我就得忙乎一阵，亲自到现场去察看。您刚才看见了，我有许多专门的知识，用于办案，往往能使问题迎刃而解。这篇文章里被您嗤之以鼻的那些推理法则，对我从事实际工作来说，是非常宝贵的。注重观察是我的第二天性。我俩刚见面时，我对您说您从阿富汗回来，您好像显得很惊讶。”

“当然是有人告诉您的。”

“没这回事。我是凭推理，知道您是从阿富汗回来的。出于长期的习惯，我脑子里的念头来得飞一样快，往往还没来得及等我意识到中间有哪些步骤，结论就已经出来了。不过，这些步骤还是存在的。推理过程是这样的，‘这位先生看上去像个医生，但又有几分军人气质。那就显然是个军医了。他刚从热带地区回来，因为他脸色黧黑，而这又不是他的天然肤色，因为他的腕部很白。他吃过苦，生过病，这从他憔悴的脸色可以看得很清楚。他的左臂受过伤。他这条胳臂的动作有些僵硬，不很自然。一个英国军医，在哪个热带地区会历尽磨难，手臂受伤呢？显然是在阿富汗。’整个思考过程，总共不到一秒钟。我然后就说，您从阿富汗回来，您当时很惊讶。”

“经您这么一解释，事情真是够简单的，”我笑着说，“您让我想到了埃德加·爱伦·坡
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 笔下的杜班。我没想到，这样的人物居然在生活中真的存在。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯立起身来，点燃烟斗。“您把我比作杜班，无疑是觉得在恭维我，”他说，“不过，在我看来，杜班是个起码角色。他喜欢先沉默上一刻钟，再冷不丁打断朋友的思路，抛出句一针见血的话来，这种做派实在既肤浅又卖弄。当然，他分析问题有几分天赋；可他并不是爱伦·坡想象中的那么个奇才。”

“您读过加博里约
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 的作品吗？”我问，“勒考克算得上您心目中的侦探吗？”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯嘲讽地翕开鼻孔吸了口气。“勒考克是个笨手笨脚的可怜虫，”他悻悻然地说，“他只有一点可取之处，那就是精力很充沛。那本书真叫我倒胃口。所有的问题，就在于怎样去指认一个不知姓名的刑事被告。这事我用二十四小时就能搞定，勒考克却花了六个多月。有这些时间，都可以写一本侦探教科书了，教教他们什么事怎么做不就得了。”

这两个我所崇拜的人物，居然遭到如此轻蔑的对待，我不由得感到愤慨起来。我走到窗前，站在那儿望着下面熙熙攘攘的街道。“这家伙也许是很聪明，”我暗自思忖，“可他实在太自负了。”

“这么些天来，既没有案件，也没有罪犯，”他发牢骚说，“干我们这一行的，空长着个好脑袋瓜又有什么用？可我知道，我凭这个脑袋瓜就能名扬远近。古往今来，没有一个人像我这样对案件的侦破作过如此大量的研究，也没有一个人有我这种与生俱来的才华。可是结果怎么样呢？没有案件可以侦破，或者说，至多只有几个小蟊贼在犯事，作案动机一清二楚，就连苏格兰场
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 的警官也看得挺明白。”

我对他这种自以为是的谈话口吻仍然心存芥蒂。我想，最好还是换个话题。

“我正琢磨，那个人在找什么呢？”我指着街上一个体格健壮、衣着平平的汉子问道，此人在街对面慢慢走着，神情焦急地望着一个个门牌号码。他手里拿着一个蓝色大信封，显然他是在送信。

“您是说那个退役的海军陆战队中士吧？”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说。

“又在吹大牛了！”我心想，“他知道我没法验证他猜对还是猜错的。”

我脑子里刚转过这个念头，只见我们瞧着的这个汉子看见了我们的门牌号码，疾步穿过马路而来。下面传来一阵很响的敲门声、一个低沉浑厚的嗓音和上楼梯沉重的脚步声。

“给歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生的信。”他说着，一步踏进房间，把信交给我的朋友。

这可是个揭穿他吹牛的好机会。他信口开河的当口，压根儿就想不到这一层。“劳驾，朋友，”我用最和蔼的语气说道，“请问您是干什么工作的？”

“信差呗，先生，”他粗声回答，“制服送去织补了。”

“那以前呢？”我一边问，一边有点幸灾乐祸地瞟了一眼福尔摩斯。

“海军陆战队中士，先生，皇家轻步兵团的，先生。没有回信？好的，先生。”

他两腿一并，举手敬了个礼，转身走了出去。

第3章 劳里斯顿苑命案

我承认，福尔摩斯那套理论的实用性居然立时得到验证，确实使我大吃一惊。我对他的分析能力，顿时变得非常钦佩。不过我心里还是隐隐约约有些疑虑，生怕这整个儿就是精心安排的一出戏，专门用来迷惑我的，至于他这么蒙我究竟有什么目的，那就不是我所能理解的了。我朝他望去，只见他看完了信，眼光黯淡而茫然，一副出了神的样子。

“您究竟是怎么推断出来的？”我问。

“推断出来什么？”他没好气地说。

“他是退役的海军陆战队中士呗。”

“我没时间说这些鸡毛蒜皮的事情。”他粗声粗气地回答，随即笑了笑，“请原谅我的粗鲁。您打断了我的思路；不过也许这样也好。怎么，您当真看不出那人是个海军陆战队中士？”

“确实看不出。”

“了解这一点并不难，可要解释我是怎么了解这一点的，就不那么容易了。如果有人要您证明二加二等于四，您想必会觉得挺为难，可您对这个事实还是确信无疑的。即便隔着一条街，我还是看到了那人的手背上刺了挺大的一个蓝锚。这就让人想到海员了。而他站立时保持一种军人的姿势，两颊又留着合乎行伍规定的髯须。这样我们就推断出海军陆战队了。这个人身上，有一种自视颇高的味道，看上去是惯于发命令的。您一定也注意到他那副昂着头挥动手杖的模样了。从他的脸上，也可以看出这是个沉着、正派的中年人——所有这些事实让我相信，他曾经是个中士。”

“太妙了！”我情不自禁地喊道。

“小事一桩。”福尔摩斯说，不过我从他的表情看得出，我这样由衷地惊奇和赞美，还是让他很得意的。“我刚才还在说无案可办呢。看来我是说错了——看看这个！”他把那个信差捎来的信扔给我。

“喔，”我匆匆看了一遍，出声喊道，“这太可怕了！”

“这事看上去是有点不同寻常，”他平静地说，“劳驾给我再念一遍好吗？”

下面就是我念给他听的那封信：

福尔摩斯先生：

昨晚在通往布里克斯顿街的劳里斯顿苑3号发生了一桩案子。凌晨两点左右，巡警在巡逻时看到屋里有灯光，这屋子平时都是空关的，所以他就疑心事情有些不妙。他发现大门开着，前面的那个房间里四壁光秃秃的，地上躺着一具男人的尸体。此人衣着讲究，口袋里的名片上印着“伊诺克·J·德雷伯，美国俄亥俄州克利夫兰”的字样。现场没有抢劫的痕迹，也没有可以说明此人死因的任何迹象。房间里有几处血迹，但死者身上并无伤痕。我们弄不明白死者是如何进入这座空屋的；说实话，整个案件颇使我们困惑不解。倘若您能在十二点以前的任何时候来现场，我将在此恭候。听候示下之际，现场自当保持原状。若阁下无法前来，我亦当提供详尽案情，并望不吝见教为感。

托比亚斯·格雷格森谨上

“格雷格森是苏格兰场的佼佼者，”我的朋友说，“他和莱斯特雷德都是那群矮子里拔出来的高个子。他俩身手敏捷，精力充沛，但是因循守旧——糟就糟在这儿。两个人暗地里还都恨不得往对方身上捅刀子，就像交际场上的一对角儿那样彼此嫉妒。要是他俩都经手这桩案子，那可就有好戏看了。”

他这种悠闲、安详的态度使我感到惊异。“现在可是分秒必争哪，”我大声说道，“我去给您叫辆马车吧？”

“我去不去还没定呢。我是这个世界上最不可救药的懒虫——当然，这是说懒劲上来的时候，因为我有时候也会劲头十足的。”

“嗨，这可是您心心念念要等的机会哪。”

“老兄，这事跟我有什么相干呢？就算我破了案，格雷格森、莱斯特雷德这批人也一准会把功劳占为己有。原因就是我并非官方侦探。”

“可他在请求您帮忙。”

“没错。他知道我比他强，在我面前也承认这一点；可是当着第三个人的面，哪怕割了他的舌头，他也不肯这么说的。不过，咱们不妨还是去看看吧。我要独力解决这案子。即使我得不到什么好处，至少也能拿他们当个笑料。走咧！”

他急急忙忙穿上大衣，那种匆促的样子，表明他已经处于一种亢奋的精神状态，漠然冷淡的神情荡然无存。

“戴上您的帽子。”他说。

“您要我一起去？”

“对，要是您走得开的话。”

一转眼工夫，我俩已经坐上了一辆双座马车，心急火燎地往布里克斯顿街而去。

这是一个多雾、阴沉的早晨，屋宇顶上只见灰蒙蒙的一片，仿佛是地面泥泞街道的映像。我的伙伴兴致很高，大谈其克雷莫纳
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 小提琴以及怎样区分一把斯特拉迪瓦里小提琴和一把阿马蒂小提琴。至于我嘛，则一声不响，因为这阴沉的天气，加上我们即将面对的惨案，都让我没法舒展心颜。

我终于打断福尔摩斯有关音乐的宏论，开口说道：“眼前这桩案子，您好像没怎么放在心上。”

“现在对情况还一无所知呢，”他回答说，“在你掌握全部证据之前就进行推理，是个致命的错误。这样会使判断发生偏差。”

“您马上就能知道情况了。”我说着，伸手指了指前方，“要是我没看错的话，这儿已经是布里克斯顿街，那座屋子就是案发现场。”

“没错。停车，车夫，停车！”我们离那座屋子还有一百码光景，他却坚持要下车，于是我俩徒步走完了这段路程。

劳里斯顿苑3号看上去阴森森的，似乎有种不祥之兆。它和另外三幢屋子并排矗立在街边，离街道稍有一些距离，其中两幢住了人，两幢空关着。空屋临街是上下三排冷幽凄清的窗户，空荡荡的，显得分外阴郁，窗上东一张西一张地贴着“招租”的纸条，活像积满灰尘的窗玻璃上长着白内障。每幢屋子前面有座小花园，零零星星长着些丛生的草木，把屋子和街道隔开。一条小径穿过花园，泥土微微发黄，看上去像是黏土掺了沙砾铺成的。下了一夜雨，到处都是湿漉漉的。花园周围砌了一堵三英尺高的砖墙，墙头竖着木栅栏，一个身材魁梧的警察背靠在墙上，旁边围着几个爱看热闹的闲人，伸长脖子拼命朝里面张望，想看一眼究竟出了什么事，但是什么也看不见。

我原以为歇洛克·福尔摩斯会马上冲进屋子，迫不及待地开始破案，可是他看上去一点也不着急，那副漫不经心的样子，这会儿在我看来像是故意装出来似的。他在人行道上慢悠悠踱着步，面无表情地凝望着地面、天空，以及对面的屋子和那排围栏。这么看了一通过后，他缓缓走上花园的小径，确切地说是沿着小径一侧的草丛往前走，眼睛始终盯着地面。他两次停住脚步，有一次我看见他在笑，还听见他得意地喊了一声。潮湿的泥地上有许多脚印，但由于警方人员在上面来来回回走过，我实在想不出我这位同伴还能指望有什么发现。不过，对于他那敏锐的洞察力，我毕竟已经打心眼儿里信服了，所以我并不怀疑他一定能看出许多我看不出的迹象。

在屋子的门口，我们遇见一个脸色白净、淡黄头发的高个子男人，他手里拿着一本记事本，急急忙忙地走上前来，热情地握住福尔摩斯的手说：“您能来真是太好了。我关照他们了，一样东西都别动。”

“除了那儿！”我的同伴指着那条小径回答说，“即便有群野牛刚踩过，也不会比这更糟。不过，格雷格森，想必您是心里已经有了底，才允许手下人这么干的吧？”

“我在屋子里面都忙不过来呢，”这个侦探含糊其辞地说道，“我的同事莱斯特雷德先生在这儿。外面的事儿归他管。”

福尔摩斯朝我瞥了一眼，讥讽地耸了耸眉毛说：“有您和莱斯特雷德二位在这儿，旁人再插手也未必会另有发现喽。”

格雷格森志得意满地搓着双手说：“我想，凡是能做的事情，我们都已经做了。不过，案情挺离奇的，我知道您对这类案子很有兴趣。”

“您不是坐马车来的吧？”歇洛克·福尔摩斯问。

“没坐，先生。”

“莱斯特雷德呢？”

“也没坐，先生。”

“那咱们就去瞧瞧那个房间吧。”他突然没头没脑地接了这么一句，说完就大步走进屋子；格雷格森跟在后面，满脸惊诧之色。

一条没铺地毯、脏兮兮的短短的过道，通往厨房、配菜间和杂物间。过道左右两侧各有一扇门。其中一扇显然有好几个星期没开了。另一扇开进去就是餐厅，这起神秘的案子就发生在那儿。福尔摩斯走进房间，我跟在他后面进去时，凶杀现场的气氛使我感到心头很压抑。

餐厅是个正方形的大房间，由于没有一样家具，看上去更显得空荡荡的。墙上贴着俗艳的壁纸，上面有大片大片的霉迹，好些地方的壁纸还整条整条地剥落下来，露出黄色的粉底。一座式样浮华的壁炉正对着门，壁炉上方是白色人造大理石搁架。搁架一头有半截点剩的红蜡烛。孤零零的一扇窗户肮脏不堪，透进来的光线变得朦胧而飘忽，给室内的每样东西都抹上一层灰暗的调子，厚厚的积尘更使整个餐厅显得非常阴郁。

这些细节，我都是过后才注意到的。当时，我只顾看地板上的尸体了。那具可怕的尸体一动不动地躺在地上，死者空洞无神的眼睛，仿佛在凝望褪色的天花板。此人约莫四十三四岁年纪，中等身材，宽肩膀，黑色鬈发，须茬短硬。他身穿绒面呢的双排扣礼服、背心、浅色长裤，领口和袖口一尘不染。身旁的地板上，放着一顶刷得很干净、装饰很整饬的礼帽。他紧握双拳，两臂摊开，两条腿却交叉在一起，仿佛临死前做过极其痛苦的挣扎。那张僵硬的脸上有一种恐怖的表情，而且，我觉得从中透出的仇恨，是我从未在任何一张脸上见过的。极度扭曲、充满恶意的脸，加上低陷的额角、粗短的鼻子和外凸的下巴，使这个死者看上去就像个猴子或猿人，他那极不自然的扭曲的姿势，更让人加深了这一印象。我一生中见过各种各样的死人，但在伦敦郊区一条大街边上的这座阴暗、肮脏的寓所里，我所见到的这个死人是模样最可怕的。

莱斯特雷德仍是一副精瘦而干练的样子，此刻他正站在门口，在跟福尔摩斯和我打招呼。

“这个案子会引起轰动的，先生，”他说，“我经手过的案子跟这相比，都是小巫见大巫了，而我也算是见过点世面的呢。”

“没有什么线索吗？”格雷格森问。

“一点也没有。”莱斯特雷德应声说。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯走近尸体，跪下身子仔细查看。“你们能肯定没有伤痕吗？”他一边问，一边用手指着四周一滴滴、一丝丝的血渍。

“绝对肯定。”两个侦探大声答道。

“那么，这些血迹当然就是另外一个人的——如果真是一起凶杀案的话，那人也就是凶手了。这让我想起一八三四年乌德勒支那个叫范·扬森的人被杀的案例。您还记得那桩案子吗，格雷格森？”

“不记得了，先生。”

“再去读一遍——是该这么着。太阳底下本来就没有什么新鲜事儿。都是以前玩过的把戏。”

他说这话的同时，十个灵巧的手指飞快地摸摸这儿，按按那儿，一会儿解开衣纽，一会儿仔细察看，此时他的眼睛里又有了那种我曾经见过的恍惚出神的表情。这番检查迅速至极，旁人简直连猜都猜不到它居然会那么缜密。最后，他凑在死人的嘴唇上嗅了嗅，又看了一眼漆革皮靴的靴底。

“没人动过他吧？”他问。

“只是在做例行检查时动过一下。”

“现在可以把他送到停尸房去了，”他说，“没什么好查的了。”

格雷格森带来一副担架和四个抬担架的人。他一声招呼，那些人便跑进餐厅，把死者抬上担架。把死者往上抬的当口，一枚戒指掉了下来，沿着地板滚了几圈。莱斯特雷德赶紧捡起戒指，睁大眼睛盯着它。

“这儿来过一个女人，”他大声说道，“这是一枚女人的结婚戒指。”

说着，他把戒指托在手心上伸过来。我们大家围住他，目不转睛地看着这枚戒指。毫无疑问，这枚足金戒指曾经是一位新娘的婚戒。

“这一来，案情更复杂了，”格雷格森说，“天哪，原先已经够复杂了。”

“您怎么知道它不会使事情变得明朗起来呢？”福尔摩斯反问说，“光盯住它，是看不出东西来的。你们在他的衣袋里找到些什么？”

“全都在这儿。”格雷格森说着，指了指楼梯下端踏级上一堆凌乱的物件。“一只金表，伦敦巴罗德公司出品，编号97153。艾尔伯特金链，又粗又重。金戒指，刻有共济会的标记。一枚饰徽，样子是个哈巴狗的脑袋，两只眼睛镶了红宝石。俄罗斯皮质名片夹，名片上印着‘伊诺克·J·德雷伯，克利夫兰’的字样，跟内衣上的E.J.D.记号一致。没有钱包，只有七镑十三先令零钱。袖珍本的薄伽丘《十日谈》，扉页上写有约瑟夫·斯坦格森的名字。两封信——一封写给E·J·德雷伯，还有一封是给约瑟夫·斯坦格森的。”

“地址怎么写的？”

“斯特兰德大街美国交易所——留局待取。两封信都是盖恩轮船公司发出的，内容是告知轮船从利物浦启航的时间。很显然，这个倒霉蛋打算回纽约去。”

“对这个斯坦格森，您有没有做过调查？”

“我是马上就做的，先生，”格雷格森说，“我在所有的报纸上登了启事，还派了一个手下人去美国交易所，但他还没回来。”

“您跟克利夫兰警方联系了吗？”

“我们今天早上发了一份电报。”

“问了哪些内容？”

“我们就是把案情讲了一下，然后说如蒙提供有关信息，我们不胜感激。”

“那些在您看来很要紧的具体问题，您一个也没提吗？”

“我问了斯坦格森的情况。”

“别的就没有了？难道整个案子里就没有一个关键所在？您不打算再发个电报了？”

“该说的话我都已经说了。”格雷格森说，口气有些不自在。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯暗暗一笑，看来正要开口说什么，只见莱斯特雷德走了过来，刚才我们在过道上谈话时，他一直在前面的餐厅里。他搓着双手，一副踌躇满志的模样。

“格雷格森先生，”他说，“我刚刚有一个极为重要的发现，要不是我仔细查看整个墙面的话，这个线索就会给漏掉了。”

这位小个子侦探这么说着，眼睛闪闪发亮，这一下占了同事的上风，他显然是强压住满心的喜悦，才免得失态。

“请到这儿来。”他说着，快步回到餐厅，由于那具可怖的尸体已经搬走，餐厅里的空气清新了许多。

他在靴底上擦着一根火柴，举到墙壁跟前。

“看这儿！”他得意地说。

我前面说过，好些地方的壁纸已经剥落。在这个角上，一大片壁纸挂了下来，露出黄渣渣一方粗粝的灰泥层。在这块光秃秃的墙面上，潦草地写着几个血红的字母：

RACHE

“你们看这怎么样？”这个侦探大声说道，那副神气就像演出主持人在炫耀自己的节目。“这给漏掉了，是因为它在这个房间最暗的角落里，没人想到要瞧一瞧这儿。凶手是用他或她自己的血写下这几个字母的。瞧这血迹，血是沿着墙壁淌下来的！这至少排除了死者自杀的推测。为什么要挑这个角落来写血字呢？让我来告诉各位。请看壁炉搁架上的那支蜡烛。当时它是点亮的，而蜡烛亮着的时候，这个角落就不是最暗的地方，而是最亮的墙面了。”

“您找到了这几个字母，那又怎么样呢？”格雷格森口气轻慢地问。

“怎么样？嗨，这表明写血字的人正要写雷切尔这个女人的名字，但他或她还没来得及写完最后一个字母，就被打断了。各位请记住我的话，当这个案子水落石出的时候，你们会看到有个叫雷切尔的女人牵涉在内。歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生，您要笑就只管笑吧。您也许很精明，也很聪明，不过话说到底，猎狗还是老手管用。”

“真是对不起！”我的同伴说，他刚才的一阵大笑，惹火了这个小个子侦探。“您这一发现，当然在我们当中立了头功，而且正如您所说，种种迹象都表明，这是昨夜案发时在场的另一个人写的。我还没来得及检查这个房间，如果各位允许的话，我这就开始。”

他话音未落，就迅即从衣袋里掏出一把卷尺和一个又大又圆的放大镜。他拿着这两样东西，脚步轻快地在餐厅里走来走去，有时停住，有时跪下，有一回甚至把脸贴在地板上。他工作得那么全神贯注，似乎忘掉了有我们在场，一直都在念念有词地自言自语，而且始终处于一种亢奋的状态，一会儿低声惊叹，一会儿哼哼唧唧，一会儿吹吹口哨，一会儿轻轻发出几声充满信心和希望的叫声。我注视着他，不由得联想起一头训练有素的纯种猎犬，眼前仿佛是它在树丛中来回小跑，热切地发出呜呜的叫声，非要找到猎物的踪迹才肯罢休。他持续工作了二十多分钟，极其精确地测量了那些我根本看不见的印记之间的距离，有时还用同样让我莫名其妙的方式拿卷尺在墙上比比划划。看一个地方，他小心翼翼地从地板上捏起一小撮灰色粉末，装在一个信封里。临了，他用放大镜检查墙上的血字，极其仔细地看了每个字母。看完以后，他似乎感到满足了，因为他把卷尺和放大镜放回了衣袋。

“人家都说，天才就是吃尽千辛万苦不回头，”他笑着说，“这是个很蹩脚的定义，不过对侦探这一行倒挺适用。”

格雷格森和莱斯特雷德刚才一直在瞧着这位业余同行忙乎，神情既显得非常好奇，又带有几分轻视。我已经开始了解一个事实，就是歇洛克·福尔摩斯哪怕最细微的举动，也总是跟某个明确而实用的目标直接相关的，而对这一点，这两个侦探显然是认识不到的。

“您有何高见，先生？”他俩同时问道。

“我要是贸然出手相助，岂不是抢了二位的破案功劳？”我的朋友说道，“你们干得这么好，别人要插手也插不进呀。”他这么说的时候，话里一股子嘲讽的味儿。“不过，如果你们把案情侦破情况随时相告，”他接着说，“那我还是乐意尽力相助的。另外，我想跟那个发现尸体的巡警谈一谈。请问能把他的姓名和住址告诉我吗？”

莱斯特雷德看了一下记事本，回答说：“约翰·兰斯。他已经下班了。您可以上肯宁顿园门街奥德利坊46号去找他。”

福尔摩斯记下了这个地址。

“来吧，医生，”他说，“咱们去找他。”说完他又转过脸去对两个侦探说：“我想告诉二位一件事，到时候说不定会对你们有用的。这确实是一起谋杀案，凶手是个男人。他身高超过六英尺，正当壮年，跟身高相比脚显得小了些，穿方头粗皮靴，抽特里其雪茄烟
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 。他跟被害者同乘一辆四轮马车来到这儿，拉车的那匹马右边前掌的蹄铁是新换的，其他三块蹄铁都是旧的。凶手很可能是个脸色红润的人，右手指甲留得很长。这只不过是些迹象而已，但也许对你们会有用。”

莱斯特雷德和格雷格森对望一眼，露出怀疑的笑容。

“如果说这个人是被谋杀的，那么他的死因是什么呢？”莱斯特雷德问。

“服毒。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯直截了当地回答说，然后大步往外走去。到门口，他转过身来说道：“还有件事，莱斯特雷德，‘Rache’是德语，意思是‘复仇’；所以请不要再耗费时间去找雷切尔小姐了。”

他说完这句临别赠言，就扬长而去，留下那两个竞争对手张口结舌地站在那儿发呆。

第4章 约翰·兰斯的陈述

我们离开劳里斯顿苑3号，已经是下午一点钟了。歇洛克·福尔摩斯带我去最近的一家电报局，发出一封挺长的电报。然后他唤了一辆马车，吩咐去莱斯特雷德给我们的那个地址。

“原始证据是最要紧的东西，”他说，“其实，我心里对这桩案子已经有了底，不过我还是要把每个该了解的细节都了解清楚。”

“您真让我吃惊，福尔摩斯。”我说，“想必您对您刚才说的那些细节，并不真的像您装的那样确信无疑吧？”

“每个细节都错不了。”他答道，“我一到那儿，就注意到有辆马车贴着街沿石行驶时留下的两道车辙。昨夜下雨以前，整个一星期都没下过雨，所以留下这么深的车辙的马车一定是昨天夜里去那儿的。另外还有马蹄的印痕，其中一只蹄印比其他三只清晰得多，表明这块蹄铁是新换的。既然这辆马车是下雨以后去的，而整个早上都没有马车去过——这一点格雷格森已经告诉过我，那么这辆马车夜里势必停在那儿，因此，那两个人就是乘这辆车去那幢屋子的。”

“这好像挺简单，”我说，“那么另一个男人的身高呢？”

“噢，一个人的高度，在绝大多数情况下，可以从他的步长推算出来。计算并不复杂，可我还是别用数字来烦您吧。从屋外的泥地和室内的尘土上，我都测得了这家伙的步长。我另外还有一个办法来验证我的计算。一个人在墙上写字的时候，会本能地写在跟视线齐平的高度。而现在他正好写在离地六英尺的地方。事情简单得如同儿戏。”

“那他的年纪呢？”我问。

“要是一个人毫不费劲一跳就是四英尺半，他当然不会是个老头儿。花园小路上的水潭就这么宽，而他显然是一下子跳过去的。漆皮靴是绕过去的，方头靴却是跳过去的。这里面没有一点奥妙之处，我只不过是把我在那篇专论里提倡的观察和推理原则，拿几条用于日常生活罢了。还有什么事情让您感到迷惑吗？”

“指甲和特里其雪茄。”我说。

“墙上的字母，是一个人用食指蘸了血写的。我用放大镜看出，灰泥层被刮了一点下来，要是这个男人的指甲剪短的话，就不会这样。我还从地板上收集到一些洒落的烟灰，颜色很深，看上去一层一层的——只有特里其雪茄的烟灰是这样的。我对雪茄烟灰作过专门研究——事实上，我就这个题目写过一篇专论。我自信只要看一眼烟灰，就可以说出它是哪种品牌雪茄烟或香烟的烟灰。这种细微之处，正是一个熟练的侦探有别于格雷格森和莱斯特雷德之流的地方。”

“还有脸色红润呢？”我问。

“哦，这是一个较为大胆的推断，但我相信不会错。在目前的案情进展阶段，您不能要求我对此作出解释。”

我用手按住额头说：“我的脑子里乱成一片。越是琢磨这桩案子，越是觉得神秘莫测。这两个人——如果说真有两个人的话——是怎么走进一座空关着的屋子的？驾车送他们来的那车夫后来怎么样了？一个人怎么能够强迫另一个人服下毒药呢？这些血是从哪儿来的？既然没有抢劫的迹象，那么凶手作案出于什么目的呢？那枚女人的戒指又怎么会在那儿呢？最离奇的是，那另一个男人在逃离现场时，为什么还要写下RACHE这个德文词儿呢？说实话，这些情况简直像一堆乱麻，我看我是没法理出个头绪来了。”

我的同伴赞许地笑了起来。

“您扼要地归纳了案情的难点，归纳得不错。”他说，“虽然我对一些主要的事实已经心中有数，但是还有好些地方没弄清楚。至于那位可怜的莱斯特雷德，他的发现只是凶手掩人耳目的幌子而已，凶手想造成案子跟社会党或秘密社团有关联的印象，借此转移警方的视线。这字不是德国人写的。您注意看的话，会发现那个A是按老式德文印刷体写的，而一个真正的德国人，现在总是用拉丁字母来写印刷体的，所以我们可以很有把握地说，这不是一个德国人，而是一个事情做得过了头的拙劣的模仿者写的。这全然是一种企图把查案引入歧途的伎俩。有关这案子我不想再对您说得更多了，医生。您知道，魔术师一旦把自己的把戏揭穿以后，就得不到人家的掌声了；而要是我把自己破案的方法对您讲得太多的话，到头来您就会觉得，我其实也就是个普普通通的人罢了。”

“我决不会这么想的，”我回答说，“您让侦探方法得到了它在这个世界上应有的地位，使它近乎成为一门真正精确的科学。”

我的同伴听到我说的这番话，看到我说这话时诚恳的态度，兴奋得脸红了起来。我已经注意到，只要人家称赞他本领高超，他就会变得非常敏感，就像姑娘听到人家夸她美貌一样。

“我再告诉您一件事，”他说，“漆皮靴和方头靴是同坐一辆马车来的，他俩非常友好，十有八九是手挽手一起走在那条小径上的。进屋以后，他们在餐厅里来回走动——确切地说漆皮靴站着没动，而方头靴走来走去。这些情形，我可以从积尘上看得很清楚；我还可以看出，他越走越激动，步子越跨越大就表明了这一点。他边走边说，显然说着说着肝火就旺了起来，然后悲剧就发生了。我把自己知道的情况全都告诉您了，剩下的就只是一些推测和猜想了。不过，我们已经有了开始工作的很好的基础。我们得抓紧时间，因为我下午还想去听诺曼·聂鲁达的音乐会呢。”

我俩这么交谈的当口，马车正穿行在一条又一条肮脏、阴暗的偏僻小路上。到了一条最肮脏、最阴暗的小路，车夫突然把车子停住了。“那里面就是奥德利坊，”他指着一排深色砖墙中间的一条窄巷说，“我在这儿等你们。”

奥德利坊确实有点其貌不扬。窄巷尽头是个四四方方的院子，铺着石板地面，周围是些邋遢的住宅。我俩在一群脏兮兮的小孩中间取道而行，穿过晾在外面的一排排旧内衣，终于来到46号，只见门口有块小小的铜牌，上面刻有兰斯的名字。叩门问讯，才知道这警察在睡觉，我们被让进一间前屋，在那儿等他。

他很快就出来了，这么让人从床上叫起来，他似乎有些不高兴。“我在局里都报告过了。”他说。

福尔摩斯从衣袋里掏出一枚半镑金币，若有所思地拿在手里拨弄着。“我们觉得，还是想听您亲口讲一遍。”他说。

“凡是我知道的情况，我都非常乐意奉告。”巡警眼睛盯住这枚金币说。

“只要把您看到和听到的事情原原本本告诉我们就行。”

兰斯坐在用马鬃填塞的沙发上，皱起眉头，像是决意要一点不漏全都说清楚似的。

“我给你们从头说起。”他说，“我当班的时间是夜里十点到早上六点。十一点钟的时候，白鹿街上有人打架；除此以外，我的巡逻路线上一切都挺平静。到了一点钟，开始下雨了，我碰到了哈里·默切——他的巡逻路线是荷兰林苑那一带，我俩站在亨里埃塔街的拐角上聊了一会儿。没过多久——大约两点或稍过一点儿——我想到得去兜一圈，瞧瞧布里克斯顿街上是不是一切正常。那地方又脏又偏僻。我沿着街道往前走，连个人影儿也看不见，只有那么一辆两辆马车什么的，打我跟前经过。我一边往前走，一边心里在想，要是能喝上一杯热乎乎的杜松子酒，那该有多好。正这么想着，我突然瞥见那幢屋子的窗口有亮光。这不，我明知道劳里斯顿苑的这两幢屋子是空关着的，因为它们的房主人硬是不肯修排水沟，哪怕其中一幢房子的最后那个房客生伤寒死了，他还是不肯。所以，一看见窗口的亮光，我脑子里嗡的一下，心想这下出事了。我走到门口……”

“您停住脚步，然后回头走到花园门口。”我的同伴打断他说，“您为什么要这么做？”

兰斯猛地跳起身来，惊愕至极地瞧着福尔摩斯的脸。

“嗨，真是这样哪，先生。”他说，“可您是怎么知道的，那只有老天才晓得了。这不，我走到屋子门口那会儿，四周冷清得有些怕人，我心想要有个人一起才好。我倒不是害怕哪个活人，我是想，这没准是生伤寒死掉的那家伙回来了，在查看让他送命的那条排水沟吧。这个念头吓得我掉转头来，走到花园门口，想瞧瞧能不能看到默切的提灯，可是别说他了，连半个人影也不见。”

“街上一个人也没有？”

“别说没有一个活人，就连一条狗也看不见。得，我就壮起胆子走回去，推开屋子的大门。里面没有一点动静，我就走进有亮光的那个房间。壁炉架上有根蜡烛，烛光在晃晃悠悠——是根红蜡烛，在烛光下，我瞧见……”

“行了，您瞧见些什么我都知道了。您在房间里转了好几圈，您跪在尸体旁边，然后您走过去开了开厨房的门，然后……”

约翰·兰斯噌的一下立起身来，脸色惊慌，眼睛里满是惶惑的神情。“您是躲在哪儿瞅见的？”他大声喊道，“我觉着您连有些不该您管的事也知道了。”

福尔摩斯笑了起来，隔着桌子把名片扔给这个警察。“可别把我当凶犯抓起来哟，”他说，“我是猎狗，而不是狼；格雷格森先生，或者莱斯特雷德先生，都可以为此作证。得，还是说下去吧。您接着又做了些什么？”

兰斯重新坐下，但脸上仍是一副大惑不解的表情。“我回到花园门口，吹响警笛，默切和另外两个巡警闻声赶来。”

“这时候街上没人走过吗？”

“没有，至少没有够得上像嫌疑犯的人。”

“这话是什么意思？”

这个巡警咧嘴笑着说：“我平时见过的醉鬼算见得多了，可像这样大声嚷嚷的醉汉，我还真是从没见过。我出去的那会儿，他正在花园门口，背靠着栏杆，扯开嗓子高唱科伦芭茵
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 《新式旗》之类的曲子。没人扶他，他都站不住了。”

“这是怎样的一个人？”歇洛克·福尔摩斯问。

约翰·兰斯好像对这样的打岔有点不高兴。“他是个与众不同的醉鬼，”他说，“要不是我们忙得腾不出手来，他准得给带进局里。”

“他的脸——他的衣着，这些您都没注意吗？”福尔摩斯不耐烦地打断他说。

“我想我倒是注意到的，因为是我在扶他——我和默切一边一个扶他来着。他个子挺高，脸膛红红的，下巴上……”

“够了。”福尔摩斯大声说道，“他后来怎么样了？”

“我们忙得根本没工夫去管他。”这巡警悻悻然地说，“我敢担保，他认得回家的路。”

“他穿什么衣服？”

“一件咖啡色的外衣。”

“手上有没有拿马鞭？”

“马鞭——没有。”

“他准是把它放在车上了。”我的同伴低声说，“后来您有没有凑巧看见或听见一辆马车经过？”

“没有。”

“这半镑金币给您了。”我的同伴说着，起身拿好帽子，“兰斯，恐怕您这辈子甭想晋升了。您这脑袋瓜子不光是长着看的，还该好好用用才行。昨晚您本来是有机会升个军士军衔的。您抓住的那个人，正是我们在找的这案子的关键人物。现在再说这些已经没用了；我只是告诉您而已。走吧，医生。”

我俩一起出门回去找马车，留下那警察满腹狐疑地待在屋里，不过显然他心里也觉着不是味儿了。

“这个笨蛋！”我们乘车回寓所的路上，福尔摩斯忿忿然地说道，“你想想，好不容易有这么一个绝好的机会，他居然会白白错过。”

“我还是弄不明白。没错，兰斯说的完全符合您的想法，这桩案子里确实还有另外一个人。可是，这个人离开屋子以后，干吗还要回去呢？作案的人通常都不会这么做的呀。”

“戒指，伙计，戒指！他回去找的就是这个。如果我们没别的办法逮住他，我们不妨拿这个戒指当诱饵。我会逮住他的，医生——我敢押一赔二跟您赌一把，他肯定会上钩。这事我还真得谢谢您。要不是您，我说不定还不会去呢，那样一来，我就要错过这次平生最有意思的研究：血字研究，呃？为什么不能用有点色彩的词儿呢？这条谋杀的红线，贯穿在生活灰暗的雾团之中，我们的职责就是找到它，把它剥离出来，纤毫毕露地展现在人们眼前。现在去吃午饭吧，然后是诺曼·聂鲁达的音乐会。她的起音和弓法都妙不可言。肖邦的那个小曲子，她真是拉得棒极了：特拉——拉——拉——里拉——里拉——来。”

这位不受雇于官方的侦探，背靠在车座上，像个云雀似的一路唱着，而我则在默默地想，人类的大脑可真是无所不能啊。

第5章 启事引来一个访客

早上的奔波，真让我虚弱的身体受不了，到了下午我实在累极了。福尔摩斯去听音乐会以后，我就躺在沙发上，尽量想睡上两个钟头，可怎么也睡不着。我满脑子都是些稀奇古怪的念头和揣测，处于非常兴奋的状态。只要一闭上眼睛，眼前就会浮现遇害的男子那张扭曲的、狒狒似的面容。这张脸上的表情凶恶至极，我不由得生出一种感觉，觉得把长着这么张脸的家伙从世界上除掉的那个人，我对他除了感激很难有别的任何感情可言。如果说有哪张脸真能表明此人就是个十恶不赦的坏蛋的话，那它肯定就是克利夫兰的伊诺克·J·德雷伯的这张脸。但我毕竟还是清楚地意识到，正义必须得到伸张，从法律的角度看，遇害人是个恶棍，并不能作为宽恕凶手的理由。

我愈想愈觉得福尔摩斯关于那人是被毒死的假设令人惊奇。我记得他是怎样去嗅死者的嘴唇的，毫无疑问，他一定是查到了某些线索，才产生这个念头的。再说，既然那人身上没有伤痕，也没有绳索勒过的痕迹，假如不是毒药，那又是什么东西致他死亡的呢？但是另一方面，地上那稠厚的血迹又是怎么回事呢？既没有搏斗的迹象，遇害人身上也没有任何凶器可以弄伤对手。只要这些问题没有得到解答，我就觉得入睡绝非易事。福尔摩斯那平静、自信的态度，使我相信他已经形成了一个完整的想法，能把这一切事情都解释清楚，尽管那是什么想法我一时还没法猜到。

他回来得很晚——我知道他听完音乐会以后，一定还去了别的地方，否则不会这么晚。他进屋时，晚餐已经在餐桌上摆好了。

“音乐会太棒了。”他在餐桌旁坐下，开口说道，“您还记得达尔文关于音乐是怎么说的吗？他声称人类在具有语言能力之前，早就有了创造和欣赏音乐的能力。或许就是这个缘故，我们的灵魂深处还依稀留存着这世界处于孩提时代时那些朦胧岁月的回忆。”

“这种观念好像有点不着边际。”我说。

“一个人的观念，要是想用来解释大自然的话，就得像大自然那样无边无际。”他回答说，“怎么啦？您看上去有些不对劲。布里克斯顿街的这桩案子搅得您心烦意乱了吧？”

“说实话，是这样。”我说，“按说有了在阿富汗的经历，我应该心肠挺硬了。我在迈旺德战役里眼看着同伴被劈成几段，也没吓掉过魂。”

“我能理解。这件事情里有种神秘的东西刺激着想象；没有想象，就没有恐怖。您看过晚报了吗？”

“没有。”

“晚报上对这桩案子报道得相当详尽，不过里面没提到把那个男人抬起来时，有一枚女人的结婚戒指掉在了地板上。不提也好。”

“为什么？”

“您看一下这则启事。”他说，“上午去过案发现场以后，我马上给每家报馆都送去了这样一份启事。”

他把报纸隔着餐桌扔给我，我朝他指过的部位看去。那是“招领”栏的第一则启事，全文如下：“今晨在布里克斯顿街位于白鹿街和荷兰林苑间路段拾到足金结婚戒指一枚。请于今晚八时至九时前往贝克街221号B座向华生医生认领。”

“对不起，”他说，“我用了您的名字。要是用我自己的名字，那些笨蛋当中说不定有谁会看出破绽，又想来搅和在里面了。”

“这没关系。”我回答说，“不过，要是有人来认领，我可没戒指哟。”

“哦，没事，您这不就有了？”他说着把一枚戒指递给我，“这一只足够应付了。它跟原来那枚几乎一模一样。”

“您料想谁会看了启事来认领呢？”

“噢，那个穿棕色外衣的男人——咱们那位穿方头靴、脸色红润的朋友。他要是自己不来，也会派同伙来的。”

“他不会觉得这样做太危险吗？”

“绝对不会。假定我对这桩案子的想法是正确的，而我有一切理由相信它是正确的，那么这个人宁愿冒再大的风险，也不肯失去这枚戒指。据我看来，他是在弯腰去看德雷伯的尸体时把戒指掉在地上的，可他当时并没觉察。离开那座宅子以后，他发现丢了戒指，于是急忙赶回去，可是看到由于自己一时粗心，没把蜡烛吹灭，已经把警察给招来了，他只好假装喝醉了酒，免得人家会对他此刻出现在大门口萌生怀疑。现在，您不妨设身处地帮他想一想。把事情前前后后想过以后，他一定会有这么一个想法，就是戒指完全可能是在离开宅子以后掉在半路上的。然后他会怎么做呢？他会急不可耐地去看晚报，指望在失物招领栏里找到它。他看到这则启事当然会眼睛发亮。他会喜出望外。他干吗要害怕会有圈套？在他眼里，根本没有理由把找戒指跟谋杀联系在一起。他应该来。他会来的。不出一小时您就能见到他了。”

“然后呢？”我问。

“哦，然后您就让我来对付他吧。您有武器吗？”

“我有一把老式的军用手枪，还有几个弹夹。”

“您最好把它擦一下，装好子弹。他是个会铤而走险的人；虽说我会趁他没防备的当口制服他，不过凡事还是多做个准备为好。”

我到卧室去，照他的话做了准备。当我拿着手枪回来时，只见餐桌已经收拾干净，福尔摩斯正在小提琴上拨弦，这是他最喜欢的消遣。

“案情复杂起来了。”我进屋时，他说道，“我发给美国的电报，刚刚来了回电。我对这桩案子的想法是正确的。”

“您的想法是……”我急切地问。

“我的提琴换一套弦线，会好得多。”他应声说，“把您的手枪放在衣袋里。那家伙来的时候，用平时的语气跟他说话。其余的事情交给我。别一个劲地盯着他，免得惊动他。”

“现在是八点钟。”我瞧了瞧表说。

“对。大概再过几分钟他就到了。请把房门开一条缝。这样就行。再把钥匙从里面插在门锁上。谢谢！这儿有一本古里古怪的旧书，是我昨天在书摊上淘到的，书名叫《论各民族之法律》，用拉丁文印刷，一六四二年在苏格兰低地的列日出版。这本棕色书皮的小书问世之时，查理一世的脑袋还好端端地长在脖子上呢。”

“印刷商是谁？”

“菲利普·德·克鲁瓦，不知道是个什么人。扉页上写着‘威廉·怀特藏书’，墨水已经褪色。我不清楚这个怀特是何许人也。我猜他是个十七世纪偏执自负的律师。他的笔迹透出一种吃法律饭的人的怪癖。我想是我们那位朋友来了。”

他这么说的当口，楼下响起一阵清脆的门铃声。歇洛克·福尔摩斯轻轻地起身，把椅子朝门口的方向挪了挪。我们听见女仆走进门厅开门时碰锁清脆的咔哒声。

“华生医生是住这儿吗？”一个清楚而又相当粗涩的声音问道。我们听不见女仆的答话声，但听到大门关上，有人上楼而来。听得出来人脚步不稳，而且是拖着脚走的。福尔摩斯竖起耳朵在听，脸上露出惊异的神色。脚步声沿过道慢慢靠近，随后房门上响起很轻的笃笃声。

“请进。”我大声说。

应声推开门的，不是我们在等的那个狠巴巴的男人，而是一个满脸皱纹的老太婆，她一瘸一拐地走进屋来。她像是突然见到强光感到眼花，行了个屈膝礼后，老眼昏花地站在我们面前眨巴着双眼，颤巍巍地把手伸进衣袋里乱摸一气。我瞥了一眼福尔摩斯，见他脸色黯然之至，就只好仍然做出很镇定的样子。

这个干瘪老太婆掏出一份晚报，指指我们登的那则启事。“我呢，两位先生，就为这事儿来的。”她说着，又行了个屈膝礼，“就是布里克斯顿街的结婚戒指呀。那是我女儿萨莉的，她还是去年这时候才结婚的呢，她男人在跑远洋的英国船上，是个海员，他可是说过的，要是他回来看见她没有了这只戒指，那就等着瞧吧，他平时就是个火暴性子，喝醉了酒就更甭提了。我是想说，她昨天晚上去看马戏来着，手上戴着……”

“这就是她的戒指吗？”我问。

“谢天谢地！”老婆子喊道，“今儿晚上萨莉可要开心死了。就是这只戒指。”

“您住哪儿？”我边问边拿起一支铅笔。

“豪恩兹迪奇，邓肯街13号。离这儿可有一大段路呢。”

“从哪个马戏院到豪恩兹迪奇也不会走布里克斯顿街哪。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯冷不丁说道。

老妇人转过脸去，那双又红又肿的小眼睛倏地一下盯住了他。“那位先生是问我住哪儿。”她说，“萨莉住在佩卡姆的梅菲尔德广场街3号。”

“您的名字是……”

“我的名字叫索耶，她的夫家叫丹尼斯，她男人叫汤姆·丹尼斯，在船上是个挺机灵的小伙子，做事也挺正派，要说信得过，公司再没比他更信得过的船员了；可一上岸，又是女人又是喝酒……”

“这是您的戒指，索耶太太，”我看到福尔摩斯的眼色，就打断她的话说，“它显然是属于您女儿的，我很高兴能把它物归原主。”

这个老太婆叽叽咕咕地说了一通感恩戴德的话，把戒指放进了衣袋，然后摇摇晃晃地走下楼去。歇洛克·福尔摩斯一见她出了屋子，当即跳起身来，冲进自己的卧室。几秒钟过后从卧室出来时，他已经穿好一件粗呢长大衣，戴好一条领巾。“我去跟踪她。”他急匆匆地说，“她一定是个同伙，会把我带到他那儿。等我回来再睡。”楼下的大门刚在这位来客身后关上，福尔摩斯已经下了楼。我从窗口看见她在街对面步履蹒跚地往前走，福尔摩斯保持一段距离尾随在后。“除非他的整个想法出了毛病，”我暗自寻思，“要不然他这回就能解开谜团了。”他其实根本不用开口让我等他回来，因为我不知道他此行结果如何，是不可能睡得着的。

他出门时已经快九点了。我压根儿不知道他要多久才能回来，只好枯坐在那儿抽着烟斗，随手翻看亨利·米尔热的
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 《放纵的生活》。十点钟敲过了，我听见女仆进屋去睡觉的脚步声。十一点钟，房东太太更为庄重的脚步声从我门前经过，她也回屋去睡觉了。将近十二点时，只听得他关大门时碰锁砰地响了一下。他进屋的当口，我从他的脸上看得出他没有得手。忍俊不禁和懊恼失悔似乎在相互交锋，一争高低，最后突然间前者占了上风，他情不自禁地放声大笑起来。

“我决不能让苏格兰场的那帮人知道这事。”他高声说道，一屁股坐在椅子上，“我老是取笑他们，这回让他们抓住把柄，他们可不会放过我了。不过人家笑我，我也不怕，因为我知道往后我总会跟他们扯平的。”

“到底是怎么回事？”我问。

“哦，我把自己出乖露丑的故事讲给您听听也无妨。那家伙走了没多远，就一瘸一拐地做出一副脚疼的样子。过一会儿，她停了下来，叫住一辆路过的四轮马车。我设法靠近她，想听清她报的地名，不过我根本不用操这份心，因为她报地名的声音响得在街对面也听得清：‘到豪恩兹迪奇，邓肯街13号。’我心想，看来她真的是住在那儿了。看清她坐进马车以后，我纵身跳上车厢后背。这是每个侦探必须练就的技能。于是，马车一路疾驶而去，直到邓肯街才放慢速度。车子将近到宅门跟前时，我就跳下车来，懒洋洋地在街上往前走去。我看见马车停了下来，车夫跳下车，打开车门等在旁边，可是没人下车。我走到车夫跟前时，他正在空无一人的车厢里把手乱挥一气，嘴里不停地骂着种种我闻所未闻的咒语。他的乘客早已无影无踪，那笔车费只怕是没法收到了。我俩上13号去打听，得知这儿住的是一位正派的裱糊匠，名叫凯瑟克，他从没听说过一个叫索耶或丹尼斯的人。”

“莫非您是说，”我惊异地大声说道，“那个步履蹒跚、弱不禁风的老太婆，居然能在马车行驶的途中跳下车去，而且您和车夫都没看见她下车？”

“真是活见鬼！”歇洛克·福尔摩斯急促地说，“我俩才是老太婆呢，居然让人这么给耍了。那肯定是个年轻人，一个身手敏捷的小伙子，而且还是个技艺高超的好演员。他的化装无懈可击。他肯定是觉察到有人在跟踪，就耍了这一手把我给甩了。这表明，我们的对手不像我原来以为的那样是孤身一人，他有一帮甘愿为他去冒风险的朋友。行了，医生，您看来已经撑不住了。听我的话，进去睡觉吧。”

我确实已经筋疲力尽，所以就听他的话去睡了。只剩福尔摩斯一人坐在幽幽的炉火跟前，直到夜很深了，我还听见他那低沉的琴声如怨如诉地回旋着，知道他还在反复思考那个他执意要攻克的奇怪的难题。

第6章 托比亚斯·格雷格森一试身手

第二天各报竞相登载“布里克斯顿奇案”——这是他们对这个案子的叫法。每家报纸都连篇累牍作了详细报道，有的报纸还配发了专评。其中提到的有些情况，是我原先不知道的。我的剪贴本里至今还保留着许多有关这件案子的剪报和摘录。以下是经过整理的部分内容：

《每日电讯报》评论说，在犯罪史上迄今还很少见到情节如此离奇的案件。遇害人用的是德国名字，案犯全无其他作案动机，以及留在墙上的可怖字样，全都说明这是政治难民和革命党人作的案。社会党在美国有好多支部，死者无疑是触犯了他们的不成文法，因此被他们跟踪到了英国。这篇文章旁征博引，谈到了秘密刑事法庭制度
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 ，托法娜毒药水
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 ，意大利烧炭党人，德·布兰维利耶侯爵夫人
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 ，达尔文的进化论，马尔萨斯的人口论，以及雷克利弗公路谋杀案，最后的结论是告诫政府当局，提倡对在英国的外国人严加防范。

《旗帜报》指出，这种无视法律的暴行，通常总是发生在自由党执政期间。它们起因于民众心智的不健全，以及随之而来的种种职权的削弱。死者是一位美国绅士，已在伦敦逗留几个星期。他下榻于坎伯韦尔区托凯街夏庞蒂埃夫人的公寓。他的私人秘书约瑟夫·斯坦格森先生随他一起前来伦敦。两人于本月四日星期二向房东太太辞行，随即前往尤斯顿车站，并称拟乘快车去利物浦。曾有人在站台看到他们，但此后就没人见过他俩，直至德雷伯先生的尸体，有如报道所载，在距尤斯顿数英里外布里克斯顿街的一幢空宅里被发现。他是怎样去那儿的，又是怎样在那儿遇害的，至今仍是不解之谜。斯坦格森现今下落不明。所幸的是，我们获悉苏格兰场的莱斯特雷德先生和格雷格森先生联袂负责此案，相信两位著名警探定能迅速侦破此案。

《每日新闻》认为此案无疑是一桩政治案件。大陆各国政府积极推行专制政体，对自由党的主张深恶痛绝，其后果是将一大批因有前科而颇难成为好公民的人驱赶到了英国境内。在这伙人中有一套很严格的帮规，但有触犯，处死不贷。眼下应尽一切努力找到死者的秘书斯坦格森，以便弄清死者生前爱好习惯的种种细节。死者曾住过的公寓地址现已查明，使案情有了一大进展，这完全要归功于苏格兰场格雷格森先生的机敏和干练。

福尔摩斯和我在用早餐时一起阅读这些文章，它们似乎让他觉得非常有趣。

“我跟您说过，无论情况怎样，莱斯特雷德和格雷格森总是赢家。”

“那也得看案子结果如何吧。”

“哼，根本没有关系。要是这家伙给逮住了，那就是他们尽心尽责，马到成功；要是让他给逃掉了，那就是尽管他们尽了全力，事情仍不顺利。反正总是他们有理。无论他们怎么做，总有人为他们捧场。‘一个傻瓜再傻，也会有个更傻的家伙崇拜他。’”

“这究竟是怎么回事？”这时我不由得喊出声来，因为只听得门厅和楼梯上传来杂沓的脚步声，中间还夹杂着房东太太的埋怨声。

“这是侦缉队的贝克街小分队。”我的同伴一本正经地说。话音未落，只见六个街头流浪儿冲进屋来，身上这么脏、衣服这么破的小混子，我还真从没见过呢。

“立正！”福尔摩斯厉声喝道，这六个街头小混子顿时站成一排，活像几尊又破又烂的泥塑。“以后你们只能让威金斯一个人进来报告，其余的人都等在街上。你们找到他了吗，威金斯？”

“没有，先生，我们还没找到他。”其中一个孩子说道。

“我没指望你们这就能找到，但你们必须继续找，直到找到为止。这是你们的工资。”他发给他们每人一个先令。“现在，你们走吧，下回带点好消息来。”

他挥了挥手，这群孩子就像一群耗子似的窜下楼去，不一会儿就从街上传来了他们的尖叫声。

“一个这样的小混子，比一打警察还派得上用场。”福尔摩斯说，“人家只要一瞧见警察模样的人，就闭上嘴不响了。而这些孩子，哪儿都去得，什么事情都打听得到，而且他们个个都是机灵鬼；他们缺的就是组织性。”

“您雇用他们帮您查布里克斯顿这桩案子吗？”

“是的；有件事我想确证一下。这只是个时间的问题。哈！我们这就要有好消息听了！格雷格森一路往这儿走来，一脸春风得意的样子。我知道，准是来找我们。得，他站住了。这就到门口了。”

果然楼下铃声大作，几秒钟过后，那位金发侦探三步并作两步地奔上楼来，闯进楼上的房间。

“老兄，”他握紧福尔摩斯反应冷漠的手喊道，“祝贺我吧！整个案子已经被我查得水落石出了。”

我仿佛觉得我这位同伴富有表情的脸上掠过一丝不安的阴影。

“您的意思是说，您找到可靠的线索了？”他问。

“可靠的线索！瞧您说的，朋友，我们已经把那家伙关押起来了。”

“他叫什么名字？”

“阿瑟·夏庞蒂埃，皇家海军中尉。”格雷格森得意洋洋地搓着两只肥胖的手，挺起胸脯大声说道。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯吁了口气，轻松地微笑起来。

“请坐，来一根雪茄吧。”他说，“我们急切地想知道您是怎么破案的。您要不要来点威士忌加水？”

“我想不妨来一点。”这位侦探回答说，“这两天我竭尽全力，真是弄得筋疲力尽。您知道，尽管体力上消耗并不大，可是心理上承受的压力很大。您对此是能够体会的，歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生，因为我们都是从事脑力劳动的。”

“您这么说我太不敢当了。”福尔摩斯一本正经地说，“让我们听听您是怎么取得这个令人高兴的收获的。”

这位侦探在扶手椅上坐定，沾沾自喜地吸了口雪茄，而后突然乐不可支地在大腿上猛地一拍。

“妙就妙在，”他大声说道，“那个傻瓜莱斯特雷德自以为聪明，可是走的压根儿就是岔道。他一心揪住那个秘书斯坦格森不放，可是那人在这桩案子里就像初生婴儿一样清白哩。我敢肯定，他这会儿已经把那人抓起来了。”

格雷格森说到这儿，情不自禁地放声大笑，一直笑到喘不过气来。

“那您是怎么发现线索的呢？”

“噢，我来原原本本讲给你们听吧。当然，华生医生，这事是绝对不能让旁人知道的。我们首先面临的问题，就是要查明这个美国人的来历。换了有的人，也许会坐等登出去的启事有个回音，或者知情人主动前来提供信息。这些都不是托比亚斯·格雷格森的办事风格。你们还记得死者身边的那顶帽子吗？”

“记得，”福尔摩斯说，“是在恩德乌德父子的店里买的，店址是坎伯韦尔街129号。”

格雷格森看上去挺沮丧。

“我没想到您也注意到了。”他说，“您上那儿去了？”

“没有。”

“哈！”格雷格森喊道，听上去像是松了一口气，“一个人不该忽视任何机会，即使它看上去微不足道。”

“对才智出众的人而言，不存在微不足道的事情。”福尔摩斯言简意赅地回答说。

“好，我去了恩德乌德的店里，问店主有没有卖过这种尺码、这种式样的帽子。他翻了翻售货记录，很快就找到了。这顶帽子是给德雷伯先生送去的，那位先生住在托凯街夏庞蒂埃寄膳公寓。这样我就搞到了他的住址。”

“漂亮——非常漂亮！”歇洛克·福尔摩斯轻轻地说。

“我接着就去拜访夏庞蒂埃太太。”侦探继续往下说，“我发觉她脸色发白，忧心忡忡。她女儿也在房间里——那姑娘长得非常漂亮；她看上去眼圈发红，我跟她讲话时她嘴唇直哆嗦。这些都逃不过我的眼睛。我琢磨这下有戏了。这种觉着侦缉对了路的感觉，福尔摩斯先生，您是了解的——仿佛浑身的神经都绷紧似的。‘你们先前的房客，来自克利夫兰的伊诺克·J·德雷伯先生死于非命的消息，你们听说了吗？’我问。

“母亲点了点头。她看上去连话都说不出来了。女儿却一下子哭了起来。我更确信这两个女人对这桩案子一准是知情的。

“‘德雷伯先生是几点钟离开你们这儿去火车站的？’我问。

“‘八点。’她说，喉头发哽地强压住内心的激动，‘他的秘书斯坦格森先生说有两班火车，一班是九点十五分开，一班是十一点开。他打算去乘前面一班。’

“‘这就是你俩最后一次见到他吗？’

“我问这话的时候，那个女人脸色大变，一下子完全变成了铁青色。过了好一会儿，她才好不容易说出‘是的’两个字来——而且嗓音沙哑，声调极不自然。

“一阵沉默过后，那女儿以平静、清晰的声音开口说道：‘说谎是不会有好处的，妈妈。我们还是对这位先生说实话吧。我们后来确实又见过德雷伯先生。’

“‘愿上帝宽恕你吧！’夏庞蒂埃太太举起双手，瘫坐在扶手椅里喊道，‘你这是在害你哥哥呀。’

“‘阿瑟也会宁愿我们说真话的。’姑娘态度坚决地回答说。

“‘现在您最好把事情全都说出来，’我说，‘说一半藏一半，那还不如不说。何况，您根本不知道我们已经掌握了多少情况。’

“‘都是你惹的事，艾丽丝！’母亲喊道；然后，她转过身来对我说：‘我会把一切都告诉您的，先生。请别以为我这么为儿子感到不安，是因为怕他跟这桩可怕的案子有什么牵连。他在这上面是完全清白的。我只是怕在您的眼里或在别人的眼里，他好像脱不了干系。可这是不可能的。凭他高尚的人品，他的职业，他的经历，他都是绝对不会那样做的。’

“‘您最好的办法就是把事情和盘托出。’我回答她说，‘请相信我，如果您儿子是清白的，我们决不会冤枉他。’

“‘艾丽丝，也许最好还是让我单独跟这位先生谈吧。’听她这么说，她女儿就退了出去。‘好吧，先生，’她接着说，‘我本来是不打算把这一切都告诉您的，但既然我可怜的女儿已经把事情捅了出来，我也就别无选择了。一旦决定告诉您，我就会毫无保留地全告诉您。’

“‘这是您最明智的做法。’我说。

“‘德雷伯先生在我们这儿住了差不多三个星期。他和他的秘书斯坦格森先生是来欧洲旅行的。我注意到他们的箱子上都贴有哥本哈根的旅行标签，知道他们刚从那儿来伦敦。斯坦格森是个安静、矜持的人，可是他的东家，恕我直言，跟他全然不同。这个人生性放浪，举止粗俗。刚到的那个晚上他就喝得烂醉，直到第二天中午过后还没能完全清醒。他对女仆的态度随便到了放肆的地步。更糟的是，他很快就对我女儿艾丽丝也是这副德性，不止一次地对她说些不堪入耳的混话，幸亏天真的艾丽丝还不懂它们的意思。有一回，他居然抓住她的手，把她抱住——他这么胡作非为，连他自己的秘书都骂他不是东西。’

“‘那您干吗容他这么做呢？’我问，‘我想，只要您愿意，您随时可以回掉您的房客。’

“我这一问正中要害，夏庞蒂埃太太不由得脸红起来。‘要是我在他来的当天回掉他，那就好了。’她说，‘可是，这真是个说来叫人难堪的诱惑。他们每人每天付一镑——一星期就是十四镑，再说这又是租房的淡季。我是个寡妇，孩子在海军服役又得花我不少钱。我不愿少掉这笔收入。所以我就尽量忍着。可他最后那样做实在太过分了，所以我回掉了他。这就是他离去的原因。’

“‘后来呢？’

“‘看见他乘车走了，我暗暗松了口气。我儿子正好休假在家，可是这事儿我对他只字没提，因为他性子很暴躁，而且对妹妹感情很深。看到他们走了，我关上房门，只觉得心头有块石头落了地。唉，谁想还不到一个钟头，门铃响了，那个德雷伯先生又回来了。他兴奋异常，显然又是喝醉了。我的女儿正坐在屋里，他硬是闯了进来，语无伦次地说什么火车误了点。然后他转向艾丽丝，居然当着我的面要她跟他一起私奔。“你不是小孩了，”他说，“没有任何法律拦得住你。我有的是钱，足够你花的。甭管这个老婆子，这就跟我一块儿走吧。你会生活得像个公主一样。”可怜的艾丽丝吓得直往后缩，可是他抓住她的手腕，一个劲地把她往门口拽。我惊叫起来，正在这时，我儿子阿瑟进来了。接下去发生了什么事情，我不知道。我只听见咒骂声和乱哄哄的扭打声。我当时吓得没敢抬起头来。等我抬起头来的时候，只见阿瑟站在门口大笑，手里拿着一根棍子。“我料这小子再也不敢来找我们麻烦了，”他说，“我跟出去看看他还能怎么着。”说完，他拿起帽子就下楼去了。第二天早上，我们就听到了德雷伯先生死于非命的消息。’

“这些话都是夏庞蒂埃太太亲口说的，不过她当时说说停停，不时还要喘气儿。有时候她的声音低得我差点儿听不出来。不过，她说的每句话，我都速记了下来，所以绝对没有弄错的可能。”

“非常精彩。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说着，打了个哈欠。“后来怎么样呢？”

“夏庞蒂埃太太讲完以后，”这位侦探继续说，“我看出整个案子的关键所在了。我用眼光盯住她，这种眼光我发现在女人身上往往很奏效，然后我问她，她儿子是几点钟回来的。

“‘我不知道。’她回答说。

“‘不知道？’

“‘是的；他有大门钥匙，不用我们等他。’

“‘那他是在您上床以后回来的？’

“‘是的。’

“‘您是什么时候上床的？’

“‘大约十一点。’

“‘这么说，您儿子至少出去了两个小时？’

“‘是的。’

“‘也许有四五个小时？’

“‘是的。’

“‘他在这段时间里都做了些什么？’

“‘我不知道。’她这么回答时，嘴唇已经没有一点血色。

“问话问到这儿，自然就没什么再好问的了。我设法找到了夏庞蒂埃中尉的下落，带了两个警探前去逮捕他。当我抓住他的肩膀，警告他乖乖地跟我们走的当口，他竟唐突放肆地对我说：‘我想你们逮捕我，是因为怀疑我跟那个恶棍德雷伯的死有牵连吧？’这茬儿我们还没跟他提起呢，他倒自己先说了，这就非常可疑啰。”

“确实如此。”福尔摩斯说道。

“他身边还带着那根沉甸甸的木棒，他母亲说过他就是提着这根木棒去追德雷伯的。这是根挺粗的橡木棒。”

“那么，您的结论如何呢？”

“哦，我的结论是这样的：他跟在德雷伯后面，一直跟到了布里克斯顿街。到了那儿，两人又争吵起来，争吵过程中德雷伯挨了一棒，这一棒可能是打在他的腹部，所以虽然把他打死了，却没留下痕迹。那天夜里雨下得很大，四周没有行人，于是夏庞蒂埃就把遇害者的尸体拖进那座空宅里。至于蜡烛啊，地上的血迹啊，墙上的血字啊，还有什么戒指啊，看来都是他布下的迷阵，目的是想把警方的侦破工作引入歧途。”

“说得好！”福尔摩斯用赞许的语气说，“真的，格雷格森，您大有进展。您已经成功在望了。”

“我得说，这件事我干得相当麻利。”这位侦探得意地回答说，“那个年轻人自愿写了个陈述，上面说跟踪德雷伯一段时间以后，德雷伯发现了他，就乘上一辆马车把他给甩了。他回家的路上，碰到一个在军舰上共过事的熟人，跟那人一起走了很长一段路。可是问到他那个熟人住在哪儿，他又没法自圆其说了。我认为整个案子的各个细节现在都能吻合了。我感到好笑的是因为想到了莱斯特雷德，他从一开始就走上了一条岔道。恐怕他就不见得会有多少收获喽。嘿，他这倒来了！”

来人确实是莱斯特雷德，他是在我们刚才谈话的当口上的楼，此刻他走了进来。他平时在举止和衣着上表现出来的自信和风度，这会儿全都不见了。他神色慌乱，心神不宁，而且衣冠不整，乱糟糟的。他想必是想来向歇洛克·福尔摩斯讨教的，因为一见同事在场，他顿时显得很尴尬，有些不知所措。他站在房间中央，神经质地捏弄着手里的帽子，拿不定主意做什么好。“这桩案子真是扑朔迷离，”最后他终于开口说，“实在叫人没法理解。”

“哈，您这么想吗，莱斯特雷德先生！”格雷格森得意洋洋地喊道，“我料到您会得出这个结论的。您设法找到那个秘书约瑟夫·斯坦格森先生了吗？”

“那个秘书约瑟夫·斯坦格森先生，”莱斯特雷德表情严肃地说，“今天早晨六点钟左右在哈利迪私家旅馆被人杀死了。”

第7章 黑暗中的亮光

莱斯特雷德带来的这个消息实在太重要，也太出乎意料，我们都简直惊呆了。格雷格森从扶手椅上跳起来，杯子里剩下的威士忌泼了出来。我默默地凝视着歇洛克·福尔摩斯，只见他双唇紧闭，眉头低锁。

“斯坦格森也死了！”他低声说，“案情愈来愈复杂了。”

“本来就够复杂了。”莱斯特雷德一边嘟哝着说，一边拉过一张椅子，“我就像一头闯进了哪个军事会议，一点头绪也没有。”

“您这——您这消息可靠吗？”格雷格森讷讷地问。

“我刚从他的房间来。”莱斯特雷德说，“是我第一个发现他出事的。”

“我们刚才正在聆听格雷格森关于这件案子的高见呢。”福尔摩斯说，“您能费心把您看到什么和做了什么都告诉我们吗？”

“当然愿意从命。”莱斯特雷德一边回答，一边在椅子上坐定，“我坦率地承认，我始终认为斯坦格森是跟德雷伯的死有牵连的。案情的这一新进展，证明我的判断全然错了。当初我认定那个想法以后，就着手寻找那个秘书的下落。三号晚上八点半左右，有人在尤斯顿车站见过他们。德雷伯的尸体是凌晨两点在布里克斯顿街发现的。摆在我面前的问题，就是查明八点半到案发这段时间里斯坦格森在做什么，还有后来他又情况如何。我给利物浦警方发了电报，描述了他的体貌特征，并通知他们密切注意驶往美国的船只。然后我就开始一家一家地查访尤斯顿附近的旅馆和出租公寓。您知道，我是这么推理的：如果德雷伯和他的同伴当时是分了手的，那么斯坦格森自然就要在车站附近找个地方过夜，然后在第二天早晨再去车站。”

“他们很可能事先约定了碰头地点。”福尔摩斯说。

“情况的确如此。我昨天找了整整一个晚上，毫无结果。今天我起得很早，八点钟就到了小乔治街上的哈利迪私家旅馆。我问旅馆里的人有没有一位斯坦格森先生住在那儿，他们马上回答说有的。

“‘您肯定就是他在等的那位先生了。’他们说，‘他一直在等一位先生，都等了两天了。’

“‘他此刻在哪儿？’我问。

“‘在楼上睡觉。他要我们九点钟叫醒他。’

“‘我这就上楼去见他。’我说。

“我当时以为，我突然出现在他面前，会使他惊惶失措，在没有心理防备的情况下说出真情。那个杂役主动为我引路：那个房间在三楼，有条小小的甬道直通那儿。那杂役把那个房门指给我看以后，返身准备下楼，正在这时，突然一幅令人作呕的景象映入我的眼帘，尽管我干这一行都有二十年了，但还是觉得恶心得很。只见一条细细的血流，弯弯曲曲地从房门底下往外淌，已经穿过走廊，沿着对面的踢脚板聚成一小汪血泊。我喊了起来，那杂役闻声回了过来。他见到这么多血，差点儿晕过去。房门是从里面锁上的，我们用肩头撞了开来。房间的窗子开着，窗子旁边躺着一个穿睡衣的男子，全身蜷缩成了一团。这是个死人，而且死了有一段时间，因为他的四肢都已经僵硬冰凉了。我们把他翻过身来，那杂役立即认出他就是以约瑟夫·斯坦格森的名字租房间的那位先生。死亡原因是身体左侧插了一把匕首，想必是刺到了心脏。还有一个细节，是这桩事情里最奇怪的。你们猜那死者的脸上有什么东西？”

我只觉得浑身毛骨悚然，还没等歇洛克·福尔摩斯开口，就已经预感到了恐怖的降临。

“用血字写的RACHE。”福尔摩斯说。

“正是。”莱斯特雷德怯生生地说。我们大家都静默了一阵子。

这个不知其名的凶手的行事，有一种有条不紊而又让人难以捉摸的意味，这就使凶杀案平添了一层可怖的色彩。我在战场上称得上镇定自若，可这会儿一想起可怖的血案，却不由得浑身打起哆嗦来了。

“有人见到过凶手。”莱斯特雷德接着往下说，“有个送牛奶的男孩在去牛奶棚的路上，正好走过那家旅馆后院马厩的小巷。他看到往日一直躺着的一架梯子，这会儿竖了起来，搁在三楼的一扇打开的窗子上。走过以后，这男孩又回头瞧了瞧，只见有个男人从梯子上爬下来。这个人不吱一声，大模大样的，男孩以为他是哪个在旅馆里干活儿的木匠呢。他没怎么多注意这个男人，只是心想这会儿就干活好像早了点儿。他回忆说，这个男人长得很高，脸膛红红的，穿一件咖啡色的长外套。此人在作案以后，一定还在房间里稍待了一会儿，因为我们发现脸盆里的水被血染红，想必是他在里面洗过手，另外床单上也有他故意擦过刀的痕迹。”

听到关于凶手的描述跟福尔摩斯的判断如此吻合，我不由得看了一眼这位同伴。但是，在他脸上看不见一丝兴奋或得意的神色。

“在房间里没有找到任何有关凶手的线索吗？”他问。

“没有。斯坦格森衣袋里有德雷伯的钱包，不过这好像是正常情况，因为平时都是由他付账的。钱包里有八十几镑钱，没有人动过。这几桩案子都很不寻常，但肯定都不是谋财害命。遇害人的衣袋里没有证件或记事本，只有一封电报，是一个月前从克利夫兰发出的，上面写着‘J.H.正在欧洲’，但没署名。”

“没有别的东西了？”福尔摩斯问。

“没什么重要的东西了。死者在临睡前看的小说撂在床上，他的烟斗在他身旁的一张椅子上。桌子上放着一杯水，窗台上有一个木质的小药盒，里面有两颗药丸。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯高兴地喊了一声，整个人从椅子上弹了起来。

“这是最后一个环节。”他兴奋异常地高声说道，“我的推理完全证实了。”

两位侦探惊愕地望着他。

“这团乱麻的线头，”我的同伴自信地说，“都已经掌握在我的手里了。当然，有些细节还有待充实，但我相信所有主要的事实，从德雷伯跟斯坦格森在车站分手，直到发现斯坦格森的尸体，整个案情的来龙去脉，我就像亲眼目睹的一样。我来给你们验证一下我的结论。那两颗药丸您带来了吗？”

“带来了。”莱斯特雷德拿出一个白色的小盒子说，“药丸、钱包和电报我都带来了，因为我想把它们放在警署里妥为保管。这两颗药丸我只是顺手那么一拿，说实在的，我没觉着它们有什么重要性。”

“请把它们放在这儿。”福尔摩斯说。“好，医生，”他转向我说，“这是两颗普通的药丸吗？”

这肯定不是普通的药丸。它们呈珍珠色，又小又圆，对着光几乎是透明的。“从它们这么轻、这么透明来判断，它们应该是能溶于水的。”我说。

“一点不错。”福尔摩斯应声道，“现在劳驾您下楼去把那只狗抱上来，这只可怜的畜生病了好久，房东太太昨天不是还在求您别让它再受这份罪了吗？”

我下楼去，把那条狗抱上楼来。它呼吸困难，目光呆滞，这都表明它离死期不远了。说真的，从它雪白的鼻吻就可以看出，它早已过了犬类通常的大限之年。我把它放在炉边地毯上搁着的一个靠垫上。

“我现在把其中的一颗药丸切开来，”福尔摩斯一边说，一边用小刀把药丸切成两半，“半颗我放回盒子里，留在以后派用场。另外半颗我就放进这个酒杯里，里面有一茶匙的水。你们都瞧见了，我的朋友华生医生说得没错，它真的溶化在水里了。”

“这事也许是挺有趣。”莱斯特雷德忿忿然地说，一个人疑心自己让人当作笑柄的时候，往往会用这种口气说话。“不过，我可看不出这跟约瑟夫·斯坦格森先生的死有什么关系。”

“别急，我的朋友，别急！到时候您会看到它跟那事大有关系的。我现在再往里面加点牛奶，味道就可口了，瞧着吧，这条狗马上就会舔个精光。”

说着，他把酒杯里的溶液倒进碟子，放在那条狗的跟前，它果然很快就把它舔光了。眼看福尔摩斯每一步都做得这么一丝不苟，没人再怀疑他不是认真的了；我们都静静地坐在那儿，目不转睛地望着那条狗，期待着某种令人大吃一惊的效果。但是，没有发生这样的事情。那条狗还是趴在靠垫上，吃力地喘着气，但是看得出它喝了掺牛奶的药水以后，既没好些，也没坏些。

福尔摩斯掏出怀表，时间一分钟一分钟地过去，仍然毫无动静，他的脸上显露出了一种极度懊丧失望的表情。他咬着下嘴唇，手指在桌子上下意识地敲击，还表现出其他种种极不耐烦的样子。看他情绪这么激动，我打心里为他感到难过，而那两位侦探却脸带讥讽地笑着，对他的尴尬处境感到幸灾乐祸。

“这不可能是个巧合。”福尔摩斯大声说道，临了他猛地站起身来，发狂般地在房间里踱来踱去，“这决不能仅仅是巧合。德雷伯出事，我就已经疑心是用药丸作的案，斯坦格森死了以后果真找到了药丸。可是药丸竟然不起作用。这究竟是怎么回事？我整个推理的每个环节，肯定都不会有错。根本不可能有错！可是这条该死的狗却一点没有动静。啊，我知道了！我知道了！”他欣喜地尖叫一声，疾步走到木盒跟前，把另外那颗药丸切成两半，溶化以后，加进牛奶，再拿去给那条狗吃。可怜的畜生舌头还没来得及舔一下，就四肢痉挛抽搐，像遭了雷劈似的当即僵死在那儿。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯长长地吁出一口气，拭去额头的汗珠。“我应该坚信不疑才对呵。”他说，“到现在我应该知道，如果有个事实看上去跟整个一系列推理不相符合，那就表明它必定会有另外一种解释。盒子里的两颗药丸，一颗是剧毒的，另一颗却是没毒的。其实我本来在见到这只盒子以前就应该料到这一点了。”

最后那句话让我听得瞠目结舌，我不禁要怀疑他神志是否清醒了。然而，那只死狗躺在那儿，在证明他的猜测是正确的。我似乎觉得自己心里的迷雾渐渐在消散，对此案的真相开始有了个影影绰绰的了解。

“这一切在你们看来很不同寻常，”福尔摩斯接着往下说，“因为你们从办案一开始，就没能抓住你们面前那条真正的线索。我有幸把握住了它，于是此后发生的每一件事都可以用来证实我最初的假设，而且，说实在的，都是它合乎逻辑的结果。因此，那些困惑你们、使案情变得扑朔迷离的事情，都使我看得愈来愈清楚，对自己的结论更有信心。把不同寻常和神秘莫测混为一谈是不对的。最平常的案子，往往是最神秘的，因为其中没有可以作为推理依据的新鲜或者特殊之处。眼前这桩案子，假如遇害人的尸体只不过是在路边发现的，而且没有那么些非同一般、引人注目的细节使它变得特别显眼的话，案子的侦破就远远要困难得多。这些不同寻常的细节，绝对没有使破案变得更困难，它们的实际效果是使破案变得更容易。”

一直耐足了性子在听这番宏论的格雷格森先生，这会儿再也按捺不住了。“您且听我说，歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生，”他说，“我们都乐于承认您是个精明能干的人，而且有您个人的办案方式。但是，我们所需要的并不仅仅是理论和说教。现在的问题是要抓住凶手。我有过自己的论点，现在看来我是错了。夏庞蒂埃中尉不可能跟第二起凶杀案有关。莱斯特雷德一直在追踪斯坦格森，现在看来他也错了。您这儿露点口风，那儿露点口风，看来您对案情要比我们了解得多些，可是既然时间这么紧迫，我认为我们有权利直截了当地问一句：对这桩案子您到底掌握多少线索。您能说出作案人的姓名吗？”

“我得说，先生，我也认为格雷格森是对的。”莱斯特雷德说，“我们两个都作了努力，而都失败了。打从我走进这个房间以来，您不止一次地提到过，您已经掌握了您所需要的所有证据。想必您不会再瞒着不告诉我们了吧？”

“得把凶手抓住才是，”我说，“再拖延下去，他又会趁机再次作案了。”

给我们这么一逼，福尔摩斯显得有些犹豫了。他不停地在屋里踱来踱去，头垂得低低的，眉头紧锁，这是他陷入沉思时的习惯姿势。

“他不会再作案了。”临了他终于猛地停住脚步，面对我们开口说道，“对此你们可以不必再担心。你们问我是否知道凶手的名字。我知道。但是，仅仅知道他的名字还不够，更重要的是要能够抓获他。这事我看也快了。我很希望能亲自动手来做成这件事；而这就必须非常谨慎从事，因为我们要对付的是一个既机敏灵活，又会铤而走险的人，而且据我的切身体验，他还有一个跟他一样聪明的帮手。只要他还没有觉察已经有人掌握了线索，就有机会抓住他；而一旦他稍起疑心，他就会改名换姓，立时消失在这座大城市的四百万居民之中。我绝无刺伤二位自尊心的意思，但我不得不说，我以为警方不是他们的对手，我之所以没请你们协助，原因也在于此。万一我失败了，一切责任当然都由我来承担；不过我是做好了必胜准备的。眼下我只能向你们保证，一旦向二位相告绝无影响我全盘计划之虞，我一定如实相告。”

格雷格森和莱斯特雷德看来对他的这一保证，或者说对他小看警探的这一暗示，感到极为不满。格雷格森满脸涨得通红，一直红到脖子根上，莱斯特雷德那双小眼睛里，闪着好奇而又忿然的目光。可是还没等他俩来得及开口，就听见有人在敲门，来人是那个街头小混混的头儿，微不足道、浑身异味的威金斯。

“先生，请，”他举手碰了下前额说，“马车已经叫好，等在楼下。”

“好孩子。”福尔摩斯和蔼地说，一边从抽屉里拿出一副钢手铐来。“你们苏格兰场干吗不用这种新的式样呢？瞧这弹簧多灵巧，一碰就卡紧了。”

“只要能找到该戴这家伙的人，”莱斯特雷德说，“就用旧的也够好了。”

“是够好了，够好了。”福尔摩斯笑吟吟地说，“倒可以叫车夫来帮我提一下箱子。威金斯，去叫他上来吧。”

听到这位同伴这么说，像是他就要出门似的，我不由得感到很吃惊，因为他从没跟我提起过这回事。房间里有只小旅行箱，福尔摩斯把它拖出来，动手扎紧上面的皮带。车夫走进屋里的当口，他正在这么忙乎着。

“来帮我扣上这个皮带扣，车夫。”他单膝跪在地上，头也不回地说。

那车夫绷着个脸，老大不情愿地走上前，伸出手去帮他。就在这一刹那，只听得咔哒一下金属清脆的碰击声，歇洛克·福尔摩斯随即跳起身来。

“各位，”他眼睛发光地大声说道，“请让我介绍杰斐逊·霍普先生，谋杀伊诺克·德雷伯和约瑟夫·斯坦格森的凶手。”

整个事情都是在一瞬间发生的——快得我简直来不及弄明白是怎么回事，但是这一瞬间，福尔摩斯那得意的表情，他那明亮的声音，还有那车夫望着被施了魔法似的铐住他双腕的亮铮铮的手铐时那副惊愕、狂暴的面容，我至今历历在目。有那么一两秒钟，我们大概就像几尊塑像那样呆在那儿。然后，只听得那车夫狂吼一声，猛地挣脱福尔摩斯抓住他的双手，一头往窗户撞去。窗玻璃被他撞碎，木头窗框也撞断了；但是就在他纵身往外蹿的当口，格雷格森、莱斯特雷德和福尔摩斯就像三条猎犬似的朝他扑了上去。他被拽了进来，接着就是一场你死我活的搏斗。他力大无比，凶猛异常，我们四个人一次又一次地被他甩开。他似乎有一种癫痫病人发作时的蛮劲儿。他的脸和手在跳窗时划破得很厉害，但尽管鲜血在流，他反抗的势头并不稍减。最后亏得莱斯特雷德用手卡住了他的脖子，卡得他差点儿透不过气来，他这才意识到再拼命也是徒劳了；但即使这样，我们还是得把他的双脚也铐起来，才感到放心。铐好以后，我们一个个气喘吁吁，上气不接下气地立起身来。

“他的马车就在下面，”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说，“可以用来把他送到苏格兰场去。现在，各位，”他满心欢喜地笑了笑，接着往下说，“我们这桩小小的奇案已经接近尾声了。各位但有见教，在下无任欢迎，如蒙赐问，定当一一作答。”




 [1]
 即煤气灯，由德国化学家罗伯特·威廉·本生创制。


 [2]
 托马斯·卡莱尔（1795—1881）：苏格兰散文作家和历史学家，其代表作《法国革命》和《论英雄、英雄崇拜和历史上的英雄事迹》相当著名。


 [3]
 爱伦·坡（1809—1849）：美国小说家，现代侦探小说的创始人，主要作品有恐怖小说《莉盖亚》、侦探小说《莫格街凶杀案》等。


 [4]
 加博里约（1832—1873）：法国作家，被誉为法国侦探小说之父，主要作品有《勒鲁日案件》、《勒考克先生》等。


 [5]
 即伦敦警察厅。


 [6]
 意大利北部城市。有好些著名的弦乐器制作大师，如斯特拉迪瓦里、瓜尔内里和阿马蒂都曾在这儿生活和工作。


 [7]
 一种两端开口的印度雪茄烟。


 [8]
 意大利传统喜剧中的程式化角色，通常是活泼伶俐的年轻女仆，而且是丑角哈勒昆的情人。


 [9]
 亨利·米尔热（1822—1861）：法国小说家，曾当过列夫·托尔斯泰的秘书。《放纵的生活》是他的代表作。普契尼的歌剧《波西米亚人》即取材于这部小说。


 [10]
 指12至16世纪中叶在威斯特伐利亚实行的秘密法庭制度。


 [11]
 法娜是17世纪中叶的一个意大利女人，曾发明一种当时极为著名的慢性毒药水。最后她供认她的毒药水毒死过六百多人。


 [12]
 17世纪法国年轻美貌的毒药杀人犯，最后被处斩刑。


第二部 圣徒之国

第一章 在北美大荒原上

在北美洲大陆的中部，有一片干旱的荒漠，多少年来一直是抵御文明进入的屏障。这片从内华达山脉延伸到内布拉斯加，北起黄石河、南到科罗拉多的沙漠，是个荒凉的死寂之地。但大自然有时也在这片森严可畏的地貌上变换一下模样。这儿有白雪覆盖的峻岭，也有阴沉黑暗的深谷；有水流湍急的河流在地势起伏的大峡谷里奔突，也有广袤的荒原一望无际，冬天是白茫茫的雪原，夏天却是灰蒙蒙的盐碱地。这些景色共同的特点，是荒芜、冷寂和凄凉。

在这片令人绝望的土地上，没有一家住户。偶尔会有波尼人或黑脚族人
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 结队而过，前往别的狩猎地区，但即便这些硬汉中最勇敢的人，也受不了眼前凄凉的景象，巴不得早日穿越这可怕的荒野，重见他们熟悉的大草原。荒野上的狼在低矮的灌木丛中出没，秃鹰缓缓地在空中飞翔，笨拙的灰熊蹒跚地越过阴暗的沟壑，在岩石间寻觅可以果腹的食物。荒漠，就是它们的家。

世界上再也不会有比布兰卡山脉北麓更瘆人的景象了。极目望去，空旷的平野上布满盐碱的斑渍，以及一簇簇不起眼的灌木丛。地平线的最远处，是绵延的山峰，高低起伏的峰顶上覆盖着残雪。在这片广袤的土地上，没有生命的迹象，没有任何与生命有关的东西。铁青色的天空没有鸟儿飞过，灰蒙蒙的大地没有一点动静——死一样的寂静，充斥在天地之间。侧耳谛听，你听不到辽阔的原野有一丝声音传来；一切都归于寂静——令人绝望的死寂。

我们刚才说，在荒原上没有任何与生命有关的东西。其实并非完全如此。从布兰卡山朝下望去，可以看见一条小道蜿蜒穿过荒漠，消失在远方。这条小道，是由大车的车轮碾压出来，由许多冒险者的脚踩踏而成的。沿途散布着一堆一堆白色的东西，映衬着盐碱的斑渍，在阳光下闪着寒光。走近细细一看，原来那都是些白骨：有的粗大而毛糙，有的细小而精致。粗大的是牛骨，小巧的是人骨。穿越荒漠的车队驶经的小道，绵延一千五百英里，倒毙的旅人的残骸，就是这些车队在艰难的旅途留下的印记。

话说一八四七年五月四日，一个孤单的旅人从山上望着这片肃杀的景象。从他的容貌看，你会觉得他若不是这片荒原的精灵，便是这儿的魔鬼。但很难判断他究竟是四十不到，还是已经六十开外。他的脸瘦削而憔悴，枯黄的皮肤裹着瘦骨嶙峋的身躯；棕色的蓬发和长须上蒙着白渍；眼窝深陷，眼睛里射出瘆人的光亮；握住来复枪的那只手，瘦得像骷髅的手。他站立时，得依靠手中的武器支撑身子，然而从他高大的身形和粗壮的骨架，可以想见他原先健硕壮实的体形。从他憔悴的脸容，从那空空荡荡挂在干瘪的身体上的衣服，可以想见他何以会显得如此衰老。这个男人快要死了——因饥饿和干渴而死。

他刚才艰难地下到谷底，再攀上这座小山，抱着最后一线希望想找到些许水源的踪影。眼前广漠寥廓的盐碱地，远方不见草木影子的群山，都断了他寻找水源的念想。在这片广袤的土地上，所剩的唯有绝望。他狂野的目光投向北面、东面和西面，终于明白他的漂泊已经到了尽头，在这个光秃秃的峭壁上，他的生命也到了它的尽头。“这儿不也挺好，何必要再等上二十年，才去死在一张舒服的床上呢？”他喃喃自语说，在一块巨石的阴影里坐下。

坐下之前，他先把已没用的来复枪和右肩上的包袱都放在地上，这个用灰色披巾裹着的大包袱，他一路上一直背在右肩上。对他现在的体力来说，包裹似乎太重了些，所以他放下的时候，着地的动作稍猛了一些。顿时，从灰色包袱里传出一声略带哭腔的喊声，伸出一张受惊的小脸蛋和两只小拳头，脸上一双棕色的眼睛非常明亮，手上有好些浅窝。

“你摔疼我了！”一个稚嫩的声音嗔怪地说。

“哟，是吗？”男人抱歉地回答说，“我不是故意的。”说着，他打开灰披巾，抱出一个五岁模样的可爱的小女孩，一双精致的小鞋子，粉红色的连衣裙，还罩着亚麻布的小围裙，处处显示着母亲对她的关爱。小女孩苍白的脸上没有一丝血色，但她健康的手臂和小腿让人看出，她没像背她的男人一样受苦。

“现在怎么样了？”他急切地问，因为他瞧见小女孩还在揉着后脑勺上蓬乱的金黄色卷发。

“你来亲一下，就好了，”她一本正经地说，指了指碰痛的地方，“妈妈都是这么做的。妈妈呢？”

“妈妈走了。我想，你不久就会见到她了。”

“走了，哎！”小女孩说，“真奇怪，她没跟我说再见就走了；她去姨妈家喝茶都跟我说了再见才走呢，这回她走了都有三天啦。哦，这儿干得真让人难受，是吗？我们没水喝，也没东西吃了吗？”

“是的，什么都没有了，宝贝。你只要再忍一会儿，就一切都会好了。把头靠在我身上，就像这样，你会觉得好些。嘴唇都干得像块皮了，说话是够累的，可我想，我还是得把实情告诉你。你手里拿的是什么东西？”

“漂亮的东西！好玩的东西！”小女孩举起两片闪亮的云母，高兴地说，“回到家里我就送给鲍勃弟弟。”

“你很快就会看到比这更漂亮的东西了，”男人语气很肯定地说，“等一下，听我好好给你说——还记得我们离开那条河的情形吗？”

“哦，记得。”

“好，我们原以为很快就会再遇上另一条河的，你明白吗。可是不知有什么地方出了毛病，指南针，或者地图，或者别的什么东西，怎么也找不到那条河。水用尽了。只剩下一点给你们孩子喝的。后来……后来……”

“你就不能洗脸了。”小女孩望着他沾满污垢的脸，语气严肃地说。

“不能洗脸，也不能喝水。本德先生第一个走了，接下去是印第安皮特，后来是麦格雷戈太太，再后来是约翰尼·霍恩斯，再后来，宝贝，就是你妈妈。”

“哦，妈妈也死了。”小女孩喊了一声，用围裙捂住脸伤心地哭了起来。

“是的，他们都走了，只剩下你和我。我以为沿这个方向走，还能有机会找到水，所以我背着你一路走了过来。看来情况并没好些。现在已经甭想有什么指望了！”

“你是说我们就要死了？”小女孩止住抽泣，抬起泪眼婆娑的脸问道。

“我想十有八九是这样。”

“那你干吗不早说呀？”她欣喜地笑着说，“你把我吓了一大跳。现在多好啊，我们死了，就又可以和妈妈在一起了。”

“没错，你可以，宝贝。”

“你也可以。我会告诉妈妈，你对我有多好。我相信她一定会捧着一大罐水，在天堂门口迎接我们，还有好多好多荞麦饼，那些饼呀，热乎乎的，两面烤得脆脆的，鲍勃和我可喜欢了。那么，我们还要等多久呢？”

“我不知道……不会很久了。”男人说话时，凝望着北方的远处。在蓝色天穹的背景上，有三个小黑点正愈变愈大，速度很快地接近过来。一转眼工夫，已经能看清它们是三只褐色的大鸟了。它们在两个孤独的旅人头上转了几圈，而后栖落在高处一块可以俯视他们的岩石上。这是三只秃鹰，也就是西部荒漠里的兀鹫，它们的出现是死亡的预兆。

“公鸡和母鸡，”小女孩指着三只带来凶兆的大鸟，开心地喊道，拍着小手想让它们飞起来，“哎，这地方是上帝造的吗？”

“当然是他造的。”男人答道，这个突如其来的问题让他感到很惊讶。

“他造了伊利诺伊，他造了密苏里，”小女孩接着说，“我还以为这地方是别人造的呢。这儿可造得不怎么样，造的时候把水和树给忘了。”

“你来做祷告好吗？”男人有些踌躇地问。

“还没到晚上呢。”她回答说。

“没关系。时间是早了些，不过你放心吧，上帝不会在意的。我们坐大篷车穿过荒原的那会儿，你不是每天晚上都祷告的吗？这会儿你就照那样子祷告好了。”

“为什么你不祷告？”小女孩感到奇怪地看着他，问道。

“我不记得了，”他回答说，“我还只有这支枪一半高的那会儿，就不祷告了。不过我想，现在再开始也不晚。你把祷告词念出来，我在旁边一边听，一边跟着你念。”

“那好吧，你得先跪下，我也跪下，”她说着，把披巾铺在地上，“你再把手像这样举着，就会觉得好受些了。”

这是一幕奇特的景象，虽然只有秃鹰在看着。窄窄的披巾上，跪着两个漂泊的旅人，一个是天真无邪地祈祷的小女孩，一个是饱经沧桑、神色坚毅的粗汉。女孩胖乎乎的脸蛋和男子憔悴干瘦的脸，抬起朝着没有一丝云彩的天空，两个不同的嗓音——一个稚嫩而清脆，一个深沉而沙哑——在向此刻正和他们面对面的、令人敬畏的神灵虔诚地祈祷，齐声祈求得到怜悯和宽恕。祷告完毕，两人重又坐在巨石的阴影里，不一会儿，女孩就把小脑袋靠在她的保护人宽宽的胸膛上，依偎着他睡着了。他注视着入睡的小女孩，但过不了多久，他也抵御不住大自然的威力了。他已经有三天三夜不曾合眼休息了。眼皮渐渐耷拉下来，盖住了困乏的眼睛，脑袋渐渐往下沉去，垂到了胸前，灰色的胡须和女孩金色的发绺混在一起，两人双双睡了过去，都睡得很沉。

要是这个汉子晚睡半个小时，他就能看到一幅奇异的景象。在这片荒原的尽头，腾起一股小小的烟尘，先是很小的一点，远远望去几乎看不清楚，然后渐渐变得又高又宽，最终形成一团实实在在的浓厚的云雾。这团云雾还在继续变大，现在很清楚了，只有行进中的大队人马，才会扬起这样的烟尘。倘若是在一个土地肥沃的地区，一个观察者也许会得出结论，判断那是一大群在草原上迁徙的野牛正靠近过来。但在这片荒漠的原野上，这显然是不可能的事。烟尘滚滚而来，离两个孤苦旅人所在的悬崖愈来愈近；大车的帆布篷顶和武装骑马人的身影，在四处弥漫的扬尘中间显露出来，让人看清了一支西行的大篷车队。那是怎样一支浩浩荡荡的车队啊！前导已经到了山脚跟前，殿后的人马却还在远方的地平线上望不见尽头。广漠的荒原上，横穿着一条绵绵不绝的大篷车和各色各样马车的行列，男人有骑在马上的，也有徒步行走的。不计其数的女人，背负大包小包费力地前行，孩子在大车旁蹒跚而行，或从白色的篷布下面探出脑袋来。这显然不是一般的部族迁徙，而是一群为生计所迫，寻觅可以安身的异乡的流浪者。清澈的空气中，传来大队人马的车轮碾压声、撞击声、吱嘎声和马匹嘶鸣的叫声。但声响再大，也没能惊醒悬崖上那两个疲惫的旅人。

行进在队列最前面的，是二十多个神情严肃而坚毅的骑马人，身穿深色家纺粗布衣服，挎着来复枪。他们来到山脚下，勒住马，聚拢商量了一会儿。

“弟兄们，井应该在右边。”其中一人说道。他表情刚毅，胡子刮得很干净，头发已经有些花白。

“在布兰卡山右面——咱们要去格兰德河。”另一个人说。

“别怕找不到水，”第三个人大声说，“能从岩石中引水而出的神，现在决不会丢下他的选民不顾。”

“阿门！阿门！”众人齐声应道。

他们正要重新上路，忽然年纪最轻、眼睛最尖的那个小伙子猛地喊了一声，举手指着上方巉峻的悬崖。崖顶上有个很小的东西在飘动，鲜艳的粉红色映衬在灰色的山岩上，分外明亮夺目。见到此情此景，众人都勒住马，取枪握在手中，后面的人也纷纷拍马赶来增援。只听得“红番！红番！”一片啰唣。

“这儿不可能有印第安人。”年长的那个人说，他看上去是他们的头儿，“我们已经过了波尼人的地界，在翻越前面的山岭之前，不会再碰到别的部族了。”

“我上去看一下好吗，斯坦格森兄弟？”其中一人问道。

“我也去。”“我也去。”十来个声音喊道。

“你们把马留下，我们在这儿等你们。”长者回答说。

即刻，那几个年轻人翻身下马，拴好缰绳，沿陡峭的山坡迎着激起他们好奇心的那样东西攀爬上去。他们有着训练有素的斥候的自信和灵巧，动作迅速而又悄无声息。在下面平地上看着他们的同伴，眼见他们的身影轻快地掠过一块又一块岩石，直至映在蓝天的背景上。最先发出那下喊声的年轻人，走在最前面。突然，跟在后面的人看见他猛地一挥手，仿佛是被什么东西惊着了似的，而等他们赶到他跟前时，他们同样也被映入眼帘的景象给镇住了。

只见光秃秃的悬崖顶处，一小块空地上竖立着一块巨大的岩石，巨石阴影下躺着一个胡子很长的男人，他身材高大，神情严峻，但瘦得不成样子。从他平和的神情和均匀的呼吸声，可以知道他睡得很熟。一个小女孩躺在他身边，又白又胖的手臂搂住他又黑又瘦的脖颈，满头金发的小脑袋偎在他平绒短上衣的胸前。她嫩红的嘴唇微微张着，露出洁白整齐的牙齿，微微的笑意使充满稚气的脸上平添了几分调皮的意味。圆滚滚的小腿，白袜子，搭扣闪闪发亮的小皮鞋，和旁边那个男子瘦骨嶙峋的容貌形成了很奇特的对比。在这奇怪的一老一少头顶上方，有三只目光阴鸷的秃鹰站立在凸岩边缘上。看见有人上来，它们发出沙哑的尖叫声，悻悻然地振翅飞走了。

不祥之鸟凄厉的叫声惊醒了两个熟睡的旅人，他们迷惑地往身边看了看。男子艰难地站起身来，朝悬崖下面望去，刚才睡意袭来那会儿还是空荡荡一片的荒原，此刻行进着大队的人马。他凝神望着前方，脸上显出疑惑的表情，抬起瘦骨嶙峋的手遮在眼前。“敢情这就是神志昏迷吧。”他低声自语道。小女孩抓住他的衣角，站在他旁边，一声不响，充满稚气、困惑疑虑的目光朝四下里望着。

攀崖上来的这些人，很快就让他俩明白了眼前所见的是实实在在的事情。其中一人举起小女孩放在肩上，另外两人扶住虚弱的男子，一同往车队走去。

“我叫约翰·费里尔，”男子对他们说，“我们原先有二十一个人，现在就剩我和这个小家伙了。其余的人，都在南边不是渴死，就是饿死了。”

“她是你的孩子吗？”有人问。

“现在应该是了，”男子倔强地抬起头，大声说道，“她是我的孩子，因为是我救了她。谁也别想把她从我身边夺走。从今儿起，她就是露茜·费里尔了。那么，你们是什么人呢？”他问道，好奇的目光注视着面前这些强壮的、晒得黑黑的救援者，“你们看上去人很多啊。”

“有八九千吧，”一个小伙子说，“我们是受人迫害的上帝的孩子——是摩罗尼天使的选民。”

“我从没听说过这个天使，”男子说，“看来他选了好大一帮子人呢。”

“别拿神圣的事情开玩笑。”小伙子严肃地说，“我们信奉用埃及文字写在金箔上的圣典经文，那是由天使摩罗尼在帕尔迈拉亲手交给圣徒约瑟夫·史密斯
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 的。我们来自伊利诺伊州的瑙沃城，那儿有我们建造的圣殿。现在我们要寻找一个地方，避开那个迫害我们的人，避开那些不敬神的人，即使这个地方是在荒漠深处，我们也无所畏惧。”

一听到瑙沃城，显然约翰·费里尔就想起来了。“我明白了，”他说，“你们是摩门教徒
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 。”

“我们是摩门教徒。”众人异口同声地说。

“你们这是去哪儿？”

“我们也不知道。上帝假先知之手指引我们。你得去见见这位先知。他会指示我们该怎么处置你。”

这时他们已经来到山脚跟前，周围是大群的摩门教徒——脸色苍白、模样温顺的妇女，活泼嬉笑的儿童，还有神情焦虑、目光恳切的男子。他们看到两个陌生人一个还那么幼小，一个却那么憔悴，不禁发出一阵阵惊叫和叹息声。不过护送他们的人没有停留，在人群中开出一条路，径直往一辆大篷车走去，人群跟在他们后面。那辆大车在车队中格外显眼，车身特别高大，外貌华丽而气派。这辆车套着六匹辕马，而别的车只有两匹或至多四匹辕马。在驾车人旁边，坐着一个男子，他最多不过三十岁，但长得肥头大耳，一脸杀伐决断的表情，看上去是个首脑人物。他正在读一本褐色封面的书，当那群人走到他跟前时，他放下书，仔细听他们叙述事情的原委，而后转脸向着那两个漂泊的旅人。

“要让我们收留你俩，”他神色严厉地说，“你们必须信奉我们的教义。我们绝不能让狼混进我们的羊圈。与其日后发现你们是使整个果子烂掉的斑点，不如今天就听任你们葬身这片白骨累累的荒原。你愿意接受这个条件跟我们走吗？”

“只要能跟你们走，我什么条件都接受。”费里尔说，一本正经的语气，引得那几位平时一直很严肃的长老
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 也忍俊不禁。唯独那个首领依然正襟危坐、不苟言笑。

“你带他走，斯坦格森兄弟，”他说，“给他吃东西、喝水，那小孩也一样。你还要负责给他俩讲解教义。我们已经耽搁很久了。出发！前进，向永恒的乐园前进！”

“前进，向永恒的乐园前进！”摩门教众齐声高喊，声浪此起彼伏，掠过绵延的车队，直到渐渐消失在远方。马鞭声声，车轮滚滚，队伍向前进发；不一会儿，浩浩荡荡的车队便又蜿蜒行进在茫茫的荒原上。负责照料那两个漂泊旅人的大司祭，把他们带到自己的大车上，那里已经给他俩准备了吃的东西。

“你们就待在这辆车上，”他说，“不出几天，你们就会恢复过来。从现在起，你们要记住，你们今生今世永远是教里的人。这是布里格姆·扬格
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 说的，他的声音就是约瑟夫·史密斯的声音，也就是上帝的声音。”

第二章 犹他之花

作者无意在此详述摩门教众备尝艰辛寻找定居之地的经过。从密西西比河畔来到落基山脉西麓，他们一路上所表现出的坚韧不拔的精神，在人类历史上几乎是没有先例的。蛮荒的部族，凶猛的野兽，饥饿，干渴，疾病——大自然能在他们行进的道路上安置的每一种艰难险阻——都被他们凭着盎格鲁-撒克逊后裔的坚强意志一一战胜了。但即便最坚强的心，毕竟也会被长途的跋涉和日积月累的恐惧所撼动。所以当他们看到脚下开阔的犹他谷地沐浴在阳光之中，听到首领告诉他们这就是期盼中的家园，这片充满希望的处女地将永远属于他们的那一刻，没有一个人不匍匐在地虔诚地向上天祈祷。

扬格很快就显示出他的才干，证明他不仅是一个果敢的领头人，而且是一个干练的管理者。总体布局图和区域规划图，勾画出了未来城市的面貌。城市周围的所有耕地，都依照每个教民的地位高低，按比例予以分配。商人照旧经商，工匠依然做工。城市里，街道和广场有如雨后春笋般出现在人们眼前。农村中，家家户户开沟渠、筑树篱、拓荒地、种作物，到了第二年夏天，弥望的已是大片金黄的麦田。整个新拓居地上，一派欣欣向荣的气象。而最让人引为自豪的是，市中心在建的大教堂正节节升高，规模日渐扩大。从晨光初现到余晖收尽，咚咚锵锵的锤击声、叽叽嘎嘎的锯木声不绝于耳。这座教堂，是新移民为纪念上帝指引他们安然渡过千难万险而建造的。

约翰·费里尔正式收养了小女孩，两人相依为命，和摩门教众一起来到大迁徙的终点。小露茜·费里尔被安顿在斯坦格森的篷车里，一路上和这位摩门教大司祭的家人相处得很融洽，其中有他的三个妻子，还有他十二岁的儿子，一个任性、早熟的男孩。露茜凭着儿童活泼的天性，很快从失去母亲的悲痛阴影中走了出来，受到那三个女人的宠爱，在长途迁徙中适应了大篷车这种居无定所的新生活。而费里尔恢复体力之后，显示出他的得力向导和一流猎手的本色，很快便得到了新伙伴的赏识和尊重，当迁徙到达终点之后，大家一致同意，他应当和大伙儿一样，分到一大块肥沃的土地。这是除了扬格本人以及斯坦格森、坎伯尔、约翰斯顿和德雷伯四位高级司祭以外，新移民的标准待遇。

约翰·费里尔在分得的土地上，造了一座结实的圆木小屋。木屋经常翻修，几年后扩建成了一座宽敞的别墅。他生来是个务实的人，做事说干就干，手也很灵巧。他凭着强壮的身子骨，可以在地里不知疲倦地从早忙到晚。就这样，他的农场和其他产业变得一天比一天兴旺发达。不出三年，他的家产便超过了周围的邻居。六年过后，他过上了小康生活。九年以后，他成了富人。十二年以后，整个盐湖城可以和他平起平坐的，就剩五六个人了。从大盐湖直至偏远的沃萨奇山脉，再没有比约翰·费里尔更响亮的名头了。

但有一件事——也只有一件事——他伤了教友兄弟的感情。任凭大家怎么劝他甚至和他争论，他就是不肯像同伴们那样娶妻成家。他从来不曾说明拒绝的理由，但每回人家说到这事，他总是固执到底，没有半点商量的余地。于是有人指责他对教义教规过于冷漠，有人指责他过于吝啬，不舍得花钱。还有人猜测他有过一段伤心的浪漫史，说什么在东海岸有个金发姑娘曾为他憔悴而死。但不管出于什么原因，费里尔始终坚守独身。而在其他一切方面，他都堪称执行新拓居地规章制度的典范，是个大家公认的虔诚、正直的教徒。

露茜·费里尔在木屋里渐渐长大，帮助养父照料里里外外的家务事。小女孩没有奶妈、母亲的疼爱，伴随她成长的是凛冽的山风和松林的清香气味。岁月一年年地过去，她出落成一个身材高挑、体格健美的大姑娘，脸颊越发红润，步态也越发轻盈了。路过费里尔农场旁大路的行人，只要看见过这个少女曼妙的身影穿过麦田，或者遇到过她英姿飒爽地骑在父亲的悍马上，身手矫健有如真正的西部牛仔，大多会在脑海中留下经久难忘的记忆。就这样，蓓蕾绽放成了鲜艳的花朵；见证了她父亲成长为那一带农场主的首富的岁月，把她造就成了整个西海岸难得一见的完美无瑕的美国少女。

然而，最先发现小女孩已长成亭亭玉立的少女的，却并不是她的父亲。在这种事情上，情况往往如此。这种微妙的变化，是缓慢地、令人难以察觉地完成的，天天看到的人反而是看不出的。少女本人也对此一无所知，直到有一天她听到某人的嗓音，或是触碰到某人的手时，心头怦然而动时，她才怀着既骄傲又害怕的心情，意识到一种新奇的、更为奔放的天性在她内心深处觉醒了。这种特殊的日子，这种预示着新生活的到来的小事，是每个少女都记在心里，不会忘怀的。而在露茜·费里尔，那本身就是一件生死攸关的事情，而且，它还影响了她和好些旁人未来的命运。

那是六月一个温煦的上午，摩门教众有如蜂群那般忙个不停（蜂巢正是他们教会的标志）。田里，街上，到处都是忙忙碌碌的人群。驮着重载的驴群排成一条长龙，行进在尘土飞扬的大路上。它们都往西而去，因为，当时在加利福尼亚兴起一股淘金热，而横贯北美大陆的通道正好穿过这座上帝选民之城。大路上还有大群来自边远牧场的羊群和牛群，以及一队队疲惫不堪的移民，漫长的路途折磨得他们人困马乏。在混杂的人群、畜群之间，露茜·费里尔凭着一个骑手熟练的骑术，一路策马小跑，她美丽的脸庞泛出红晕，栗色的长发在脑后飘扬。父亲差她进城去办事，她仗着年轻人无畏的劲头，像先前好几次一样急着赶路，一心只想着早点进城把事儿办了，顾不上仔细观察四周情况。风尘仆仆的做着淘金梦的旅人，望着她疾驰而过的背影，纷纷露出惊讶的神色，就连通常很少有表情的那些运送毛皮的印第安人，也一改平时冷漠的习惯，对这位脸色白皙的美丽少女投去惊艳的目光。

她来到市郊，只见路上拥挤不堪，五六个容貌粗野的牧人从大草原赶来的牛群把路都堵死了。她没有耐心干等，瞅准一个看似缺口的空隙，纵马往前冲去。但她刚冲进牛群，身后的牛就挤合拢来，她眼看就身陷一片犍牛之阵，被一大群眼露凶光、犄角粗长的小公牛裹挟着往前涌动。她平日里常跟小公牛打交道，所以对眼下的处境倒也并不惊慌，只是瞅空子驱马前进，心想尽快开出一条路，突出重围。但不巧的是，一头公牛不知有意还是无意，犄角猛地撞到了露茜那匹马的肋部，马顿时痛得惊跳起来。它前蹄腾空而起，狂怒地喷着鼻息，左冲右突，颠簸腾挪，骑术稍逊的骑手到了此时，再也休想在马背上坐稳。情势非常危险。惊马越是蹦跳，越是被牛角戳痛，也就越是狂跳不已。这时露茜所能做的，只能是紧贴马鞍，稍一闪失即有跌落马背，被粗野的奔牛践踏之虞。她从未遇到过如此凶险的突发状况，只觉得晕晕乎乎的，手里的缰绳不由得松了开来。飞扬的尘土和混乱的牛群中蒸腾而起的浊气，使她感到透不过气来，缰绳眼看就要脱手了。就在这千钧一发之际，身旁响起一个亲切的声音，使她意识到，有人来救她了。说时迟，那时快，一只强壮有力的褐色的手，一把抓住惊马的嚼环，硬是从牛群中开出一条路，很快带她突出了重围。

“您没事吧，小姐？”救她突围的人彬彬有礼地问道。

她抬头看了看他黝黑、粗犷的脸膛，放声大笑起来。“我真给吓坏了，”她天真地说，“谁想得到一群牛会把邦乔吓成这副样子？”

“谢天谢地，您总算没从马鞍上摔下来。”年轻人说这话的语气极其诚恳。他身材很高，模样有些粗野，骑着一匹黑白毛色相间的骏马，身穿猎人的粗布服装，肩上背着一支长筒来复枪。“我想您就是约翰·费里尔的女儿吧，”他说，“我看见您从他的庄园里骑马出来。您见到他，请问一下他是否还记得圣路易的杰弗逊·霍普。要是他就是那个费里尔，我父亲和他是老朋友呢。”

“您自己去问他不更好吗？”她问道，样子看上去很认真。

年轻人听到她这么说，显得很高兴，黑色的眼眸闪着喜悦的光芒。“行，我会自己去的，”他说，“我们刚在山里待了两个月，现在这样子实在不太适合前去拜访。下次他见到我们，一定会很高兴的。”

“他得好好谢谢您才是呢，我也要谢谢您，”她回答说，“他可疼我呢。要是我被牛群给踩了，他会伤心得要死的。”

“我也会。”年轻人说。

“您！嗨，我可看不出这跟您有什么关系。您还不是我们家的朋友呢。”

年轻猎人黝黑的脸一下子挂满沮丧的神色，露茜·费里尔看了不由得放声大笑。

“噢，我不是那个意思，”她说，“您现在当然是朋友了。您一定要来看我们哦。现在我得走了，要不然父亲以后就不敢托付我办事了。再见！”

“再见！”他答道，抬起那顶宽边帽，俯首去吻她的小手。她掉转马头，举鞭一挥，沿大路飞驰而去，身后留下滚滚的尘烟。

小杰弗逊·霍普策马赶上同伴，一路上他神情忧郁、寡言少语。他们这伙人先前在内华达山脉探矿，此刻返回盐湖城，打算筹措一笔资金用于开发找到的银矿。他原先也和他们一样，非常热衷于这件事，但这次的邂逅使他的思绪岔开了。美丽的姑娘有如山间的清风那般清新宜人，吹进他的心田，却撩拨得他狂野桀骜的心难以自持。看到她的背影消失以后，他意识到自己面临人生中的一个关键时刻，开采银矿也好，别的什么事情也好，对他来说都不如这件刚发生的、使他的心神再也无法旁顾的事情来得重要。他心中萌动的爱意，已然不是一个懵懂少年说来就来、变幻不定的冲动，而是一个意志坚强、性格火爆的男子汉充满野性的狂热的激情。他的人生一帆风顺，至今为止想要做的事没有做不成的。此刻他暗暗对自己说，只要是坚持不懈的努力和坚韧不拔的毅力所能做到的事，他一定能做到，这件事他志在必得。

他当晚就去拜访约翰·费里尔，以后就经常上门，成了农庄的常客。约翰的生活圈子就是这个峡谷，十二年来一直埋头于照管农庄，很少有机会了解外面世界的情况。而这些情况，恰恰是杰弗逊·霍普所能告诉他的，他的讲述很生动，不仅做父亲的爱听，露茜也爱听。他早年参加过加利福尼亚拓荒者的行列；在那些狂热而又给人留下美好回忆的年代，有多少人发财致富，又有多少人倾家荡产，这些充满传奇色彩的故事，他都能让父女俩听得津津有味。他还当过斥候，设过陷阱捕兽，到山里探过银矿，去牧场打过工。他生性好冒险，哪儿有搅动人心的新鲜事，哪儿就有杰弗逊·霍普的身影。没过多久，他就成了约翰·费里尔的知交，老农场主每当说起这个小伙子，总是赞不绝口。碰到这种情况，露茜一声不响，但从她泛起红晕的脸颊和闪着幸福光芒的明亮的眼睛，可以明白无误地看到，她那颗少女的心，已经不复属于她自己了。纯朴的父亲也许没有注意到这些征象，但它们肯定逃不过赢得她芳心的年轻人的眼睛。

一个夏日的傍晚，他骑马从大路上疾驰而来，到门前勒住马。她正在门口，走下来迎接他。他把缰绳往栅栏上一扔，大步走上屋前的小径。

“我要走了，露茜，”他握住她的双手说，深情地望着她的脸，“我不要求你现在就和我一起去，但是，我下次回来时你愿意和我一起走吗？”

“什么时候？”她满脸通红地笑着问。

“至多两个月。到那时，我会来向你求婚，亲爱的。谁也不能阻拦我们。”

“你父亲同意了？”她问。

“他同意了，只要我们能把矿经营好就行。这事我一点不担心。”

“哦，行；既然你和你父亲已经都安排好了，当然也就用不着多说了。”她把脸颊贴在他宽阔的胸膛上，轻声地说。

“感谢上帝！”他声音嘶哑地说，弯下腰去吻她，“那么，事情就这么定了。我待的时间越长，就会越是舍不得离开你。他们在峡谷那儿等我呢。再见，我亲爱的宝贝——再见。再过两个月我们就能在一起了。”

说着，他把她轻轻地推开，然后翻身上马，头也不回地一路狂奔而去，仿佛生怕再望一眼离别的人儿，他的决心就会动摇似的。她伫立在门前，目送他越跑越远，直至消失在远方。然后她——全犹他州最幸福的姑娘——返身走进屋里。

第三章 约翰·费里尔和先知谈话

杰弗逊·霍普他们离开盐湖城已经有三个星期了。约翰·费里尔每当想到只要那年轻人一回来，他就要失去女儿了，心里总会隐隐作痛。但她那张容光焕发的脸，却胜过千言万语，让他默许了这样的安排。他心底深处一直有个不可动摇的信念，就是说什么也不能把女儿嫁给一个摩门教徒。那种婚姻在他看来，根本不是婚姻，而是蒙羞，是耻辱。无论他对摩门教教义怎么想，在这一点
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 上他的立场是坚定不移的。但是，他对此始终三缄其口，因为，发表任何有违教规的意见，在那个时代的圣徒之国都是极其危险的事情。

是的，那是极其危险的——以至于最虔诚的教徒也噤若寒蝉，不敢哪怕压低声音谈论一下对教规的意见，唯恐祸从口出，会立刻遭到报复。当年宗教迫害的受害者，如今自己成了迫害者，而且是无所不用其极的迫害者。塞尔维亚的宗教裁判所也好，日耳曼的菲墨特殊法庭
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 也好，意大利的秘密社团也好，历史上所有这些令人谈之色变的机构组织，都不如天罗地网般笼罩在犹他州上空的宗教制裁机构那么严密高效，那么森然可怖。

这一机构是隐形的，从而又蒙上了一层神秘的外衣，也因此更让人感到恐怖。它似乎是无所不知、无所不能的，却又是谁也看不到、听不见的。有谁胆敢对教会不敬，很快就会消失不见，没人会知道他去了哪儿、出了什么事。他的妻子儿女在家里等他，可是做丈夫、做父亲的却再也不能回来告诉他们，他在秘密审判者那儿惨遭了怎样的毒手。说话稍有不慎，举止稍有疏忽，就会招来杀身之祸，然而又谁也不知道，这股始终在威慑他们的势力，究竟是什么势力。所以弄得人心惶惶，人人都提心吊胆，即便在荒郊旷野，也绝不敢说半句对它有所非议的悄悄话。

起先这股隐隐绰绰而又极其可怕的势力，其控制范围仅限于曾经信奉摩门教、后来却对教义持有异议或决然背叛的人。但很快它就扩张到了更广的范围。眼看成年女子的供应量日渐不足，而一旦没有足够的女人，一夫多妻制的教规就会变得有名无实。于是各种传言开始不胫而走——传说在不见印第安人踪迹的地区，移民被杀戮，营地遭洗劫。高级司祭的居所中，却新添了女眷——新来的女人终日以泪洗面，脸上难抑惧怕的神情。天色已晚仍在山上未归的村民不止一次遇到蒙面的武装团伙，趁着夜色悄无声息地从他们身旁一掠而过。这些传闻都说得言之凿凿，而且一再被新发现的事实所印证，直到有一天，大家终于明白这到底是一伙怎样的匪帮。时至今日，在西部荒凉的大草原上，一提起但族帮
 
[8]

 ，也就是复仇天使，那一带的人无不闻之色变。

对这个作恶多端的组织的深入了解，非但不能缓解它在人们心中造成的恐怖的感觉，反而会使人愈来愈感到恐怖。没人知道哪些人是这个恐怖组织的成员。那一桩桩血腥的暴行，究竟是哪些人以宗教的名义干的，始终是无人得知的秘密。你把自己对先知和教会的疑虑，告诉一个你最信得过的朋友，结果说不定他正是当天晚上执着火把前来血洗你家以示惩戒的人。因此，没人敢相信自己的邻居，没人敢把心里想的念头告诉别人。

一个晴朗的早晨，约翰·费里尔正要出门去麦田，忽然听见前院的门闩响了一下，从窗口看出去，只见有个浅褐色头发、身材矬壮的中年男子朝屋子走过来。他的心一下子提到了嗓门口，因为来的不是别人，而是布里格姆·扬格。费里尔战战兢兢地——他明白，这次来访只怕是凶多吉少——跑到门口迎接摩门教的这位首领。但对方对他态度很冷淡，脸色严峻地随他走进起居室。

“费里尔兄弟，”他坐下后开口说，目光从浅色的睫毛下面锐利地望着费里尔，“我们这些忠实的信徒，一直以来都把您当朋友对待。当您在荒漠里快要饿死的时候，是我们救了您，我们把自己的粮食分给您，带着您平安到达这个上帝选定的峡谷，慷慨地把田地分给您，让您在我们的保护下渐渐致富。这些都是实情吧？”

“是实情。”约翰·费里尔回答。

“作为所有这一切的回报，我们只对您提出一个条件：那就是，您应当信奉正教，遵守种种教规。您答应过这么做，但是，如果大家说的情况属实的话，您并没有这么做。”

“我怎么没这么做呀？”费里尔摊开双手争辩说，“难道我没缴公共基金吗？难道我没去教堂做礼拜吗？难道——”

“您的妻子在哪儿？”扬格问道，目光往四周扫了一下，“您把她们叫出来，让我和她们打个招呼。”

“没错，我是没有结婚，”费里尔回答说。“可是这儿女人本来就少，又有那么多男人比我更有资格娶她们。我并不是孤身一人：我有女儿照料我。”

“我要和您说的，正是您的这个女儿。”摩门教首领说，“她长大了，出落成了犹他州的一枝花，这儿好些地位很高的人都对她青睐有加。”

约翰·费里尔听了这话，心中暗暗叫苦。

“有些风言风语我是不愿相信的——他们说，她和一个非摩门教徒已经确定了关系。他们准是在瞎嚼舌头。天使交给圣徒约瑟夫·史密斯的圣典中，第十三条怎么写来着？‘每个信仰虔诚的未婚女子，都应嫁给上帝的选民；她若与非摩门教徒结婚，必遭天谴。’事情明摆着，您既然发过誓要恪守教义，就不可能放任您的女儿亵渎圣典。”

约翰·费里尔没有作声，神经质地摆弄着手里的马鞭。

“凭这一点，可以检验你的信仰到底是真是假——这是四人裁判团
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 的决定。姑娘还年轻，我们不会把她去嫁给一个老头，也不会全然不让她自己选择。我们这几个大司祭，都已经有许多小母牛
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 了，可是我们还有孩子呢。斯坦格森有个儿子，德雷伯也有个儿子，他们都会欢迎把您的女儿迎进家里的。让她在他俩中间选一个。他们都很年轻，很富有，而且信仰很虔诚。您看怎么样？”

费里尔紧皱眉头，低头不语。过了一会儿他终于说道：

“您得给我们点时间。我的女儿还小——她其实还没到结婚的年龄呢。”

“她有一个月的挑选时间，”扬格说着，从椅子上立起身来，“时间一到，她必须作出回答。”

走到门口，他涨红着脸，眼睛发亮地转过身来厉声喝道：“约翰·费里尔，要是早知你和你女儿竟敢固执己见，违抗神圣四人裁判团的命令，还不如当初就让你们留在布兰卡山等死呢！”

他做了个威吓的手势，转身走出房门，费里尔听得他沉重的脚步声在碎石小径上渐渐远去。

他木然坐着，肘支在膝上，暗自思忖怎样把这件事情对女儿说。正在这时，一只柔软的手搭在他的手上，只见女儿就站在他身旁。他看了一眼女儿苍白、惊恐的脸，就明白刚才那些话她都听到了。

“我没法不听见啊，”她迎着他的目光解释说，“他声音响得满屋子都听得见。哦，爸爸，爸爸，我们该怎么办呢？”

“别怕，”他把女儿搂在怀里说，粗大的手抚摩着她栗色的头发，“总会有办法解决的。你对那个小伙子的心意，没变吧？”

她没有回答，只是紧握老人的手，默默地啜泣着。

“没变，当然没变。我可不想听你说已经变了。他是个好小伙子，而且他是个基督教徒，这要比这儿的人强多了，尽管那些人整天在祈祷和讲道。明天有一伙人去内华达，我会想办法让他们给他捎个话，让他知道我们现在处境很危险。如果我对这个年轻人没看走眼的话，他一定像骑着电报一样，飞也似的赶回来。”

露茜听了父亲如此描述，不由得破涕为笑。

“等他回来，他一定会给我们想个最好的办法。可我是在为你担心呢，爸爸。我听说——我听说过一些可怕的传闻，说的都是违抗先知旨意的人下场有多悲惨。”

“可是我们并没有违抗过他，”她父亲回答说，“到了要违抗的那天，还真得当心才是。我们还有整整一个月时间；到了时候，我想我们还是离开犹他为好。”

“离开犹他！”

“只能这样了。”

“农场呢？”

“能变卖的东西都变卖掉，剩下的就随它们去吧。说实话，露茜，我这已经不是第一次这么想了。我看不惯那些人对他们该死的先知俯首帖耳的样子，我在任何人面前都不会低三下四。我是个生而自由的美国人，不懂那一套。现在要学恐怕也晚了。他要是敢到这个庄园来指手画脚，就得先尝尝迎面飞来的枪弹的滋味。”

“可是他们不会放我们走的。”他女儿担心地说。

“等杰弗逊回来，我们很快就能搞定的。现在，亲爱的，你别太烦恼，别让眼睛哭肿了，要不然他见你这样，会来找我说话的。什么也别怕，不会有危险的。”

约翰·费里尔说这些安慰女儿的话时，语气非常坚定。但女儿还是注意到当晚父亲与往常不同，非常当心地插紧门栓，取下挂在卧室墙上生了锈的旧猎枪，仔细擦拭一番，装上了枪弹。

第四章 逃亡

见过摩门教先知的第二天早晨，约翰·费里尔上盐湖城去，找到了要动身去内华达的熟人，请他捎封信给杰弗逊·霍普。他在信里告诉年轻人，他们此刻情况非常危急，他务必尽快赶回。把信交掉以后，他心放宽了些，回家路上心情轻松了许多。

走近庄园，他惊讶地看到大门两侧的桩墩上，各系着一匹马。更让他吃惊的是，一进门居然看见有两个年轻人大咧咧地待在客厅里。其中一个是长脸，脸色苍白，他躺在摇椅里，两条腿跷在壁炉上。另一个脖子粗壮，浮肿的脸上神情粗野，双手插在裤袋里，站在窗前吹着口哨，吹的是一首通俗圣歌的曲调。费里尔进屋时，两人冲他点点头，摇椅上的那个先开了腔。

“您也许不认识我俩，”他说，“这位是大司祭德雷伯的儿子，我是约瑟夫·斯坦格森，在荒原那会儿，当上帝伸出手来，把你俩揽入神圣的羊栏时，是我俩在和您一起跋涉。”

“上帝早晚会将普天下的人都引入正途，”另一个年轻人齆声齆气地说，“一切都不用着急，他自有安排。”

约翰·费里尔冷冷地躬了躬身。他早就猜到了来人的身份。

“我们俩，”斯坦格森接着说，“奉了我们父亲之命，前来向令爱求婚，您和令爱可以在我们俩中间任选一个。不过呢，既然我还只有四个老婆，而这位德雷伯兄弟已经有七个了，所以看来我应该更有胜算才对。”

“不对，不对，斯坦格森兄弟，”另一个喊道，“问题不在于我们有几个老婆，而在于我们养得起几个老婆。我老爸刚把他的磨坊给了我，我比你有钱。”

“但我的前程比你远大，”斯坦格森回击说，“哪天上帝把家父召去，他的硝皮工场和制革厂就都归我了。到那时，我就是你们的大司祭，在教会里的地位高过你喽。”

小德雷伯望着镜子里的自己，装出笑脸接口说：“那可得看小姐怎么说了。我们就都听她的决定吧。”

他俩这么说话的时候，约翰·费里尔一直压住怒火站在门口，强忍着没用手里的马鞭去抽这两个家伙。

这会儿他终于忍无可忍，大步走到他俩跟前说：“听着，我的女儿叫你们来，你们才可以来。她不叫你们，你们就给我走远些。”

两个年轻的摩门教徒惊愕地望着他。在他俩看来，两人争着向女孩求婚，算是给她和她父亲天大的面子了。

“有两条路出这屋子，”费里尔大声说道，“这儿是门，那儿是窗。你们要走哪一条？”

他黧黑的脸看上去狠巴巴的，青筋暴起的手显得那么可怕；两个年轻人见势不妙，跳起身来夺路而逃。费里尔追到门口。

“你们商量定当了哪一个，告诉我一声。”他奚落他俩说。

“你会尝到苦头的！”斯坦格森脸色气得发白，大声嚷道，“你蔑视先知和四人裁判团。你就要死到临头了，你会后悔的。”

“上帝之手会重重地落到你身上，”小德雷伯喊道，“他能叫你生，也就能叫你死！”

“我倒要看看谁先死，”费里尔怒喝一声，冲过去要上楼取枪，露茜紧紧抓住他的手，好不容易才把他拦下。他从女儿手里挣脱出来，只听得马蹄声已经远去，知道再追也没用了。

“这两个人模狗样的混账东西！”他抹着额头的汗骂道，“孩子，要你嫁给这两个小流氓，我宁愿看着你去死。”

“父亲，我宁死不嫁，”她亢奋地回答说，“好在杰弗逊马上就要回来了。”

“对，他就要回来了。真是越快越好啊，不知道他们还会鼓捣些什么名堂呢。”

确实，这是刚毅的老人和他的养女最需要有人来给他们出主意，帮他们一把的关键时刻。在这个移民地区的历史上，还从来没有过如此无视大司祭权威的先例呢。既然一点小小的过失，都会招致严厉的惩罚，那么这种大逆不道之举，会引来怎样的杀身之祸呢？费里尔明白，他的财富和地位帮不了他。那些名望不在他之下、财富和他相当的人，不是照样神秘地失踪，家产全部归了教会吗？他是个勇敢的男子汉，可是这种始终悬在头上的影影绰绰的恐怖的氛围，却使他不寒而栗。任何看得清楚的危险，他都可以坚毅地面对，但是这种不知会来自何处的凶险，却叫他感到紧张不安。他把内心的恐惧隐瞒起来，不想让女儿知道，装出若无其事的样子，但是她，凭着对父亲的爱，一眼就看出了父亲的不安。

费里尔预料到，对他的举动，扬格一定会有所反应，会给出训示或警告，他没想错，但是那种警告方式，却是他万万没有想到的。第二天一早起来，他惊讶地看到，有一张四四方方的小纸片，用别针别在床罩上，正好就在他胸口的位置。纸片上用粗大的黑体字，歪歪斜斜地写着：

给你二十九天，让你改弦易辙，否则到时——

这个破折号，比起任何威胁来，都更惊心动魄。让约翰·费里尔百思不得其解的是，这张警告条究竟是怎么进入他卧室的，因为仆人们都住在外面的屋子里，而他卧室的门窗都是关得严严实实的。他把纸片捏成一团，什么也没对女儿说，但是出了这件事以后，他确实感到不寒而栗了。二十九天，显然是指扬格所说的一个月期限所剩的天数。一个人纵使再强壮，再勇敢，面对如此一个具有神秘力量的对手，你又能有什么办法呢？把纸片别在床罩上的那只手，完全可以把匕首插进他的心口，而且让他至死都不知道是谁杀了他。

下一天的事情更让人震惊。父女俩正坐在餐桌前用早餐，突然露茜惊叫一声，用手指着天花板。只见天花板中央赫然写着28这个数字，显然是用烧焦的木棒写的。她当然不懂其中的意思，他没有跟她说明。这天夜里他没有睡觉，拿着枪守了一个通宵。他没有看到任何异常的情况，也没听见任何异常的声音，但清晨开门一看，门上写着27，字体写得很大。

日子就这样一天天地过去；他发现藏在暗处的对手无一日不来，每天清晨必定会在某个显眼的位置看到他们留下的警示，告诉他一个月的宽限期限还剩多少天。这些让他心惊肉跳的数字，有时出现在墙上，有时写在地板上，有时还会写在一块小纸板上，钉在花园的门或栏杆上。约翰·费里尔百般警惕，可就是没法知道这些日复一日的警告是什么时候留下的。看到它们，他心里就感到一种莫名的恐惧。他坐卧不安，日渐憔悴，目光中满是陷入困境的猎物的凄惶神色。现在他唯一的指望，就是那个年轻猎人快点从内华达回来。

二十天变成十五天，十五天又变成了十天，但还是没有年轻猎人的消息。天数一天天在减少，年轻猎人却依然杳无音讯。每当大路上响起马蹄的嘚嘚声，或者传来赶牲口的吆喝声，费里尔就会急忙冲向大门口，心想援兵总算来了。最后，眼看五天变成四天，四天又变成了三天，他终于心灰意冷，对逃跑不再存指望了。他没有一个帮手，对居处周围的群山又不很熟悉，他知道自己是无力逃跑的。平日常走的那几条路，都有岗哨严加把守，没有裁判团的准许令，任何人都无法通过这些哨卡。看来他真的走投无路了，迫在眉睫的致命一击，很快就要落在他身上了。但是有个信念他始终不曾动摇，那就是只要一息尚存，他就不能让女儿受辱。

有天晚上他枯坐在屋里，苦苦思索脱离困境的办法，可是一无所获。当天早上墙上赫然写着2这个数字，第二天就是限期的最后一天。到时候会发生什么情况？他满脑子都是想象出来的种种可怕情景，影影绰绰而又光怪陆离。而女儿——他一旦走了，她会变得怎么样呢？难道真的就没法挣脱罩在他俩身上的这张无形的网了吗？想到自己这么孤苦无助，他不禁伏在桌上抽泣起来。

什么声音？他在寂静中听见一阵轻微的刮擦声——声音很轻，但是夜深人静，可以听得非常真切。声音是从屋子门口传来的。费里尔蹑手蹑脚地走过去，仔细谛听。声音停歇了一会儿，接着传来一下又一下令人不寒而栗的低沉的声音。显然是有人在轻轻地拍门。来人莫非是秘密法庭派来处决他的午夜杀手？要不就是前来标示限期最后一天的帮伙成员？约翰·费里尔感到，这种令他神经震颤、心头冰冷的惶遽惊恐，比死更难受。他纵身向前，拔出门栓把门打开。

屋外一片宁静。夜色清朗，天上的星星闪闪发光。屋前小花园的栅栏和木门宛然在目；但花园里，大路上，不见一个人影。费里尔松了口气，往左右望了一眼后，目光不经意间落在了脚下，惊愕地看见有个人手脚平摊，俯身躺在自己跟前。

这一惊非同小可，他身子往后退去，背靠在墙上，用手掐住喉咙，不让自己叫出声来。最先跃入脑海的想法是，平躺在地上的是个受伤或濒死的人，但转眼间，只见此人扭动着身子匍匐前行，像条蛇那样迅捷而不出声地爬了进来。一进屋，他跃身而起，关上屋门。惊讶的费里尔这才看清，眼前是杰弗逊·霍普充满暴戾之气、表情坚毅决绝的脸。

“天哪！”约翰·费里尔喘着粗气说，“你可把我吓坏了！你怎么会这副样子呢？”

“给我吃的，”霍普声音嘶哑地说，“我根本没有时间，两天两夜没能吃上一点东西、喝上一点水。”见桌上放着费里尔吃剩的冷肉和面包，他扑上去狼吞虎咽地吃了起来。

吃得差不多了，他问道：“露茜还好吗？”

“她没事。她还不知道我们面临的危险。”费里尔回答说。

“这就好。这座屋子四周都布控了。所以我只能一路爬过来。那些家伙一准是干这一行的老手，不过要想逮住一个沃肖
 
[11]

 的猎手，他们还嫩着点。”

约翰·费里尔此刻意识到，自己有了一个可信赖的同伴，顿时觉得自己像换了个人。他情不自禁地抓起年轻人粗糙有力的手，紧紧握住。“你是好样的，”他说，“能这样赶来和我们患难与共的朋友，真是太难得了。”

“你说得没错，伙计。”年轻猎人回答说，“我一向很敬重你，可要是这事只关系到你一个人，我恐怕会有些犹豫，拿不定主意要不要把脑袋伸进这个马蜂窝。现在我是为露茜而来，我不能坐视她受到伤害，我要带着你们离开犹他州。”

“我们怎么走得了呢？”

“明天是你们的最后期限，今儿晚上再不走，就来不及了。我有一头骡子和两匹马在鹰谷等着我们。你有多少钱？”

“两千金币，五千纸币。”

“行。我也有这么些，加在一起应该够了。我们得翻过几座山去卡森城。快去叫醒露茜。幸好你的雇工都不睡在这儿。”

趁费里尔去叫醒女儿准备出发的当口，杰弗逊·霍普把所有能找到的食物，一股脑儿塞进一只小包，装满一陶罐水，他凭经验知道，山上水眼稀少而且彼此相距很远。等他收拾好这些东西，费里尔已经带着女儿出来了，他们装束停当，可以上路了。恋人的相会，情意虽浓但为时短暂，时间分分秒秒都很珍贵，要做的事又那么多。

“我们必须马上出发。”杰弗逊·霍普说，声音很轻但语气非常坚决，一个人明知身临险境，却义无反顾直面危险的时候，用的就是这种语气。“前门和后门都有人把守，但我们可以悄悄地从侧窗爬出去，穿过麦田逃走。上了大路，只要再走两英里路，就到鹰谷了，骡马已经等在那儿。天亮之前我们必须跑完一半山路。”

“遇到拦截怎么办？”费里尔问。

霍普拍了一下束腰外衣下鼓起的手枪枪柄。“要是他们人多，就只好先撂倒几个再说了。”他说这话时惨然一笑，眼神中露出几许杀机。

屋里的灯火都已熄灭，费里尔从黑幽幽的窗户悄悄往外看去，眼前的这片麦田曾经是他的土地，现在他却要和它诀别了。但他还是按捺住了心头的怅惘，想到女儿的名誉和幸福，他觉得为她而作出牺牲，即使倾家荡产，也是值得的。周围的一切，看上去都那么宁静怡人，沙沙作响的树林，开阔寂静的田野，让人难以想到这是一个杀机四伏的所在。然而年轻猎人苍白的脸和凝重的表情都表明，在他匍匐爬行到这座屋子来的一路上，他早已对处境的凶险有了亲身体验。

费里尔挎好钱包，霍普背起数量有限的食物和饮水，露茜拎的包里，装着她心爱的小物件。他们小心翼翼地打开窗子，趁一片乌云使夜色变得更为浓重的当口，相继翻窗进入小花园。三人屏息静气，猫着腰，深一脚浅一脚地穿过花园，借着树篱的遮掩，摸向通往麦田的那个罅口。刚要走到那儿，霍普一把拽住父女俩，把他们按倒在阴影里，三人一动不动地蹲伏着，大气也不敢出。

大草原的狩猎生涯，练就了杰弗逊·霍普的身手，他耳朵灵敏得像山猫。他们三人刚蹲倒，就听得几步开外响起猫头鹰凄厉的叫声，紧接着不远处传来一声应答的啼鸣。与此同时，从他们刚才走近的罅口处，出现一个朦胧的人影，此人又学了一声枭叫发出信号，叫声刚落，另一个人从黑暗中现出身来。

“明天午夜，”第一个人说，他看上去是头儿，“枭叫三声就下手。”

“好，”另一个说，“我要通知德雷伯兄弟吗？”

“你通知他，让他再通知其他人。七点差九分！”

“五点差七分！”另一个应答；两人随即朝相反方向迅速离去。他俩最后说的暗语，显然就是口令。耳听得两人的脚步声渐渐远去，杰弗逊·霍普一跃而起，拉起费里尔父女通过罅口，尽全力拽着他俩快步穿越麦田，眼看露茜快支持不住了，霍普半扶半拽地拉着她往前走。

“快！快！”他大口喘着气，一再催促说，“我们已经穿过警戒线了。跑得快就有救了。快跑！”

一上大路，就跑得不那么艰难了。有一次看见前面有人，他们马上藏身麦田，躲了过去。快到小城的时候，霍普带父女俩折进一条崎岖狭窄的山道。夜色中，只见两座黑黢黢的山峰赫然耸现在前方，两座山峰中间的隘口就是鹰谷，马和骡子在那儿等着他们。杰弗逊·霍普凭着精准无误的直觉，穿行在巨石阵中，沿着干涸的河道来到一处山石叠嶂的僻静所在，三头忠实的坐骑拴在木桩上，静静地待在那儿。露茜骑上骡背，费里尔背着钱包骑一匹马，霍普骑另一匹马，沿险峻的小路在前面引路。

一个不谙大自然喜怒无常脾性的人，进了地势如此复杂的山岭，一定会晕头转向。山路的一侧是一千多英尺深的悬崖，参差不齐的山脊，犹如某个变成石头的怪物的根根肋骨，山脊上黑魆魆、阴森森地矗立着玄武岩的石梁。另一侧是横七竖八的乱石和岩屑，根本没有落脚的地方。中间这条弯弯曲曲的小道，有的地方窄到只容单人单骑通过的地步。崎岖难行的山路上，只有高明的骑手才能策马前行。然而，纵然有这些艰难险阻，三个逃亡者的心情是轻松的，因为每向前一步，就离他们逃离的专制暴政远了一步。

但是，他们很快就明白了一个严酷的现实，那就是他们仍然处于摩门教的势力范围之内。就在到达山口最险要、最荒凉的部位之时，露茜突然一声惊叫，举手指着高处。只见山道上方的巉岩上，一个黑色的人影清晰地映现在天幕上，那是一个岗哨。就在他们发现他的同时，他也看见了他们，一声“谁？”的喝问声，响彻静谧的山谷。

“过路的，去内华达。”杰弗逊·霍普回答时，伸手握住鞍旁的来复枪。

那哨兵手扣扳机，往下看着他们，一副信不过的样子。

“是谁准许的？”他问。

“四长老。”费里尔答道。以他对摩门教的了解，他知道那四个人是最高的权威。

“七点差九分。”哨兵朗声说道。

“五点差七分。”霍普立即应答，他记得在花园里听见过这个口令。

“过去吧，主和你们同在。”上面那个声音说道。

过了这道哨卡，路面变得开阔起来，坐骑可以奋蹄小跑了。

回头望去，只见孤独的守望者仍倚枪站立在高处。他们知道，他们已经过了摩门教管辖区的最后一个哨卡，自由在前方等着他们。

第五章 复仇天使

他们连夜在隘口纵横、砾石散布的崎岖山道上赶路。他们不止一次地迷路，但幸亏霍普惯于翻山越岭，每次总能重新找准方向。破晓时分，一幅荒凉而又美妙的图景展现在他们眼前。四围都是白雪覆顶的山峰，重叠隐现的山峦一直绵延到远方的地平线。他们所处的峡谷，两侧都是陡峭的山崖，崖上的松树仿佛悬垂在头上，起阵狂风就会倒下压住他们似的。这倒也并非无稽之谈，荒芜的山谷里散布着树干和巨石，它们都是在这种情形下滚落谷底的。就在他们通过山口的时候，一块巨石隆隆作响地滚落下来，寂静的峡谷里回声震荡，疲惫的马受了惊，一阵狂奔。

太阳从东方的地平线上冉冉升起，巍峨的山顶相继被照亮，宛似节庆日点燃的灯火，诸峰渐次染成淡红色，闪耀着夺目的光泽。壮丽瑰奇的景观，使三个逃亡者精神为之一振。在一道从沟壑涌出的湍急的水流跟前，他们停下来歇口气，给骡马饮了水，自己也匆匆吃了顿早餐。露茜和父亲很想多休息一会儿，可是杰弗逊·霍普不同意。“这会儿他们正在追踪我们，”他说，“一切都取决于我们的速度。等到了卡森，我们后半辈子有的是休息时间。”

整整一天，他们都在峡谷中艰难地前行。傍晚时分算了一下路程，估计离敌人该在三十英里开外了。他们选在一座悬崖底下露宿，山岩多少能挡住些凛冽的寒风，三人挤拥着相互取暖，安安生生地睡了几个小时。但没等天亮，他们就起身赶路了。没有发现有人追赶的迹象，杰弗逊·霍普心想，他们总算已经逃离了摩门教的势力范围，那个可怕的组织容不得他们的反叛，对他们是必欲除之而后快的。他没有意识到那只铁掌可以伸得多远，更没有料到它已经离他们很近，马上就要把他们捏碎了。

第二天中午时分，那点可怜的干粮快要吃完了。霍普对此并不太担心，大山里有的是飞禽走兽。靠手中的这杆枪狩猎为生，在他是常有的事。他找了个隐蔽的凹处，拾了些枯枝，生起一堆篝火，让父女俩取暖——现在他们处于海拔将近五千英尺的高山上，寒风冷得刺骨。他拴好骡马，吻别露茜，背上来复枪出发去寻找猎物。走出几步开外，他回头望去，看见费里尔和女儿俯身向着篝火，马和骡子一动不动地站在后面。再走远些，嶙峋的山岩就挡住了他的视线。

他翻山越岭，从一个峡谷到另一个峡谷，走了两英里多路，一无所获。不过，从树干上的抓痕和另外一些迹象来看，他判断附近有群熊出没；可是搜寻了两三个小时，仍然毫无结果。最后，他正打算空着手回去的当口，抬头往上瞧了瞧，却被眼前的景象惊住了，心头高兴得突突直跳。在上方三四百英尺的悬崖边上，站立着一头动物，看上去有点像绵羊，但是长着一对硕大的犄角。大角儿——霍普在心里这么叫它——大概是在为一群他没见到的畜群放哨；所幸的是，它冲着另一个方向，没有看见霍普。霍普把来复枪架在一块岩石上，腮帮贴住枪托，稳稳地瞄准目标后，才扣动扳机。野羊猛地蹿将起来，落地后又在悬崖边上挣扎了一会儿，然后终于跌倒滚落到了下面的斜谷里。

这头野羊太大了，要整个儿背走实在过于笨重，霍普割下一条腿和几块腰部的肉，背在背上赶紧往回走。这时将近黄昏，暮色已经渐渐变浓了。但刚走了几步，他就意识到自己陷入了困境。方才他一路寻找猎物，早已远离了他熟悉的那片沟壑，现在要想辨认原先的来路，可不是一件容易的事情。他此刻所在的山谷，沟壑纵横交错，相互都很相像，简直难分彼此。他顺着一道山沟往前走了一英里多路，发现前面那道湍急的山溪，肯定是不曾见过的。他确信自己是走岔了，于是回头换一条路，结果却还是不对。夜幕迅速降临了。即便找对了方向，走道也很不容易，因为月亮还没有升上来，两侧高耸的峭壁遮住了光亮，夜色变得又黑又浓。他背着沉重的猎物，一路走得又乏又累，脚下有些发飘，全凭一个信念支撑住自己，那就是他每往前走一步，就离露茜近一步，而且他背上的猎物，足以让他们在剩下的逃亡途中不会饿肚子。

他来到了先前跟他俩分手的峡谷隘口。即便在黑暗中，他也能辨认出两旁悬崖的轮廓。他想，他们等他一定等急了——他走了差不多有五个小时了。他兴冲冲地把双手拢在嘴边，喊了一声，心想他们听到峡谷的回声，就知道他回来了。他停住谛听应答。可是，没有任何应答，只听得刚才的喊声在沉寂的山谷里回荡，折射成无数的回声传到自己的耳畔。他又喊了一声，比刚才喊得更响些，但依然没有一丝声响从父女俩那儿传来。他隐隐感到一种莫名的恐惧，猛地撒腿往前奔去，肩上那些珍贵的野羊肉，在慌乱中掉落在地上。

越过那块突出的岩石，就可以一览无余地看清他燃起篝火的那片空地。篝火还没完全熄灭，但看得出从他离开之后，没人再照料过这堆篝火。周围同样是死一样的寂静。他担心的事，肯定已经发生了。他冲上前去。尚未燃尽的火堆旁边，没有一点生命的迹象：骡马，老人，姑娘，全都不见了。显然在他离开这儿的时候，有个可怕的灾难骤然降临——攫走了所有这一切，却没有留下一丝痕迹。

杰弗逊·霍普面对这突如其来的打击，一时不知所措，他感到头晕目眩，靠来复枪撑着才没摔倒下去。但是他毕竟是个生性顽强的人，很快就从短暂的迷惘中摆脱了出来。他从还在焖燃的火堆里捡起一根半焦的树枝，借着它的亮光察看这片小小的宿营地。地上满是马蹄印，由此可见，是一队骑马的人袭击了这儿，从蹄印来看，马队是折返盐湖城而去的。莫非他们掳走了费里尔父女俩？——正在这时，他的目光落在一样东西上，全身的神经都震颤了起来，他没法不相信，那帮人肯定掳走了父女俩。宿营地的一侧稍远处，有个矮矮的红土堆，霍普能断定那是他先前不曾见过的。毫无疑问，那是一个新堆的坟墓。他走近过去，看见土堆上竖着一根树枝，枝杈上插着一张纸。纸上写的寥寥几行字，分外醒目：

约翰·费里尔

生前住盐湖城

死于1860年8月4日

不久前刚和他分手的那个刚毅的老人，就这么走了，这几个字居然成了他的墓志铭。霍普急切地环顾四周，看有没有另一座坟墓。好像没有。这就是说，露茜被这队凶狠的骑手掳走了，她终究难逃给某个长老的儿子做妾的宿命。当年轻猎人明白她的命运无法改变、他自己对此无能为力的时候，他恨不能也和费里尔一样，长眠在这堆红土之下。

然而，不肯轻言放弃的劲头重又鼓起，把绝望派生出的呆滞神情一扫而光。纵然他已一无所有，他至少还可以豁出这条命去报仇雪恨。他生来就有从不气馁、锲而不舍的毅力，又长期生活在印第安人中间，从他们身上学到了不报仇不罢休的韧劲。他伫立在行将熄灭的篝火旁，默默转着一个念头，那就是只有亲手抓住仇人，让他们受到永世不得超生的惩罚，方能抚平他心头的悲伤。他下定决心，要把自己无比坚强的意志和用之不竭的精力，奉献给这唯一的目标。他脸色惨白，一步一步回到方才掉落野羊肉的地方，重新拨燃篝火，烤了足够吃上几天的野羊肉。他把烤肉捆包背上，不顾疲乏，在山岭中循着复仇天使
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 的来路而去。

一连五天，他在先前骑马走过的谷地跋涉前行，走得腿脚酸疼，又困又倦。夜里他栖身岩石底下，稍稍睡上几个小时，但天没破晓就又上路了。第六天，他来到了鹰谷，当初他们就是从这儿开始悲惨的逃亡之旅的。从这儿，他可以俯瞰摩门教徒们的屋宇。疲惫的他靠枪撑住身子，愤怒地向脚下这座静谧的城市挥动着干瘦的拳头。往下看去，只见几条大街上挂着彩旗，还有一些别的节庆饰物。他正在寻思这是什么意思，忽听得有马蹄声响，抬眼看见有个人骑马迎面而来。等来人驰近，霍普认出他是一个名叫考珀的摩门教徒，霍普曾经帮过他几次忙。所以等他到了跟前，霍普就开口招呼他，想从他那儿知道，露茜·费里尔现在到底怎样了。

“我是杰弗逊·霍普，”他说，“你还记得我吧？”

这个摩门教徒带着毫不掩饰的惊讶神情看着他——确实，要从眼前这个衣衫破烂、脸色惨白、眼露凶光的流浪汉身上，认出昔日那个风度翩翩的年轻猎人来，还真是不容易呢。最后，当他好不容易看清对方是谁以后，他脸上的神情，从惊讶变成了惊恐。

“你到这儿来，难道是疯了吗？”他大声说，“要是有人看见我跟你说话，我的性命也保不住。为你帮助费里尔父女逃跑那档子事，四位长老对你下了搜捕令。”

“我不怕他们，也不怕他们的搜捕令。”霍普语气热切地说，“你是一定知道一些情况的，考珀。我以你心目中最珍贵的东西的名义，恳求你回答几个问题。我俩一向是朋友。看在上帝的分上，请别拒绝回答我。”

“你要问什么？”摩门教徒不安地问道，“快说。石有耳朵树有眼。”

“露茜·费里尔怎么样了？”

“她昨天嫁给小德雷伯了。脚别软啊，伙计，站稳喽；你怎么像掉了魂似的。”

“不用管我。”霍普虚弱地说。他跌坐在方才倚靠的大石块上面，嘴唇没有一丝血色。“你是说，她结婚了？”

“昨天结的婚——就为这，圣仪堂都悬挂了彩旗。小德雷伯和小斯坦格森还为谁娶她吵过一场呢。他俩都参加了追捕费里尔父女的那次行动，斯坦格森开枪打死了她的父亲，所以他觉得自己更有理由娶她；但是他俩当着裁判团的面争辩时，德雷伯一方占了上风，先知把她判给了他。不过，她在谁手里都长不了，我昨天看她的脸，就知道她死到临头了。她哪儿还是个女人呀，看上去就像个幽灵。你怎么，要走了？”

“是的，我要走了。”杰弗逊·霍普说，他已经从大石块上立起身来。他的脸像是大理石雕成的，表情坚毅而决绝，眼睛却露出凄厉的凶光。

“你去哪儿？”

“你别管。”霍普说着，背上来复枪，大步走下山谷，消失在野兽经常出没的大山深处。从此以后，所有那些野兽中，再也没有比他更凶猛、更危险的了。

露茜的结局，也被那个摩门教徒不幸而言中。不知是她父亲的惨死，还是她被迫接受的该诅咒的婚姻，使她终日难展心颜，越来越憔悴，不出一个月，便郁愤而死。酗酒成性的丈夫，本来就是冲着约翰·费里尔的财产娶的她，对她的死并不感到伤心；但他其他的几个妻子，还是为露茜操办了葬礼，按照摩门教的习俗，在落葬前为她彻夜守灵。次日凌晨，她们正围坐在灵柩旁边，突然门被猛地推开，一个看似饱经沧桑的男子大步走进屋来，瞧见他粗野的面容、褴褛的衣衫，她们的惊讶和恐怖简直无法形容。来人对瑟瑟发抖的女人们不加理会，连看也不看一眼，他径直走向裹着白纱的遗体，这个静静躺着的躯体中，曾经有过露茜纯洁的灵魂。他俯下身去，深情地吻了吻她冰冷的额头，然后拿起她的手，从手指上取下那枚结婚戒指。“不能让她戴着这东西下葬。”他狂怒地大声说，没等那些女人来得及喊人，他迅速下楼而去。这一幕显得那么怪异，又那么倏然而逝，就连在场的人都难以置信它真的发生过，更别说叫旁人相信了——然而那枚标志她做过新娘的金戒指，确确实实不见了，这是个无可否认的事实。

一连几个月，杰弗逊·霍普在山岭中转悠，过着野人般的生活；满腔报仇雪恨的怒火，却一刻也不曾熄灭。城里一时流言纷纭，传说有个神秘的幽灵时而在附近游荡，时而出没于人迹稀少的峡谷。有一次，一颗子弹穿过斯坦格森家的窗户，打在离他不到一英尺远的墙壁上。又有一次，德雷伯途经一座悬崖时，一块巨石訇然滚将下来，他幸亏马上扑倒在地，才算逃过一劫。这两个年轻的摩门教徒很快就明白了两次蓄意谋杀的起因，他俩多次带人进山搜寻，想要抓住或杀死这个心头之患，可是每次都无功而返。于是他俩采取严密的预防措施，绝不独自一人或在夜间出门，而且在住宅周围布置了警戒。过了一段时间，眼看那个对手没有一点动静，他俩对他的戒备渐渐放松了，心想时间也许终能消泯他的报复之念。

其实大大不然，时间的流逝非但没能消泯，反而增强了霍普复仇的信念。他生性刚强，宁折不弯，如今满脑子想的尽是怎样报仇，此外再无别的念想。但归根结蒂，他又是个很实际的人。他很快就意识到，即便是铁打的身板，也经不住这般无休无止的折腾。日晒雨淋，四处觅食，消耗着他的体力。倘若他像条狗那样死在群山丛中，哪里还谈得上什么报仇雪恨呢？而要是日复一日照样过下去，他早晚会这么死去。他觉得那才是正中了仇人的下怀，所以他尽管不情愿，还是回到了以前待过的内华达矿区，一边将养身体，一边干活攒钱，为达到目的做好准备。

他原本打算在那儿至多待一年，可是相继发生的一些不曾料到的情况，使他无法脱身，结果在矿上待了将近五年。虽然过去了这么些年头，当年的深仇大恨，他却一刻也不曾忘记，报仇雪恨的意愿，依然跟站在约翰·费里尔坟前的那个夜晚一样热切。他化了装，换了名字，又回到盐湖城。他已把生死置之度外，只求心中的正义得到伸张。但有个坏消息在那儿等着他。几个月前，摩门教派起了内讧，教派中的一些年轻成员奋起挑战长老们的权威，结果有一批教徒退出摩门教，离开犹他州，成为摩门教异教徒。德雷伯和斯坦格森也在其中；没人知道他们去了何方。有传言说德雷伯变卖大部分家产，换成了现钱，所以出走时已是富翁，而他的同伴斯坦格森，相比之下就是个穷人了。但是有关他俩的下落，始终没有丝毫线索。

许多人，尽管曾经义愤填膺，但面对如此这般的绝境，最终会把复仇的念头放下；但是杰弗逊·霍普从来不曾有过片刻的动摇。他身边的钱不多，不时靠打零工维持生计，就这样，他走遍美国的一座又一座城市，去寻找那两个仇人。一年一年地过去了，黑发变得花白了，但是他仍像条猎犬那样在四处搜寻，心里只有一个目标，为了这个目标他不惜献出自己的生命。终于，他的执著有了回报。那仅仅是隔着窗子瞥见了一张脸，但这一瞥告诉他，他苦苦追踪的那两个人，眼下正在俄亥俄州的克利夫兰城。他回到寒碜的住处，把复仇的计划又细细想了一遍。不巧的是，德雷伯也隔窗认出了街上的流浪汉，从他的眼神中看到了杀机。德雷伯急忙带上斯坦格森——他现在是德雷伯的私人秘书——去找治安法官，声称他俩遭到一个昔日情敌的追杀，此人妒心极重，对他俩恨之入骨。当天晚上，杰弗逊·霍普被警方拘捕，因无法找保，在拘留所待了几个星期。等他终于获释时，德雷伯的住处已经人去楼空，德雷伯和斯坦格森早就去了欧洲。

复仇计划又一次落空，满腔的仇恨再次驱使他继续追踪。但由于缺钱，他有一段时间不得不先回去打工，为接下去的复仇之旅积攒路费。最后，钱终于攒够了，他动身前往欧洲，一个城市一个城市地追寻仇人，沿途不时打些零工，什么脏活苦活都干，但就是这样，还是没能发现那两个仇人的行踪。当他追到彼得堡时，他们已经去了巴黎；他赶到巴黎，却听说他们刚去哥本哈根。他追到丹麦京城，却迟了两天，那两个家伙动身去了伦敦。在伦敦，他终于追上了他们。至于接下去发生的事，我们还是再次引用华生医生在日记中的记录吧。华生医生的记录，我们前面已有所叨惠，下面摘录的内容中，则相当详细地记录了杰弗逊·霍普作为当事人的陈述。

第六章 华生医生回忆录的后续部分

杰弗逊·霍普的疯狂反抗，显然并不表示他对我们有什么恶意——一旦发现自己无力拒捕，他当即态度友好地笑了笑，说他希望刚才扭打时没有伤着我们。“我想您是要把我送到警署去，”他对歇洛克·福尔摩斯说，“我的马车就停在门口。您要是松开我的腿，我可以自己走下去。我比从前重了好多，抬起来可费劲呢。”

格雷格森和莱斯特雷德对视了一眼，看上去他俩觉得这个要求有点出格；福尔摩斯却二话不说，马上解开了绑在嫌犯脚踝上的毛巾。霍普坐起身来，伸展一下双腿，似乎想确认一下那两条腿又自由了。我记得，当时我看着他，心想我从没见过体格如此壮实的人；被太阳晒黑的脸上，有一种坚毅、刚强的表情，跟魁伟的体格一样令人心感钦佩。

“要是警署缺个头儿，我看您是合适的人选，”他用不加掩饰的赞许目光注视着我的同伴，“您跟踪我的办法真是绝了。”

“你们最好和我一起去。”福尔摩斯对两个警探说。

“我可以赶车。”莱斯特雷德说。

“好！格雷格森和我坐车里。您也可以啊，医生。您既然对这个案子很有兴趣，何不跟我们一起走一趟呢？”

我欣然接受提议，大家下楼而去。嫌犯全无要逃跑的意思，安静地坐进原来属于他的那辆马车，我们随即上车坐定。莱斯特雷德登上驭座，扬鞭策马，马车一会儿工夫就把我们带到了目的地。我们被引进一个小房间，里面的一个警官记下了嫌犯的姓名和他涉案谋杀的被害人的姓名。警官苍白的脸上漠无表情，他只是在没精打采地、机械地做他的例行公事。“此案本周就会开庭，”他说，“现在，杰弗逊·霍普先生，您有没有什么话要说？我必须警告您，您的每一句话都会记录在案，并有可能被用作不利于您的供词。”

“我有好多话要说，”嫌犯缓缓地说，“我想把所有的一切都告诉在座的各位先生。”

“出庭时再说，不对您更好吗？”警官问。

“我恐怕不会出庭了，”他回答说，“你们不必紧张。我并不是说要自杀。您是医生吧？”他把目光凶野的深色眼睛转向我，问道。

“是的，我是医生。”我回答说。

“请您把手放在这儿。”他微微一笑说，被铐住的手往自己的胸口指了指。

我把手按在他的胸前，顿时感觉到那里面有一种异样的、杂乱的搏动。他的胸壁在震颤，仿佛有一部功率强大的机器在危房里开动，整个房子在剧烈地抖动。周围一片安静，我能听见胸腔里发出的沉闷的嗡嗡声。

“唷，”我大声说，“您得了主动脉瘤！”

“他们是这么说来着，”他平静地说，“上星期我为这东西去看过医生，他对我说，过不了多少天，这个瘤就会迸裂。病情是一年年加重的。当初我在盐湖城的山里挨饿受冻，落下了这病根。现在我把要做的事都做了，再能活多久，我已经不在乎，但我还是希望能把有些事情说说清楚。我不想被人看作一个为杀人而杀人的谋杀犯。”

警官和两个侦探交头接耳，就是否可以允许他陈述自己案情的问题，紧急进行磋商。

“医生，您认为病情有随时发生意外的可能吗？”警官问道。

“确有可能。”我答道。

“既然如此，从有助于办案的角度着眼，我们有责任及早取得他的供词。”警官说，“先生，您有权作出陈述，但我再次提醒您，您的陈述都将被记录在案。”

“对不起，我得坐下来说。”嫌犯说着，径自坐了下来，“这个瘤让我很容易疲劳，半小时前那番搏斗，又折腾得我够呛。我已经是临死的人了，我不想对你们说谎。我说的每句话都绝对是真话，至于你们记下来派什么用场，那我就管不着了。”

说完，杰弗逊·霍普就把背靠在座椅上，开始了下面这番动人心魄的叙述。他神情安详，说得很有条理，仿佛说的这些事情都是再平常不过似的。对以下记录稿的准确性，我可以做担保，因为我能看到莱斯特雷德的卷宗，他是当场把嫌犯的供述逐字逐句记在上面的。

“我为什么恨这两个家伙，其中原因跟各位并没多少关系，”他说，“知道这一点就够了：他们害死了两个人——一个父亲和一个女儿——所以他们应该偿命，这是罪有应得。事情已经过去了那么久，我无法相信法庭一定会对他们作出有罪的判决。但我知道，他们确实是有罪的，于是我决定，我应该同时既是法官、陪审团，又是死刑的执行者。如果你们当时处于我的位置，只要你们身上还有一点男子气概，你们也会这么做的。

“我刚才说到的那个姑娘，本来是二十年前就要嫁给我的。但她被迫嫁给了那个德雷伯，心碎而死。我从她的尸体上取下婚戒，发誓一定要让德雷伯看着这枚戒指而死，要让他死个明白，知道这是对他的罪行的惩罚。我随身带着这枚戒指，跟踪德雷伯和他帮凶的足迹，跑遍了两大洲，最后终于追上了他们。他俩想把我拖垮累垮，但他们没能如愿。就算我明天死去——这是很有可能的——我也死而无憾，因为我知道，我已经做了我在这个世界上该做的事，而且做得很漂亮。他们俩都难逃一死，而且会是我亲手让他们送命。我心愿已足，别无所求了。

“他们有钱而我很穷，所以对我来说，要跟踪他们并不是很容易的事。到达伦敦时，我身上已经没有钱了，我必须先解决谋生的问题。驾车、骑马，对我来说，就像走路一样稀松平常，于是我去一家经营出租马车的车行提交了申请，很快他们就雇用了我。每周我要缴一笔份子钱，剩下的钱归我自己。剩下的钱少得可怜，但我还是慢慢积攒起了一些钱。最让我犯难的，是不认识路，我敢说，在所有路径难认的城市当中，伦敦是最像迷宫的。我身边始终带着地图，而一旦熟悉了大旅馆和主要车站的位置，情况就好多了。

“前不久，我发现了这两个家伙的住处；尽管我一直在打听、查找，可最后还是碰巧才遇上他们的。他俩住在泰晤士河对岸坎伯韦尔的一座公寓里。既然找到了他们，我知道，他们就落在我的手心里了。我留了胡子，他们已经认不出我了。我要跟踪他们，紧追不舍，等待机会的降临。我暗下决心，这次绝不让他们从我的手心里逃脱。

“话虽这么说，他们毕竟还是很容易逃脱的。所以我一点不敢掉以轻心，他们在伦敦无论走到哪儿，我都一刻不放松地跟着他们。有时我赶着马车尾随在后，有时步行盯住他们，不过还是赶着车更稳当，那样他们始终处于我的视线之中。我只有一早一晚可以揽客挣钱，要缴给老板的份子钱，也就拖欠了下来。可是我已经顾不上这些了，只要能亲手杀掉我苦苦追寻的这两个人，别的我什么都不在乎。

“这两个家伙很狡猾。他们一定是考虑到了可能我会跟踪他们，所以从不单独一人外出，也从不在夜里出门。一连两个星期，我每天驾车跟在他们后面，没有一次见到他俩分开过。德雷伯经常喝得醉醺醺的，可是斯坦格森一直没让我发现有任何疏忽之处。我天天盯着他俩，找不到下手的机会；但我没有泄气，我能感觉到，这个时刻就快到了。我唯一担心的是胸口的这个东西会迸裂，万一迸裂得太早了点儿，我可就功亏一篑了。

“终于，有天晚上我赶着马车在他们住的托凯街上转悠时，瞧见有辆出租马车驶来，停在他们屋前。马上有人把一些行李拿了出来，片刻过后，德雷伯和斯坦格森走了下来，一同登车而去。我扬鞭驱车，紧跟其后，心里不安地想，只怕他们又要换住处了。他们在尤斯顿车站下车，我唤来一个孩子替我看管马车，转身跟着那两个人来到站台。只听得他俩在打听去利物浦的火车什么时候开，站台的人回答说刚开走一列，下一列要几个小时后才开。听到这回答，斯坦格森看上去心情很烦躁，德雷伯却若无其事，甚至还挺高兴似的。尽管站台上人声嘈杂，但我站得离他们很近，他俩说的每句话，我差不多都能听得很清楚。德雷伯说他有件私事要去办一下，如果斯坦格森不介意等他一会的话，他很快就回来。斯坦格森劝他别走，提醒他说，他们说好不单独行动的。德雷伯回答说，情况有点微妙，那件事他必须单独去处理。我没听清斯坦格森说什么，但见德雷伯突然出言不逊，冲着对方说，他只不过是自己雇用的仆人，没有资格来说三道四。那个做秘书的，眼看事情到了这个地步，不再坚持，只提出一个要求，就是德雷伯万一误了最后一班火车，一定要到哈利迪私家旅馆去找他；德雷伯没好气地说，他十一点前准会回到站台，说完就走出车站。

“我等了那么久，这个时刻终于来到了。这两个家伙再也逃不出我的手心了。他们两人在一起，还可以互为帮手，一旦落了单，就只能听我摆布了。不过，我没有鲁莽行事。我早就有过一番周密的考虑。只有让仇人有时间明白他死在谁的手里，清楚他为什么会受到惩罚，复仇才是圆满的。按照我的计划，必须让这两个曾经想置我于死地的仇人，在临死前明白，这是他们罪有应得的报应。碰巧几天前有位先生乘我的马车去布里克斯顿街，去看几处他空置的房子，把其中一处的钥匙落在了我的车上。当晚他来取了回去；但趁这工夫我已经刻了个印模，去照样配制了一把。这样一来，我在这个大都市里至少有了一个地方，可以放心地做我的事，不用怕有人干扰。现在我要解决的难题，是怎样把德雷伯弄到那个屋子里去。

“他来到街上，先后进了两家酒吧，在第二家待了差不多有半个小时。出来时，他脚步踉跄，醉得不轻。正好有一辆双座出租马车停在我前面，他扬招上了车。我紧跟在这辆车后面，辕马的鼻子离坐在车后高处赶车的车夫只有一码光景。我们疾驶穿过滑铁卢桥和好几条街道，最后，让我意想不到的是，又回到了他的住处。我想不出他这么回去，是出于什么目的；但我还是驶了上去，把车停在离他的住处一百码开外的地方。他进了屋，门口的双座马车随即驶走。喔，请给我一杯水。我讲得嘴很干。”

我递给他一杯水，他一饮而尽。

“现在好些了。”他说，“就这样，我等了一刻钟，或许再久些，突然传来一阵喧闹声，好像屋里有人在打架。随后大门被猛地推开，两个人出现在门口，其中一个是德雷伯，另一个是我从没见过的年轻人。年轻人揪住德雷伯的衣领，把他拽到门外台阶上，往前一推，又跟上一脚，把他一直踹到街中央。‘你这狗杂种！’年轻人向他挥舞着手杖，高声骂道，‘竟敢欺负一个清白的姑娘，看我怎么收拾你！’这个年轻人怒不可遏，要不是德雷伯跌跌撞撞地拼命狂奔，我想他一定会赶上去，狠狠揍这个狗东西一顿。德雷伯奔到街的拐角处，瞧见了我的马车，他扬了扬手，跳上马车对我说：‘去哈利迪私家旅馆。’

“一见他钻进我的车厢，我的心充满喜悦地狂跳不止，我唯一担心的是在这最后的关键时刻，那个血管瘤会撑不住。我缓缓地驱车前行，心里盘算着最好的做法。我可以把他带到郊外，找一条没有人去的小路，在那儿跟他清算总账。我正想下决心这么做，他却帮我改变了主意。原来他酒瘾又犯了，要我把他拉到一家酒吧门口。他进了酒吧，关照我在外面等他。他在里面一直待到酒吧关门，出来时已经烂醉如泥，我明白这场较量我是稳操胜券了。

“可别以为我会一下子就结果他的性命。如果那样做，只不过是刻板地执行法律的判决而已，我是不会那样做的。我早就作了决定，倘若他还想搏一搏的话，应该让他有机会做最后的生死一搏。我在美洲过颠沛流离的生活时，干过许多营生，其中有一项是在约克学院的实验室当看门人兼清洁工。有一天教授讲有关毒药知识的课，他给学生看一种叫作生物碱的粉末，那是他从南美洲土著抹在箭头上的某种毒液中提取出来的，这种粉末毒性非常大，极其微小的剂量就能叫人当场毙命。我认准了那只盛生物碱的瓶子，趁大家都走出实验室的当口，从里面倒了一点出来。我是个相当不错的药剂师，于是我把这点生物碱做成了两颗小小的、易溶的药丸，分装两个盒子，每个盒子里再配上一颗模样相同但没有毒性的药丸。当时我就对自己说，有朝一日逮住那两个家伙，得让他们每人从不同的盒子里，取一颗药丸吞下去，剩下的那颗我来吃。这办法跟蒙上手帕开枪相比，效果一点不差，动静却要小得多了。从那天起，我一直随身带着这两盒药丸，现在终于到了它们派用场的时候了。

“已经过了午夜，就快一点钟了，阴冷的黑夜大雨滂沱。但尽管外面是凄风苦雨，我内心却充满喜悦——我真想喊出声来，尽情地倾吐心中的欢欣。在座的各位，倘若也曾有过这样的体验，心心念念想着一样东西，盼望了二十年之久，然后突然发现它就在你手边，你随时可以得到它，那么你们一定可以理解我当时的心情。我点了一支雪茄，大口大口地抽着想平稳一下情绪，但还是激动得手在颤抖，太阳穴扑扑地跳。我驾着车，眼前看见苍老的约翰·费里尔和可爱的露茜在夜空中望着我，对着我微笑，清楚得就像我在这个房间里看见你们各位一样。一路上他俩分别在辕马两边，始终在我前方伴我前行，直到马车停在布里克斯顿街的那座屋子跟前。

“街上没有一个人影，除了雨声，没有一点别的声响。我从车窗望进去，只见德雷伯蜷成一团，酒醉还没醒。我抓住他的胳膊摇醒他，‘该下车啦。’我冲他说。

“‘知道了，车夫。’他说。

“我想他一定是以为到了他说的那座旅馆，他不再作声，下车跟着我进了花园。看他依然有点头重脚轻的样子，我只得在旁边扶他一把。到了门口，我推开门，把他带到前屋。我可以对你们发誓，一路上费里尔父女俩始终在前面给我们引路。

“‘可真够黑的。’他说着，东一脚西一脚地往前走。

“‘马上就有亮光了。’我说着，划了一根火柴，点亮了随身带来的一支蜡烛。‘你看看，伊诺克·德雷伯，’我转身向着他，把蜡烛擎到我的脸前，问道，‘我是谁？’

“他醉眼矇眬地对着我看了一会儿，然后我看见他的双眼突然充满恐惧，整张脸抽搐起来，我知道，他认出我是谁了。他脸色发青，脚步踉跄地往后退去，汗滴从额头滚下，抖得牙齿格格作响。见他这副模样，我背靠着门，纵情放声大笑。我一向知道复仇会有快意，但是我从没想到复仇会像现在这样，让我整个身心感到痛快淋漓、无比酣畅。

“‘你这狗东西！’我说，‘我从盐湖城一直追你到彼得堡，可每次都让你逃脱了。现在，你再也无路可逃，我们俩总有一个人，不是你，就是我，再也见不到明天升起的太阳了。’我说这话的时候，他一个劲地往后退缩，从他的神情可以看出，他以为我疯了。其实当时，我是疯了。太阳穴的血管咚咚地跳，仿佛有柄大锤在敲击我的头部，我相信，要不是鼻血一下子往外涌，起了缓解的作用，我一定会发病昏厥过去。

“‘你对露茜·费里尔还有什么可说的？’我锁住房门，在他面前晃动着钥匙大声说，‘惩罚是来得迟了，但报应最终还是落到了你头上。’我看见，我说这话的时候，他怯懦的嘴唇在发抖。他明白，求我饶命是不会有用的。

“‘你要杀害我？’他结结巴巴地说。

“‘这不叫杀害，’我回答说，‘杀一条疯狗，会有人说是杀害吗？我那可怜的心上人，你把她从惨遭杀害的父亲身边拉开，把她带到你那无耻的、该受诅咒的家里去的时候，你可曾有过一丝怜悯？’

“‘她父亲不是我杀的。’他大声说。

“‘但你撕碎了她纯洁无瑕的心，’我厉声说道，把药盒伸到他面前，‘让公正的上帝来裁决吧。你挑一颗吃下去。一颗，是死，另一颗，是生。你挑剩的那颗归我。让我们看看，这世界上究竟是只凭运气呢，还是自有公道在。’

“他浑身发抖地往后退缩，大声嚷嚷地求我饶命，可是我拔出刀抵在他喉咙上，逼他吞下一颗药丸。然后我吞下了另一颗，我们两人面对面地默默站了一两分钟，等着看谁能活着，谁将死去。当他感到第一阵剧痛袭来，知道毒药已进入自己体内时，脸上流露出的那种恐怖的表情，我难道还忘得了吗？我当场放声大笑，拿出露茜的婚戒让他看着。但这只是一转眼的工夫，生物碱的毒性发作太快了。痉挛扭曲了他的脸；他双手往前伸，摇晃了几下，然后，发出一下撕心裂肺的叫声，重重地扑倒在地板上。我用脚把他翻过身来，伸手扪了一下他的心房。没有心跳。他死了！

“刚才那会儿，鼻血始终在流淌，可我根本没注意它。不知是怎么回事，我突然转过一个念头，想用这鼻血在墙上写几个字。也许这是一种恶作剧的心理，想把警方的侦查引向歧路吧，因为我实在太轻松太兴奋了。我记得纽约有过一个案子，死者是个德国人，凶手在墙上写了RACHE这几个字母。当时的报纸评论说，一定是黑社会作的案。我心想，能迷惑纽约警方的事情，应该也能迷惑伦敦警方，于是我就用手指蘸了鼻血，在墙上找个地方，写下了这几个字母。然后我出门看看四周，不见一个人影，夜色很浓，依然是狂风大雨。我驾车行出一段路以后，把手伸进平时放着露茜那枚戒指的衣袋，突然发现戒指不见了。这一惊非同小可，要知道，这枚戒指是她留下的唯一的纪念品哪。回想起来，很可能是我弯下腰去看德雷伯的尸体时，不小心把戒指掉了出来。我掉头回去，把马车停在旁边的一条街上，壮起胆子往那座屋子走去——我甘冒任何风险，一定要找回这枚戒指。进去时。我和一个里面出来的警官撞了个正着，我装出一副发酒疯的样子，总算把他给糊弄了过去。

“这就是伊诺克·德雷伯得到应有下场的前后经过。接下来我要做的，是对斯坦格森也照此办理，让他偿还欠约翰·费里尔的血债。我知道他待在哈利迪旅馆，就驾车整天在那附近转悠，可他就是不出来。我猜想他是因为不见德雷伯露面，心里起了疑心。这斯坦格森是个狡猾的家伙，时时处处都在戒备。但倘若他以为闭门不出就能甩掉我，那他就大错特错了。我很快就弄清了他的房间的位置，第二天一清早，我从旅馆后面的夹弄里，搬来一架梯子，趁天色还没大亮，从窗口爬进他的房间。我把他叫醒，对他说，他多年前欠下的血债，现在是偿还的时候了。我告诉他德雷伯是怎样死的，也给了他同样的选择药丸的机会。他却并没有抓住我给他的这线生机，从床上猛地跳起，扑上来卡我脖子。我举刀自卫，一出手就刺中了他的心房。反正结果是一样的，上帝是不会容许他那只罪恶的手拣起没有毒性的那颗药丸的。

“我还有几句话要说，说完了也好，因为我也快完了。我又赶了一两天马车，想靠这挣点钱，攒够回美洲去的路费。那天我正在车行等客人来叫车，有个穿得破破烂烂的小子来问，有没有一个叫杰弗逊·霍普的车夫，还说贝克街221号B座有位先生要雇他的车。我毫无防备地跟他去了贝克街，接下来我记得的事，就是在座的这位年轻先生一下子给我戴上了手铐，他出手之快我真是见所未见。各位，这就是事情的全部经过。你们可能会认为我是个杀人凶手；但我坚信我和你们一样，也是维护法律尊严、伸张正义的使者。”

他讲述的故事惊心动魄，他的神态又是那么令人印象深刻，所以我们都静静地坐着，听得入了神。即便是那几位对形形色色的案件见多不怪的职业侦探，看来也对他的故事兴趣很浓。他讲完以后，有几分钟时间，大家依然坐着不出声，静默中只听得莱斯特雷德的铅笔在纸上沙沙作响，他在写速记稿的最后几行。

“只有一个地方，我还想再问一下，”歇洛克·福尔摩斯打破静默说，“我登了招领启事以后，你那个前来认领戒指的同伙，是什么人？”

案犯狡黠地对福尔摩斯眨了眨眼。“我自己的秘密，可以和盘托出，”他说，“但是我不会把别人牵连进来。我看见了您的启事，心想着可能是个圈套，但也可能那正是我在寻找的戒指。我的朋友自告奋勇去一探究竟。我想您会承认他干得很漂亮吧。”

“确实很漂亮。”福尔摩斯诚心诚意地说。

“各位，”警官语气庄重地说，“例行的司法程序必须执行。本周四案犯将出庭受审，届时在座各位务请到场。在这以前由我负责看押案犯事项。”说着他拉了拉铃，两名看守把杰弗逊·霍普带了下去。我和福尔摩斯走出警署，乘出租马车返回贝克街。

第七章 尾声

警官通知我们周四出庭；但到了周四，却不用我们去作证了。一个级别更高的法庭受理了这个案子，霍普被传唤到上帝面前去接受最公正的审判了。他被捕的当晚，动脉瘤就迸裂了，第二天早晨在拘押室地上发现他的尸体时，只见他脸上带着平静的笑容，仿佛在临终前的时刻回望这一生，他感到过得很充实，做好了自己该做的事。

“格雷格森和莱斯特雷德知道他死了，准会抓狂。”第二天傍晚我俩谈起此事时，福尔摩斯说，“他们忙着大吹大擂，这下子玩完了。”

“霍普落网，我并不认为他俩在这中间做了多少事情。”我回答说。

“在这个世界上，你做了什么，是件无关紧要的事，”他有些愤愤然地说，“问题在于，你怎么能让别人相信你做了哪些事情。不过，”他顿了顿，神情变得挺轻松地接着说，“只要有案可查，我总是不想错过的。回顾历年办过的案子，此案堪称精彩。虽说案情简单，但还是有几个关键点颇为发人深省。”

“案情简单！”我禁不住喊了起来。

“可不是，也只能这么说吧。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说，笑吟吟地瞧着我满脸惊愕的模样，“此案从根本上说相当简单，其证据就是我无需任何人帮助，只要凭借一些例常的推理，就可以在三天之内逮住这名罪犯。”

“确实如此。”我说。

“我已经对你说明过，看上去异乎寻常的事，往往非但不会堵塞你的思路，反而会给你某种启示。解决这一类问题，关键之处是要能进行逆向推理。这是一种很有效，而且不难学会的本领，可是很少有人应用它。在日常生活中间，正向推理更为有用，所以逆向推理就很容易被忽视。如果有五十个人能进行综合推理的话，能进行分析推理的只有一个。”

“说实话，”我说，“我不太明白您的意思。”

“我那么说，还真没指望你能听明白。让我看看能不能把这意思说得更清楚些。大部分人是这样的，如果你把一连串的事情一一讲给他们听，他们就会告诉你，结果会是怎么样的。他们在头脑里把这些事情归拢在一起，由此论证将会出现怎样的结果。而很少有人能在你告诉他一个结果以后，凭借自身的领悟能力，推断出整个事情是怎样一步一步发展，从而造成那个结果的。我刚才说的逆向推理，或者说分析推理，指的就是这种推理能力。”

“我明白了。”我说。

“在这件案子里，结果是已知的，而其他的一切，你都必须自己去寻找，去发现。现在就让我试着把我推理的每一个步骤，给你说个清楚。还是从头说起吧。你知道，我是下了车徒步走近那座屋子的，当时我的脑子里还没有任何印象。首先自然要查勘路面，我已经对你解释过，我在路面上看见很清晰的马车印痕，询问在场的警员后，我确认这些车痕一定是头天晚上留下的，车辙的轮距比较窄，由此我推断，这是一辆出租马车，而不是私家马车。通常伦敦的出租马车轮距都要比私家马车窄一些。

“这就是我得出的第一个结论。接着，我沿花园小径缓步往前走，小径是黏土掺砂砾铺成的，特别容易留下印痕。当然，它在你眼里不过就是条泥泞不堪、被许多人踩踏过的小路，但是在我训练有素的眼睛看来，小径上的每个印痕，都自有它的含义。在刑侦学里，足迹学是个非常重要，却又最为容易被忽视的分支。所幸的是，我一向高度重视这方面的训练和应用，久而久之，辨认脚印成了我的一种本能。我认出了警察重而有力的脚印，同时还认出了在他们之前穿过花园的两个男人的脚印。他俩是在警察之前来的，这一点很容易看出来，因为他俩的有些脚印，已经被别的印痕覆盖或者擦掉了。至此我形成了推理的第二个环节，这就是夜间来客一共是两个人，其中一个长得很高大（量一下他的步幅就可以知道），另一个穿着很讲究，这是从他的靴子留下的精致鞋印推断出来的。

“进屋后，这个推断得到了证实。那个靴子考究的男子迎面躺在地上。那么，倘若这真是一起凶杀案的话，高个子就应该是凶手了。死者身上没有伤痕，但是从他脸上紧张激动的表情，我可以确定，他在临死前已经意识到自己的命运了。因心脏病发作或突发其他疾病而猝死的人，脸上不会有这种紧张激动的表情。我闻了闻死者的嘴唇，隐隐闻到一种酸味儿，由此我判断，他是被迫服下毒药而死的。推断的根据，仍然是他的表情，从那种又恨又怕的神情可以看出，他是被迫服毒的。根据排除法，得出这个结论是理所当然的，因为，其他任何假设都无法跟实际情况相吻合。请别以为这是没有先例的个案。迫使受害人服毒，在犯罪记录档案里算不得新鲜事儿。敖德萨的多尔斯基案和蒙彼利埃的勒迪里埃案，都是毒物学家耳熟能详的。

“接下来的一个重要问题，就是犯罪动机了。抢劫不是凶杀的目的，死者身上的东西一样也没少。那么，这起案件是跟政治，还是跟女人有关呢？这是摆在我面前的问题。我偏向于后一种可能性。涉及政治的凶杀案，凶手作案后唯恐逃得不快。而现在，案犯那么悠闲自在，满屋子到处是他的脚印。可见他一直都在现场。如此不慌不忙地实施复仇计划，一定是出于个人恩怨，而不是由于政治原因。发现了墙上的血字，我的判断又多了几分把握。这很明显是故布疑阵。找到那枚戒指以后，问题的答案就确定无疑了。显然凶手曾用这枚戒指让对方回忆某个已经死亡，或者当时不在场的女性。为了弄清这一点，我当时就问格雷格森，他有没有给克利夫兰发电报查询过德雷伯先生的有关经历。你想必记得，他的回答是没有。

“随后我就着手仔细查看案发现场，证实了我关于凶手身高的推想，另外还发现了一些细节，诸如受害人抽特里其雪茄、凶手指甲很长等等。有一点可以肯定，既然现场没有搏斗痕迹，地板上的血迹一定是凶手在亢奋状态中流出的鼻血。我注意到，哪儿有他的足迹，哪儿就有血迹。一个人倘若不是血色很好的话，是不大会在激动时出鼻血，而且血流不止的，因此我大胆地推测，案犯很可能身体强壮、脸色红润。后来的情况，证明我的推测是对的。

“离开屋子后，我就去做格雷格森忽略没做的事。我给克利夫兰的警察局长发了封电报，内容仅限于询问有关伊诺克·德雷伯的婚姻状况。回电内容很简要：德雷伯曾向当局指控一个名叫杰弗逊·霍普的昔日情敌，要求得到司法保护，而且这个霍普眼下正在欧洲。我知道，我已经掌握了谜团的线索，剩下要做的事情，就是逮捕凶手了。

“我心里早就认定，跟德雷伯一起进屋的人，就是驾出租马车的人。从路上的马蹄印可以看出，辕马曾经东蹓西跶地捯过脚，在有人看管的情况下是不可能那样的。那么，马车夫若不在屋里，还能在哪儿呢？再说，如果设想一个神智健全的人，会在一匹类似于第三者的马——它肯定会泄露他的秘密——的目光注视下，心无旁骛地实施凶杀，那岂不是太荒唐了吗？最后的一点是，假定一个人想在伦敦四处跟踪另一个人，他还有什么比当马车夫更好的办法吗？这种种考虑，使我得出一个极有诱惑力的结论，就是杰弗逊·霍普应该到伦敦的马车夫中间去找。

“而他只要当过马车夫，我就没有理由认为他现在歇手不干。从他的角度来看，任何突然的改变，都很容易引起别人的注意。所以他很可能，至少在一段时间里，继续当他的马车夫。也没有理由假定他会换一个假名。在一个谁也不知道他真名的地方，有什么必要改名呢？我于是召集那支街头小混混的侦缉队，指派他们逐个逐个地把伦敦的车行问个遍，直到找出我要找的那个人为止。他们干得有多出色，进展有多迅速，想必你还记忆犹新。斯坦格森被杀，是出乎意料的突发事件，不过这种事情，几乎是无法预先加以防范的。你知道，踏勘斯坦格森被杀现场时，我找到了那些药丸，它们的存在，我早有预料。你看，所有的事情就是一个完整的、环环相扣的逻辑链。”

“太棒了！”我大声说，“应当让舆论和公众，让全社会都了解你做了多么了不起的工作。你应该把这个案例公开发表。如果你不想写，我可以代你写。”

“你爱怎么做就怎么做呗，医生。”他回答说，“看看这个！”他把一张报纸递给我说，“瞧这儿！”

这是今天的《回声报》，他指给我看的，正是有关此案的报道。报道内容如下：

伊诺克·德雷伯和约瑟夫·斯坦格森先生凶杀案嫌犯霍普突然死亡，使公众失去了看一场好戏的机会。此案的内幕细节，我们可能就此难参其详，但据有关当局披露的消息，此案起因是一段陈年往事的宿怨，涉及情仇和摩门教事务。据悉两位受害人年轻时都是自称后期圣徒的摩门教徒，已故案犯霍普亦来自盐湖城。此案纵然未能引起更广泛的注意，却至少以一种极为吸引眼球的方式，让我们领略了警方探员的精明干练，同时警示所有外国人士引以为戒，夙仇恩怨亟应在当地解决，千万不能带入不列颠领土滋生事端。众所周知，此案进展神速，凶犯束手就擒，功劳均归于苏格兰场知名警官莱斯特雷德和格雷格森先生。据悉，案犯系在一位歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生家中被捕，这位先生本人作为一名业余侦探，也显示了一定的探案才能，假以时日，相信他的这种才能定能在两位警官的指导下有所增进。此间普遍认为，当局将给予两位警官某种褒奖，以表彰他们的杰出贡献。

“我不是一开始就对你说了吗？”歇洛克·福尔摩斯笑着大声说，“这就是我们血字的研究的全部成果：为他们赢得一份褒奖！”

“没关系，”我回答说，“我把整个案件的来龙去脉都记下来了，公众会知晓的。你呢，就以成就感来犒劳一下自己吧，这好有一比，你就像那罗马的守财奴——

笑骂由他笑骂，

财迷我自为之。”




 [1]
 原文为Blackfoot，指北美印第安人中一个氏族的成员，因多穿黑色软鞋得名。


 [2]
 约瑟夫·史密斯出身新英格兰农家。1827年他声称天使摩罗尼将镌有经文的金箔交付给他，并率领信众迁徙美国，在1830年创立摩门教，瑙沃是摩门教徒在伊利诺伊州建立的一个新城。


 [3]
 摩门教的主要组织称为耶稣基督后期圣徒教会，约有360万信徒。这一部的标题中，“圣徒”既指后期圣徒，亦指圣徒教会的教徒，即摩门教徒。


 [4]
 原文为Elder，指摩门教会中的高级司祭（或称大司祭）。


 [5]
 1844年史密斯去世。经过内部权力斗争后，布里格姆·扬格接任摩门教首领，1847年率领教众到犹他州定居，并建立新城盐湖城。


 [6]
 指摩门教一夫多妻的教规。


 [7]
 即中世纪晚期的德国威斯特伐利亚秘密刑事法庭。


 [8]
 摩门教内的秘密恐怖帮派，自称复仇天使。


 [9]
 即由四个大司祭组成的最高裁判团。


 [10]
 原作者注：摩门教重要人物希伯·C·肯博尔在讲道时，曾以此暗喻他的一百个妻子。


 [11]
 沃肖：北美印第安人部落，以狩猎为生。


 [12]
 摩门教内的秘密恐怖帮派。参见第95页脚注。


波西米亚丑闻

一

对福尔摩斯来说，她永远都是那个女人。我几乎没听到他提起她时，用过其他称呼。在他眼里，她是出类拔萃的女性，任何别的女性和她相比，都会黯然失色。这并不是说他对艾琳·阿德勒有什么近于爱恋的情感。凡是情感（爱情就更不用说），在他冷静、精准而又平衡得那么出色的头脑中，都是没有容身之地的。不妨这么说吧，他是这个世界上所能见到的最完美的推理和观测的机器，但要论谈情说爱，他绝对是个让人不敢恭维的家伙。他自己从来不说温情脉脉的话，听人说起这种话，则不是嘲讽就是冷笑。对一个观察者来说，另一个人身上表现出的温情，自有其价值——此人的行为以及动机，往往会在其中显露无遗。但是对一个训练有素的推理者而言，容许这种情感侵袭自己灵巧的、精心校准的心理机制，无异于引入一种干扰因素，使推理的结论蒙上疑虑的阴影。即使一台灵敏的仪表掉进了尘粒，或者他的某一个高倍放大镜出现了裂缝，其后果都不会比他的这种个性受到某种情感冲动的干扰更为严重。然而，还是有一个女人，那就是已故的艾琳·阿德勒，给他留下了有些含糊、颇可争议的回忆。

近来我很少见到福尔摩斯。我婚后一直和他疏于来往。一个男人第一次拥有自己的小家庭，由此带来的无比幸福和生活乐趣，已经足以吸引我的全部注意力。而福尔摩斯，他那种波西米亚人的气质，是和任何一种社会生活方式都格格不入的；他仍然住在我俩在贝克街的那座屋子里，埋头于旧书堆中；周复一周，或因吸食可卡因而变得很倦懒，或因焕发天生的旺盛精力而变得很亢奋。他一如既往地醉心于案件研究，以卓越的才能和非凡的观察力梳理警方搁置的悬案，找出线索，解开谜团。我不时会听到一些有关他大致情况的消息：应请前去敖德萨受理特雷波夫谋杀案，侦破亭可马里
 
[1]

 怪异的阿特金森兄弟惨案，以及他为荷兰王室完成得极为漂亮的一桩使命等等。他的这些行踪，我也跟读者一样，只是从报上看到的，除此之外，我对这位当年的朋友和伙伴的情况所知甚少。

有一天晚上——那天是一八八八年的三月二十日——我出诊回来（这时我已重新开业行医），正好路过贝克街。那扇大门我记忆犹新，我的求婚，《血字的研究》中那些神秘的事件，都和它关联在一起。我心头突然涌上一股渴念，想进去看看福尔摩斯，了解他又为自己卓异的禀赋找到了哪些用武之地。几个房间都点着灯，我抬头往上看去，只见他那高挑瘦削的身影两次在窗帘上掠过。他头垂在胸前，双手背在身后，快速、急切地在屋里来回走动。我对他的性情、习惯太熟悉了，单凭他的神态、举止我就能知道他处于怎样的境况。他又在工作了。他从药品引起的梦幻状态中醒来，又在孜孜不倦地寻找某个新问题的线索了。我拉了门铃，进得屋来，到了先前曾和他合住的房间里。

他看上去并没显得很热情。感情外露的情况，在他身上向来很罕见。但我想，他看见我还是很高兴的。他没说什么话，但带着亲切的目光，挥手示意我在一把扶手椅里就座，把他的雪茄匣扔给我，又指指角落里的酒瓶架和苏打水桶。然后他站在壁炉前，带着他特有的审视的神情从上往下望着我。

“结婚对你很合适。”他开口说，“我想，华生，自从上次见你以后，你重了七磅半。”

“七磅！”我回答说。

“是吗，我可以为还要多一点呢。华生，我猜还要稍稍多一点儿。还有，我看你又开业行医了。你没告诉过我打算重操旧业啊。”

“哎，这事你是怎么知道的？”

“我看出来，推断出来。要不我又怎么会知道你最近淋过雨，而且你们家的年轻女佣又笨又毛手毛脚呢？”

“我亲爱的福尔摩斯，”我说，“你真是太神了。你要是早生几个世纪，一定会被判火刑的。你说得没错，我星期四是到乡下去了一趟，回家时被大雨淋得够呛，可是我已经换过衣服了，我实在想不出你是怎么推理出来的。至于玛丽·珍妮，她简直是无可救药，已经被我妻子解雇了；不过，我不明白这事你又是怎么知道的。”

福尔摩斯暗自笑出声来，来回搓着两只手指修长、显得有点神经质的手。

“其实事情很简单，”他说，“我的眼睛告诉我，你左脚鞋子的内侧，刚好就在壁炉火光照得到的地方，皮面上有六道几乎平行的划痕。很明显，这些划痕是有人在清除沾在鞋帮上的泥垢时，毛手毛脚刮出来的。因此，你看，我同时作出两个推理，一个是你外出遇到了坏天气，另一个是你有一个粗心的女佣人，能把主人的靴子划出这么多道道来的女佣人，在伦敦还真不多见。至于你开业行医嘛，你想，要是有位体面的先生走进我的房间，身上有股碘酊的气味，右手食指上有硝酸银的黑色痕迹，礼帽的右侧微微鼓起，表明他在那儿藏过听诊器，要是就这样我还不能判断他是位业务繁忙的医生，那我就真的太愚钝了。”

听他这么一说，我发现整个推理过程原来这么简单，不禁大声笑了起来。“听你分析每一步推理的过程，”我说，“我常常会觉得事情简单得令人可笑，仿佛我自己也能很轻松地解决问题似的，可是到了下一步，我又觉得困惑不解了，非得等你把你的推理过程解释清楚了，我才恍然大悟。不过，我还是相信，我的眼睛和你的眼睛一样管用。”

“一点不错，”他点燃一支烟，重重地往扶手椅里一坐，回答说，“但你是在看，而不是在观察。两者的区别是显而易见的。比如说，从门厅通到这个房间的楼梯，你是经常看见的吧？”

“经常看见啊。”

“看见多少次了？”

“哦，总有几百次了吧。”

“那么楼梯一共有多少级？”

“多少级？我不知道。”

“一点不错！你没有观察。你只是在看。这就是问题所在。我呢，知道它一共是十七级，因为我不仅在看，而且在观察。顺便说一下，既然你对我的那些小问题感兴趣，还不惮其烦地把我微不足道的那点经验一一记录下来，你对这个东西大概会有兴趣的。”说着他拿起桌上的一张厚实的粉红色便笺纸，轻轻地扔给我。“是上一次邮班送来的，”他说，“请你大声读一下。”

这张便笺上没有注明日期和地址，也没有署名。上面这样写道：

今晚七点三刻有位男士前往造访，旨在就一件极为紧要之事向阁下咨询。阁下最近曾为欧洲某王室效力，足以表明阁下完全值得信赖，可托付以重要事务——此类事务之重要，是无论怎样说都不为过分的。有关阁下的信息，我们系从各地搜罗而得。届时务请留在府上，来客如戴面罩则请勿见怪。

“真有点神秘兮兮的，”我说，“你看究竟是怎么回事？”

“我还没有掌握可以作为论据的事实。在弄清事实之前进行推测，是最大的错误。那样就会有意无意地曲解事实去迎合推测，而不是以事实为依据进行推测。现在只有这张便笺。你从中可以作出哪些推断？”

我仔细察看了笔迹，以及便笺的用纸。

“写这张便笺的人，看上去相当富裕，”我尽力模仿我伙伴的推理方法，说道，“这种纸起码要卖到一个半克朗一沓。纸质特别结实，特别紧致。”

“‘特别’这两个字用得好，”福尔摩斯说，“它压根儿就不是英国造的纸。你对着光照一下。”

我举起纸对光一照，发现纸上有几个水印字母：一个大写的E和一个小写的g，一个P，还有一个大写的G和一个小写的t。

“你作何想法？”

“很可能是厂商的名字，或者确切地说，是名字的缩写。”

“错。G和小写t一起，代表Gesellschaft，这是德文中的‘公司’，这是一种惯用的缩略方式，就像我们的Co.； P，当然就是Papier——‘纸’。再来看Eg，我们来看看《大陆地名词典》是怎么说的。”他从书架上拿下一本厚重的棕色封面的词典。“Eglow，Eglonitz——噢，有了，Egria。它在一个德语国家——在波西米亚，离卡尔斯巴德
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 不远。‘华伦斯坦
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 卒于此地，以拥有众多玻璃厂、造纸厂而著称。’哈哈，老伙计，你明白是怎么回事了吗？”他双眼熠熠发光，吸一口雪茄，得意地吐出一大圈蓝色的烟雾。

“这种纸是在波西米亚生产的。”我说。

“完全正确。而且写这张便笺的人是个德国人。你注意到这种特别的句子结构了吗？——‘有关阁下的信息，我们系从各地搜罗而得。’法国人和俄国人不会这么写。只有德国人才会用词如此粗鲁。所以，接下来的事情，就是看看这个使用波西米亚造的便笺，而且要戴着面罩不肯让人看见他的脸的德国人，究竟想干什么了。嗬，要是我没弄错的话，他这就来为我们揭开谜底了。”

说话之间，传来清脆的马蹄声和车轮擦过界石的声音，随后响起一阵刺耳的门铃声。福尔摩斯吹了声口哨。

“听声音，是两匹马。”他说。“没错，”他往窗外瞥了一眼，接着说，“一辆小巧精致的布鲁厄姆马车，配一对漂亮的辕马。每匹马值一百五十基尼。这桩案子，华生，即便没有其他收益，至少报酬会很丰厚。”

“我想我最好回避一下，福尔摩斯。”

“完全不用，华生。坐那儿别动。我要没有我的鲍斯威尔
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 ，就没人给我立传喽。再说，这桩案子看来挺有意思，错过了岂不可惜。”

“可是你的委托人——”

“不用管他。我可能需要你的帮助，他也一样。现在他来了。请你坐在那张扶手椅里，华生，仔细听好我们说的每一句话。”

缓慢而沉重的脚步声，在楼梯和过道响起，到房门口戛然而止。随后是果决的敲门声，声音不响，但自有一种威严的意味。

“请进！”福尔摩斯说。

一位男士推门进来，他足足有六英尺六英寸高，胸部和四肢都有如赫尔克勒斯那般强健。他衣着华贵，这种华贵在英国不免会显得有些俗气。双排纽上衣的袖口和前襟都镶着厚实的俄国羔羊皮，搭在肩头的深蓝色披风，衬里是明亮的橘红色绸缎，用一枚饰针别在颈部，饰针上是一颗闪亮的绿宝石。齐腿肚的长筒靴，靴口上镶着华贵的棕色裘皮，更使他浑身上下给人以一种炫富的印象。他手里捏着一顶宽边帽子，脸上则戴着一个黑色面罩遮住上半张脸，这个面罩显然是刚戴上的，因为他进门时手还没从那上面拿下来。从下半张脸，可以看出他是个性格坚强的人，往下噘的厚嘴唇，长而直的下巴，都让人想见他的果决已然到了极端固执的地步。

“我的便笺您收到了吧？”他问，声音严厉而低沉，带着浓重的德国口音，“我通知过您这次来访。”他依次看着我们两人，好像是没确准要和谁说话。

“请坐，”福尔摩斯说，“这位是我的朋友和同事华生博士，他有时会赏脸帮助我办一些案子。请问阁下怎么称呼？”

“您可以称呼我冯·克拉姆伯爵，一位波西米亚的贵族。我相信这位先生，您的朋友，是位可靠而审慎的绅士，我可以当着他的面把极为重要的事情告诉您。如若不然，我宁可和您单独谈话。”

我起身就走，但福尔摩斯抓住我的手腕，把我推回扶手椅里。“要么两人一起谈，要么谁也不谈，”他说，“您可以对我说的话，都可以当着这位先生的面说。”

伯爵耸了耸宽厚的肩膀。“那我有言在先，”他说，“你们二位必须承诺在两年之内严守秘密；两年过后，这件事情就无关紧要了。眼下，就是说它事关重大，足以影响欧洲历史的进程，也毫不为过。”

“我承诺。”福尔摩斯说。

“我也承诺。”

“这个面罩还请见谅，”陌生来客继续说，“派我来的那位重要人物，不希望你们知道他的代理人是谁，所以我这就得申明，我刚才所说的并不是我的真名。”

“这我知道。”福尔摩斯冷冷地说。

“事情非常棘手，必须采取一切防范措施，避免事态扩大，酿成重大丑闻，影响欧洲一个王室的声誉。直说了吧，这件事情涉及高贵的奥姆斯泰因家族，波西米亚世袭的王位拥有者。”

“这我也知道。”福尔摩斯轻声说，在扶手椅上往里坐实，闭上眼睛。

来客看了他一眼，目光中明显地带有惊讶的意味，眼前这个没精打采、懒懒散散地坐在扶手椅里的人，想必人家在他面前是说成全欧洲推理能力超人一等、精悍敏捷无人可比的侦探的。福尔摩斯慢慢地睁开眼睛，不耐烦地望着身材魁梧的委托人。

“陛下不妨屈尊陈述有关案情，”他说，“以便鄙人提供咨询意见。”

那人从椅子上跳了起来，激动难抑地在房间里来回走动。而后，他做了个绝望的姿势，从脸上扯下面罩，把它扔在地上。“您说得对，”他大声说，“我是国王。我何必藏藏掖掖呢？”

“是啊，何必呢？”福尔摩斯轻轻地说，“陛下还没开口，我就知道我有幸在和威廉·戈特赖希·西吉斯蒙德·冯·奥姆斯泰因，卡斯尔-菲尔斯泰因大公，世袭波西米亚国王说话。”

“那您想必能理解，”这位不寻常的来客重新坐下，摸了一下高高的、白皙的额头，“您想必能理解，我平时是不会亲自处理这种事情的。可是这件事实在太棘手，我担心一旦把它告诉了别人，就有可能被对方当作把柄。因此我才从布拉格微服出行，前来向您咨询。”

“那么，请咨询吧。”福尔摩斯说完，又闭上眼睛。

“简单地说，事情是这样的：大约五年以前，我出访华沙，逗留时间较长，当时结识了曾因她的冒险经历红极一时的艾琳·阿德勒。这个名字想必您也听说过。”

“麻烦你在那本索引里查一下，华生。”福尔摩斯轻声说，没有睁开眼睛。多年来，他系统地搜集有关人物、事件的资料，摘要整理成册。只要提到某个事件或人物，他几乎都可以立即在这本索引中查到相关的信息。这一次我同样查到了她的简历，夹在一个犹太教律法专家和一个写过关于深海鱼的专著的参谋长的资料中间。

“让我瞧瞧！”福尔摩斯说。“嗯！一八五八年生于新泽西州。女低音——嗯！斯卡拉歌剧院，嗯！华沙帝国歌剧院首席女低音——对了！从歌剧舞台隐退——哈！寓居伦敦——一点没错！据我看，陛下是和这位年轻女子有过一段交往，给她写过几封信，担心信的内容一旦公布，会对陛下不利，所以急于取回这几封信。”

“正是如此。可是，怎么……”

“有过秘密婚约吗？”

“没有。”

“没有正式文件或证书？”

“没有。”

“那我就不明白陛下在担心什么了。倘若这个年轻女子想要用这些信来达到敲诈或其他目的，她如何证明它们的真实性呢？”

“有我的笔迹。”

“哼哼！伪造的。”

“是我的私人信笺。”

“偷来的。”

“有我的印鉴。”

“仿造的。”

“有我的照片。”

“买来的。”

“照片上有我们两个人。”

“啊呀呀！这就糟了！陛下实在太轻率了。”

“我当时疯了——我犯浑。”

“陛下此举后果非常严重。”

“我当时只是王储，还很年轻。现在我才三十。”

“必须把照片拿回来。”

“我们试过，没成功。”

“陛下得出钱，把它买下来。”

“她不肯卖。”

“那就偷。”

“试过五次。有两次我雇用的窃贼都把她的屋子搜了个遍。有一次我们趁她旅行的机会，把她的行李挪开仔细搜查。还有两次是半路拦劫她。结果一无所获。”

“没有线索？”

“一点都没有。”

福尔摩斯笑了起来。“这件事，小菜一碟。”他说。

“可是对我来说事关重大。”国王回了一句，语气中有责备的意味。

“事关重大，没错。那么她打算用这张照片干什么呢？”

“毁掉我。”

“怎么个毁法？”

“我就要结婚了。”

“这我听说了。”

“新娘是斯堪的纳维亚国王的次女，克洛蒂尔德·洛特曼·冯·萨克斯-曼宁根公主。您也许知道，他们家规极严。她本人也遇事容不得半点苟且。只要他们对我的行止有丝毫怀疑，婚事就要告吹。”

“那么艾琳·阿德勒呢？”

“她威胁说要把照片交给他们。她会这么做的，我知道她是说得出就做得到的。你们不了解她，她个性强硬之极。她有最美的女人的脸，有最决绝的男人的心。要是我和另外一个女人结婚，她什么事情都做得出——都能做绝。”

“您能肯定她还没有把照片交出去？”

“我能肯定。”

“何以见得？”

“因为她说过，她要在我的婚约公布之日把它交出去。婚约定在下星期一公布。”

“噢，那我们还有三天时间。”福尔摩斯说着，打了个呵欠，“幸好如此，因为我眼下正有一两桩要紧的事情要处理一下。陛下这几天，当然留在伦敦喽？”

“当然。我下榻在兰厄姆旅馆，用的是冯·克拉姆伯爵的名字。”

“我会送短信告知我们的进展情况。”

“务请来信，我急切地想知道进展情况。”

“那就谈谈钱吧。”

“您说多少都行。”

“此话当真？”

“我可以告诉您，为了取回那张照片，我愿意拿王国的一个省做交换。”

“眼前的费用呢？”

国王从披风里取出一个沉甸甸的羚羊皮袋，放在桌上。

“这里是三百镑金币，七百镑纸币。”他说。

福尔摩斯从笔记本上撕下一张纸，写好一张收据交给他。

“那位小姐的地址？”他问。

“圣约翰林苑，赛彭坦大街，布里奥尼别墅。”

福尔摩斯记下地址。“还有一个问题，”他说，“照片是大尺寸的吗？”

“是的。”

“好，晚安，陛下，我相信很快就会有好消息的。”

街上响起了王家布鲁厄姆马车车轮的辚辚声。这时他对我说：“晚安，华生。劳驾明天下午三点过来一趟，这桩小事的有些细节，我想和你谈一下。”
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二

三点整，我来到贝克街，不料福尔摩斯还没回来。房东太太告诉我，他早晨八点刚过就出门了。我在火炉旁坐下，决定等他回来，无论要等到几点。我对他接手的这桩案子很感兴趣，因为，虽然这桩案子跟我前面记述的那两个案子相比，没有那么惊险和离奇，但是案子的特殊性和委托人的地位之尊贵，却自有一种吸引人的意味。其实，除了这桩案子本身，我这位朋友对事态的准确判断，他精湛的推理本领，也在吸引我，我始终感到，研究他的办案过程，观察他迅速、巧妙地解开种种错综复杂的谜团的思考方法，其中有着一种乐趣。我对他的成功已经习以为常，从没想过他会有失手的时候。

快到四点了，才有个马夫模样的人推开了门。他邋里邋遢的，胡子也没刮干净，满脸通红，衣着破旧，一路走进屋来。我对福尔摩斯出神入化的化装技巧早已熟知，但我还是对此人端详了三次，才敢确认那就是他。他朝我点点头，随即进入卧室，五分钟后出来，依然又是一身粗花呢套装，一派绅士风度。他双手插在衣袋里，舒展身体，把双脚伸到火炉跟前，尽情地笑了一阵子。

“嗬，有意思！”他大声说，呛了一下，又放声大笑，一直笑到瘫倒在椅子上直不起身来。

“怎么啦？”

“实在太有趣了。我敢肯定，你一定猜不出我一个上午都在干什么，有哪些收获。”

“我猜不出。我想你是去看艾琳·阿德勒小姐的起居情况，或许还看了她的屋子。”

“一点不错；不过结果很出乎意料。好吧，你听我告诉你。今早八点一过，我就扮作一个没活儿干的马夫出门了。那些马夫爱抱成团，讲义气。入了这一行，你就想知道什么就能打听出什么。我很快找到了布里奥尼别墅。那是一座小巧精致的别墅，后面有个花园，不过前面正对着大街，一共是两层楼。门上装着保险锁。右侧是宽敞的起居室，摆设很讲究，落地长窗挺气派，但是这种英国货的长窗扣件很差，连小孩也能拨开。屋子背部，除了从马车房顶上够得到过道窗子以外，没有什么值得注意的地方。我绕别墅转了一圈，从每个角度仔细观察了一番，没看到多少让我感兴趣的东西。

“于是我沿大街往前走，不出所料，前面果然有个马厩，就在贴着花园围墙的那条车道里面。我自告奋勇帮里面的马夫擦洗马匹，活干完后，他们给了我两个便士、一杯混合酒和够装满两烟斗的粗烟丝，另外还把我想了解的有关阿德勒小姐的情况，一五一十都告诉了我，当然，我少不得还硬着头皮听他们讲了好几个邻居的闲言碎语，那是没法子的事。”

“艾琳·阿德勒是什么情况？”我问。

“哦，她的美貌令那一带的男人全都为之倾倒。天下没有比她更迷人的妞儿。在赛彭坦马厩，人人都这么说。她的生活很平静，每天五点乘马车出门，去音乐厅演唱，七点钟准时回家用晚餐。除了演唱，平时深居简出。只有一位来访者，但这位男士来得很勤。他肤色黝黑，长得挺帅，很有风度，每天起码来一次，通常是两次。此人是戈德弗雷·诺顿先生，在内殿律师学院供职。你瞧，受主人宠信的马车夫知道的事情可真不少呢。他们驾车把那位男士从赛彭坦送回他的住处，常来常往，对他的情况非常了解。我听罢他们每人的讲述，又在布里奥尼别墅周围来回走了两遍，寻思该从哪儿下手。

“那位戈德弗雷·诺顿，显然是这件事情中很重要的人物。他是律师，这一点似乎有些棘手。他和阿德勒小姐之间是什么关系，他频频来访又是出于什么目的？她是他的客户，他的朋友，还是他的情妇？如果是前一种情况，她很可能会把照片交给他保管。如果是后一种情况，她很可能不会那么做。这个问题关系到，我是应该继续在布里奥尼别墅调查案情呢，还是应该把注意力转移到那位先生在内殿学院的住所。作这个决定必须非常谨慎，它关乎我是否要扩大调查的范围。恐怕这些细节让您听得有些烦了吧，不过，倘若您想要了解事情的来龙去脉，我把这些小小的难处如实相告，还是有必要的。”

“我在仔细听呢。”我回答说。

“且说我正在心里盘算的时候，只见一辆漂亮的出租马车驶到布里奥尼别墅跟前，一位绅士跳下车来。他长得很英俊，皮肤黧黑，鹰钩鼻，留着小胡子——很显然这就是我听说的那位男士。他看上去非常匆忙，高声喊车夫留在那儿等他，女仆刚打开门，他就一个箭步冲进屋去，显而易见他对这儿是熟门熟路的。

“他在屋里待了大约半个小时，我从起居室的窗子里隐约可以看见他在来回踱步，兴奋地说着话，挥动着双臂。她的身影，我一点也看不见。不一会儿他出来了，看上去比刚才更加激动。跨上马车踏板的当口，他从怀里掏出一块金表，急匆匆地看了一眼。‘越快越好，’他喊道，‘先到摄政王街的格罗斯-汉基旅馆，然后去埃奇韦尔路的圣莫妮卡教堂。二十分钟赶到那儿，给你半个基尼！’

“他们走了，我正在犹豫要不要跟上去的时候，只见车道上驶过来一辆精致的小型马车，车夫的上衣只扣了一半纽子，领带歪在一边，车上的挽具也都没有扣紧。车还没停稳，她就从厅门急速奔出，上了车。我在这个当口匆匆见到了她，但就凭这一瞥，我看出她是个可爱的女人，她的美貌足以让一个男人为她去死。

“‘约翰，去圣莫妮卡教堂，’她大声说，‘二十分钟赶到，给你一枚半镑金币。’

“这个机会来得这么好，再也不容我错过了，华生。我正在想，是该攀上她这辆马车的后背呢，还是该随后跟上去，正巧看见街上来了另一辆出租马车。车夫见我穿得破破烂烂的模样，打量了我两次，但我不容他分说，径直跳上了车。‘圣莫妮卡教堂，’我说，‘二十分钟赶到那儿，给你一枚半镑金币。’这时离正午还有二十五分钟，那儿将会发生什么事情，当然是显而易见的。

“马车夫使劲赶路。我想我从没乘过比这跑得更快的马车，但是那两辆马车还是比我们先到达了那儿。我们赶到时，只见那两辆马车停在教堂门前，驾车的辕马浑身冒着汗。我把金币给了车夫，快步走进教堂。教堂里空荡荡的，只有我跟踪的那两个人和一个穿白袍的神职人员面对面地站在祭坛跟前。那个神甫看上去在和他俩争辩什么。我在侧廊上慢慢往前走，就像是路过教堂进来随便逛逛似的。突然，我意想不到的事情发生了，祭坛前的三个人一齐转过脸来看着我，戈德弗雷·诺顿使足劲儿朝我奔来。

“‘谢天谢地，’他大声说道。‘您来得正好。快上来！快上来！’

“‘上去干什么？’我问道。

“‘来吧，朋友，来吧，就三分钟工夫。要不然，这事就不合教规了。’

“我就那么给拉到了祭坛前面，没等我弄清是怎么回事，就听得耳边有人在问我什么，我含含糊糊地作了回答，糊里糊涂地做了个证人，见证艾琳·阿德勒小姐和戈德弗雷·诺顿先生结为夫妻。事情几乎是在一刹那之间发生的，随后，那位先生在我一侧对我表示感谢，女士在我的另一侧，神甫则笑吟吟地面对着我。我这一生中从来没有处于如此荒诞可笑的境地，直到现在，只要一想起那情景，我就禁不住要发笑。看来是这么回事，由于没有证婚人，他俩的结合不够正式，所以刚才神甫执意不肯主持婚礼，坚持必须至少有个见证人，这时候我碰巧出现，新郎也就不用跑到教堂外面去找人来救急了。新郎给了我一枚半镑的金币，我打算系在表链上做个纪念。”

“事情在急转直下了，”我说，“下文如何？”

“我发现我的计划正面临严重威胁。看来他俩马上就要离开此地，所以我必须立即采取果断有力的措施。不过，他们在教堂门口还是分了手，他回内殿学院，她回家。‘我跟平时一样，五点去公园。’临分手时她对他说。我能听到的就这么一句。两人的车向不同的方向驶去，我也去为自己稍做准备。”

“准备什么？”

“一份冷牛肉和一杯啤酒。”他一边回答，一边摇了摇铃，“刚才我实在太忙，顾不上吃东西，今晚我很可能会更忙。华生，我希望你能和我合作。”

“我很愿意。”

“你不在乎违法？”

“压根儿不在乎。”

“不怕蹲监狱？”

“只要事情干得在理。”

“喔，绝对在理！”

“那就行。”

“我就知道相信你没错。”

“你究竟作何打算呢？”

“等特纳太太把东西端上来了，我就详细告诉你。不过现在，”他一脸饿相地转向房东太太端来的简餐说，“看来我得边吃边说了，否则恐怕时间来不及。现在快五点了。两小时以后，我们必须赶到行动现场。艾琳小姐，准确地说是艾琳夫人，七点钟会乘车回家。我们必须在布里奥尼别墅候着她。”

“候着以后呢？”

“以后的事就归我了。我已经把接下去的情况都安排好了。但有一点，是我必须对你强调的。那就是无论发生什么事情，你都不要介入。你明白吗？”

“我就那么袖手旁观？”

“什么事也别做。也许会出现一些小小的混乱局面，你千万别搅和进去。事态会以我被送进屋里告终。四五分钟过后，起居室的窗子会打开。你要找一个离窗口最近的位置，事先等在那儿。”

“好的。”

“你要注意我的一举一动，我会处于你的视线之内。”

“好的。”

“当我举起手来——就像这样——的时候，你就把我让你扔的东西扔进屋里，同时大声嚷嚷，高喊着火了。你都听仔细了？”

“非常仔细。”

“事情并不复杂。”他说着，从袋里掏出一只雪茄形状的圆筒，“这是管道工在污水沟里检漏时用的喷烟器，两头都有引盖，可以自动引燃。你的任务就是把它扔进屋去。你带头高喊着火，就会有一大帮人跟着你喊。这时你趁乱走到街的那一头，我十分钟后到那里和你会合。我想，我已经把事情都说清楚了吧？”

“我先不要介入，设法靠近窗口，注意你的举动，看到你举手为号，把这个东西扔进去，然后大声喊着火了，再到街的拐角处等你。”

“一点不错。”

“你放心，我一定干好。”

“那太好了。我看，时间差不多了。我得准备一下，扮个新角色了。”

他走进卧室，几分钟后从里面出来一个和蔼可亲、天真可掬的新教牧师。黑色的宽边帽，宽松下垂的裤子，白领结，满脸堆笑，而那种牢牢盯住对方的目光，那种透着仁慈的好奇神情，恐怕只有约翰·黑尔先生那样的好演员才能学得像。福尔摩斯不光是换了一身装束。他的表情，他的神态，他的整个人，都仿佛随着他扮演一个新角色而变了。他入了这一行，我们多了一个难得的好侦探，舞台上却少了一个演技出众的演员，正如学院里少了一个聪敏过人、擅长推理的科学家。

我们是六点一刻离开贝克街的，到达赛彭坦大街时，比预定的时间还早了十分钟。已经是黄昏时分，我们在布里奥尼别墅跟前踱来踱去，等待别墅的女主人回家的时候，周围的人家都亮起了灯。这座屋子，跟福尔摩斯对我简要描述时我所想象的模样完全一样，只是所处的环境不如我预想的那么宁静。由于周围其他街道都很安静，这条不起眼的街道上居然人来人往如此嘈杂，显得颇有些不同寻常。有一群衣衫褴褛的男人在街角处抽烟嬉笑，一个磨剪刀的匠人推着装有磨轮的小车，两个禁卫军士兵在跟一个小保姆调情，几个衣着光鲜的年轻人嘴上叼着雪茄在街上闲逛。

“你看，”福尔摩斯趁我们在屋子跟前踱步的当口对我说，“刚才的婚礼使事情变得不那么复杂了。这张照片成了一把双刃剑。目前的情况是，她也不想让戈德弗雷·诺顿先生看见这张照片，正如我们的委托人唯恐它落入他那位公主的视线一样。现在的问题是，在哪儿能找到这张照片？”

“是啊，在哪儿呢？”

“她几乎没有可能随身带着它。照片是放在镜框里的那种尺寸。要藏在一个女人身上，谈何容易。她知道国王有可能派人拦截她搜身。这样的事已经有过两次了。所以我们可以推断，她不会把它藏在身上。”

“那么会藏在哪儿呢？”

“有两种可能，或者交给银行，或者交给律师保管。但我认为两种可能性都不大。女人天生喜欢有点秘密，而且喜欢自己来保守她的秘密。她有什么必要把它交给别人呢？她完全可以相信自己有能力保守这份秘密，至于某个银行家或律师，在受到来自政治方面或其他方面的影响时会作何反应，她对此恰恰是信不过的。再说，我们还记得，这张照片她是准备几天之后就要用的。它一定在一个她很方便取到的地方。照片一定就在她家里。”

“可她家里不是已经被偷过两次了吗？”

“哼！他们不懂怎么去找。”

“我们怎么去找呢？”

“我不用去找。”

“此话怎讲？”

“我要让她拿给我看。”

“她会拒绝的。”

“她没法拒绝。喔，我听见马车的声音了。是她的马车。切记要按我说的去做。”

他说这话时，马车侧灯的微光从大街的弯道上闪现了出来。一辆小巧的单排座马车，正辚辚作响地往布里奥尼别墅驶来。马车刚在别墅门前停住，在街角那儿瞎混的一个汉子冲过来，想去开车门讨个赏钱，不料另一个汉子抢上前去，用肘子把他推开，争着去开车门。两人你推我搡地吵了起来，两个禁卫军士兵加入进来，帮其中一个汉子，磨剪子的也来凑热闹，帮另一个汉子。争吵变成了斗殴，顿时，刚从马车踏脚上下来的女士，被这群脸红耳赤，拳棒挥舞乱成一团的男子围在了正中央。福尔摩斯冲入人群保护这位女士；可是他刚冲到她的跟前，就大叫一声扑倒在地，脸上顿时血流不止。见他倒地，那两个士兵慌忙夺路而逃，而那几个打群架的汉子，朝另一个方向逃窜而去。刚才在一旁观战的那伙穿着体面的年轻人，一拥而上帮助女士、照料伤者。艾琳·阿德勒（我还是愿意这样称呼她）急匆匆地走上台阶；但当她踏上最高那级台阶，优美的身影被客厅的灯光勾勒出来之时，她回头向街上看去。

“那位可怜的绅士伤得很重吗？”她问。

“他死了。”好几个声音大声说道。

“不，没有死，他还活着！”另一个声音喊道，“但恐怕来不及送医院，他就没救了。”

“他可真勇敢，”一个女人说，“要不是他冲上去，那帮家伙就把女士的钱包和表都抢走了。那是一帮粗坯。喔，现在他缓过气来了。”

“不能让他躺在街上。我们可以抬他进去吗，夫人？”

“当然。把他抬进起居室吧。那儿有张沙发可以躺下。请从这儿走！”

众人动作缓慢、郑重其事地把他抬进布里奥尼别墅的正厅，而此时，我正从窗前的位置上静观事情的进展。灯亮了，但窗帘没有拉上，所以我可以瞧见躺在长沙发上的福尔摩斯。我不知道他此刻是否在为自己扮演的角色感到良心上的不安，但我知道，在我看到我参与算计的那位女士惊人的美貌，看到她照顾伤者时优雅、亲切的态度的时候，我感到了有生以来最锥心的羞愧。可是，此时如果置福尔摩斯分派我的任务于不顾，那无异于对他的背信弃义。我硬硬心肠，从宽松的长外套里掏出那个喷雾筒。无论如何，我心想，我们毕竟并没有去伤害她。我们只是阻止她去伤害另一个人而已。

福尔摩斯从沙发上坐了起来，我看他的样子，像是想要呼吸新鲜空气似的。一个侍女赶忙去把窗子打开。就在此刻，福尔摩斯举起了一只手，我一见这行动暗号，马上把喷雾筒扔进房间，同时大喊“着火了！”话音未落，整个围观的人群，无论衣着整洁还是邋遢——绅士，马夫，女仆——全都大声嚷道：“着火了！”浓重的烟雾从房间里袅袅升起，向窗外飘去。我只见眼前的人影在奔来奔去，稍后才听见响起福尔摩斯的声音，他告诉大家其实并没有着火，只是虚惊一场。我赶紧穿过大声嚷嚷的人群，快步走到街的拐角处，十分钟后欣喜地看见福尔摩斯过来，和我手挽手撤离骚乱的现场。他步子很快，我俩默默地走了几分钟，折进一条通埃奇韦尔路的安静的小街。

“你干得很漂亮，华生，”他对我说，“事情非常顺利。好极了。”

“你拿到照片了？”

“我知道它在哪儿了。”

“你怎么找到的？”

“是她给我看的，我对你说过她会这么做。”

“我仍然是一头雾水。”

“我不给你卖关子了。”他说着，笑了起来，“事情其实再简单不过了。你，想必看出街上那群人都是我的同伙了。他们是我今晚雇用的。”

“我猜也就是这么回事。”

“好，他们吵起来时，我往手掌心里抹了一点红颜料。我冲上前去，倒在地上，用手在脸上一拍，就变成那副可怜的模样。这套把戏并不新鲜了。”

“这一层我也想到了。”

“然后，他们就把我抬进屋去。她也只能让我进去。否则她有什么办法呢？我被安置在起居室，这正是我觉得最可疑的房间。照片不是藏在这个房间，就是藏在她的卧室，我要吃准究竟是在哪一间里。我被安放在沙发上。我做出要吸点新鲜空气的样子，她们只能把窗打开，这样你的机会就来了。”

“我扔东西对你有何帮助？”

“这一点至关重要。一个女人以为自己家里着火的时候，她出于本能，会立即奔过去抢救她心目中最珍贵的东西。这是一种无法控制的冲动，我不止一次利用这一点来破案，可谓屡试不爽。达林顿调包案里用过，安斯沃思城堡案里也用过。一个已婚的女人会护住她的孩子；一个未婚的女人会冲向她的首饰盒。现在很清楚，我们眼前的这位女士，对她来说这座屋子里最珍贵的东西，就是我们要找的照片。她一定会冲过去拿的。火警的效果做得很逼真。一个人的神经哪怕再坚强，面对滚滚的浓烟和慌乱的喊声，也会松弛动摇。她的反应果然不出我的所料。照片藏在右边的拉铃绳索正上方的壁龛里，前面有块滑板挡着。她在那儿停了一会儿，我瞥见她把照片抽出了一半。趁这当口，我高喊屋子没有着火，她一听就把它放回了原处。这时她瞧见了喷烟筒，扭头往外就跑，此后我就没再见过她。我站起身来，找了个借口从那座屋子里出来。我犹豫过一下，考虑是否要当场把照片拿到手；但这时马车夫闯进来了，见他警觉地瞧着我的模样，我心想还是等为上策。稍有不慎，就有可能前功尽弃。”

“现在怎么办呢？”我问。

“侦查工作已经告一段落。我明天和国王一起去拜访她，你如果愿意，你也一起去。女仆会把我们领进起居室，让我们在那儿等夫人出来；不过等她出来，也许我们和照片早就不翼而飞了。让国王陛下亲手拿回照片，对他来说称得上是如愿以偿了吧。”

“你什么时候去？”

“早晨八点。她还没起身，这样我们就有了充裕的时间。另外，我们必须动作要快，因为她的婚礼意味着她的整个生活和起居习惯可能会有彻底的改变。我得尽快通知国王。”

我们回到贝克街，在门前立定。他在衣袋里摸钥匙的当口，只听得有个过路人说道：

“晚安，歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生。”

这时人行道上有好几个行人，不过这个声音好像来自一个身穿宽松长外套、身材细长的年轻人。

“这个声音我以前听到过，”福尔摩斯凝视着灯光昏暗的街道说，“可是我想不起来那究竟是谁了。”


三

当天晚上我睡在贝克街。第二天早晨我俩正在喝咖啡吃吐司的时候，波西米亚国王推门闯了进来。

“您真的拿到了！”他抓住福尔摩斯的双肩，热切地望着他的脸大声说道。

“还没有。”

“但有希望了？”

“有希望了。”

“那就快走吧，我都等不及了。”

“我们得喊辆马车。”

“不用，我的马车在下面等着。”

“这样就方便多了。”我们下楼出门，再次往布里奥尼别墅驶去。

“艾琳·阿德勒结婚了。”福尔摩斯说。

“结婚了！什么时候？”

“昨天。”

“跟谁？”

“跟一个名叫诺顿的英国律师。”

“她是不可能爱他的。”

“我指望她能爱他。”

“您何出此言？”

“那样的话，陛下对日后可能发生种种麻烦的担忧，就都可以打消了。如果这位女士爱她的丈夫，她就不会爱陛下。如果她不爱陛下，她就不会有任何理由来干扰陛下的计划。”

“可也是。不过——唉！她要是身份和我相当就好喽！她当王后，那有多美！”他神情忧郁地停住话头，在马车驶抵赛彭坦大街前没再开过口。

布里奥尼别墅的门开着，一个老妇人站在门前的台阶上。我们下车时，她冷眼看着我们，目光中有一丝嘲笑的意味。

“您就是福尔摩斯先生吧？”她问。

“我就是福尔摩斯。”我的同伴注视着她说，探询的目光中颇有几分惊愕的意味。

“果然没错！女主人告诉我您多半会来的。她今儿早上坐五点一刻的火车，从查林十字街站出发去国外。”

“什么！”歇洛克·福尔摩斯失色喊道，懊恼和惊讶之情溢于言表。“您是说她已经离开英国了？”

“今后不会再回来了。”

“那照片呢？”国王声音嘶哑地问道。“全都完了。”

“马上就能见分晓。”福尔摩斯推开女仆，疾步走进客厅，国王和我紧随其后。只见家具乱七八糟地散放着，到处是拆散的橱架、拉开的抽屉，简直就像女主人临出门前把自家洗劫过一遍。福尔摩斯冲到拉铃绳跟前，推开小滑门，探手取出一张照片和一封信。照片是身穿晚礼服的艾琳·阿德勒的单人照，信封上写着：“留交歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生亲启”。福尔摩斯打开信纸，我们三人一起看信。信是昨晚午夜写的，内容如下：

亲爱的歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生：

您确实干得很漂亮。我完全被您给骗过了。即便在您高喊着火之后，我还是没有起疑心。但后来，当我发现我暴露了自己的秘密的时候，我开始警觉了。几个月以前就有人警告我，对您要格外当心。人家对我说，国王如果雇用侦探的话，那侦探一定是您。他们把您的住址都告诉了我。可是即便如此，您还是让我自己把您要找的东西拿出来给您看了。即便在我起了疑心以后，我仍然难以相信这样一位和蔼可爱的老牧师，居然会算计我。不过，您要知道，我是个训练有素的演员。女扮男装在我算不得新鲜事。我经常身穿男装，好使行动更方便些。我让我的车夫约翰去监视您，自己上楼去换装，穿上我所谓的散步便装，我下楼时您刚好离开。

我尾随您来到您的住处门前，确认把我作为感兴趣的侦查目标的，的确就是大名鼎鼎的歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生。然后，我颇有些冒失地对您道了声晚安，才去内殿学院和我丈夫见面。

我们俩都认为，被这么厉害的对手盯上了，唯有走为上策；所以您明天见访，看到的会是一个空巢。至于那张照片，您的委托人无须顾虑。我和一个比他好得多的男人在一起，我爱他，他也爱我。国王可以放心做他想做的事情，不必担心一个曾经被他伤害过的女人会对他有所妨碍。我保存照片，仅仅是为了自卫，一旦他有意加害于我，这张照片就是我防御的武器。我留下一张照片，他若愿意要，照片可以给他。谨此向您，亲爱的歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生致意。

艾琳·阿德勒·诺顿

“多了不起的女人——哦，多了不起的女人！”我们三人一起看信时，波西米亚国王大声说道。“我不是告诉过你们她有多么机敏和果断吗？她要是当了王后，难道还不是一位万人传颂的王后吗？她的门第和我不相当，岂不是太可惜了吗？”

“以我对这位女士的了解，就相当这一点而言，陛下和她确实差得很远。”福尔摩斯冷冷地说，“我很抱歉，没能让陛下在这件事上有个完满的结局。”

“亲爱的先生，情况恰恰相反，”国王大声说道，“再没有比这更完满的结局了。我知道她是说话算数的。那张照片现在就像烧掉了一样安全。”

“我很高兴听到陛下这么说。”

“我对您真是感激不尽。请告诉我，我有什么办法可以报偿您。这个戒指——”他从手指上褪下一枚祖母绿的蛇形戒指，托在手心里递过去。

“陛下有一样东西，是我更为看重的。”福尔摩斯说。

“您尽管开口。”

“这张照片。”

国王惊讶地看着他。

“艾琳的照片！”他大声说，“只要您要，您当然可以拿去。”

“多谢陛下。这件事情现在已经告一段落。请允许我对陛下道声早安。”他躬了躬身掉头就走，对国王伸向他的手，连看也没看一眼。我陪他一同回他的寓所而去。

这就是波西米亚王国如何面临一场严重丑闻的威胁，而歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生的周密计划又如何受挫于一个女人的智慧的故事始末。他向来对女人的聪明抱嘲笑的态度，但近来我不再听他这么说了。每当他说起艾琳·阿德勒，或者提起那张照片，他必定用敬重的语气称她为那个女人。


蓝宝石案

圣诞节的第二天早上，我去看老朋友歇洛克·福尔摩斯，想和他道一声节日问候。

只见他穿一件紫色睡袍，懒洋洋地斜靠在长榻上，右边伸手可及的地方，搁着一个烟斗架，手边放着一叠折皱的晨报，显然他刚看过。长榻旁边是张木头椅子，椅背上挂着一顶模样寒碜的硬呢帽。帽子简直旧得不能戴了，有几处都脱了线脚。一个放大镜和一把镊子放在椅子上，可见帽子是为了便于检查，才挂在椅子背上的。

“你在忙，”我说，“我恐怕打搅你了。”

“一点没有。我很高兴有个朋友来，可以讨论一下我的研究结果。别看它其貌不扬，”（他横过大拇指朝旧呢帽的方向指了指），“它关联的事情还挺有趣，甚至很值得玩味一番呢。”

我坐在他的圈手椅里，伸手向着木柴哔啵作响的壁炉取暖，霜冻时节特别冷，窗上结着厚厚的一层冰晶。“我猜想，”我说，“这顶帽子虽说不起眼，但还是很有点故事的——它是你掌握的一个线索，你会循着这个线索侦破一起棘手的案件，使罪犯受到应有的惩处。”

“不，不是这样。跟犯罪不相干，”歇洛克·福尔摩斯笑着说，“只是一桩有点离奇的小事而已。一座这么大的城市，四百万人挤在区区几平方英里的地方里，出点诸如此类的小事，实在并不稀奇。在密集的人群里你来我往，什么样的事情都可能发生，好些小问题虽说跟犯罪不相干，可照样引人注目，照样离奇曲折。这类问题，我们已经碰到过。”

“碰到过不少呢，”我说，“我记录下来的最近六件案子里，有三件跟司法意义上的犯罪毫不相干。”

“可不是。我想你说的几件案子，一件是我受托找回艾琳·阿德勒身边的照片，还有两件是玛丽·萨瑟兰小姐案和歪唇男子案。嗯，不用说，眼前这桩小事，也可以归入这类无伤大雅的案子。你知道那个门警彼得森吗？”

“知道。”

“这是他的战利品。”

“帽子是他的？”

“不是，是他捡到的。帽子的主人还不知道是谁。请你别把它仅仅当作一顶旧帽子，而要当作一个智力测试题。好吧，先说说它的来历。它是圣诞节早晨，连同一只大肥鹅一起送来的，那只大肥鹅，我相信此刻正在彼得森家的炉子上烤着呢。事情是这样的。彼得森，你知道，他是个很正派的人，圣诞节凌晨四点左右，他参加完一个小型聚会，沿僻静的托特纳姆法院街走回家。在煤气路灯的灯光下，他瞧见前面有个高个子的男人，肩上背着一只白鹅，脚步晃晃悠悠地往前走。他走到古契街转角时，看见这个陌生人跟一帮流氓在争吵。一个流氓把他的帽子打落在地，他抡起手杖自卫，用力一挥竟把身后的商店橱窗给砸碎了。彼得森疾步上前，想去帮陌生人解围，不料那人敲碎了橱窗，先自吃了一惊，又见一个警官模样、穿制服的人朝自己冲过来，吓得扔下白鹅拔腿就跑，一会儿就在托特纳姆法院街后面曲里拐弯的小巷中不见了踪影。那几个流氓一见彼得森出现，也都逃之夭夭。结果就剩他一个人留下打扫战场，捡到了这顶旧帽子和一只又大又肥的圣诞白鹅。”

“他肯定是打算物归原主的喽？”

“老兄，问题就在这儿。没错，白鹅左脚上系了一张小卡片，上面写着‘给亨利·贝克太太’，帽子的衬里上也有‘H.B.’的缩写字母；可是在这座城市里，姓贝克的人起码有好几千，叫亨利·贝克的少说也有好几百，要在这么多人中间找到失主，真是谈何容易。”

“那么，彼得森怎么办呢？”

“他在圣诞节早晨把帽子和鹅都拿到我这儿来了，因为他知道，问题再小，我也会感兴趣的。至于那只鹅，尽管天气挺冷，放到今天早晨还是有迹象表明，最好趁早吃掉，不能再耽搁了。所以，捡到它的人把它带了回去，帮它完成一只鹅的最后使命，而那位少了一道圣诞大餐的不知名绅士，他的帽子仍然由我保管。”

“他没有在报上登寻物启事？”

“没有。”

“那么关于他，你能有哪些线索呢？”

“也就是尽可能作些推断吧。”

“从这顶帽子？”

“正是。”

“你在开玩笑。从这么顶又旧又破的帽子，你能看出些什么东西来呢？”

“给你，我的放大镜。你了解我的工作方法。对戴这玩意儿的人的个性特征，看看你自己能作出哪些推断。”

我拿起这顶旧帽子，随手翻过来看了看。这是顶很普通的、常见的圆顶黑呢帽，硬硬的，破旧得差不多不能戴了。红色缎子的衬里早就褪了色。没有帽商的名字；不过，正如福尔摩斯所说，在一侧有缩写字母“H.B.”的字样。帽檐上有系带子的小孔，但是松紧带已经不在了。另外，有些地方虽然看得出用墨水涂过，但呢料斑驳脱落的痕迹清晰可见。

“我看不出什么东西。”我说着，把帽子交还福尔摩斯。

“其实不然，华生，该看的你都看见了。可是你没有根据你看见的东西去进行推理。你没有足够的自信去作出推断。”

“那我倒要请教，你能从这顶帽子作出哪些推断呢？”

他拿起帽子，以他特有的审视方式凝神看着它，这种专注的神情很能表明他的性格特点。“从中可以看出的内容，也许不如你我所预想的那么多，”他说，“不过有几个推论，是显而易见的，另外几个，至少是可能性很大吧。从帽子的外观来看，此人显然脑子很发达，而且前两年家境相当不错，不过现在倒了运，日子过得非常拮据。他以前心思缜密，但现在已大不如前；精神状态的颓唐，家道的中落，似乎都表明他沾染上了某种恶习，很可能是酗酒。这个原因，也足以说明妻子不再爱他这个明显的事实。”

“哦，福尔摩斯！”

“不过，他还是保留了一定程度的自尊。”福尔摩斯对我的不以为然毫不在意，自顾自往下说，“他长期习惯于伏案工作，从来不锻炼，人到中年，头发灰白，最近几天刚理过发，抹的是柠檬发胶。这些都是可以从他的帽子推断出来的显而易见的情况。哦，顺便说一句，他家里还没装煤气灯。”

“你一定是在开玩笑，福尔摩斯。”

“一点不开玩笑。难道说我把这些结论都告诉了你，你居然还看不出这些结论是怎么得出来的吗？”

“我知道自己非常笨；但我不得不说，我实在不明白你是怎么想的。比如说，你凭什么推断说这个人脑子很发达呢？”

福尔摩斯先不回答，拿起帽子往自己头上一扣。帽子盖住了整个额头，几乎架到了鼻梁上。“这是一个容积的问题，”他说，“一个人有这么大的脑袋，里面不会是空的吧。”

“那么家道中落呢？”

“这顶帽子是三年前买的。这种平檐、卷边的款式那时候很流行。帽子用料很讲究。瞧瞧这棱纹缎子的衬边，还有这衬里。既然这个人三年前能买一顶挺贵的帽子，而在那以后却再也没有买过新帽子，那他的经济状况不是每况愈下，还能是怎么样呢？”

“好吧，这确实很显而易见。可是心思缜密和精神颓唐，又是怎么回事呢？”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯笑了起来。“这就是心思缜密。”他指着系松紧带用的小孔和扣环说，“在店里销售的帽子是不会有这玩意儿的。这个人定做这样一顶帽子，说明心思颇有几分缜密，他考虑到了外出时帽子可能会被风吹走。不过既然我们看到松紧带掉了，他却没有去配一根，那么事情就很明显，他的心思不如以前缜密了，这是意志消沉的一个佐证。另一方面，他用墨水涂抹斑渍，来掩饰帽子的破旧模样，这表明他还没有完全丧失自尊心。”

“你的推理，听上去还真是那么回事。”

“其他那些情况，人到中年啊，头发灰白啊，最近理过发啊，抹柠檬发胶啊，只要仔细观察衬里下缘，都可以推断出来。在放大镜下可以看见许多头发屑，那是理发师用剪子剪下来的。头发屑看上去有点黏，而且有股柠檬发胶的味儿。这些灰尘，你注意看，不是街上的灰色扬尘，而是屋子里松软的棕色粉尘，可见平时大多数时间它是挂在室内不戴的；帽子里面的汗迹，清楚地表明帽子的主人很容易出汗，因此不可能是经常锻炼的。”

“可是他的妻子——你说她不再爱他了。”

“这顶帽子有几个星期没有掸过灰了。如果我看到你，亲爱的华生，帽子上积了一个星期的灰，你太太居然还让你戴着它出门，我也会担心你走了背时运，太太对你已经没有感情了。”

“说不定人家是单身呢。”

“不可能，他这不是想把鹅带回家去，向妻子献个殷勤吗。别忘了鹅脚上的那张卡片。”

“每件事你都能给出解释。可是他家没装煤气灯，你到底是怎么推断出来的呢？”

“一滴，甚至两滴蜡烛油，也许可以说是偶然滴上去的；但当我看到帽子上至少有五滴蜡烛油的时候，我就没法不认为帽子的主人常常接触蜡烛了——他夜里上楼时，很可能一手拿着帽子，一手拿着点好的蜡烛。无论如何，蜡烛油总不会是煤气灯滴上去的吧。这么说，你觉得怎么样？”

“哦，太棒了，”我笑着说，“不过你刚才说过，这些事情跟犯罪无关，也没让谁遭受损失，大不了就损失了一只鹅，既然如此，所有这些推理岂不是白费劲吗？”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯刚要开口回答，房门一下子被推开，那个门警彼得森跑进屋来，他双颊通红，满脸惊愕失措的神情。

“鹅，鹅，福尔摩斯先生！那只鹅，先生！”他上气不接下气地说。

“喔？鹅怎么啦？它又活过来，从厨房窗子里飞走了？”福尔摩斯在长榻上转了一下身子，好让自己把门警激动的脸看得更清楚些。

“您瞧瞧，先生！瞧瞧我妻子在它的嗉子里找到了什么！”他伸手给我们看掌心上一颗闪闪发亮的蓝宝石，宝石比一颗豆子略小一些，但晶莹剔透，光亮夺目，在黑黝黝的手掌心里熠熠生辉。

歇洛克·福尔摩斯吹声口哨，腾地坐起身来。“啊，彼得森！”他说，“这的确是件宝贝。我想你应该知道这是什么东西吧？”

“宝石，先生！一颗宝石！用它划玻璃，就像切油灰一样。”

“它可不止是一颗宝石，而是那颗大名鼎鼎的宝石哟。”

“莫非是那颗莫卡伯爵夫人蓝宝石！”我失声喊道。

“正是。近来我每天都看泰晤士报上的寻物启事，所以很清楚它的大小和形状。它是一件稀世珍宝，价值难以估量，悬赏的一千镑酬金，肯定不到市场价格的二十分之一。”

“一千镑！我的天哪！”门警跌坐在椅子上，瞪大眼睛从福尔摩斯看到我脸上，又从我看到福尔摩斯脸上。

“这只是赏金，我有理由相信，考虑到某些私人感情的因素，伯爵夫人只要能取回这颗宝石，甚至愿意拿出她的一半财产。”

“如果我没记错的话，它是在环球大酒店失窃的。”我说。

“一点没错，就在五天前，十二月的二十二日。管子工约翰·霍纳被控从夫人的首饰匣里偷走了它。由于证据确凿，案件被提交巡回审判庭审理。我想这儿就有一篇有关案情的报道。”他在报纸堆里按日期翻找，找出一张报纸，捋平，对折，然后念了起来：

环球大酒店珠宝失窃案。约翰·霍纳，二十六岁，管子工，被指控于二十二日窃取莫卡伯爵夫人首饰匣内珍贵宝石。酒店领班詹姆斯·赖德提供的证词称，他在失窃当天曾领霍纳去莫卡伯爵夫人梳妆间，由后者焊接壁炉上松动的第二根炉栅。他和霍纳在一起的时间很短，随即有事离开。回来时发现霍纳已不见，梳妆台被撬开，桌面上有一精致的摩洛哥皮首饰匣，里面空无一物，事后据悉此即伯爵夫人平日放置珠宝的首饰匣。赖德当即报警，霍纳于当晚被捕；但在他身上和房间里均未发现宝石下落。伯爵夫人的侍女凯瑟琳·丘萨克作证说，她听到赖德发现失窃的惊叫，马上冲进房间，发现情况正如上述证人所说。B区布拉斯特里特警官作证说逮捕霍纳时，后者曾竭力拒捕，一再声称自己清白无罪。鉴于案犯曾有偷窃前科，地方法官没有草率结案，提请巡回审判庭复审此案。霍纳于受审过程中情绪异常激动，庭审临结束时，因昏厥被带离法庭。

“呣！治安法庭的情况就这么些。”福尔摩斯把报纸一扔，边思索边说，“我们现在所要解决的一系列问题，介于一条链子的两端中间，一端是一桩珠宝失窃案，另一端是托特纳姆法院街那只鹅的嗉囊。你看，华生，我们小小的推理过程，一下子变得相当重要，不再那么可有可无了。这儿是宝石；这颗宝石来自白鹅，而白鹅来自亨利·贝克先生，也就是这顶旧帽子的主人，关于他的种种细节特征，我已有幸告诉过你。我们的当务之急是找到这顶帽子的主人，弄清楚他在这个小小的迷阵中到底扮演什么角色。为此，我们首先应该采用最简单的办法，也就是在所有的晚报上刊登招领启事。如果这一招没用，我还会有其他办法。”

“怎么写呢？”

“给我一支铅笔，还有那张纸。就这样写：

在古契街转角拾到鹅一只、黑呢帽一顶。亨利·贝克先生可于今晚6：30前来贝克街221号B座认领上述物件。

这样写简明扼要。”

“是的。可是他会看到吗？”

“哦，他一定会留心看报的，对一个手头很紧的人来说，这样的损失非同小可。当时他心里害怕，因为自己不小心敲碎了橱窗，所以看见彼得森过去，就只顾逃跑了；但过后他肯定非常懊悔，责怪自己情急之下扔掉了那只鹅。再说，启事上写了他的姓名，即使他没看见，认识他的人看见了，也会提醒他去看报的。彼得森，这就交给你去办了。你到广告代理社去跑一趟，让他们把这个启事登在晚报上。”

“哪些晚报，先生？”

“哦，环球报，星报，俱乐部街报，圣雅各报，新闻晚报，旗报，回声报，你还能想到什么报，都算上。”

“好的，先生。那么这颗宝石？”

“噢，对了，这颗宝石由我保管。谢谢你了。还有，彼得森，回来的路上，记得给我买只鹅来，另外那只这会儿正在你家的餐桌上，我们总得备一只还给那位先生吧。”

门警走了以后，福尔摩斯把宝石举起对着光线。“真漂亮，”他说，“这闪烁发光的模样多迷人。它自然也就成了罪恶的起因和根源。但凡漂亮的宝石，莫不如此。它们是魔鬼得意的诱饵。那些比这更大、更古老的宝石，每个晶莹的切面都代表了一段血腥的历史。这颗宝石才问世二十年。它是在中国南方的厦门河
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 畔发现的，它之所以名贵，是因为它具有红宝石的一切特征，却不是红色，而是蓝色的。它虽然问世不久，但已经负罪累累。两宗谋杀案，一宗硫酸毁容案，一宗自杀案，还有几起偷窃案，都是由这颗四十格令
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 的碳晶体而起。谁想得到一个这么漂亮的玩意儿，竟会把人送上绞刑架、送进监狱呢？现在我要把它锁进保险箱，再写封信告诉伯爵夫人，宝石在我这儿。”

“你认为那个霍纳是清白的吗？”

“现在还不好说。”

“好吧，那么你是否认为那位亨利·贝克跟此事有关呢？”

“我想，亨利·贝克很可能是完全无辜的，他全然没有想到他肩上背的那只鹅，竟然会比一只纯金打造的鹅贵重不知多少倍。不过我还是要等他对我们的启事有个回应以后，做个简单的测试才能确定。”

“在那以前，你没什么事要做是吗？”

“是的。”

“那好，我就先回去处理一下手头的业务。到了傍晚你说的时间我会回来的，我挺想看看这桩颇为夹缠的事情是怎么解决的。”

“很高兴你到时能来。我七点用晚餐。好像有道山鹬吧。顺便说一句，鉴于目前的情况，也许我应该提醒赫德森太太检查一下山鹬的嗉囊。”

有个病例耽搁了我一点时间，我回到贝克街时，六点半已稍过了一小会儿。我走近寓所，看见一个戴苏格兰便帽、上衣纽扣一直扣到头颈的高个子男人，正站在屋外，置身半圆形窗子里透出的光影里。我到门口，门正好打开，我和他一起被引进福尔摩斯的房间。

“我想是亨利·贝克先生吧。”福尔摩斯说着，从圈手椅里立起身来，以一种亲切随和的态度迎接来客，这种态度他是说有就有的。“请坐在炉火旁的这张椅子上，贝克先生。今晚真的很冷，我看您大概是喜欢夏天，不喜欢冬天的吧。哦，华生，你来得正是时候。这是您的帽子吗，贝克先生？”

“是的，先生，这是我的帽子，错不了。”

他长得很高大，肩圆体阔，脑袋很大，宽宽的脸庞透出聪颖的气质，下巴蓄着一簇棕色略显灰白的胡子。鼻子和双颊微微发红，伸出的手有点颤抖，都让我想起福尔摩斯对他生活习惯的推测。褪色的黑色中长大衣纽扣扣得整整齐齐，衣领竖着，细长的手腕露在大衣袖子外面，看得见衬衫袖口。他嗓音低沉，语句不连贯，字斟句酌，给人的总体印象是有学识有教养，但时运不济，很不得志。

“这两样东西我们已经放了几天，”福尔摩斯说，“我们以为您会登寻物启事，把地址见报的。我到现在也不明白，您为什么不登个启事呢？”

来客羞涩地笑了笑。“手头一紧，就不比当年喽。”他说，“我以为那伙拦路抢劫的流氓把我的帽子和鹅都抢走了，心想就不必再花那个冤枉钱了。”

“很在理。顺便说一句，那只鹅，我们实在没办法，只好把它吃了。”

“吃了！”来客激动得差点儿从椅子上立起身来。

“没错，要不那么做，它就彻底报废了。不过您看，餐柜上另外有只鹅，分量大概差不多，而且很新鲜，拿它换您的那只鹅，我想也许您不会觉得有问题吧。”

“哦，那当然，那当然！”贝克先生应声说道，松了一口气。

“对了，您那只鹅身上的鹅毛、鹅脚、嗉囊之类的东西，我们都还留着，如果您想要的话……”

来人放声大笑。“我也许可以留下来当作纪念品，好让自己不忘记这次遭遇，”他说，“除此之外，我实在看不出我那只鹅的disjecta membra
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 还能对我有什么用。不，先生，我想既然承蒙您的好意，我可以把餐柜上这只上好的鹅带回家，那我就不想再要别的任何东西了。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯朝我瞥了一眼，微微耸了耸肩膀。

“那好吧，请拿好您的帽子，还有您的鹅。”他说，“顺便问一句，可以麻烦您告诉我，另外那只鹅是在什么地方买的吗？我对饲养家禽很有兴趣，长得那么好的鹅，真是难得一见。”

“当然可以，先生。”贝克说，他刚立起身来把换到的白鹅夹在腋下，“我们当中有几位常去阿尔法酒店，就在博物馆旁边——白天我们就在博物馆碰头，您知道。今年那位可爱的酒店老板温迪凯特，成立了一个鹅俱乐部，我们每星期去花费几个便士，圣诞节就可以领到一只鹅。我每星期都去，后来的事情您也知道了。我对您非常感激，先生，因为苏格兰便帽无论对我的年龄，还是对我的身份来说，都并不合适。”他一本正经地对我俩鞠了一躬，神情自负得有些让人发笑，然后大踏步走了出去。

“亨利·贝克先生这一头就这样了。”福尔摩斯走去关上房门说，“事情很清楚，他对此事一无所知。您饿吗，华生？”

“还可以。”

“那么我建议我们把晚餐改成夜宵，尽快把刚到手的线索排查一下。”

“好呀。”

那是个寒风凛冽的夜晚，我俩都穿上厚大衣，围上围巾。屋外，无云的夜空上，星星闪着寒光，路上行人呼出的气凝成一团团汽雾，仿佛有许多手枪在射击似的。我们的脚步声清脆而响亮，一路从医学院区到温波尔街和哈利街，再穿过威格莫尔街，直到牛津街。一刻钟后，我们到了布鲁姆斯伯里区的阿尔法酒店跟前，这家小酒店坐落在一条通往霍尔本区的街道的转角上。福尔摩斯推开店门，向红光满面、系着白围裙的老板要了两杯啤酒。

“您的啤酒要是能像您的鹅一样出色，那就棒极了。”福尔摩斯说。

“我的鹅！”老板看上去挺惊愕。

“是啊。我半小时前刚和亨利先生聊天来着，他是您的鹅俱乐部的会员。”

“噢！我明白是怎么回事了。可是您要知道，先生，那不是我们的鹅。”

“是吗！那么是谁的？”

“哦，我是从科文特花园一个摊贩那儿进的货，买了二十四只。”

“是吗！有好几个摊贩我都认识。这是哪一个呢？”

“他名叫布雷肯里奇。”

“噢！这人我不认识。好吧，老板，祝您身体健康，生意兴隆。晚安。”

“现在该布雷肯里奇先生了。”我们走上外面雾气弥漫的街巷时，福尔摩斯扣紧衣领说，“你记住，华生，虽然我们这根链子的这一头，只是一只再平常不过的鹅，那一头可是一个要是无法被判定无辜，就得服七年劳役的人。而很可能我们调查的结果又恰恰是证明他有罪；反正不管结果如何，我们有着警方没有掌握的破案线索，机缘凑巧，它落在了我们手里。我们要把它穷追到底。好，方向往南，快速前进！”

我俩穿过霍尔本区，折进恩德尔街，沿着曲里拐弯的穷街小巷来到科文特花园菜市场。一个挺大的棚店上写着布雷肯里奇的名字，摊主长着张瘦长的马脸，颊须修得很整齐，此刻他正在帮小伙计收摊打烊。

“晚上好。可真冷哪。”福尔摩斯说。

摊主点点头，朝我这位伙伴投去探询的目光。

“看来鹅都卖完了。”福尔摩斯指指光秃秃的大理石台板说。

“明儿早上要五百只也有。”

“那可太晚喽。”

“得，煤气灯亮着的那个货摊上，还剩几只呢。”

“噢，可人家向我推荐的是你。”

“谁推荐的？”

“阿尔法的老板。”

“喔，我给他送过两打货。”

“那些鹅可真不错。你是从哪儿进的货呢？”

使我吃惊的是，这么一个问题居然会惹得摊主大光其火。

“嗨，先生，”他扬起脸，双手叉腰说，“你到底想要怎么样？有什么话，咱就直说。”

“我不是直说了吗。我想知道，你给阿尔法的那些鹅，是从谁手里买的。”

“嗨，我就不告诉你。怎么着！”

“噢，这本来就是小事一桩；不过我不明白，你干吗为一丁点儿的事情这么光火。”

“光火！要是你像我一样，也让人家纠缠个没完，没准你自己就会光火啦。我付了钱，拿了货，买卖不就两清了吗。可人家偏要问：‘这些鹅哪儿去了？’‘你把这些鹅卖给谁了？’‘这些鹅你给个价好吗？’不就几只鹅吗，弄得这么大惊小怪，好像满世界再也找不着别的鹅似的。”

“哦，我跟这些问个没完没了的人毫不相干，”福尔摩斯大大咧咧地说，“要是你不想告诉我们，打赌我只好认输，就这么回事。不过我这人，只要事关家禽饲养，我可是认准一个理儿就不回头的，我下了五镑的注，赌我吃的那只鹅是乡下散养的。”

“嗨，那你这五镑钱输定喽，它就是在城里养的。”摊主没好气地说。

“它不会是在城里养的。”

“我就说它是城里养的。”

“我不信。”

“你以为养鹅这档子事，你还能比我内行不成？我可是从做学徒那会儿，就开始跟它们打交道了。我告诉你，送到阿尔法去的鹅，全都是在城里养大的。”

“你甭想让我相信你这话。”

“咱两打个赌怎么样？”

“这不明摆着是要拿你钱吗，因为我知道自己错不了。不过也好，为了让你受点教训，以后别再这么死磕不转弯，我就押一个沙弗林
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 吧。”

摊主冷笑一声说：“比尔，去把账本给我拿来。”

小伙计拿来一本薄薄的小本子和一本背面油腻的大账簿，把它们摊在吊灯下面。

“嗨，常有理先生，”摊主说，“我以为鹅都卖完了，没想到还有一只可以卖一个英镑的呢。你看见这个小本本了吧？”

“怎么样？”

“这上面记着我进货的卖主名字。瞧见了吧？嗨，这一页上是乡下的卖主，他们名字后头那个数，就是大账簿分类账里的页码。嗨！红墨水写的这页你看见了？得，这就是城里的供货商名册。看第三个名字。把它念给我听听。”

“奥克肖特太太，布里克斯顿路117号——249。”福尔摩斯念道。

“一点不错。现在你把分类账翻到这一页。”

福尔摩斯翻到了这一页。“有了，‘奥克肖特太太，布里克斯顿路117号，蛋禽供货商。’”

“嗨，最后一栏写了什么？”

“‘十二月二十二日。鹅二十四只，进价七先令六便士。’”

“一点不错。你看到了吧。下面呢？”

“‘售阿尔法温迪凯特先生，单价12先令。’”

“现在你还有什么可说的？”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯看上去沮丧至极。他从衣袋里掏出一枚金币，扔在案板上，转身就走，满脸无以言表的愤懑之色。走出几码开外，他立定在一盏路灯下面，情不自禁地笑了起来，这种开怀却又无声的笑，是他所特有的。

“你要是瞧见一个留着这种络腮胡子，口袋里又露出一本赛马杂志的家伙，那么打赌准能撬开他的嘴巴，错不了。”他说，“我可以肯定地说，即使我把一百镑钱放在他面前，他告诉我的情况也不会像现在这么详细，因为他满脑子想的是怎么打赢那个赌。嗯，华生，我想我们的调查已近尾声，只有一件事我还没拿定主意，就是我们到底该今晚就去会会这个奥克肖特太太呢，还是留到明天再说。这个傲慢的摊主说得很清楚，除了我们，还有别人也对这件事挺上心呢，我想我们该——”

话没说完，突然就被一阵很响的吵闹声打断了，声音是从我们刚离开的那个摊点传来的。我俩回过身去，只见一个獐头鼠目的小个子男人，站在摇曳的吊灯射下的黄色光晕中央，而那个摊主布雷肯里奇堵在棚店门口，凶巴巴地立在棚店门口，冲着相貌猥琐的小个子挥舞拳头。

“你和你的那些鹅，简直让我受不了，”他大声吼道，“我巴不得你们全都见鬼去。要是你再来纠缠我，尽说这些蠢话，我就要放狗来咬你了。你去把奥克肖特太太叫来，我自会回答她的问题，可你跟这事儿有什么相干哪？那些鹅，我难道是从你那儿买的吗？”

“不是；但其中有一只确实是我的。”小个子男人可怜兮兮地低声说。

“嗨，那你就找奥克肖特太太去要呀。”

“她要我来找您。”

“你去找普鲁士国王也不关我的事！我真是烦透了。你给我滚出去！”他气势汹汹地冲上前去，小个子男人拔腿就跑，溜进黑乎乎的街巷里。

“哈，这下我们就省得去布里克斯顿路了。”福尔摩斯低声对我说，“跟我来，我要看看从这家伙身上能问出些什么情况。”我们穿过三五成群在亮着灯的摊位前转悠的路人，福尔摩斯快步追上小个子，在他肩上轻轻地拍了一下。小个子陡然转过身来，在煤气灯下，可以看见他惨白的脸上没有一点血色。

“你是谁？你想干什么？”他声音发抖地问道。

“对不起，”福尔摩斯语气温和地说，“刚才我无意间听见了你问那个摊主的话。我想我也许能帮助你。”

“你？你是谁？你怎么会知道这件事的？”

“我叫歇洛克·福尔摩斯。知道别人不知道的事，是我的本行。”

“这件事你是不可能知道的呀！”

“实不相瞒，这件事我知道得一清二楚。你费尽心思在找的东西，是一只鹅，布里克斯顿路的奥克肖特太太把这只鹅卖给了一个名叫布雷肯里奇的摊主，他又转手卖给阿尔法酒店的温迪凯特先生，这位酒店老板把它给了自己俱乐部的亨利·贝克先生。”

“哦，先生，你就是我一心要找的人哪，”小个子大声说道，哆哆嗦嗦地伸出双手，“我简直没法向你说明，我对这件事有多关切喔。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯喊住一辆驶过身旁的四轮马车。“既然如此，我们换个暖和舒适的地方说话吧，这个寒风凛冽的菜市场，实在不宜讨论这个问题。”他说，“不过在上车前，请你告诉我，我有幸为之效劳的究竟是谁。”

这人犹豫了一会儿。“我叫约翰·罗宾逊。”他答话时，往旁边瞟了一眼。

“不，不；说真名，”福尔摩斯语气亲切地说，“用假名办事儿多不方便啊。”

陌生人苍白的脸顿时涨红了。“那好吧，”他说，“我的真名是詹姆斯·赖德。”

“这就对了。环球大酒店的领班。请上车，你想要知道的事情，我很快就会详详细细全都告诉你。”

小个子立定不动，惊恐而期待的目光轮流注视着我俩。一个人捉摸不定自己究竟是交了好运还是灾祸临头的时候，目光中都会有这种既惊恐又期待的神情。他上了马车，半小时后我们回到了贝克街的寓所。一路上三人都没说话，但这位老兄尖细而微弱的呼吸声，以及时而紧握时而松开的双手，透露了他的神经有多么紧张。

“请进！”福尔摩斯笑容可掬地说，一行三人依次走进屋里。“在这种天气里，看到这样的炉火真是再舒服不过了。您看上去有点冷，赖德先生。请坐到这张藤椅上。我换双拖鞋，马上就来解决您的这桩小事儿。现在好了！您是想知道那些鹅的下落？”

“是的，先生。”

“我猜，您感兴趣的是其中的某一只鹅——我想，那是一只白鹅，尾巴上有一圈黑毛。”

赖德激动得浑身哆嗦起来。“喔，先生，”他大声说，“您能告诉我它到哪儿去了，是吗？”

“它到这儿来了。”

“这儿？”

“没错，它可真是只非同凡响的鹅。难怪您会对它这么感兴趣。它生前留下了一个蛋——一个世人见所未见的美丽无比、光彩夺目的蓝色小蛋。它现在由我收藏着。”

来客摇摇晃晃地立起身，右手抓住壁炉架不放。福尔摩斯打开保险箱，拿出蓝宝石高高举起，宝石犹如闪烁的星星，寒光四射，光亮耀眼。赖德眼睛直勾勾地望着它，紧张得脸都扭歪了。他拿不定主意，不知道是该认领它呢，还是该默不作声。

“戏该收场了，赖德。”福尔摩斯平静地说，“站稳了，小子，你要栽进炉膛里去了。扶他坐到椅子上去，华生。要犯了事儿还能心安理得，他没那份胆子。给他喝点白兰地。行！现在好点了。瞧他那小样儿，真是个怂包！”

方才他摇摇晃晃的差点儿跌倒，喝了白兰地，脸颊才有了点血色，他坐在椅子上，眼神惊恐地看着指控他的人。

“整个案子的几乎每个环节，我都了解得很清楚，破案所可能需要的全部证据，也都在我的掌握之中，所以还需要你来告诉我的事情，实在是少之又少的。不过为了让案子有个圆满的结局，我们还是把这点少之又少的事情也弄弄清楚吧。赖德，你是从哪儿听说莫卡伯爵夫人有这颗蓝宝石的？”

“是凯瑟琳·丘萨克告诉我的。”他急促地轻声说。

“明白了——伯爵夫人的侍女。是啊，一大笔财富突然之间变得触手可及，这样的诱惑别说你经不住，在你之前好些比你强的人也没抵御得住。不过你这人可真称得上是不择手段。赖德，我看你天生就是个无赖坯子。你知道那个叫霍纳的管子工有过类似的前科，很容易成为被怀疑的对象。于是，你干了什么？你——和你的同伙丘萨克一起——在夫人的房间里做了手脚，而且设法安排霍纳去检修。然后，等他离开以后，你从首饰匣里偷走宝石，报了警，这个倒霉的霍纳被抓了起来。你呢——”

赖德扑通一声跪在地上，抱紧福尔摩斯的双膝不放。“看在上帝的分上，饶了我吧！”他尖声叫道，“想想我的父亲！我的母亲！他们知道了会心碎的。我以前从没做过坏事！以后也不敢了。我发誓。我可以手按《圣经》发誓。哦，别把我送上法庭！看在基督的分上，请别这样做！”

“给我回去坐好！”福尔摩斯神情严厉地说，“你现在知道卑躬屈膝，知道要求饶了，可是你想过吗，那可怜的霍纳此刻正为一桩他全然不知情的案子，站在法庭被告席上呢。”

“我不会待在这儿的，福尔摩斯先生。我会离开这个国家，先生。到那时，对他的指控会撤诉的。”

“哼！这事待会儿再说。现在你先把后来发生的事情，原原本本地告诉我们。宝石是怎么跑进鹅的嗉囊里去的，那只鹅又是怎么到了菜市场的？你得给我们说实话，这可是你最后的一线生机了。”

赖德用舌头舔了舔干燥的嘴唇。“我一定照实说，先生。”他说，“霍纳被抓起来以后，我心想最好还是马上把宝石转移走，因为说不定哪天警察会突然想到，要来搜查我的身上和房间。酒店里没有一个地方是安全的。我装作有事外出，离开酒店往我姐姐家而去。她和丈夫奥克肖特住在布里克斯顿路，她在家饲养供应菜市场的家禽。一路上，遇到的每个人，在我眼里都像是警察或侦探，尽管是在寒冷的夜晚，我来到布里克斯顿路时，仍是汗流满面。姐姐问我是怎么回事，为什么我脸色这么白；我对她说，我是被酒店里的珠宝失窃案弄得心绪不宁的。然后我走到后院，抽着烟斗盘算该怎么做才好。

“我以前有个叫莫兹利的朋友，他出事以后，在邦冬维尔的监狱服刑，前不久刚刑满释放。有一天我遇到他，他告诉了我一些偷窃和销赃的门道。我知道他不会出卖我，因为他有些把柄在我手里。于是我拿定主意到基尔本他住的地方去找他，把事情都说给他听。他会有办法帮我把宝石出手变现的。可是怎么才能安全到达那儿呢？我想起了从酒店出来一路上失魂落魄的样子。他们随时有可能逮捕我搜查我，可那颗宝石这会儿还在我的背心口袋里呢。当时我背靠在后院的墙上，瞧着在我脚跟前摇摇摆摆走来走去的鹅群，突然想到一个绝妙的主意，任凭侦探的本领再高强，他们也绝对不可能想到我会使这一招的。

“几星期前我姐姐告诉我，她会让我在她养的鹅里挑一只，作为给我的圣诞礼物，我知道她向来都是说话算话的。我何不现在就挑一只，把宝石藏在它身上带到基尔本去呢。院里有个小棚子，我看准一只养得很肥的白鹅，把它从棚子后面赶了出来，这只白鹅的尾巴上有圈黑色的羽毛。我抓起这只白鹅，撬开它的嘴，用手指把宝石顺着它的喉管使劲往下塞。白鹅吞了一下，我感觉得到宝石沿着食管进入了嗉囊。这只鹅拍打着翅膀拼命挣扎，我姐姐听到声音跑出来问我是怎么回事。就在我转过身去和姐姐说话的当口，这只鹅从我手里挣脱出去，扑棱着翅膀奔回鹅群中去了。

“‘杰姆，你抓住那只鹅干什么？’姐姐问。

“‘喔，’我说，‘你说过圣诞节要给我一只鹅的，我想摸摸看哪只最肥。’

“‘噢，’她说，‘你那只我们给你留着呢。我们管它叫杰姆的鹅。就是尽里头那只肥肥的白鹅呗。一共是二十六只，一只给你，一只留给我们自己，还有二十四只卖到菜市场去。’

“‘谢谢你，麦琪，’我说，‘可要是你觉着反正都一样的话，我倒还是想要刚才抓到的这只。’

“‘那只足足要重三磅呢，’她说，‘我们可是特地为你喂养的。’

“‘没关系。我就要这只，现在带走。’我说。

“‘那就随你的便，’她有些不高兴地说，‘你看中的是哪一只？’

“‘那只白鹅，尾巴上有圈黑毛的，就在这群鹅的中间。’

“‘噢，好吧。你杀好了带走吧。’

“就这样，我照她说的做了，福尔摩斯先生。我一路背着这只鹅到了基尔本。我把事情原原本本告诉了我的伙伴，他是个让你觉得可以把这种事情讲给他听的人。他笑得差点儿岔了气，我们拿刀把鹅剖开。不料宝石根本连影子也没有，我的心一下子变凉了，我明白一定有哪儿出了问题，我肯定犯了致命的错误。我丢下这只鹅，朝姐姐家奔去。一到她家，我急忙冲进后院。院子里空荡荡的，不见鹅群的踪影。

“‘它们到哪儿去了，麦琪？’我喊道。

“‘到供货商那儿去了。’

“‘哪个供货商？’

“‘布雷肯里奇，科文特花园的那个。’

“‘是不是还有一只白鹅也长着黑毛，’我问，‘就像我挑的那只一样？’

“‘没错，杰姆，有两只白鹅尾巴上都有一圈黑毛，我一直分不清它们。’

“这时候，当然，我什么都明白了，我一路狂奔，来到这个布雷肯里奇跟前；可是那批货他刚拿到就转手卖出去了，卖给了谁他却怎么也不肯告诉我。今儿晚上您都亲耳听见了。这不，他跟我说话就是这么粗声粗气的。我姐姐以为我疯了。有时候我自己也觉得我是疯了。现在——现在我被打上了窃贼的烙印，可是我出卖人格去换的财宝，我并没有得到。老天爷可怜见，帮帮我吧！帮帮我吧！”他双手掩住脸，抽搐着哭了起来。

屋里一阵长时间的静默，只听见他粗重的呼吸声，以及歇洛克·福尔摩斯用指尖叩击桌边的有节奏的声响。而后，我的朋友立起身来，拉开房门。

“出去！”他说。

“什么，先生！喔，老天保佑您！”

“别废话。出去！”

什么都不必说了。他性急慌忙地冲下楼梯，随后只听得大门砰的一声关上，街上传来哒哒哒哒狂奔的脚步声。

“这么说吧，华生，”福尔摩斯伸手取过他的陶制烟斗说，“我毕竟没有受雇于警方，无须向他们提供案情的后续消息。如果霍纳仍有危险，那另当别论，不过这个家伙不会再出面指控他，案子自然会撤诉了结。我想，我虽说是在为一个罪犯开脱罪责，但是很有可能也是在拯救一个灵魂。现在把他送进监狱，他这辈子就注定是罪犯了。再说，眼下还是大赦期间。机缘凑巧，我们恰好碰上了这么一个离奇古怪的问题，解决问题本身就是我们得到的报酬。医生，劳驾你按一下铃，我们这就着手调查另一个案子，它的主角仍是禽类。”




 [1]
 此处原文为the Amoy River，想来当指流经厦门的一条主要河流，也就是说，有可能是指西溪。但译者觉得福尔摩斯不大会知道得这么具体，所以只是泛泛地译作“厦门河”。前面提到的“中国南方”，也没有译成更专业的说法“华南”。是耶非耶，姑且存疑。


 [2]
 珠宝重量单位，一格令合四分之一克拉。金刚钻是碳的同素异形体，多为正八面体、菱形十二面体晶体，故而福尔摩斯称这颗蓝宝石为碳晶体。


 [3]
 拉丁文：零星物件；杂碎。


 [4]
 沙弗林：英国旧时面值一英镑的金币。


跳舞的小人

一连几个小时，福尔摩斯不作一声，屈着又长又瘦的后背坐在桌前，摆弄一个化学器皿，里面散发出奇臭难闻的气味。他的头垂到胸前，从我的位置看过去，活像一只瘦骨伶仃的怪鸟，长着暗灰色的羽毛，头顶有一簇黑毛。

“这么说，华生，”他突然开口说，“你是不打算投资南非证券了？”

我猛然一惊。我已经对他种种异常的禀赋颇为熟悉，但我内心深处最隐秘的想法，居然被他一语道破，还是让我觉得匪夷所思、惊诧莫名。

“这你怎么会知道的？”我问。

他坐在高脚凳上转过身来，手里拿着一只冒着汽雾的试管，凹陷的眼睛里闪着得意的光芒。

“怎么样，华生，你承认你是吃了一惊吧。”他说。

“是吃了一惊。”

“我该让你把这句话写下来。”

“为什么？”

“因为过不了五分钟，你又会说这一切都太简单，一点不稀奇了。”

“我想我一定不会这么说。”

“那好，亲爱的华生，”他把试管插回实验架，像教授在课堂上讲课那样讲了起来，“你知道，作出一系列的推论，其实并不困难，其中每个推论都从前一个推演而来，它们本身都相当简单。但如果在这一系列的推论中间，抽掉中间的那些环节，仅仅告诉听众问题的起始点和最终的结论，那就可以制造一种——虽说难免有哗众取宠之嫌——令人感到大为惊奇的效果。回过来说你吧，只要看一下你左手的虎口，就不难得出你不打算把你那笔小钱投资金矿的结论。”

“我看不出它们有什么联系。”

“乍一看是没什么联系；但是我很快就可以让你看到，它们之间有着密切的联系。这个很简单的关系链，中间被抽掉的是以下几个环节：一，你昨晚从俱乐部回来时，左手虎口有白粉痕迹。二，你在那儿打台球时，往虎口擦了些粉，为的是把球杆捏得更稳些。三，除了瑟斯顿，你从不和别人一起打台球。四，你两星期前对我说过，瑟斯顿拥有购买南非某产业证券的期权，这份期权有效期是一个月，他希望你和他一起投资。五，你的支票簿锁在我的抽屉里，而你不曾问我要过钥匙。六，你不打算把钱用在这项投资上。”

“真是太简单了！”我大声说。

“可不是！”他说，略微有些着恼，“每个问题只要跟你一解释，你就会觉得那是小菜一碟。这里有个还没解释的问题，华生老弟，试试你能看出些什么名堂来吧。”他把一张纸条往桌上一扔，转过身去继续做他的化学实验。

我迷惑地看着纸条上那些奇形怪状的符号。

“嗨，福尔摩斯，这是孩子画的画吧。”我大声说。

“噢，你这么认为！”

“要不还能是什么呢？”

“这正是诺福克郡马场屯庄园的希尔顿·丘比特先生迫不及待想要知道的事情。这张纸条是清晨头班邮车送来的，他本人乘下一班火车过来。有人在拉门铃，华生。如果是他来了，我一点不会感到奇怪。”

楼梯上响起沉重的脚步声，不一会儿，一位高大健壮、胡须刮得很干净的绅士走进屋来，他清澈的目光和红润的脸色，再清楚不过地告诉我们，他来自一个远离贝克街浓雾的地方。他进门时，仿佛带来了一股东海岸清新怡人的凉爽空气。他和我俩握过手，正要落座，一眼瞅见了那张画着奇怪符号的纸条，那是我刚才看过以后，顺手放在桌上的。

“哦，福尔摩斯先生，请问您对此有何高见？”他大声说。“我听人说，您喜欢解决各种离奇古怪的问题，而在我看来，再没有比这更离奇古怪的事情了。我预先把这张纸条寄来，就是让您能在我到达之前，有时间先研究一下。”

“这张纸条确实有些不同寻常，”福尔摩斯说，“初看上去，像是小孩随手乱涂的画儿。画的尽是些奇怪的跳舞小人。一张乱涂乱画的纸条，何以会让您如此重视呢？”

“我起先没重视，福尔摩斯先生。可是我妻子非常重视。这张纸条把她吓得要死。她什么也没说，可我看得出她的目光中满是恐惧。这就是我要把事情弄个明白的缘故。”

福尔摩斯把纸条举到阳光下。这是一张从记事本上撕下的纸片。上面的符号是用铅笔画的，形状如下：
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福尔摩斯很仔细地看了一会儿，然后把纸条小心折好，放进袖珍笔记本里。

“看来这是一件很有趣的、非同寻常的案子。”他说，“您在信上告诉了我一些细节，希尔顿·丘比特先生，不知是否可以请您把整个事情的经过，给我的朋友华生医生再讲一遍？”

“我不大会讲故事，”来客说道，神经质地捏紧、放开两只强壮的大手，“有说得不清楚的地方，请随时问我。我就从去年我结婚那时候说起吧。首先我想说一下，虽然我并不是有钱人，但我的家族在马场屯生活了将近五个世纪，是诺福克郡最有声望的家族。去年我来伦敦参加维多利亚女王即位六十周年纪念活动，下榻在罗素广场的一座公寓，因为我们教区的帕克牧师也住这儿。公寓里还住着一位来自美国的年轻小姐，她姓帕特里克，全名是埃尔茜·帕特里克。一来二去，我们成了朋友，我快住满一个月的时候，我对她的爱已经到了无以复加的地步。我们悄悄地在一个登记处结了婚，然后我携着新婚妻子返回诺福克。福尔摩斯先生，您也许会觉得，一个出身在古老门第的男子，居然以这种方式娶一位太太，对她以往的经历和家庭的背景一无所知，这简直是疯了。但要是您见到她、了解她，您就会明白我为什么这样做了。

“埃尔茜在这一点上表现得光明磊落，她是个坦率的女人。我得说，她给了我不止一次机会，让我知难而退——如果我愿意那么做的话。‘我以往的生活中，有过一些很不愉快的经历，’她说，‘我想忘掉这一切。我不愿意再提到过去，那会使我感到很痛苦。倘若你娶了我，希尔顿，你娶的会是一个无需为任何事情感到愧疚的女人；可是你得相信我的话，答应让我对结婚以前发生过的所有事情保持沉默。如果你觉得这些条件太苛刻，那你就回诺福克去，让我继续像你刚认识我时那样，独自留在这儿过我的日子。’她是在我俩结婚的前一天，对我说上面这番话的。我对她说，我答应她的条件，我愿意娶她。我是这么说的，也是这么做的。

“我们结婚到现在，已经有一年了。我们生活得很幸福。可是一个月以前，是六月底那会儿吧，我第一次发现好像遇上麻烦了。有一天我妻子收到一封从美国寄来的信。我看到贴着美国的邮票。她脸色煞白，看完信后把它扔进壁炉烧了。事后她没有提起过这封信，我也不提，因为我作过许诺，要说话算数。可是从那以后，她就不曾有过哪怕一会儿的安宁。她的脸上始终有一种恐惧的神色——看上去她似乎是在等待着什么事情发生。她要是愿意信赖我就好了。她会看到，我是她最好的朋友。可是既然她不开口，我就什么也不能说。请您相信，福尔摩斯先生，她是个绝对可以信任的女人，无论在以往的生活中遇到过怎样的麻烦，那都不会是她的错。我只是诺福克一个普通的乡绅，可是整个英格兰都不会有人比我把家族荣誉看得更高。她知道这一点，而且在嫁给我之前就知道得很清楚。她绝不会让它沾上任何污点——对此我深信不疑。

“好，现在我要说到故事中最离奇的内容了。大约一个星期以前——就是上星期二吧——我发现一个窗台上画着好些奇形怪状的跳舞的小人，就跟这张纸上的小人儿一样。是用粉笔画上去的。我心想，这大概是那个小马倌画的。可是那小家伙发誓说他根本不知道有这回事。反正不管是谁，他总是夜里画上去的。我让人把它们擦了，趁便跟妻子提了一下这件事。使我惊讶的是，她把这事看得很严重，说如果再出现类似的情况，一定要让她看一看。整整一个星期，什么事也没发生，可是昨天早上，我发现这张纸条搁在花园的日晷上。我拿给埃尔茜看，不想她当场昏厥了过去。从那以后她整天恍恍惚惚，神情茫然迷乱，目光中始终有着恐惧的影子。于是我就给您写信，把那张纸条寄给了您，福尔摩斯先生。这件事我不能去跟警方说，他们会笑话我，而您不一样，您会告诉我该怎么做。我不是个有钱人，但倘若有危险在威胁我心爱的妻子，我会倾我所有去保护她。”

这个在古老的英格兰土地上长大的男人，让人看着很舒服——纯朴，坦率，文雅，宽宽的脸膛，五官端正，蓝色的大眼睛里透出诚恳的神情。他对妻子的爱和对她的忠诚，洋溢在他眉眼之间。福尔摩斯极其专注地听完他的叙述后，静静地坐着思考了一会儿，然后说：

“丘比特先生，您不觉得最好的办法是直接跟您妻子把话挑明，请她把自己的秘密告诉您吗？”

希尔顿·丘比特摇了摇他的大脑袋。

“许诺过的事要说到做到，福尔摩斯先生。如果埃尔茜想告诉我，她会对我说的。如果她不想说，我何必硬要让她说呢。不过我不会坐视不管——我要做我该做的事。”

“既然这样，我愿意倾力相助。首先，您有没有听说邻近有陌生人来过？”

“没有。”

“想来那里是个僻静的地方，陌生面孔一定会很引人注意，是这样吗？”

“近旁的确如此。不过稍远些，有个牲口饮水的地点，村民常在那儿让外来的人留宿。”

“这些奇形怪状的小人显然有其含义。假如这完全是随意画的，我们很可能无法明白它们的含义。不过，倘若这是有规律可循的，我相信我们一定能把事情弄个水落石出。这张纸内容太少，派不上什么用场，您叙述的情况又太过模糊，无法作为我分析研究的依据。我的建议是，您回诺福克去，严密监视周围的情况，一旦再有跳舞的小人出现，就把它们照样画下来。您没有把窗台上用粉笔画的那些小人描画下来，实在是太可惜了。您还要很谨慎地调查一下，邻近是否来过陌生人。等您搜集到一些新的线索以后，您再来我这儿。我能给您的建议就是这些了，希尔顿·丘比特先生。万一出现紧急情况，我随时可以赶到诺福克，去您家里看您。”

这次来访，使歇洛克·福尔摩斯变得心事重重，接连几天，我好几次看见他从记事本上取出那张纸条，长时间全神贯注地看着上面画的奇怪小人。但他闭口不提此事，直到两个多星期以后，才终于打破沉默。一天下午，我正要出门，他把我唤住。

“您最好留在这儿，华生。”

“为什么？”

“因为早上我收到希尔顿·丘比特的一封电报。您还记得希尔顿·丘比特和那些跳舞的小人吧？他一点二十分抵达利物浦街，然后随时可能上这儿来。我从他的电报里发现了一些很重要的新线索。”

我们没等多久，那位诺福克乡绅下了火车，就心急火燎地乘马车直接过来了。他看上去忧心忡忡、情绪低落，眼神透着疲乏，额头满是皱纹。

“这件事，福尔摩斯先生，真让我心烦意乱，”他说着，像个筋疲力尽的人那样，一屁股坐进圈手椅，“整天感到周围是一些看不见的人，他们在算计你，你却不知道他们是谁，这种感觉真是糟透了，更何况你明明知道他们在折磨自己的妻子，要把她慢慢地折磨到死，这种难熬难捱的痛苦，是常人无法忍受的。她被折磨得落了形——我眼睁睁地看着她被折磨得落了形。”

“她说过什么了吗？”

“没有，福尔摩斯先生，她什么也没说。有过几次，这可怜的人儿已经想要开口说了，最终却没能鼓足勇气说出来。我试着想帮她，可是我大概有点弄巧成拙，反而把她吓着了。她说起我古老的家族，说起我们在郡里的声望和足以引为自豪的清白名声，我总以为她马上就要说到这件事了，可是不知怎么的，话头总在这时岔开了。”

“那您自己的调查有收获吗？”

“收获多多，福尔摩斯先生。我带来几张新的跳舞小人供您研究，还有，更为重要的是，我看见了那个家伙。”

“什么，您看见画这些小人的家伙了？”

“是的，我看见了他在画。还是让我从头说起吧。拜访过您回去以后，发生的第一件事，是第二天早晨发现了新的跳舞小人，这些小人用粉笔画在工具间的黑色木门上，这个工具间挨着草坪，正对主楼的前窗。我照原样描画给您带来了。”

他把一张纸打开，放在桌上。那些跳舞小人的模样大致如下：
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“好极了！”福尔摩斯说，“好极了！请接着说。”

“我画下来以后，就把粉笔痕迹擦掉了，可是两天后的早晨，门上又画了一排小人。我也描了下来。”
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福尔摩斯搓着双手，高兴得笑出声来。

“材料积累进展很快。”他说。

“三天过后，日晷上有一张纸条，上面压着一块小石子，纸上潦草地画了一排跳舞的小人。就是这张。这些跳舞的小人，您看，完全跟上次的一模一样。从这以后，我决定彻夜守候，于是我拿着左轮手枪，坐在书房里守夜，书房的窗对着草坪和花园。凌晨两点左右，我正坐在窗前，除了屋外的月光，周围一片黑暗，只听得身后传来脚步声，我妻子穿着睡衣走了过来。她央求我去睡觉。我坦率地告诉她，我要看看究竟是谁在玩弄这种莫名其妙的把戏。她回答说，这想必是个无聊的恶作剧，我不必把它放在心上。

“‘如果你真的为此感到很恼火，希尔顿，我们可以出门去旅行一次，就我们俩，落个清静。’

“‘什么，让一个恶作剧的家伙把我们从自己家里撵出去？’我说，‘那样，我们岂不成了全郡的笑柄？’

“‘好了，快去睡吧，’她说，‘有事早晨再说。’

“她正说着，我看见她的脸在月光下突然变得更加苍白了，她的一只手紧紧抓住我的肩膀。工具间的阴影里，有样东西在动。我看见一个黑影在缓缓移动，绕过墙角，悄悄挪到工具间的门前。我握住手枪要往外冲，我妻子使劲拽住我，不让我走。我想甩脱她，可是她死命抱住我不肯放手。最后我总算挣脱出来，但等开门奔到工具间跟前，那个家伙已经走了。不过他留下了他来过的痕迹，门上画着那些已经出现过两次的同样的跳舞小人，我把它们描画了下来。四处都找遍了，没有发现这个家伙的踪影。事情怪就怪在他此时一定仍然在那儿，因为我早晨再去检查工具间时，只见门上又画了一行小人，就画在昨晚的那些小人下面。”

“这些小人您画下来了？”

他又拿出一张纸来。新的跳舞小人是这样的：
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“请告诉我，”福尔摩斯说——从他的目光中，我可以看出他相当兴奋——“这是画在前面那些小人后面，还是分开另外画的？”

“是画在另一个门扇上的。”

“好极了！这是我们的调查工作最为重要的进展。事情大有起色。现在，希尔顿·丘比特先生，请继续您精彩的讲述。”

“我没有什么再要说的了，福尔摩斯先生，只是那天夜里我本来可以抓住那个鬼鬼祟祟的无赖，却被我妻子硬生生地拉住了，想到这儿我就很生气。她说她是怕我会受伤害。有一瞬间我脑子里闪过一个念头，也许她真正害怕的是他会受伤害，因为我心里明白，她其实已经知道那个男人是谁，也知道那些奇怪的符号代表什么意思。但是，福尔摩斯先生，在她的语音和目光中有一种东西不容我置疑，我相信她担心的确实是我的安危。整个事情的经过就是这样，现在我希望得到您的指点，请您告诉我应该怎么做。我自己的想法是安排我庄园里的五六个小伙子埋伏在树丛里，等那个家伙再来时狠狠揍他一顿，让他以后不敢再来找我们麻烦。”

“只怕问题要棘手得多，不是这么简单就能解决的。”福尔摩斯说，“您能在伦敦待几天？”

“我今天就得回去。我无论如何不能让我妻子夜里孤身一人。她很不安，求我一定要回去。”

“可能您是对的。不过要是您能留下来，也许过一两天我可以跟您一起回去。您先把这些纸条放在我这儿吧，可能不久我就会去拜访您，替您把问题理出个头绪来。”

来客告辞以前，歇洛克·福尔摩斯始终保持着他职业性的冷静态度，但我对他太了解了，很容易看出他内心处于一种亢奋状态。希尔顿·丘比特宽阔的背影刚消失在房门背后，福尔摩斯快步上前，把所有画有跳舞小人的纸片摊在桌上，聚精会神地思考如何破解眼前的难题。一连两个小时，只见他逐张逐张在那些纸上标注记号和字母，整个身心都沉浸在工作中，显然已经忘记了我的存在。有时候，进展非常顺利，他又吹口哨又哼歌；有时候他给难住了，于是久久地坐在那儿，眉头紧锁，眼神茫然。最后他终于得意地高喊一声，猛地从椅子上站起来，搓着双手在房间里走过去又走过来。然后他拿电报纸写了长长的一封电报。“如果回电和我预想的一样，你就可以在你的探案集里添加一个很漂亮的案例了，华生，”他说，“我希望我们明天可以去诺福克，给我们的朋友带去一些很确切的消息，帮他解开困扰他的谜团。”

说实话，我心里充满好奇，但是我知道，福尔摩斯但凡在案情上有所发现，总喜欢自己挑时间，用他自己的方式来讲给我听，所以我没有发问，等他在觉得合适的时间告诉我。

可是回电迟迟不来，我们耐着性子等了两天，在这两天里，只要门铃一响，福尔摩斯的耳朵就竖了起来。到了下一天傍晚，收到了希尔顿·丘比特的一封信。他那儿很平静，只是当天早上日晷座墩上画了一长串跳舞的小人。他把描下来的图形附在信里寄来了：
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福尔摩斯俯身对这些怪诞的小人看了几分钟，然后惊叫一声，猛地立起身来。他脸上的表情，又是焦急又是沮丧。

“这件事再也耽搁不得了，”他说，“今晚有去北沃尔沙姆的火车吗？”

我翻开火车时刻表。最末一班车刚开走。

“那么我们明天提前吃早饭，去赶头一班火车。”福尔摩斯说。“我们必须尽快赶到那儿。啊！我们等的电报总算来了。请稍等一下，赫德森太太，说不定要回电。哦，不用了，情况正如我预料的一样。从这封电报来看，我们一刻也不能耽搁，必须尽快让希尔顿·丘比特了解事态的严重性，咱们这位诺福克乡绅的处境微妙而凶险。”

后来的情况确实如此。现在我要为这个当时看来既幼稚又奇怪的故事，写下令人惋惜的结局的时候，我再一次体验到了那种惊愕、恐怖的感觉。我真想为读者提供一个色彩明亮一点的结局，可是这本书既然是案情实录，我就必须把这一系列出人意料的案情，连同最后令人扼腕的结局，都原原本本记录下来，我只能这么做。而整个案情的进展，一度使马场屯庄园成了一个全英国家喻户晓的地名。

我们在北沃尔沙姆下车，刚一提到马场屯的名字，站长就急匆匆地走了过来。“想必二位是伦敦来的侦探吧？”他说。

福尔摩斯脸上掠过一丝愠色。

“您怎么会这么想？”

“因为诺福克的马丁警长刚打这儿过。要不敢情您二位是外科医生？她没死——至少刚才的消息还这么说。你们说不定还来得及救她——好让她上绞刑架呗。”

福尔摩斯焦虑不安地沉着脸。

“我们正要去马场屯庄园，”他说，“可是并不清楚那儿出了什么事。”

“出大事喽，”站长说。“希尔顿·丘比特先生和他妻子，两人都开枪喽。她先朝他开枪，然后朝自己开枪——那女佣是这么说的。他死了，她眼看也要不行了。嗨呀，那可是诺福克郡一个最古老、最受人尊敬的家族哪。”

福尔摩斯什么也没说，赶紧上了一辆马车，长达七英里的路途中，他始终一言不发。这种沮丧失落的表情，我在他身上是极少见到的。我们从伦敦来的一路上，他一直心神不宁，翻看早报时看上去情绪很焦虑，而现在，他最怕出现的情况骤然间成了现实，他一下子变得茫然若失、心绪黯淡。他靠在座椅背上，陷入了阴郁的沉思。但此时，沿途的景色还是很迷人的，我们正穿过一片风景在全英国堪称独一无二的乡野，零落散布的农舍表明如今这一带已人烟稀少，而道路两侧林木苍翠的平野上，随处可见方塔高耸的教堂，让人想起昔日东盎格利亚
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 的显赫和繁荣。最后马车来到了诺福克郁郁葱葱的海岸线，再往前就是紫霭迷濛的北海了。马车夫举起马鞭指着掩映在绿树丛中的两堵老式砖木结构山墙说：“那就是马场屯庄园。”

马车停在有柱廊的正门跟前。我注意到正门前面，在打网球的草坪边上，就是这桩离奇案件中出现过的带座墩的日晷和那间黑色的工具房。一个动作敏捷的小个子刚从一辆高高的双轮马车上下来，他衣着整饬，小胡子上涂着蜡。他自我介绍是诺福克警署的马丁警长。一听说歇洛克·福尔摩斯的名字，他马上露出极其惊讶的表情。

“哎，福尔摩斯先生，案发时间是今天凌晨三点，您怎么会在伦敦这么快就听到风声，和我同时赶到现场呢？”

“我是预料到了，想来阻止它发生的。”

“这么说，您手头一定有我们所没掌握的重要线索啰。我们可是听说他们是一对很和睦的夫妻哎。”

“我手头仅有的线索是一些跳舞的小人，”福尔摩斯说，“稍后我会向您解释的。既然没来得及阻止悲剧的发生，我觉得眼前最迫切要做的事，就是尽我所能来保证伸张正义。您是愿意让我和您一同调查此案，还是希望我单独行动？”

“能和您一同调查此案，我感到不胜荣幸，福尔摩斯先生。”警长热切地说。

“既然如此，我希望一刻也不耽误，马上去勘查现场。”

马丁警长是个明白人，听凭我的朋友按自己的方式进行勘查，他本人只在一旁详细地做现场记录。当地的外科医生，一位头发灰白的老人，刚从楼上希尔顿·丘比特太太的房间下来，他报告说丘比特太太伤势很严重，但不一定会致命。子弹从她的头颅前部穿过，她可能还要过一段时间才能恢复知觉。至于她是被人开枪击中还是自己开的枪，这个问题他不好说，不敢贸然下结论。有一点可以肯定的是，子弹是从距离非常近的地方射出的。房间里只找到一把枪，弹膛里少了两发子弹。希尔顿·丘比特先生被射中心脏。由于手枪位于地板上两人的中间，可以设想有两种可能性，或者是他先向她开枪，然后再向自己开枪，或者是她一人开的枪。

“他的位置挪动过吗？”福尔摩斯问。

“只有丘比特太太挪动过。她伤得很重，不能让她就那么躺在地板上。”

“您在这儿多长时间了，医生？”

“我是四点来的。”

“还有别人吗？”

“有，本地的警官。”

“您什么都没碰？”

“没碰。”

“您做事非常谨慎。是谁去请您来的？”

“女仆桑德斯让人来叫我的。”

“是她报的警？”

“是她和厨娘金太太。”

“现在她俩在哪儿？”

“在厨房里吧，我想。”

“我看我们最好马上听她们讲一讲事情的经过。”

这间有橡木嵌板、窗户很高的老宅大厅，转眼成了一个刑事调查庭。福尔摩斯坐在一把高大的老式座椅上，脸容有些憔悴，但眼睛里闪出坚毅决绝的亮光。我在这目光中看到的，是誓将案件弄个水落石出、为他未能及时救下的委托人报仇雪恨的坚定不移的决心。衣着整饬的马丁警长，头发灰白的乡村医生，还有我和一个呆头呆脑的乡警，则是这个奇怪的合议庭的其余成员。

两个女人把事情的经过叙述得相当清楚。她们在睡梦里被一声巨响惊醒，一分钟后又听见了第二下响声。她俩的房间紧挨着，金太太冲进桑德斯的房间，两人一起下楼。书房的门开着，桌子上点着一支蜡烛。男主人脸朝下躺在房间中央。他已经死了。女主人蜷坐在窗子旁边，头靠在墙上。她伤得很厉害，半边脸都被血染红了。她大口大口喘着气，可是说不出话来。过道上和房间里，到处都是浓烟和火药味儿。窗子是关好并从里面插上插销的。关于这一点，她们俩都说得很肯定。她们马上叫人去找医生和警官。然后，由年轻男仆和小马倌相帮，她们把受伤的女主人抬到楼上的卧室。夫妻俩都上床睡过。出事时她穿着连衣裙；他在睡衣外面罩着晨衣。书房里的东西都没有动过。就她俩所知，男女主人从没吵过架。在她俩眼里，男女主人是一对很和睦的夫妻。

两个女仆提供的情况，大致就是这些。在回答马丁警长提问时，她们肯定地说，所有的门都是从里面锁上的，没人能从屋里逃出去。回答福尔摩斯提问时，她俩都说记得刚从顶楼房间奔下来那会儿，就闻到了火药味儿。“我提请您注意这个情况，”福尔摩斯对他的同行说，“现在，我想我们可以仔细查看一下这个房间了。”

这间书房并不大，三面墙都是书橱，写字桌面朝一扇普通的窗户，窗外就是花园。我们首先注意的，是那位不幸乡绅的尸体，他阔大的身躯四肢摊开，躺在房间中央。衣着凌乱，说明他是从床上起来，仓促下楼的。枪弹从正面射入，击中他的心脏，留在了体内。他肯定是即刻死去的，死得并不痛苦。他的晨衣和手上都没有火药痕迹。而据乡村医生说，女主人的脸上有火药痕迹，但手上没有。

“手上若有，当然事情就很清楚了，不过，没有火药痕迹却并不说明任何问题，”福尔摩斯说，“只有在子弹质量很差的情况下，火药才会往后喷射，否则即使击发多次，也不会留下痕迹。依我看，丘比特先生的尸体现在可以移出去了。我想，医生，您还没有找到击伤女主人的那颗子弹吧？”

“需要做一次复杂的手术，才能把子弹取出来。不过，既然枪膛里还有四颗子弹，而另外两颗已经射出，造成两处伤口，那就是说六发子弹都有了下落。”

“看起来是这样，”福尔摩斯说，“或许，那颗显而易见打在窗框上的子弹，您也能说说它的下落吧？”

他骤然转过身来，瘦长的手指指着离窗框下缘约一英寸处的一个弹孔。

“真的哦！”警长大声说，“您这是怎么看见的？”

“因为我在找它。”

“太棒了！”乡村医生说，“您肯定是对的，先生。这就是说还开过第三枪，所以现场一定还有第三个人。可那能是谁呢，他又怎么逃得出去呢？”

“这正是我现在要解答的问题。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说，“马丁警长，您还记得那两个女仆说她们刚从房间里跑出来，就闻到火药味儿的时候，我说过这一细节非常重要，是吗？”

“是的，先生；可是说实话，我没太明白您的意思。”

“这个细节提示我们，开枪的时候书房的门窗都是开着的。否则火药的烟雾不会这么快就蹿到楼上去。书房里一定要有对流的空气，烟雾才会弥漫到整幢屋子。不过，门窗打开的时间都很短。”

“何以见得？”

“因为蜡烛没有淌蜡。”

“妙啊！”警长大声说，“太妙了！”

“意识到案发时窗户是开着的这一点，我就设想当场还有第三个人，他站在打开的窗户外面，往屋内开枪。而朝这个人开枪，子弹就很可能打在窗框上。我在窗框上找，果然找到了弹孔！”

“那么窗子怎么会关上、销住的呢？”

“女人的本能反应是关上并销紧窗户。且慢，啊哈！这是什么？”

书房的桌子上，放着一只女用的手袋——一只鳄鱼皮镶银边、小巧精致的手袋。福尔摩斯打开手袋，把里面的东西倒在桌上。一卷英格兰银行五十镑票面的钞票，一共二十张，用橡皮筋箍着——别的就什么也没有了。

“这东西得保管好，在庭审中还要派用场呢。”福尔摩斯说，把手袋和钞票一齐交给警长。“现在我们得弄弄清楚，这第三发子弹究竟是怎么回事。从窗户木框碎裂的情况看，这发子弹显然是从屋内射出的。我想再向厨娘金太太提几个问题。金太太，您刚才说您是被一声巨响惊醒的。您的意思是不是说，您觉得这下响声要比第二下响声更响？”

“喔，先生，我是从睡梦中惊醒的，是不是更响我还真说不准。不过好像是挺响的。”

“您不觉得，那有可能是几乎同时响起的两下枪声吗？”

“我还真说不上来，先生。”

“我相信情况确实就是如此。马丁警长，我看这间书房里已经没有什么新的情况了。如果您愿意的话，我们不妨到花园去看看，有没有什么新的线索。”

外面有座花坛，一直延伸到书房窗前。走到花坛跟前，我们不约而同地惊呼起来。花被踩倒，潮湿的泥土上布满脚印。那是一个男人宽宽的脚印，脚趾部分特别细长。福尔摩斯在草丛和落叶中间四处搜寻，活像一条猎犬在搜寻被击伤的鸟儿。而后，他得意地叫了一声，俯下身去捡起一枚小小的铜壳。

“不出我的所料，”他说，“那支左轮手枪有弹壳推出装置，这就是那第三发子弹。我真心觉得，马丁警长，我们这个案子差不多可以结案了。”

从乡村警长的脸上可以看出，福尔摩斯的勘查进展如此神速，着实让他吃了一惊。一开始时他还总想说一下他的看法，而此刻已是对福尔摩斯佩服至极，对他言听计从了。

“您怀疑谁？”警长问。

“暂时还是先不说吧。关于这个问题，有几个疑点我还不能对您解释，既然已经到了这一步，我想最好还是按自己的思路继续进行下去，然后再回过头来，把事情的前前后后都对您说清楚。”

“您想怎么做就怎么做，福尔摩斯先生，只要能抓住那个人就行。”

“我并不是要故弄玄虚，但我们的当务之急是采取行动，眼下确实不是进行冗长、复杂的解释工作的时机。我手上已经掌握了案情的所有线索。即使女主人一直不恢复知觉，我们仍然可以还原昨夜的案发情景，确保正义得到伸张。首先我想知道，附近是否有个小旅店叫‘埃尔里奇之家’？”

所有的仆人问下来，都说没听说过有这么个地方。只有小马倌提到，他记得有个叫这名字的农场主，住在往东罗斯顿方向几英里开外的地方。

“那地方很冷僻吗？”

“冷僻极了，先生。”

“这儿昨夜发生了什么事情，也许那儿还不会听说？”

“大概不会吧，先生。”

福尔摩斯思索片刻过后，脸上漾起一丝奇特的笑意。

“备好一匹马，小伙子，”他说，“我要让你到埃尔里奇农场去送封信。”

他从袋里取出那些画有形形色色跳舞小人的纸条，放在写字台上，边看这些纸条，边在一张纸上画着。最后他把一封信交给小马倌，关照他要交到信封上写的这个人手里，还特地嘱咐他，不管对方问他什么问题，都不要回答。我看到信封上的字迹歪歪斜斜的，跟福尔摩斯平时工整的字迹迥然不同。收信人是诺福克东罗斯顿埃尔里奇农场的艾贝·斯莱尼先生。

“警长，”福尔摩斯说，“我想您不妨发个电报要求派两个警员过来，因为，如果我的估计没有出错的话，您可能得把一个非常危险的案犯押送到郡监狱去。电报可以就让这小家伙去发。华生，要是下午有去伦敦的火车，我看我们就赶那趟车吧，我还有个挺有意思的化学试验没做完，而眼前的案情调查马上就要结束了。”

小马倌带着信离去的当口，歇洛克·福尔摩斯对仆人们交代注意事项。要是有人来看希尔顿·丘比特太太，直接把来人领进客厅，不要告诉他女主人的任何情况。他极其认真地向仆人们强调这一点。吩咐完以后，他一边走进客厅，一边对跟在后面的我们说，现在的事态发展只能听其自然，我们不妨找个消遣方式静观其变。医生去照料病人了，只有警长和我留了下来。

“我想我可以用一种有趣而且有益的方式，帮二位消磨一个小时。”福尔摩斯说着，把椅子拉近桌子，把那些画着奇形怪状跳舞小人的纸条摊放在桌上。“对你，华生老弟，我欠你一个情，一直没让你那很自然的好奇心得到满足。对您，警长，我很乐意和您就整个案情的来龙去脉进行一番相当专业的探讨。首先，有些事情我必须说一下，那就是先前希尔顿·丘比特先生去贝克街见我时，告诉我的种种引起我注意的情况。”他扼要地重述了一遍我前面已经记录下来的细节。“现在摆在我面前的这些怪异的纸条，要是不知道这是一次惨案的先兆，你很可能会对它们一笑置之。我对形形色色的密码暗号，还算是比较熟悉的，有一本拙著就是专门讨论这方面问题的。我在书中分析过一百六十种不同的密码，但是我承认，眼前的这种密码对我来说是全新的。发明这种密码，其目的显然是掩盖这些符号用于传递信息的事实，让人觉着它们只不过是孩子的涂鸦而已。

“不过，一旦弄明白这些记号分别代表哪些字母，再把破译密码的通用规则加以应用，破译工作就变得相当容易了。我拿到的第一张纸条上句子很短，我所能作出的唯一有一定把握的推测是：符号[image: ]
 代表E。正如你们所知道的，E是英文字母表中最常用的字母，它的出现频率特别高，即便在一个短句中，也往往有可能看到它。在第一张纸条的十五个符号中，有四个是相同的，把这个符号设定为E是顺理成章的。没错，有时候小人扛着一面旗，有时候不扛，从旗子分布的情况看，它们很可能起着把句子分割成若干个词的作用。我把这一点作为假设的前提，在笔记本上记下：E代表[image: ]
 。

“接下去才是破译密码的真正难点所在。除了E以外，英文字母的出现频率并没有确定的排序，随意拿一篇文章来，其中出现次数最多的那个字母，很可能在单独一个短句中根本不出现。粗略地说，T、A、O、I、N、S、H、R、D、L，依次是出现频率靠前的几个字母；而T、A、O和I的出现频率，几乎是不相上下。倘若要把每种可能的组合都试一遍，来让句子的含义显现出来，那会是一个无休无止、永无尽头的过程。所以我就坐等新的信息。希尔顿·丘比特先生第二次来访，果然带来了另外两个句子和一条只有单独一个词（看来是这样，因为中间没有旗子）的信息。这就是描画下来的符号。现在，这个一共有五个字母的单词里，我已经知道第二个、第四个字母都是E。这个词可以是sever（割断），也可以是lever（杠杆）或者never（决不）。毫无疑问，只有最后那个才最可能是对一个诉求的回答，种种迹象表明，这是女主人写的一个回答。假如这个判断正确，我们就能说[image: ]
 这三个符号分别代表N、V和R了。

“即便如此，破译工作仍然困难重重。但就在这时，我灵机一动，掌握了别的几个字母。我心想，如果这些诉求如我所料，来自某个早年跟女主人很亲近的人，那么，首尾各有一个E、中间还有三个字母的组合，就很有可能代表ELSIE（埃尔茜）这个名字。我检查了一下，发现那条曾重复出现三次的信息，结尾都是这样一个组合。它肯定是对‘ElSIE’的某种诉求。这样一来，我就又有了L、S和I。可是，那会是什么诉求呢？ElSIE前面那个词只有四个字母，而且最后的字母是E。这个词除了是‘COME’，还能是什么呢？我把以E结尾的所有其他四个字母都试了一遍，没有一个是跟我们的情况合得上辙的。所以现在我又掌握了C、O和M，可以尝试破解第一张纸条了。把每个词分开，用黑点代替暂时还不认识的符号，这张纸条上的信息就是这样：

.M.ERE..E SL .NE.

“其中第一个字母只能是A，这个发现意义重大，因为它在这个短短的句子里出现了三次。第二个词中的H，也是显而易见的。于是这条信息变成了这样：

AM HERE A.E SLANE.

“姓名里空缺的两个字母顺手就能填上：

AM HERE ABE SLANEY

（我已到达。艾贝·斯莱尼）

“既然已经掌握了这么多字母，我就可以信心满满地解读第二张纸条上的信息了。它是这样的：

A.ELRI.ES

“只有给空缺处填上T和G，它才能有意思
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 ，写这纸条的人想必就落脚在叫这个名字的某个宅子或者旅店里。”

马丁警长和我饶有兴趣地听着福尔摩斯详尽而清晰地讲述，他是如何一步步破译密码，使一个个困难迎刃而解的。

“那么您怎么做呢，先生？”警长问。

“我有充分的理由认定，这个艾贝·斯莱尼是美国人，因为艾贝是一个美国人名字的昵称，还因为整个案子正是由一封美国来信引发的。我也有充足的证据设想，这桩事情牵涉到某个罪恶的秘密。女主人语焉不详地提到她的过去，她执意不愿把详情告诉丈夫，这两点都是佐证。因此我发了封电报给纽约警察局一个叫威尔逊·哈格里夫的朋友，他不止一次向我咨询过伦敦方面的有关案情。我问他是否知道艾贝·斯莱尼这个名字。他的回电是：‘芝加哥最危险的歹徒。’就在我收到回电的当天晚上，希尔顿·丘比特给我寄来了斯莱尼的最后一条信息。用我们已经知道的字母写出来，就是这样：

ELSIE.RE.ARE TO MEET THY GO.

“加上两个P、一个D，意思就完整了
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 ，表明那个家伙劝说不成，改用威胁的手段了。以我对芝加哥歹徒的了解，我判断他可能很快就会采取行动。我立即和我的朋友、同事华生医生前往诺福克，不幸的是，还没等我们赶到，最坏的情况已经发生了。”

“能和您一起破案，我感到不胜荣幸。”警长真诚地说，“不过请恕我直言，您只需对您自己负责，而我需要对我的上司负责。如果住在埃尔里奇的这个艾贝·斯莱尼真的是凶手，而就在我坐在这儿的当口他逃跑了，那我可担待不起这罪责。”

“您不用担心。他不会逃跑的。”

“您怎么知道？”

“逃走等于承认自己有罪。”

“那我们就该去逮捕他呀。”

“我想他马上就会来这儿。”

“他到这儿来干吗？”

“是我写信叫他来的。”

“这真让人没法相信，福尔摩斯先生！您叫他来，他为什么就会来呢？叫他来不是反而会引起他疑心，促使他逃走吗？”

“这就要看信怎么写了，”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说，“要是我没猜错的话，走在小道上的那位先生就是他了。”

一个男子正在门外的小道上大步流星地走来。此人个子很高，相貌堂堂，肤色黝黑，身穿灰色法兰绒套装，头戴巴拿马草帽，蓄一把又浓又黑的络腮胡子，鼻子高大而鹰钩，似乎有股咄咄逼人的意味。他挥舞着一根手杖，昂首阔步地走来，仿佛这地方就属于他似的。不一会儿，响起了洪亮持久、听上去兴冲冲的门铃声。

“各位，”福尔摩斯静静地说，“我想我们最好站在房门背后。要对付这样一个家伙，必须做好一切防范。警长，请您准备好手铐。问话的事，您就交给我吧。”

我们在静默中等了一分钟——这可是那种让人终生难忘的一分钟。随后房门打开，那人踏了进来。说时迟那时快，福尔摩斯用枪柄朝他头上揍了一家伙，马丁把手铐铐上了他的手腕。两人的动作迅捷而娴熟，那家伙猝不及防，一下子竟没反应过来。他瞪着凶光毕露的黑眼珠，目光在我们的脸上一一扫过。随后他放声大笑，那是一种苦笑。

“好吧，先生们，这次我算是栽在你们手里了。我好像让什么硬东西给敲了一下。可我是接到希尔顿·丘比特太太的信才来的。这里面怎么会有她的事？她可不会帮你们给我下套吧？”

“希尔顿·丘比特太太受了重伤，随时有生命危险。”

男子发出一声凄厉的嚎叫，响彻整座屋子。

“你胡说！”他激动地嚷道，“受伤的是他，不是她。谁会去伤害小埃尔茜？我也许是威胁过她——上帝饶恕我！——可是她那么美，我决不会去碰她哪怕一根头发。收回你的话——快收回！告诉我她没有受伤！”

“仆人进屋时，发现她伤得很厉害，倒在死去的丈夫边上。”

他哀号一声，跌坐在长靠椅里，低头把脸埋在铐住的双手中间。足足五分钟，他不作一声。然后他仰起脸来，用冷静而绝望的语气说：

“我没有什么要对你们隐瞒的，先生们，”他说，“如果说我向那男人开了枪，那么既然他也向我开了枪，这就算不得什么谋杀。但如果你们认为我会去朝这个女人开枪，那么你们就是既不了解我，也不了解她。我告诉你们，这个世界上决不会有一个比我更爱她的男人。我有权娶她。几年前她对我有过盟誓。这个英国人凭什么来插足在我们中间？我对你们说，我是最有权娶她的人，我只是要求得到我应有的权利。”

“她看清你是怎样一个人以后，摆脱了你的影响，”福尔摩斯语气冷峻地说，“她逃离美国躲开你，她在英国嫁了一位高尚正直的绅士。你不肯放过她，一路跟踪到英国，把她的生活弄得痛苦不堪，为的就是要让她抛下她深爱着并且值得敬重的丈夫，和她既怕又恨的你一起逃之夭夭。最终你导致了一个高贵的男人的死亡，并把他的妻子逼上了自杀的绝路。这就是你在整个案件中所犯下的罪行，艾贝·斯莱尼先生，你理应受到法律的惩处。”

“如果埃尔茜死了，我就什么也不在乎了。”这个美国人说。他摊开一只手，望着手心里捏皱的纸团。“先生您往这儿瞧，”他大声说，目光中露出一丝怀疑的神色，“你们别是在吓唬我吧，啊？倘若她伤得真像你们说的那么严重，那这张纸条是谁写的呢？”他把纸团扔在桌子上。

“我写的，为了把你引到这儿来。”

“您写的？除了我们帮里的人，谁也不会知道这些跳舞小人的秘密。您怎么会写呢？”

“有人能发明密码。就有人能破译密码。”福尔摩斯说，“有一辆马车就要来把你带到诺维奇去，斯莱尼先生。不过，你还有时间把你曾造成的伤害作一些小小的弥补。希尔顿·丘比特太太已蒙受谋杀丈夫的重大嫌疑，幸亏我来了这儿，凭我碰巧掌握的一些证据为她开脱，才使她免于受到指控，这些你都知道吗？你至少应该为她向公众澄清一个事实，那就是她对丈夫的死于非命，不负有任何直接或间接的责任。”

“对此我求之不得，”美国人说，“我想我能为自己进行的最好的辩护陈述，就是把事情的真相全都说清楚。”

“我有责任提醒你，你所说的话，可能会呈堂作为你的罪证。”警长秉承不列颠刑法的公正原则，凛然说道。

斯莱尼耸耸肩膀。

“随它去吧。”他说，“首先我想告诉各位，我在这位夫人还是小女孩的时候，就认识她了。那时我们七个人在芝加哥结帮合伙，埃尔茜的父亲是帮里的老大。这个老帕特里克，人特聪明。他发明的这套暗号，别人看见只以为是小孩子的乱涂乱画，除非你正好知道密码的规则。后来，埃尔茜知道了一些我们的所作所为，她厌恶我们干的勾当。她自个儿积蓄了一点钱，就甩开我们来到了伦敦。她对我有过承诺，我相信，要是我洗手不干那种营生，她是会嫁给我的。但只要她认定我走的不是正道，她就不愿跟我了。我直到她跟这个英国人结婚之后，才打听到她住在哪儿。我给她写信，可是没有回音。于是我就自己来了，写信不管用，我就把要说的意思画在她看得见的地方。

“我来这儿已经有一个月了。我落脚在那个农场里，房间在底层，每天夜里进出都很方便，没人会来注意。我铆足了劲想劝埃尔茜出逃。我知道她看到了那些信息，有一回她在我画的小人下面回答了一句话。那句话把我惹火了，我开始威胁她。她于是给我寄了一封信，恳求我离开，并说任何侮辱她丈夫的言行，都只会使她心碎。她说，如果我答应就此离开，让她能安安生生地过日子，她可以在凌晨三点钟，等她丈夫睡熟的时候下楼来，隔着最后面的那扇窗跟我说几句话。她带着钱下来了，给我钱要让我走。这下子我简直气疯了，我拉住她的胳膊把她往窗外拽。正在这时，她丈夫握着枪闯进屋来。埃尔茜瘫倒在地板上，我和他就面对面站着了。我身上也有枪，我掏出枪想把他吓跑，然后自己逃走。他开了枪，没打中我。我几乎同时也开了枪，他应声倒了下去。我从花园往外跑，离开时还听见身后有关窗的声音。先生们，我说的没有半句假话，句句是实情；在那以后我没有听到任何风声，直到那小子骑马送来那张纸条，我看了纸条，就像个傻瓜似的自己给你们送上门来了。”

这个美国人说这番话的时候，一辆马车已经驶抵门外。车里坐着两个身穿制服的警员。马丁警长立起身来，轻轻拍了拍案犯的肩膀。

“咱们该走了。”

“我可以先看看她吗？”

“不行，她还没恢复知觉。歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生，我只希望下次万一再碰上重要的案子，能有幸在您身边一起工作。”

我们站在窗前，目送马车渐渐驶远。我转过身来，正好看见案犯扔在桌上的那个小纸团。这就是福尔摩斯把他骗到这儿来的那封信。

“看看你能不能念出来，华生。”他笑吟吟地说。

上面没有写字，只画了这样一行跳舞的小人：

[image: ]


“用我解释过的规则，”福尔摩斯说，“你就可以明白它的意思很简单，就是‘Come here at once.’（马上来这儿。）我确信这是一个他不会拒绝的邀请，他绝对想不到写这信的不是那位夫人，而是另外一个人。你瞧，我亲爱的华生，我们终于让作恶多端的跳舞小人弃恶从善了。我先前答应过给你的笔记本添加一些非比寻常的内容，我想，这个承诺现在已经兑现了。三点四十有一班火车，我们回到贝克街还赶得上吃晚饭。”

故事的尾声就两句话。美国人艾贝·斯莱尼被诺维奇冬季巡回审判庭判处死刑，但考虑到一些可减轻罪责的情况，并鉴于是希尔顿·丘比特先开的枪，最后改判劳役刑。至于希尔顿·丘比特太太，我所知不多，她完全康复后，一直没有再嫁，尽其余生致力于照顾穷人和管理丈夫的产业。




 [1]
 中世纪早期小国，位于英格兰东部，包括诺福克和萨福克两郡。


 [2]
 At Elrige’s，意为“在埃尔里奇家”或“在埃尔里奇旅店”。


 [3]
 Elsie prepare to meet thy God.意为：埃尔茜，准备见上帝吧。


海军协定

我结婚没多久，正赶上那个令人难忘的七月。我有幸在那个月里，和歇洛克·福尔摩斯一起参与三起重要案件的侦破工作，并进一步了解他的破案方法。我记录这几个案子的笔记，标题分别是“第二块血斑”、“海军协定”和“疲倦的船长”。其中的第一个案件事关重大，并涉及王国多个最显贵的家族，因此在若干年内是不能公之于众的。然而在福尔摩斯经手的所有案件中，这一案件再清楚不过地显示了他的分析方法的精妙绝伦，并给与他共事的人留下深刻难忘的印象。我至今保存着一份手稿，上面几乎逐字逐句地记录了他向巴黎警署的杜比克先生和但泽著名的刑侦专家弗里茨·冯·沃尔德鲍姆分析整个案情的谈话内容。那两位曾为此案花费不少精力，但事后看来，那些力气都没用在刀口上。好在新世纪即将来临，到那时，讲述这个破案故事当属安全无虞。暂且我还是先来讲第二个案件，这个案件在某一段时间里也曾事关国家利益，其中有几处案情很有特色，使整个案件显得颇为不同寻常。

在学校读书时，我和一个名叫珀西·菲尔普斯的同学交往很密切，他和我年纪相仿，但比我高两级。他是个很优秀的孩子，获得过学校颁发的每一个奖项，并在毕业时以优异成绩赢得奖学金，进入剑桥大学继续深造。我记得他的亲戚很有权势，我们还都是些在一起玩的小男孩时，就知道他的舅舅是保守党的政要霍德赫斯特勋爵。但这种在大人眼里很显赫的亲戚关系，在学校里没让他得到什么好处；我们好像反而更喜欢在操场上追逐他，拿板球门柱
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 敲击他的小腿。但是进入社会以后，情况就不一样了。我曾经从旁听说过他的一些情况，得知他凭自己的能力和家庭的背景，在外交部得到了一个很好的职位，但后来我就差不多完全把他忘了，直到有一天收到下面这封信，才重又想起了他：

沃金，布莱尔布雷

亲爱的华生：

我想您一定还能记起那个“蝌蚪”菲尔普斯，您读三年级时，我在五年级。或许您还听说过，我靠舅舅的关系在外交部谋了个很不错的差事，上司对我非常器重、褒掖有加。但不幸的是，有一天厄运突然降临，毁了我的前程。

这种倒霉事，在信里也不必多写。如果您能答应我的请求，到时我当向您面陈详情。我得脑炎病了九个星期，现在病刚好，人还非常虚弱。不知您是否可以带您的福尔摩斯先生一起来看我？我想听听他对这件事的看法——虽然当局已明确告诉我此案无从措手。请带他过来吧，越快越好。这么提心吊胆地过日子，每一分钟在我看来都像是一个小时。请代我告诉他，我之所以没有更早向他请教，并不是因为我对他的卓异才能有所怀疑，而是由于我受此打击以后，脑子一直处于迷迷糊糊的状态。现在我神志恢复了清醒，但只怕一不小心又会再次犯病。我过于虚弱，还无法执笔，所以您看，这封信是我口述的。务望费心把他带来为盼。

您的老同学 珀西·菲尔普斯

读这封信时，其中有一种语调，一种反复恳求我把福尔摩斯带去的、其情可悯的语调，打动了我。感动之余，我暗自心想，即使这是一件很困难的事情，我也要尽力而为；不过当然，我很清楚福尔摩斯深爱自己从事的工作，但凡有人慕名找到他，求助于他，他总是随时准备施以援手的。我妻子同意我的看法，就是一刻也不能耽误，必须马上去把事情告诉福尔摩斯。于是，我赶在往日我们用早餐的时间，回到了贝克街当年的住处。

福尔摩斯穿着晨衣坐在靠墙的小桌跟前，专心地在做一项化学实验。一只大号的曲颈瓶正在本生灯蓝荧荧的火焰上烧着，里面的液体沸腾冒汽，蒸馏出来滴入一个两升大小的容器里。我走进房间时，他连头也没抬一下，我明白他的实验一定很重要，就找了一张圈手椅坐下等他。他看看这个瓶子，又看看那个瓶子，用玻璃吸管从每个瓶子里吸出几滴液体，最后用左手捏住装着溶液的试管。他的右手拿着一条石蕊试纸。

“你来得正好，华生。”他说，“如果试纸仍然是蓝色，那就没事。如果变红，那就是人命攸关。”他把试纸浸入试管，顷刻间试纸变成混浊的暗红色。“呣！果然不出我的所料！”他大声说，“请稍等片刻，华生，我马上就来。烟丝在波斯拖鞋里，你自己拿。”他转身在写字台前坐下，匆匆拟了几封电报稿，交给跑腿的年轻男仆。然后他坐到我对面，曲起双膝，双手指尖搭住，搂紧瘦长的小腿。

“一起普普通通的凶杀案。”他说，“你带来的案子想必会有意思些。你是在暴风雨中掠过凶案之海的海燕，华生。是怎么回事？”

我把那封信递给他，他聚精会神地看了一遍。

“信上没提供多少信息，是吗？”他说着，把信交还给我。

“是，几乎没什么信息。”

“笔迹倒很有意思。”

“那不是他自己写的。”

“没错。那是一个女人写的。”

“怎么会！是男人的笔迹嘛。”我大声说。

“不，是女人的；而且是个性很不一般的女人。你看，对案子的调查刚开始，我们就了解到你的委托人跟某人关系很密切，而此人——不管这是好是坏——个性与众不同。这个案子已经让我感到兴趣了。你如果可以出发的话，我们马上去沃金会会处境糟糕的外交官，还有那位为他代笔的女士。”

我们运气不错，在滑铁卢车站刚好赶上一趟早班火车。不到一小时，我们就置身于沃金的冷杉树林和开着欧石楠花的灌木丛中了。所谓布莱尔布雷，原来是一座大宅子，孤零零地坐落在一片开阔的坡地上，离车站只有几分钟的步行路程。我们递交名片后，被引进一间布置得很雅致的客厅，几分钟过后，一个矮矮胖胖的男子出来，很客气地接待我们。他看上去有三十好几快近四十了，但双颊还是那么红润，目光中还是透着兴高采烈的劲儿，所以给人的印象仍然是一个长得圆滚滚的淘气的大男孩。

“很高兴你们能来。”他说着，热情地和我俩一一握手，“珀西早晨一个劲地在问你们什么时候能到。哎，我可怜的小老弟，他现在是有一线希望也要抓住呵。他的父母要我来迎候你们，一提起这件事他们就伤心不已。”

“我们还不了解详情，”福尔摩斯说，“我看您不是这个家庭的成员吧。”

我们的新相识露出惊讶的神色，然后低头瞧了一眼，放声笑了起来。

“可不是，您瞧见项链坠盒上的花体字母J.H.了，”他说，“刚才我还真以为您聪明过人呢。约瑟夫·哈里森是我的名字，珀西很快就要娶我的妹妹做妻子，所以我至少算得上是姻亲。我妹妹在珀西的房间里，你们一会儿能见到她，这两个星期来，她一直在无微不至地照料珀西的饮食起居。也许，我们不如这就过去吧，我知道珀西早就等得心焦了。”

我们被领进去的那个房间，和客厅同在底楼。里面的布置，介于起居室和卧室之间，随处可见摆放得很雅致的鲜花。一个年轻男子，脸色苍白，神情疲惫，躺在靠窗的长沙发上，从打开的窗户里传来花园浓郁的花香和夏日清新的空气。一个女子坐在他身旁，我们进去时，她立起身来。

“我要出去吗，珀西？”她问道。

他抓住她的手，把她留下。“你好吗，华生？”他亲切地说，“你留了小胡子，我真要认不出你了，我敢说你多半也认不出我了。这位，我想就是你大名鼎鼎的朋友歇洛克·福尔摩斯先生咯？”

我简单介绍了一下他，两人一起坐下。那个胖胖的年轻男子离开了，但他的妹妹仍留在那儿，手握在病人的手里。她是个让人看上一眼就不会忘记的女人，身材略显矮胖，不够匀称，但有着美丽的橄榄色的皮肤、意大利人深黑的眼睛，一头秀发又密又黑。她那同伴苍白的脸，在她的容光焕发相形之下，越发显得疲惫憔悴。

“我不想浪费二位的时间，”珀西在沙发上坐起身来说，“就不说开场白，直接说事了。我曾经是个幸福、成功的男人，福尔摩斯先生，没多久我就要结婚了，可是这场飞来横祸毁了我的一切。

“华生可能已经告诉过您，我在外交部里，凭借我舅舅霍德赫斯特勋爵的影响，很快升迁到了一个要职。舅舅出任本届政府的外交大臣以后，曾交由我执行几项机密使命，我每次都出色完成了任务，从此他认为我干练机敏，对我备加信任。

“大约十个星期前——确切地说，是在五月二十三日——他把我叫到他的私人办公室，对我前期的工作表现称赞几句以后，正色告诉我，有一项新的重要使命要我去执行。

“‘这个，’他从书桌里拿出一个灰色纸卷说，‘是英国和意大利的一个秘密协定的原件，关于这个协定，我不得不遗憾地说，报界已有一些传闻。杜绝进一步的消息泄露至关重要。法国和俄国的大使馆都不惜重金想获悉文件的内容。要不是眼下必须备一份副本，我是绝不会把它拿出来的。您办公室的桌子是可以上锁的吗？’

“‘是的，先生。’

“‘那您就把这份协定放进办公桌锁上。我的意思是，您可以在同事们下班后，留在办公室里抄写文件，这样就不用担心文件的内容被人看见了。抄完以后，把原件和副本都锁进办公桌，然后在明天早晨当面交给我。’

“我接过文件，然后——”

“对不起，打断一下，”福尔摩斯说，“谈话是单独和您进行的吗？”

“一点没错。”

“在一个大房间里？”

“三十英尺见方吧。”

“在房间中央？”

“是的，大致是中央。”

“说话声音很轻？”

“我舅舅的声音向来很低沉。我几乎没说什么话。”

“谢谢，”福尔摩斯说着，闭上了眼睛，“请往下说。”

“我严格按照他的指示，要先等别的同事都离开办公室。有个叫夏尔·戈洛的同事的工作没做完，我只好让他留在办公室，自己先出去吃晚饭。我回到办公室，他已经走了。我急于把活儿干完，因为我知道约瑟夫——就是你们刚才见到的哈里森先生——此刻在城里，要乘十一点的火车回沃金，我想尽可能赶上这班火车。

“我拿出这份协定一看，立时明白它确实极其重要，我舅舅所说没有丝毫的夸大其词。撇下条款的细节不说，我可以告诉你们的是，这份协定阐明了大不列颠王国对待三国同盟的原则立场，并确定了一旦法国舰队在地中海对意大利舰队占有绝对优势时，王国将会采取的对策。其中涉及的问题，纯属海军方面。末尾有高层决策人士的签名。我匆匆看了一遍，就开始动手抄写文件。

“文件很长，是用法语写的，一共有二十六项条款。我尽力抄得快些，但到九点钟还只抄了九个条款，看来要想赶上那趟火车是没有希望了。白天工作时间很长，晚饭又吃得很饱，我渐渐感觉到倦意袭来，人变得昏昏沉沉的。我想，喝杯咖啡会让头脑清醒一些。有个看门人在楼梯下面的小门房里通宵值班，平时有谁加班要喝咖啡，就让他在酒精灯上给煮一杯。于是，我拉铃招呼他上来。

“让我感到惊讶的是，上来的是个女人，她长得高头大马，容貌粗鲁，上了年岁，系着一条围裙。她解释说，她是看门人的老婆，在这儿干杂活。我就吩咐她送杯咖啡上来。

“我又抄了两个条款，觉得倦意越发浓了，就起身在房间里来回走动，舒展一下腿脚。咖啡还没送来，我挺纳闷这到底是什么原因。我打开门，顺走廊走去，想看看是怎么回事。从我的办公室出来，是一条笔直的过道，灯光昏暗。这条过道是办公室的唯一出口，它通往一座拐弯的楼梯，再往前又有一条过道，尽头就是看门人的小房间。楼梯半腰处，有个小小的平台，另有一条与楼梯垂直的过道，从平台通往另一座小楼梯，然后直达供仆役进出的边门，我和同事从查尔斯街进办公室，也可以走这条近路。这就是大楼的示意图。”
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“谢谢。您画得很清楚。”歇洛克·福尔摩斯说。

“请您注意，这一点非常重要。我走下楼梯，来到过道尽头，只见看门人正在门房里呼呼大睡，酒精灯上的水壶突突冒汽，沸水流到了地板上。我伸手想去推醒打鼾的看门人，正在这时，他头顶上方突然铃声大作，他猛地惊醒过来。

“‘菲尔普斯先生！’他迷惑地看着我说。

“‘我下来看看咖啡有没有煮好。’

“‘我正煮水来着，不想就睡着了，先生。’他看看我，又看看仍在晃动的铃，脸上惊愕的表情愈来愈明显。

“‘既然您在这儿，先生，那么谁在拉铃呢？’他问。

“‘拉铃！’我说，‘这是什么铃？’

“‘是您办公室的铃。’

“就像有只冰冷的手揪住了我的心。这么说，此刻有人正在办公室里，而那份珍贵的协定就摊在我的桌子上。我发狂似的冲上楼梯，沿过道往前奔。走廊里空无一人，福尔摩斯先生。房间里也没人。所有的东西都跟我离开前一模一样，唯独那份交给我保管的文件，被人从办公桌上拿走了。副本还在，可原件不见了。”

福尔摩斯在椅子上坐直身子，搓着双手。我看得出，这桩案子很对他的胃口。“请往下说，您接下去怎么做呢？”他低声说。

“我立刻意识到，窃贼一定是从边门上楼的。倘若他从正门上楼，我肯定会碰上他。”

“您确信他不会是一直藏身在房间里，或者躲在您刚才说过的灯光昏暗的走廊里吗？”

“这绝对不可能。房间，走廊，都连一只耗子也休想藏身。根本没有地方好躲。”

“谢谢。请往下讲。”

“看门人见我脸色发白，知道是出事了，就跟着我上了楼。我俩沿走廊往前奔，冲下通查尔斯街的陡梯。边门是关上的，但没有上锁。我们推开门冲了出去。我清楚地记得，在这当口邻近的教堂敲了三下钟。是九点三刻。”

“这一点非常重要。”福尔摩斯边说，边记在衬衫袖口上。

“夜色很浓，下着暖暖的细雨。查尔斯街上空无一人，街尽头的白厅街却像往常一样，车辆行人络绎不绝。我俩连帽子也没戴，就那么沿着人行道往前奔，在远处的拐角上看到一个警察站在那儿。

“‘发生盗窃案了，’我气喘吁吁地说，‘一份极其重要的文件，被人从外交部偷走了。刚才有人经过这儿吗？’

“‘我在这儿站了一刻钟，先生，’他说，‘这段时间里只有一个人经过——是个高个子老妇人，围着条佩斯特花呢披巾。’

“‘噢，那是我妻子呗，’看门人大声说，‘没有别人经过？’

“‘没有。’

“‘那么窃贼一定是从另一条路逃走了。’这位老兄拽住我袖子大声说。

“但我不信他的话，他这么一个劲地要把我拉走，让我起了疑心。

“‘那个女人走的是哪条路？’我大声问。

“‘我不知道，先生。我注意到她经过，可总不能盯着她看吧。她看上去挺匆忙的。’

“‘她走了有多久了？’

“‘哦，就几分钟。’

“‘五分钟？’

“‘嗯，最多五分钟吧。’

“‘您这是在浪费时间，先生，现在的每分钟都很宝贵，’看门人大声说，‘相信我，我那老婆子跟这事没关系，咱们快到街的另一头去看看吧。好吧，要是您不愿意去，我一个人去，’说完他往另一方向奔去。

“我立刻追上去，拉住他的衣袖。

“‘你住哪儿？’我问。

“‘布里克斯顿街艾维巷16号，’他回答说，‘不过请您别再让不相干的事给迷住眼睛了，菲尔普斯先生。咱们快到街的那头去，看看能不能打听到点什么情况。’

“照他说的做反正也没坏处。我和警察两人就往那头奔去，只见大街上车水马龙，人来人往，但在这么个细雨濛濛的夜晚，人人都行色匆匆，只想早点回家。没人愿意停下脚步，也没人能告诉我们见过有谁经过。

“我们又回到办公室，搜了一通楼梯和过道，但一无所获。房间外的走廊上铺着一种米色的地毡，有脚印的话很容易发现。我们仔仔细细查看了一遍，没有找到脚印。”

“整个晚上都在下雨吗？”

“从七点开始就一直下。”

“那个女人是九点左右到办公室来的，她沾着泥水的鞋子怎么会不留下印迹呢？”

“我很高兴您问到这一点。当时我就想到了。这个打杂女工平时有个习惯，先把鞋子脱在看门人的小屋里，然后换上布拖鞋干活。”

“明白了。这么说，虽然当天晚上下着雨，却没有发现任何脚印？这些情况确实非常有意思。你们接下去怎么做呢？”

“我们又检查了一遍办公室。不可能有暗门，窗户离地足足有三十英尺高。两扇窗都从里面插上了插销。地毯下面不可能有暗道，天花板是常见的白色涂料刷的。我敢用性命担保，偷我文件的家伙一定是从门里进来的。”

“壁炉情况如何？”

“屋里没有壁炉，只有一个暖炉。铃绳系在我办公桌右首的金属丝上。任何人要拉铃，都得先走到办公桌边上。可是要偷文件的人，干吗要拉铃呢？真让人百思不得其解。”

“这事确实有点不同寻常。你们下一步是做什么呢？我想，你们检查了整个房间，看看那位不速之客有没有留下什么蛛丝马迹——烟蒂啦，落下的手套啦，发夹啦，或者别的什么小东西，是吗？”

“什么都没发现。”

“没有烟味？”

“喔，这我们倒没想到。”

“破这类案子时，哪怕只有一丝烟味，也是极有价值的。”

“我自己从不抽烟，所以我想，如果有烟草气味，我应当会注意到的。当时我一点也没闻到。唯一可以确定的事情是，看门人的妻子，那位坦盖太太，出门时非常匆忙。看门人对此无法作出解释，只是说他妻子都是在这个时间回家的。我和那个警察都认为，赶在这个女人把文件出手之前——假定文件真是她偷的——先把她抓起来才是上策。

“这时苏格兰场已接到报警，警探福布斯先生立即赶来，接手这个案子，全力投入侦破工作。我们雇了一辆双座马车，半小时后就找到了看门人给我们的地址。一个年轻女子来开门，问了以后知道她是坦盖太太的大女儿。她母亲还没回来，她让我们等在外面的那个房间。

“大约十分钟后有人敲门，这时我们犯了个严重的错误，为此我一直很自责。我们没有跑上去开门，而是让那姑娘去了。我们听见她说：‘妈妈，有两位先生在屋里等你。’接着马上听见过道里传来奔跑的脚步声。福布斯猛地推开门，我俩冲进后屋，也就是厨房，老妇人已经比我们早到一步。她犟着脖子望着我们，然后突然认出了我，脸上显出无比惊讶的神情。

“‘哎，这不是办公室的菲尔普斯先生吗？’她大声说。

“‘嗨，嗨，你躲得这么快，以为我们是谁了？’我的同伴问道。

“‘我还以为是旧货商呢，’她说，‘我们和一个旧货商有点麻烦。’

“‘你编也没编圆吧，’福布斯说，‘我们有理由相信，你从外交部拿走了一份机密文件，跑到这儿来处理它。你得跟我们去苏格兰场接受检查。’

“她声辩、反抗，都毫无用处。我们叫来一辆四轮马车，三人坐上车，一起去苏格兰场。在这以前，我们检查了厨房，尤其是炉灶，看看她有没有趁刚才独自一人的时候，把文件处理掉。不过，没发现一点纸灰或碎屑。我们到了苏格兰场，马上把她交给女警员去搜身。我悬着一颗心，焦急地等待结果。结果是，没有找到文件。

“这时，我第一次整个身心都感受到了处境的可怕。在这以前我一直在行动，行动麻痹了思想。我毫不怀疑协定很快就能找到，根本没时间去想一下，万一找不到会有怎样的后果。但现在再没什么事要做了，我反而有空来考虑自己的处境了。处境可怕极了！华生也许告诉过您，我在念书的时候是个容易激动的、很敏感的孩子。我的性格就是这样。我想到的是我的舅舅和他在内阁的同僚，是我给他、给我自己和每个亲友带来了耻辱。我个人成为一桩离奇的意外事件的牺牲品，那算得了什么？可是外交利益事关重大，不允许有半点差池。我不知道自己做了些什么。我想我一定是当众大闹了一场。我模模糊糊地记得，当时有一群同事围着我，让我平静下来。有个同事雇车陪我到滑铁卢车站，把我送上去沃金的火车。我相信要不是在车站遇见我的邻居费里尔医生，得知他也乘这班车，那位同事会一直把我送到家里。医生一路上对我照顾很周到，也多亏他这么照顾我，要不然，在火车站就昏厥过一次的我，还没到家就会是个满嘴胡话的疯子了。

“你们可以想象，当医生拉铃把大家唤醒，他们看见我那副模样的时候，这儿是怎样的景象。可怜的安妮和我母亲心都碎了。费里尔医生把他在火车站听说的情况，给大家讲了一遍，但这并不能缓解我家人的忧虑。在他们眼里，我的病显然不是一时半会好得了的，于是约瑟夫被要求搬出这间温馨的卧室，这儿变成了我的病房。福尔摩斯先生，我在这儿昏昏沉沉地躺了九个星期，生了脑炎，老说胡话。要不是有哈里森小姐在这儿，要不是有医生给我治疗，我现在是不可能和你们说话的。白天由哈里森小姐陪伴我，夜里雇了个护士照看我，因为在我疯病发作的时候，我什么事都做得出来。我的理智慢慢地清醒起来，但记忆直到三天前才完全恢复。有时我真希望它永远别恢复。我做的第一件事就是给福布斯先生发电报，这个案子是他在经办。他明确地告诉我说，虽然该做的事都做了，可是没有发现任何线索。对看门人和他的妻子，又仔仔细细进行了检查，结果仍是一无所获。警方的怀疑对象转到了年轻的戈洛身上，你们想必还记得，当天晚上他下班后还在办公室待了一段时间。诚然，他的可疑之处无非就是两点，一是他下班后没马上离开，二是他有个法国人的姓；但事实上，我是等他走了以后才开始抄文件的，而他虽然有祖上胡格诺教徒的血统，但就情感取向和传统观念而言，却是和你我一样不折不扣的英国人。对他的调查没有发现任何问题，这个案子就此搁浅了。福尔摩斯先生，我把最后的希望都放在您身上了。如果您也帮不了我，那么我不仅要失去我的职位，而且会名誉扫地，再也抬不起头来。”

这番长长的叙述，使病人精疲力竭，他往后靠在软垫上，护士倒了一杯镇静剂让他服下。福尔摩斯静静地坐着，头往后仰，双眼闭上，这在陌生人看来似乎是倦态，但我知道这表明他正在专心致志地紧张思考。

“您的讲述非常清楚，”他终于开口说，“我已经没有多少问题要问了。不过，有一个问题还是非常重要的，那就是您要执行特殊任务这件事，您有没有告诉过别人？”

“没有。”

“比如说，连哈里森小姐也没有？”

“没有。在接受指令到执行任务的这段时间里，我没有回过沃金。”

“您身边的人当中，有谁碰巧去看过您吗？”

“没有。”

“其中有人知道怎么去您办公室吗？”

“噢，是的；我都告诉过他们。”

“好吧，既然您对谁也没提起过这份协定的事，那么问这些问题当然就是多余的了。”

“我对谁也没提起过。”

“您对那个看门人有所了解吗？”

“几乎完全不了解，只知道他是个老兵。”

“哪支部队的？”

“噢，听说是——科尔斯特里姆近卫团。”

“谢谢。有些细节，我可以问福布斯。警方在搜集信息方面，是非常出色的，只不过他们不太善于利用这些信息。哦，瞧这蔷薇多可爱！”

他在长沙发旁边走过，从开着的窗户探手摘下一朵茎秆下垂的百叶蔷薇，欣赏着红花绿叶精巧的搭配。对我而言，这是他性格中的一个新的侧面，我以前从没见过他对自然界的事物表现出如此浓烈的兴趣。

“再也没有比宗教信仰更需要用到演绎法的领域了，”他背靠着百叶窗说，“借助于推理的手段，宗教可以成为一门精确的科学。我们相信上帝至善至美、无所不能，这种根深蒂固的信念，在我看来可以归结到这些花儿身上。所有其他的东西，我们的体能和才智，我们的欲念，我们的食物，都是生存所不可或缺的。但是这朵蔷薇是个附加的东西。它不是生活的必需品，但是它的色泽和芳香使生活变得更精致。而附加的精致只能来自至善至美的源头，所以我重申一遍，这些花儿给了我们无尽的希望。”

在福尔摩斯发表这通宏论的当口，珀西·菲尔普斯和哈里森小姐都望着他，脸上流露出惊奇和极度失望的表情。福尔摩斯手拈蔷薇，沉浸在一种遐想的状态之中。这样过了好几分钟，年轻女士的提问才把他从这种状态中唤了回来。

“依您看，这个疑案有望破解吗，福尔摩斯先生？”她问道，声音中带有一丝愠意。

“喔，这个疑案！”他愣了一下才回到了现实生活中，回答说，“呣，要说这个案子既不复杂也不难破，那未免有些矫情；不过我可以向您承诺，我会深入调查案情，事情一有眉目就告诉您。”

“您有线索了吗？”

“你们已经给我提供了七条线索，不过当然，它们是否有价值还有待检验。”

“您有怀疑的对象了？”

“我怀疑我自己——”

“怀疑什么？”

“结论下得太快。”

“那就请回伦敦去检验您的结论吧。”

“您这个提议非常棒，哈里森小姐，”福尔摩斯立起身来说，“我看，华生，这确实是最好的办法。请不要抱有不切实际的希望，菲尔普斯先生。事情还有不少缠结的地方。”

“我焦急万分地等待再次见到您。”外交官大声说。

“好吧，明天我还是乘这班火车过来，虽然未必能带来什么新消息。”

“您答应来，真是太好了，”我们的委托人大声说，“让我知道事情正在进展，我的生命才能有新的活力。噢，对了，我收到霍德赫斯特勋爵的一封信。”

“哈！他怎么说？”

“他的语气有些冷淡，但并不严厉。我想这是因为我病得很重，所以他才不忍心那么做。他重申这份文件事关重大，还说目前已无办法保住我的前程——他的意思当然是说我会被免职——只有等我恢复健康以后，再找机会弥补我的过失了。”

“呣，他说得很在理，也很得体。”福尔摩斯说，“我们走吧，华生，城里还有一整天的活儿等着我们干呢。”

约瑟夫·哈里森先生用马车把我们送到火车站，不一会儿，我俩就坐上了一辆从朴茨茅斯开来的列车。福尔摩斯陷入了沉思，一路上缄默无语，直到车过克拉彭枢纽站时，才开口说：

“从一条加高的轨道驶进伦敦，让你可以俯瞰这样的一些房屋，可真是一件赏心乐事。”

我还以为他在开玩笑，因为下方的景观实在又脏又乱、不堪入目，但他接下去解释说：

“瞧这一簇簇矗立在板岩之上、大而分散的建筑群，它们就像一片铅灰色大海中的红砖之岛。”

“那是些寄宿学校。”

“那是灯塔，老弟！是照亮未来的航标！是蓄满成百上千颗闪光的种子的孢囊，有一天这些小小的种子会绽芽开花，为未来的英国结出更睿智、更强壮的果实。我想这个菲尔普斯没有喝酒吧？”

“我想没有。”

“我也这么想。不过我们必须把每种可能都考虑在内。这个可怜的家伙真是落在水里快要没顶了，现在的问题是我们能不能把他救上岸。您对哈里森小姐印象如何？”

“一个个性很强的姑娘。”

“没错，不过要是我没看走眼的话，她是个好人。她和她哥哥是诺森伯兰附近一个铁器制造商的孩子，就兄妹俩。菲尔普斯在去年冬天的旅行途中，和她订了婚，她由哥哥陪同，前来拜访菲尔普斯的家人，正好碰上了这么件大事，就留下来照顾她的爱人，那位哥哥约瑟夫呢，觉得在这儿挺舒服的，也就待了下来。你看，我私下里已经作了一些调查。而今天的正式调查，少不得也得花上一整天。”

“我的诊所——”我开口说。

“噢，要是你觉得你的事情比我的更有趣——”福尔摩斯截住我的话头说，颇有点声色俱厉的意味。

“我是想说，我的诊所停个一两天没关系，反正现在是一年当中的淡季。”

“太好了！”他恢复了好心情，大声说道，“那我们就一起来看看接下去怎么做吧。我想我们应该去找一下福布斯。他也许能把我们想了解的细节都告诉我们，那样我们就知道破案该从哪个方向着手了。”

“您说过已经有线索了。”

“嗯，是有几个线索，但必须通过进一步调查，才能检验它们有没有价值。没有犯罪动机的案件，是最难侦破的。这个案子的作案人，并不是没有犯罪动机的。有哪些人可能从中得益呢？有法国大使馆，有俄国大使馆，有可能将文件卖给这两个大使馆的任何人，还有霍德赫斯特勋爵。”

“霍德赫斯特勋爵！”

“呣，我们不难想象，当一个政客处于某种尴尬的境地时，他是会不惜让这样一份文件毁于一旦的。”

“声誉卓著的霍德赫斯特勋爵不是这样的政客。”

“这只是一种设想，不能排除这种可能性。我们今天就要去见这位尊贵的勋爵，看看他能否提供一些新的情况。与此同时，我已经启动了案件调查的程序。”

“已经启动？”

“是的，我在沃金车站给伦敦的各家晚报发了一则启事，今晚就会见报。”

他递过来一张从记事本上撕下的纸。上面用铅笔写着：

赏金十镑。——查询出租马车车号，该车曾于五月二十三日晚九时三刻载送一名乘客至查尔斯街外交部门口或附近。知情者请与贝克街221号B座联系。

“你能肯定窃贼是乘出租马车来的？”

“即便不是，也没关系。但如果情况确实像菲尔普斯先生说的那样，在房间和走廊里都没有藏身的地方，那么此人必定是从外面进来的。他在一个下雨的夜晚从外面进来，而他们在他刚走几分钟后就检查了走廊的地毡，却并没有发现任何潮湿的鞋印，这就说明他极有可能是乘出租马车来的。是的，我想我们可以很有把握地推断说，他是乘出租马车来的。”

“倒也言之有理。”

“这就是我所说的线索之一。顺着这个线索可以继续往前走。另外，当然，还有那个铃——这是此案最不寻常之处。铃声为什么会响？是窃贼虚张声势有意拉的铃？还是有人和窃贼在一起，为了阻止窃贼作案拉的铃？或者只是出于偶然？或者——”他又陷入适才那种专心致志、缄默不语的沉思状态。作为一个熟悉他的脾性的朋友，我感觉到他脑海中正冒出某个新的想法。

到站时已经三点二十分，我们在车站餐室匆匆吃了午饭，立刻赶往苏格兰场。福尔摩斯发过电报给福布斯，此刻只见他在那儿等着我们：他是个面相狡黠的小个子，神情机警而不友好。他对我们抱一种很明显的冷淡态度，听说我们的来意后表情越发显得严峻。

“我此前听说过您的破案方法，福尔摩斯先生，”他尖刻地说，“您先等警方提供足够的信息为您所用，然后出手一举破案，让警方脸上无光。”

“恰恰相反，”福尔摩斯说，“我最近侦破的五十三起案件中，只有四起提及我的名字，警方把另外四十九起的功劳都记在他们名下。我并不怪您不了解这个情况，您还年轻，阅历不够；但您倘若想在新接手的案子中有所长进的话，就该跟我携手合作，而不是跟我对着干。”

“如蒙赐教，略加指点，我不胜荣幸之至。”这位警探说，态度完全变了，“我侦办此案以来，确实进展乏善可陈。”

“您采取了哪些措施？”

“坦盖，那个看门人，始终处于监控之中。他离开近卫团时，评语上写得很不错，我们没有在他身上发现任何问题。不过他的妻子不是个善茬儿。我想她应该知道更多内情，只是装作不知道而已。”

“对她也布控了？”

“我派了一名女警员跟踪她。坦盖太太爱喝酒，有两次这个女警员趁她喝得兴起，陪着她一起喝，可还是没从她嘴里套出一句话来。”

“我听说有时旧货商会去他们家催债？”

“没错，可是他们已经把欠债还了。”

“钱是从哪儿来的？”

“来路没有问题。看门人领了年金；他们家没有任何突然有钱的迹象。”

“菲尔普斯先生拉铃要咖啡，结果是她上去的，对此她作何解释？”

“她说她丈夫很累，她想让他歇会儿。”

“呣，这跟稍后菲尔普斯先生看见他在椅子里睡着的情况，倒是吻合的。这么说来，除了那女的品行有亏以外，在他俩身上没有任何问题。您问过她那天晚上为什么走得那么匆忙吗？那副急匆匆的模样，引起过警察的注意。”

“她走得比平时晚了些，想快点赶回家。”

“那您有没有提醒她，您和菲尔普斯先生至少比她晚动身二十分钟，却比她先到她家。”

“她解释说，她乘的是公共马车，我们乘的是双座马车。”

“她有没有说清楚，为什么她一进屋子，就直奔后面的厨房？”

“因为要还旧货商的钱放在那儿。”

“她倒都能有个说法。您有没有问她，从大楼出来，碰到过，或者说见到过有人在查尔斯街上转悠吗？”

“她说，除了那个警察，她谁也没看见。”

“好吧，看来您对她的盘问相当仔细。您还做了些什么工作？”

“那个办事员戈洛，这九星期来我们一直在对他监控，可是没有任何结果。从他身上没能发现任何问题。”

“还有吗？”

“嗯，没有什么别的事可做了——一点可用作证据的线索都没有。”

“铃为什么会响这个问题，您认真考虑过吗？”

“嗯，我得承认，这个问题把我难住了。不管这人是谁，他可真够冷血的，作案还要这么发警告。”

“对，这事做得很奇怪。非常感谢您告诉了我这些情况。哪天我可以把此人交到您手里了，您会接到我的电报的。我们走吧，华生！”

“我们这是去哪儿？”走出办公室后，我问道。

“我们现在去拜会霍德赫斯特勋爵，内阁大臣，未来的英国首相。”

我们运气不错，霍德赫斯特勋爵还在唐宁街的官邸里，福尔摩斯递进名片后，他即刻接见我们。这位政坛人物以他素来为人称道的老派礼貌迎候我们，请我俩在壁炉两旁考究而舒适的椅子上落座。他站在我俩中间的小地毯上，身材修长，脸部轮廓分明，显得很有决断，卷曲的头发过早地有了白发。他的整个人看上去气度不凡，是那种真正显贵的大人物。

“久闻您的大名，福尔摩斯先生，”他笑着说，“所以，当然我不能说对您的来意一无所知。外交部能引起您注意，只有一种情况，那就是这里出了事。能否问一下，您是受谁的委托前来办案的？”

“受珀西·菲尔普斯先生委托。”福尔摩斯答道。

“噢，我那不幸的外甥！您想必能理解，正因为有亲戚关系，我就更不能对他有丝毫的包庇。我担心这件事会无可挽回地对他的前程有不利的影响。”

“那要是文件找回来了呢？”

“哦，那情况当然不同了。”

“我有一两个问题要请问，霍德赫斯特勋爵。”

“我很乐于在我所能回答的范围内，为您提供任何信息。”

“您是在这个房间里下达抄写文件的指令的？”

“是的。”

“这就是说，几乎没有被人偷听的可能？”

“绝无可能。”

“您有没有对任何人提起过，您要把这份协定抄录一个副本？”

“没有。”

“这一点您能确定？”

“确定。”

“那好，既然您没有对人说过，菲尔普斯先生也没有对人说过，此外没人知道这件事，那么窃贼进办公室就纯属偶然了。他见到有机可乘，就拿走了文件。”

内阁大臣笑了笑说：“这就不是我能回答的问题了。”

福尔摩斯想了一下。“另外还有一个很重要的问题，我想提出来和您商讨。”他说，“据我看，您担心这份协定的内容一旦泄露，会造成非常严重的后果，是这样吗？”

勋爵富有表情的脸上掠过一道阴影。“是这样，非常严重。”

“后果已经造成了吗？”

“还没有。”

“假如这份协定已经落到，比如说，法国或俄国外交部的手里，您会得到消息吗？”

“当然会。”霍德赫斯特勋爵愀然作色回答说。

“既然已经过去将近十个星期，而至今毫无动静，那么我们就有理由假设，由于某种原因，协定文件目前还没有落到他们手里。”

霍德赫斯特勋爵耸耸肩膀。

“我们总不见得假设，福尔摩斯先生，窃贼偷走协定是为了装个框挂在墙上吧。”

“也许他是等着卖个好价钱。”

“再等下去，他就根本卖不出价钱了。不出几星期，协定内容就不再是秘密了。”

“这一点至关重要。”福尔摩斯说，“当然，有一种可能是窃贼突然得病——”

“比如说脑炎？”勋爵接口说，迅疾地扫了福尔摩斯一眼。

“我并没有这么说。”福尔摩斯冷静地说，“霍德赫斯特勋爵，我已经占用了您很多宝贵的时间，就此告辞，祝您愉快。”

“祝您早日破案，无论那罪犯是什么人。”这位政坛人物回答说，送我们到门口，欠身作别。

“他很有风度，”我们出门走上白厅街时，福尔摩斯说道，“但为了保住自己的地位，他还要奋斗一番。他谈不上有钱，开销却很大。你也注意到他的鞋底换过了吧？现在，华生，我想不能再耽误你的正常工作了。要是那份关于出租马车的启事再没有回音，我今天就无事可干了。不过要是你明天能陪我乘今天同一班车去沃金，那我不胜感激。”

第二天早晨我们碰面，一起乘火车去沃金。他告诉我，启事还没有回音，案情进展不见起色。也许由于事情未能如愿，他的脸紧绷得像红种印第安人，没有一丝表情。从他的神态我无法判断，他对案子目前的状况究竟是满意还是不满意。我只记得他谈起过贝蒂荣的罪犯体征测定法，对这位法国刑侦专家赞赏不已。

只见我们的委托人仍由他忠诚的看护人在照料，但气色看上去比先前好多了。我们进门时，他轻松自如地从沙发上立起身来，迎接我们。

“有消息吗？”他急切地问。

“我是不幸而言中了，今天我没能带来新消息。”福尔摩斯说，“我去见了福布斯，也去见了您舅舅，问了一些问题，但调查能否见效还有待观察。”

“那您没有失去信心吧？”

“绝对没有。”

“谢谢您这么说，愿上帝保佑您！”哈里森小姐大声说，“只要我们始终有勇气和耐心，真相一定会水落石出的。”

“我们要告诉您的情况，比您对我们说的要多些。”菲尔普斯说着，重又在长沙发上坐下。

“看来你们这儿有了新情况。”

“是的，昨天夜里这儿出事了，情况可能还很严重。”菲尔普斯说这话时，脸色变得很凝重，目光中露出一种近乎恐惧的眼神。“我想对您说，”他说，“我开始相信，我已经成了某个巨大阴谋的中心，不仅我的名誉，而且我的生命，都是这个阴谋的目标。”

“哦！”福尔摩斯大声说。

“这么说真有些让人难以置信，因为，至少就我所知，我在这个世界上没有任何仇人。可是昨天夜里的经历，使我不得不得出另一个结论。”

“愿闻其详。”

“您想必知道，昨晚是我没有人看护，独自一人睡在房间里的第一晚。我已经恢复得很好，觉得可以不用有人陪了。但屋里通宵有盏夜灯亮着。嗯，大概凌晨两点光景，我正迷迷糊糊要睡着，突然被一阵轻微的响声惊醒。听上去好像是耗子啃木板的声音，我躺着不动，听了一会儿，心想可能就是这么回事。但接着，声音越来越响，突然从窗口的方向传来一下刺耳的金属摩擦声。我惊慌地坐起身来。这时我明白了那是什么声音。前面很轻的声音，是有人用细棒在撬窗台的缝隙，后面那下，是锁扣被扳开的声响。

“然后停顿了大约十分钟，仿佛来人等在那儿，看声音有没有把我弄醒。接下去我听见一阵轻轻的吱嘎声，好像窗子被人缓缓地打开了。我没法再忍住不动，我的神经已经不如从前那么坚强了。我跳下床，冲上前去拉开百叶窗。一个男子蹲伏在窗前。我没能看清他的容貌，因为一眨眼工夫，他就逃走了。他裹着件披风模样的衣服，把脸的下半部分遮住了。只有一件事是我可以确定的，那就是他手里拿着凶器。我觉得那像是一把长刀。他转身逃跑时，我清楚地看见刀光闪了一下。”

“这非常有意思。”福尔摩斯说，“请说下去，您接着怎么做呢？”

“我要是身体能行的话，一定会翻出窗去追他。可是当时我能做的，只是拉铃唤醒屋里的人。这花了我一点时间，因为铃装在厨房里，而仆人都睡在楼上。还好约瑟夫听到了我的喊声，他先下楼来，然后又把其他人都叫了起来。约瑟夫和马夫在窗外的花坛上发现了脚印，不过近来天气很干燥，过了草坪就跟踪不到脚印了。但他们告诉我，小路边上的木栅栏有些异样，好像是有人翻越过去时，把顶端的木条折断了。我还没把这个情况告诉本地警察，我想最好先听听您的意见。”

委托人的这番叙述，看来对歇洛克·福尔摩斯产生了非同小可的显著影响。他抑制不住内心的激动，从椅子上立起身来，在房间里来回踱步。

“这真是祸不单行。”菲尔普斯笑着说，但很明显地可以看出，昨晚的经历使他受惊不小。

“您还真该为自己捏把汗呢，”福尔摩斯说，“您看您能和我一起出去走走吗？”

“哦，好呀，我是该晒点太阳。约瑟夫一起去吧。”

“我也去。”哈里森小姐说。

“不必，”福尔摩斯摇了摇头说，“我想我得请您留下，就坐在自己的位子上。”

年轻女士怏怏不乐地坐回自己的椅子。她的哥哥则和我们三人人一起来到屋外，从草坪边上走到年轻外交官卧室的窗户外面。正如他所说，花坛上有一些脚印，但痕迹模糊，已经无法辨认。福尔摩斯俯身看了一会，然后立起身来，耸了耸肩膀。

“我想从这上面是看不出任何东西来的，”他说，“我们还是绕屋子走一圈，看看夜贼为什么单单选中这个房间。按说客厅和餐厅的那些大窗，应该对他更有吸引力吧。”

“那些窗户路上能看见。”约瑟夫·哈里森提醒说。

“噢，对，可不是么。但这儿有扇门，他完全可以试试从这儿进去嘛。这门是派什么用场的？”

“这是给供货商进出的边门。当然，夜里是锁上的。”

“您以前受过类似的惊吓吗？”

“从来没有。”我们的委托人说。

“这座宅子里有金银餐具，或者能引得夜贼光顾的别的什么东西吗？”

“没有什么贵重的东西。”

福尔摩斯双手插在裤袋里，悠闲地绕着屋子散步，这种漫不经心的神情，在他身上是很难见到的。

“噢，对了，”他对约瑟夫·哈里森说，“听说您发现木栅栏让那家伙给弄断了。我们上那儿去看看。”

年轻人把我们带到一个地方，只见木栅栏顶端折断了，一小段木片兀自悬在那儿。福尔摩斯把它拽下来，仔细地查看。

“您认为这是昨晚折断的吗？看上去倒像是早就折断的，您说呢？”

“嗯，可能是吧。”

“也没发现有人从这儿跳到外边去的脚印。呣，我想我们在这里不会有什么收获，还是回卧室去商量商量吧。”

珀西·菲尔普斯走得很慢，他未来的大舅子在一旁扶着他。福尔摩斯快步穿过草坪，我俩来到卧室那些开着的窗子跟前时，他俩还在远处慢慢走着。

“哈里森小姐，”福尔摩斯神情非常严肃地说，“今天您要一直待在您现在的这个地方。无论发生什么事情，您都必须整天待在这儿不离半步。此事关系重大，不能有丝毫闪失。”

“我一定照办，既然您要我这么做，福尔摩斯先生。”姑娘惊奇地说。

“您去睡觉的时候，请从外面把房门锁上，保管好钥匙。请您答应按我说的做。”

“那么珀西呢？”

“他和我们一起去伦敦。”

“就我一个人留在这儿？”

“这是为了他。您是在帮他！快！快答应！”

她点头答应，而就在这时，那两人走了进来。

“你干吗愁眉苦脸地坐在那儿，安妮？”她哥哥大声说，“出去晒晒太阳！”

“不，谢谢，约瑟夫。我有点头痛，房间里挺凉爽，待在这儿舒服些。”

“现在您有何打算，福尔摩斯先生？”我们的委托人问道。

“呣，在调查这个小小的插曲的同时，我们不能置主要的侦破方向于不顾。要是您能和我们一起去伦敦，那对我真是莫大的帮助。”

“立刻就去？”

“噢，您方便的话，越快越好。比如说一小时以后。”

“我觉得身体已经康复了，希望真的能帮上点忙。”

“大有可能。”

“也许您认为今晚我留在那儿为好？”

“我正是此意。”

“那夜里这位不速之客再次来访，就会发现人去室空了。我们所有人都听您的调遣，福尔摩斯先生，您一定要把您的打算明确地告诉我们。或许您愿意让约瑟夫和我们一起去，好对我有个照顾？”

“哦，不用；您知道，我的朋友华生是位医生，他会照顾您的。如果您同意的话，我们在这儿吃午饭，然后三个人一起出发去伦敦。”

午餐按他所说的那样安排了，不过哈里森小姐遵照他的嘱咐，找了个借口没有离开卧室。我的朋友到底要做什么，我想不出个所以然，似乎他就是要把姑娘和菲尔普斯分开。菲尔普斯正和我们一起在餐厅吃饭，他身体状况好转，又知道自己马上就能有所行动，所以心情很好。令人想不到的是，福尔摩斯还有更让我们吃惊的事情等着我们。在陪我们到火车站，看我们进入车厢以后，他竟不慌不忙地宣布说，他不打算离开沃金。

“有一两件小事，我想最好在离开沃金前先弄清楚，”他说，“您不在这儿，菲尔普斯先生，我反而更方便一些。华生，你们到了伦敦，请你立刻雇辆车，把我们这位朋友送到贝克街，然后你和他就等在那儿，我会在那儿和你们见面。好在你们是老同学，可以说的话题很多。菲尔普斯先生今晚可以睡在我的卧室，我明天乘早班火车，八点到滑铁卢车站，正好可以和你们一起用早餐。”

“在伦敦的调查怎么办呢？”菲尔普斯可怜兮兮地问。

“那可以放在明天再说。眼下我在这儿要做的事，我想是可以立马见效的。”

“您回布莱尔布雷可以告诉他们，我明晚回家。”火车驶离站台的当口，菲尔普斯大声说。

“我不一定回布莱尔布雷。”福尔摩斯回答说，笑吟吟地朝我们挥手，目送我们的火车疾驰而去。

菲尔普斯和我一路上都在谈论这件事，可是我俩谁也没法给出一个让人满意的理由，说明事态何以会如此逆转。

“我想他是要，倘若这的确是一起盗窃案的话，他是要找出一点线索来。就我而言，我并不相信那人是个普通的窃贼。”

“那你的看法怎样？”

“说实话，不管你是不是会觉得我神经过于脆弱，反正我相信有一个巨大的政治阴谋，把我包围在中间，而且出于某种我无从理解的原因，我的生命成了那些阴谋家的目标。这听上去很夸张，很离奇，可是你想想已经发生的那些事情！一个窃贼为什么要撬窗进入一个明明没有东西可偷的卧室，又为什么要拿着一把长刀呢？”

“你能确定那不是一根撬棍吗？”

“哦，不是撬棍；是一把刀。刀背的闪光我看得清清楚楚。”

“可是谁会对你有这样的深仇大恨，非要追杀你不可呢？”

“哎！这正是问题所在。”

“好吧，如果福尔摩斯也持同样的观点，那么他的行动就有解释了，对吗？假定你的看法是对的，如果他能抓住昨晚威胁你的那个人，海军协定失窃的侦破工作就有了重大进展。如果硬要说你有两个不同的仇人，一个要偷你东西，另一个要取你性命，那岂不是太荒唐了。”

“可是福尔摩斯先生说过他不回布莱尔布雷。”

“我认识他也不是一天两天了，”我说，“我从没见他做过一桩理由不够充足的事情。”说到这里，我们的谈话转到别的话题上去了。

对我来说，这真是很难熬的一天。菲尔普斯久病初愈，还很虚弱，不幸的遭遇使他变得爱抱怨、容易激动。我给他讲我在阿富汗和印度的经历，讲社会问题，讲种种能帮他摆脱抑郁心情的话题，可是都不见效。他总是念念不忘那份丢失的文件，疑惑、揣测、猜想福尔摩斯这会儿在做什么，霍德赫斯特勋爵会采取什么措施，明天早晨我们会听到什么消息。夜色渐浓，他的激动变成了深深的痛苦。

“你对福尔摩斯毫无保留地绝对信任吗？”他问。

“我见证过他令人叹服的办案本领。”

“可是像这样茫无头绪的案子，他没有办过吧？”

“哦，办过；我见过他侦破的有些案子，线索比这还要少呢。”

“可是那些案子不见得会牵涉如此重要的利害关系吧？”

“这我说不上来。我只知道他曾经为三个欧洲王室效力，处理过一些名誉攸关的重要事务。”

“你是了解他的，华生。他这人像个谜似的，我总觉得不知道该怎么看待他。你认为这个案子他有破案的把握吗？你认为成功破案是在他意料之中的吗？”

“他什么也没说过。”

“这不是个好兆头。”

“正相反，据我以往的观察，他在毫无线索的时候，常常会这么直说。而一旦有了线索，却又不是很有把握线索是否管用的时候，他往往最沉默寡言。好了，老同学，我们别想得太多了，把自己弄得心神不宁于事无补啊，我劝你还是上床去睡觉，明天无论情况如何，好有精神去应对。”

我好说歹说总算把他说服了，不过我从他激动的神情看出，他今晚是无望入眠的。实际上，他的情绪也影响了我，整个前半夜我在床上辗转反侧，翻来覆去想着这桩匪夷所思的案子，作出无数的假设，一个比一个更不靠谱。福尔摩斯为什么要留在沃金？他为什么要哈里森小姐整天守在病房里？他为什么如此谨慎地不让布莱尔布雷那边知道他要留在他们附近？我绞尽脑汁，想寻找一个可以解释所有这些情况的理由，想着想着终于睡了过去。

我醒来已是七点钟，立刻到菲尔普斯的房间，只见一夜未眠的他形容憔悴、疲乏不堪。他的第一句话就是问福尔摩斯到了没有。

“他说好什么时候来，就会什么时候来，”我说，“不会早也不会晚，准时得很。”

我的话很快应验了，八点刚过，一辆双座马车停在大门口，我们的朋友从车上下来。我们站在窗前，看见他的左手缠着绷带，脸容苍白，神情凝重。他进了屋子，但稍过一会儿才上楼。

“他看上去像只斗败的公鸡。”菲尔普斯大声说。

我不得不承认他说得没错。“弄来弄去，”我说，“破案的线索十有八九还是在这儿。”

菲尔普斯长叹一声。

“我也不明白这是怎么回事，”他说，“可我就是满心指望他能给我们带来好消息。但是他的手昨天肯定没有这样缠着绷带吧？到底出什么事了？”

“你没受伤吧，福尔摩斯？”我的朋友一进屋，我就问他。

“啧，自己不小心擦破了点皮，”他回答说，点头向我们道早安，“您的这个案子，菲尔普斯先生，的确是我经手过的最扑朔迷离的一个。”

“恐怕您有点力不从心了吧。”

“这绝对是一次非比寻常的经历。”

“从绷带就看得出，是一次惊险的经历。”我说，“你不想给我们讲讲事情的经过吗？”

“先吃早饭吧，亲爱的华生。别忘了早晨我刚在萨里
 
[2]

 赶了三十英里路。我那则寻找出租马车的启事，只怕是还没回音。行，没事，总不能指望样样事情都那么完满吧。”

餐桌已经摆放好了，我刚要拉铃，赫德森太太端着茶和咖啡进来了。几分钟过后，她又端上了几个加盖的餐盘，我们在餐桌前就座，福尔摩斯一副胃口极佳的样子，我心里揣着好奇，菲尔普斯则是满脸愁云、神情郁闷。

“赫德森太太真是有办法，”福尔摩斯掀开一盘咖喱鸡的盖子说，“她的菜式不算丰富，但是她的早餐创意，堪比苏格兰女人。你那盘是什么，华生？”

“火腿蛋。”我回答说。

“太好了！菲尔普斯先生，您想吃什么，咖喱鸡，火腿蛋，还是您的那份？”

“谢谢，我什么也不想吃。”菲尔普斯说。

“哦，吃点吧！尝尝您面前的那个盘子。”

“谢谢，我真的吃不下。”

“那好吧，”福尔摩斯调皮地眨眨眼睛说，“劳驾您为我掀下盖子，您总不会拒绝吧？”

菲尔普斯掀开盖子，同时发出一声尖叫；他瞪着眼睛坐在那儿，脸色白得像他注视的盘子。盘子正中央放着一个蓝灰色的小纸卷。他一把抓起纸卷，贪婪地看着它，接着把它紧贴在胸前，兴奋地尖声喊叫，发疯似的在房间里蹦来蹦去。然后他瘫坐在一张扶手椅上，过分的激动使他筋疲力尽、虚弱不堪，我们连忙给他灌了点白兰地，他才算没有昏厥过去。

“好啦！好啦！”福尔摩斯轻轻拍着他的肩膀，安慰他说，“让它这样突然出现在您眼前，实在有点不像话；不过华生会告诉您，我总忍不住想把事情做得带点戏剧性。”

菲尔普斯抓住他的手吻着。“愿上帝保佑您！”他大声说，“您挽救了我的名誉。”

“喔，您要知道，这也关乎我的名誉。”福尔摩斯说，“请您相信，我要是没能侦破一桩案子，就好比您没能完成一项使命，那是令人无法忍受的奇耻大辱。”

菲尔普斯把这份珍贵的文件，藏进外衣里面的口袋。

“我真的不想再打扰您用餐，但我实在忍不住想要知道，您是怎么找到它的，它又到底在哪儿。”

歇洛克·福尔摩斯喝完一杯咖啡，又把那盘火腿蛋也拿来吃了。然后他从餐桌旁起身，点上烟斗，舒舒服服地坐在自己的椅子上。

“我先告诉您我做了些什么，然后再告诉您我怎么会想到那么做的。”他说，“在火车站和你们分手以后，我欣然迈步，一路欣赏萨里优美的风景，来到一个叫里普利的小村子，在一家小客店用了茶点，然后做了些准备，给水壶灌满水，用纸包了块三明治放在衣袋里。我在那儿待到傍晚才出发回沃金，天色擦黑时分，到达了布莱尔布雷外面的大路上。

“呣，我一直等到大路上没有了人影——我看，这条路上平时人就很少吧——然后翻过栅栏进入宅院。

“大门不是一直开着吗？”菲尔普斯忍不住插了一句。

“没错；可我就是喜欢这么闹着玩。我选了长着三棵枞树的那个地方，在大树的掩蔽下往前挪动，屋子里的人绝对不会发现我。我先藏身在一旁的灌木丛中，然后从一个灌木丛匍匐前进到另一个灌木丛——裤子膝盖脏成这样，就是爬出来的——一直爬到正对您卧室窗口的那个杜鹃花丛。我蹲在那儿，静等时态的进展。

“卧室里的百叶窗没有放下，我可以看见哈里森小姐坐在桌旁看书。十点一刻的时候，她合上书，放下百叶窗，离开您的卧室。我听见她关门的声音，还看清楚她用钥匙锁上了门。”

“钥匙？”菲尔普斯惊呼道。

“是的，我嘱咐过哈里森小姐，临睡出门前要从外面把门锁上，随身带上钥匙。我关照她做的事，她都不折不扣地做了，而要是没有她的配合，这份文件现在就不会在您的上衣口袋里。接下去她走开了，灯也灭了，只剩下我蹲守在杜鹃花丛里。

“夜色很温馨，但守夜毕竟很熬人。当然，其中也自有一种令人兴奋的意味，那正是游泳选手屈身候在水道前，等着跃进泳池一决高下那会儿的感觉。不过，等得可真够长的——华生，几乎就像我俩为解决‘斑点带子案’那个小问题，在那间死气沉沉的屋子里等的时间一样长。沃金有个小镇的教堂每一刻钟敲一次钟，可我不止一次觉得它仿佛停在那儿不敲了。终于，凌晨两点光景，我骤然听见传来拨开插销、钥匙转动的轻微响声，不一会儿，供货商进出的那扇边门打开了，约瑟夫·哈里森先生走到了屋外的月光中。”

“约瑟夫！”菲尔普斯惊叫起来。

“他没戴帽子，但是肩上搭着一件黑色的披风，一有动静他就可以马上遮住自己的脸。他在墙影里蹑手蹑脚地往前走，到了窗前，他用一把刃身很长的刀伸进窗缝，挑开锁扣。然后他拉开窗子，把刀插进百叶窗的罅隙，撬起横档，推开百叶窗。

“从我蹲伏的地方，可以清楚地看见屋里的情况和他的一举一动。他点亮壁炉台上的两支蜡烛，动手掀起门旁那块地毯的一角。他弯下身去，拿起一块方方的木板，通常地板上都会留这么一块活动的木板，便于水管工检查煤气管道的接头。房间里的这块木板，下面就是三通接头，给下面厨房供气的管道由此接出。他从这个藏物处取出那个小纸卷，盖上木板，铺平地毯，吹灭蜡烛，然后径直对着窗子走来。我正在窗外等着，准备和他短兵相接。

“呣，没想到这位老兄竟然如此凶悍，我原来还有点低估他了。他举刀朝我扑来，我两次把他撂倒在地，自己指关节也给划了一刀，才终于制服了他。搏斗结束后，他只剩一只眼睛能看东西，那副模样确实像个事情败露的凶手，不过他还算听话，把文件交了出来。拿到文件以后，我就放他走了，但今天早晨我给福布斯发电报，把详情都告诉了他。要是他动作够快，能逮住他的这只鸟，那当然好！不过我看十有八九，还没等他赶到，鸟窝就空了，嗨，那样一来政府当局倒也省事。依我看，首先霍德赫斯特勋爵，其次珀西·菲尔普斯先生，都巴不得这个案子别弄到开庭审判的地步。”

“我的天哪！”我们的委托人喘着气说，“您的意思是说，在我极度痛苦的整整十个星期时间里，失窃的文件始终和我在同一个房间里？”

“正是如此。”

“还有约瑟夫！约瑟夫居然是个无赖，是个贼！”

“呣！恐怕约瑟夫的性格，要比从他的外表所能看出的阴险得多，也危险得多。从他今天早晨供认的情况看，他涉足股票市场亏了血本，所以要不择手段地捞一笔钱。他是个极端自私的人，看到有机可乘，妹妹的幸福和您的名誉，他都可以置之不顾。”

珀西·菲尔普斯重重地落坐在椅子里。“我头晕得厉害，”他说，“听了您这番话，我脑子里乱成了一团。”

“您这个案子最大的难点，”福尔摩斯说话的腔调，又有点像在讲课了，“在于线索太多。不相干的线索遮蔽、掩盖了最关键的线索。从摆在我们面前的所有的事实中，必须挑出我们认为真正重要的那些事实，然后把它们按次序拼合在一起，从而构建起这个值得注意的事件链。我一开始就对约瑟夫有所怀疑，原因是那天晚上您曾打算和他一起乘车回家，因而他很有可能会顺道去找您——他对外交部原本就熟门熟路。当我听说有人急不可耐地要潜入您的卧室，我马上想到，会在这个房间里藏东西的，除了约瑟夫没有别人——您在叙述案情时，对我们说过您和医生一起回到家里以后，你们是怎样让约瑟夫搬出这个房间的——于是我的怀疑变成了确认，尤其在知道事情发生在没人看护您的第一晚时，我更确信无疑了，因为这说明那个不速之客对家里的情况了如指掌。”

“我真是瞎了眼！”

“整个案情，就我排摸出来的情况看，是这样的：这个约瑟夫·哈里森从查尔斯街的边门进入大楼，熟门熟路地走进您的办公室，这时您刚好离开。看到屋里没人，他当即拉了铃，而就在他拉铃的那一刻，他瞥见了桌子上的那份文件。虽然只是扫了一眼，但他已经意识到机会来了，就在眼前的是一份价值极高的政府文件，他迅速把它塞进衣袋，出门而去。正如您回忆的那样，从您跑到门房，到熟睡的看门人让您注意到铃在响，这中间隔了几分钟，这正好给了窃贼足够的逃跑时间。

“他乘头班火车回到沃金，仔细检查到手的文件，确认它价值极高以后，把它藏在一个他认为非常安全的地方，打算过一两天取出来，去卖给法国大使馆，或者别的什么他认为卖得出大价钱的地方。没想到您突然回来了。他没有一点预先准备的时间，就被迫搬出了房间，而且从那以后，房间里你们至少有两个人待在这儿，他根本不可能来拿他的宝贝。他的这种处境，肯定让他非常恼怒。最后他想到了撬窗入室这一招，可是由于您的警觉，他没能得手。您想必还记得，那天晚上您没有按平时的剂量服药。”

“我记得。”

“我想，他一定在药里做过手脚，因此原以为您会睡得很沉。当然，我知道只要他觉得时机合适，他一定会再试一次的。您不在卧室，给了他想要的机会。我让哈里森小姐白天待在屋里，这样他就没法趁我们不在时先下手了。然后，我一边让他觉得自己安全无虞，一边如我刚才所说，暗地里监视着他。我已经知道文件很可能就在这个房间里，但我不想为了找它，把地板、踢脚板全都撬开来。所以我让他自己从藏的地方把它拿出来，这样就省了我不少麻烦。还有什么别的问题，要我解释的吗？”

“他第一回为什么要爬窗呢，”我问，“他不可以从门口进去吗？”

“要走到门口，他得经过七间卧室。再说，窗外就是草坪，他逃脱也比较方便。还有别的问题吗？”

“您是否认为，”菲尔普斯问，“他有行凶的准备呢？那把刀也许只是个工具而已。”

“也许是吧，”福尔摩斯耸耸肩膀回答说，“但有一点是我可以肯定的，那就是这位约瑟夫·哈里森先生，我说什么也不会相信他是个心慈手软的主儿。”




 [1]
 板球是当时在英国很风行的运动项目。球门由三根立柱和两根横木构成，其中每根立柱称为wicket。此处的原文即为with a wicket。


 [2]
 英格兰的一个郡，位于伦敦东南。沃金地处萨里郡内。


A Scandal in Bohemia

Ⅰ

To Sherlock Holmes she is always the
 woman.I have seldom heard him mention her under any other name.In his eyes she eclipses and predominates the whole of her sex.It was not that he felt any emotion akin to love for Irene Adler.All emotions，and that one particularly，were abhorrent to his cold，precise but admirably balanced mind.He was，I take it，the most perfect reasoning and observing machine that the world has seen，but as a lover he would have placed himself in a false position.He never spoke of the softer passions，save with a gibe and a sneer.They were admirable things for the observer — excellent for drawing the veil from men's motives and actions.But for the trained reasoner to admit such intrusions into his own delicate and finely adjusted temperament was to introduce a distracting factor which might throw a doubt upon all his mental results.Grit in a sensitive instrument，or a crack in one of his own high-power lenses，would not be more disturbing than a strong emotion in a nature such as his.And yet there was but one woman to him，and that woman was the late Irene Adler，of dubious and questionable memory.

I had seen little of Holmes lately.My marriage had drifted us away from each other.My own complete happiness，and the home-centred interests which rise up around the man who first finds himself master of his own establishment，were sufficient to absorb all my attention，while Holmes，who loathed every form of society with his whole Bohemian soul，remained in our lodgings in Baker Street，buried among his old books，and alternating from week to week between cocaine and ambition，the drowsiness of the drug，and the fierce energy of his own keen nature.He was still，as ever，deeply attracted by the study of crime，and occupied his immense faculties and extraordinary powers of observation in following out those clues，and clearing up those mysteries which had been abandoned as hopeless by the official police.From time to time I heard some vague account of his doings：of his summons to Odessa in the case of the Trepoff murder，of his clearing up of the singular tragedy of the Atkinson brothers at Trincomalee，and finally of the mission which he had accomplished so delicately and successfully for the reigning family of Holland.Beyond these signs of his activity，however，which I merely shared with all the readers of the daily press，I knew little of my former friend and companion.

One night — it was on the twentieth of March，1888 — I was returning from a journey to a patient （for I had now returned to civil practice），when my way led me through Baker Street.As I passed the well-remembered door，which must always be associated in my mind with my wooing，and with the dark incidents of the Study in Scarlet
 ，I was seized with a keen desire to see Holmes again，and to know how he was employing his extraordinary powers.His rooms were brilliantly lit，and，even as I looked up，I saw his tall，spare figure pass twice in a dark silhouette against the blind.He was pacing the room swiftly，eagerly，with his head sunk upon his chest and his hands clasped behind him.To me，who knew his every mood and habit，his attitude and manner told their own story.He was at work again.He had risen out of his drug-created dreams and was hot upon the scent of some new problem.I rang the bell and was shown up to the chamber which had formerly been in part my own.

His manner was not effusive.It seldom was； but he was glad，I think，to see me.With hardly a word spoken，but with a kindly eye，he waved me to an armchair，threw across his case of cigars，and indicated a spirit case and a gasogene in the corner.Then he stood before the fire and looked me over in his singular introspective fashion.

“Wedlock suits you，” he remarked.“I think，Watson，that you have put on seven and a half pounds since I saw you.”

“Seven！” I answered.

“Indeed，I should have thought a little more.Just a trifle more，I fancy，Watson.And in practice again，I observe.You did not tell me that you intended to go into harness.”

“Then，how do you know？”

“I see it，I deduce it.How do I know that you have been getting yourself very wet lately，and that you have a most clumsy and careless servant girl？”

“My dear Holmes，” said I，“this is too much.You would certainly have been burned，had you lived a few centuries ago.It is true that I had a country walk on Thursday and came home in a dreadful mess，but as I have changed my clothes I can't imagine how you deduce it.As to Mary Jane，she is incorrigible，and my wife has given her notice，but there，again，I fail to see how you work it out.”

He chuckled to himself and rubbed his long，nervous hands together.

“It is simplicity itself，” said he； “my eyes tell me that on the inside of your left shoe，just where the firelight strikes it，the leather is scored by six almost parallel cuts.Obviously they have been caused by someone who has very carelessly scraped round the edges of the sole in order to remove crusted mud from it.Hence，you see，my double deduction that you had been out in vile weather，and that you had a particularly malignant boot-slitting specimen of the London slavey.As to your practice，if a gentleman walks into my rooms smelling of iodoform，with a black mark of nitrate of silver upon his right forefinger，and a bulge on the right side of his top-hat to show where he has secreted his stethoscope，I must be dull，indeed，if I do not pronounce him to be an active member of the medical profession.”

I could not help laughing at the ease with which he explained his process of deduction.“When I hear you give your reasons，” I remarked，“the thing always appears to me to be so ridiculously simple that I could easily do it myself，though at each successive instance of your reasoning I am baffled until you explain your process.And yet I believe that my eyes are as good as yours.”

“Quite so，” he answered，lighting a cigarette，and throwing himself down into an armchair.“You see，but you do not observe.The distinction is clear.For example，you have frequently seen the steps which lead up from the hall to this room.”

“Frequently.”

“How often？”

“Well，some hundreds of times.”

“Then how many are there？”

“How many？ I don't know.”

“Quite so！ You have not observed.And yet you have seen.That is just my point.Now，I know that there are seventeen steps，because I have both seen and observed.Bytheway，since you are interested in these little problems，and since you are good enough to chronicle one or two of my trifling experiences，you may be interested in this.” He threw over a sheet of thick，pink-tinted note-paper which had been lying open upon the table.“It came by the last post，” said he.“Read it aloud.”

The note was undated，and without either signature or address.

“There will call upon you to-night，at a quarter to eight o'clock，” it said，“a gentleman who desires to consult you upon a matter of the very deepest moment.Your recent services to one of the royal houses of Europe have shown that you are one who may safely be trusted with matters which are of an importance which can hardly be exaggerated.This account of you we have from all quarters received.Be in your chamber then at that hour，and do not take it amiss if your visitor wear a mask.

“This is indeed a mystery，” I remarked.“What do you imagine that it means？”

“I have no data yet.It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data.Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories，instead of theories to suit facts.But the note itself.What do you deduce from it？”

I carefully examined the writing，and the paper upon which it was written.

“The man who wrote it was presumably well to do，” I remarked，endeavoring to imitate my companion's processes.“Such paper could not be bought under half a crown a packet.It is peculiarly strong and stiff.”

“Peculiar — that is the very word，” said Holmes.“It is not an English paper at all.Hold it up to the light.”

I did so，and saw a large “E” with a small “g，” a “P，” and a large “G” with a small “t” woven into the texture of the paper.

“What do you make of that？” asked Holmes.

“The name of the maker，no doubt； or his monogram，rather.”

“Not at all.The ‘G’ with the small ‘t’ stands for ‘Gesellschaft，’ which is the German for ‘Company.’ It is a customary contraction like our ‘Co.’ ‘P，’ of course，stands for ‘Papier.’ Now for the ‘Eg.’ Let us glance at our Continental Gazetteer.” He took down a heavy brown volume from his shelves.“Eglow，Eglonitz — here we are，Egria.It is in a German-speaking country — in Bohemia，not far from Carlsbad.‘Remarkable as being the scene of the death of Wallenstein，and for its numerous glass-factories and paper-mills.’ Ha，ha，my boy，what do you make of that？” His eyes sparkled，and he sent up a great blue triumphant cloud from his cigarette.

“The paper was made in Bohemia，” I said.

“Precisely.And the man who wrote the note is a German.Do you note the peculiar construction of the sentence — ‘This account of you we have from all quarters received.’ A Frenchman or Russian could not have written that.It is the German who is so uncourteous to his verbs.It only remains，therefore，to discover what is wanted by this German who writes upon Bohemian paper and prefers wearing a mask to showing his face.And here he comes，if I am not mistaken，to resolve all our doubts.”

As he spoke there was the sharp sound of horses' hoofs and grating wheels against the curb，followed by a sharp pull at the bell.Holmes whistled.

“A pair，by the sound，” said he.“Yes，” he continued，glancing out of the window.“A nice little brougham and a pair of beauties.A hundred and fifty guineas apiece.There's money in this case，Watson，if there is nothing else.”

“I think that I had better go，Holmes.”

“Not a bit，Doctor.Stay where you are.I am lost without my Boswell.And this promises to be interesting.It would be a pity to miss it.”

“But your client —”

“Never mind him.I may want your help，and so may he.Here he comes.Sit down in that armchair，Doctor，and give us your best attention.”

A slow and heavy step，which had been heard upon the stairs and in the passage，paused immediately outside the door.Then there was a loud and authoritative tap.

“Come in！” said Holmes.

A man entered who could hardly have been less than six feet six inches in height，with the chest and limbs of a Hercules.His dress was rich with a richness which would，in England，be looked upon as akin to bad taste.Heavy bands of astrakhan were slashed across the sleeves and fronts of his double-breasted coat，while the deep blue cloak which was thrown over his shoulders was lined with flame-colored silk and secured at the neck with a brooch which consisted of a single flaming beryl.Boots which extended halfway up his calves，and which were trimmed at the tops with rich brown fur，completed the impression of barbaric opulence which was suggested by his whole appearance.He carried a broad-brimmed hat in his hand，while he wore across the upper part of his face，extending down past the cheekbones，a black vizard mask，which he had apparently adjusted that very moment，for his hand was still raised to it as he entered.From the lower part of the face he appeared to be a man of strong character，with a thick，hanging lip，and a long，straight chin suggestive of resolution pushed to the length of obstinacy.

“You had my note？” he asked with a deep harsh voice and a strongly marked German accent.“I told you that I would call.” He looked from one to the other of us，as if uncertain which to address.

“Pray take a seat，” said Holmes.“This is my friend and colleague，Dr.Watson，who is occasionally good enough to help me in my cases.Whom have I the honor to address？”

“You may address me as the Count Von Kramm，a Bohemian nobleman.I understand that this gentleman，your friend，is a man of honor and discretion，whom I may trust with a matter of the most extreme importance.If not，I should much prefer to communicate with you alone.”

I rose to go，but Holmes caught me by the wrist and pushed me back into my chair.“It is both，or none，” said he.“You may say before this gentleman anything which you may say to me.”

The Count shrugged his broad shoulders.“Then I must begin，” said he，“by binding you both to absolute secrecy for two years； at the end of that time the matter will be of no importance.At present it is not too much to say that it is of such weight it may have an influence upon European history.”

“I promise，” said Holmes.

“And I.”

“You will excuse this mask，” continued our strange visitor.“The august person who employs me wishes his agent to be unknown to you，and I may confess at once that the title by which I have just called myself is not exactly my own.”

“I was aware of it，” said Holmes drily.

“The circumstances are of great delicacy，and every precaution has to be taken to quench what might grow to be an immense scandal and seriously compromise one of the reigning families of Europe.To speak plainly，the matter implicates the great House of Ormstein，hereditary kings of Bohemia.”

“I was also aware of that，” murmured Holmes，settling himself down in his armchair and closing his eyes.

Our visitor glanced with some apparent surprise at the languid，lounging figure of the man who had been no doubt depicted to him as the most incisive reasoner and most energetic agent in Europe.Holmes slowly reopened his eyes and looked impatiently at his gigantic client.

“If your Majesty would condescend to state your case，” he remarked，“I should be better able to advise you.”

The man sprang from his chair and paced up and down the room in uncontrollable agitation.Then，with a gesture of desperation，he tore the mask from his face and hurled it upon the ground.“You are right，” he cried； “I am the King.Why should I attempt to conceal it？”

“Why，indeed？” murmured Holmes.“Your Majesty had not spoken before I was aware that I was addressing Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismond von Ormstein，Grand Duke of Cassel-Felstein，and hereditary King of Bohemia.”

“But you can understand，” said our strange visitor，sitting down once more and passing his hand over his high white forehead，“you can understand that I am not accustomed to doing such business in my own person.Yet the matter was so delicate that I could not confide it to an agent without putting myself in his power.I have come incognito from Prague for the purpose of consulting you.”

“Then，pray consult，” said Holmes，shutting his eyes once more.

“The facts are briefly these：Some five years ago，during a lengthy visit to Warsaw，I made the acquaintance of the wellknown adventuress，Irene Adler.The name is no doubt farmiliar to you.”

“Kindly look her up in my index，Doctor，” murmured Holmes without opening his eyes.For many years he had adopted a system of docketing all paragraphs concerning men and things，so that it was difficult to name a subject or a person on which he could not at once furnish information.In this case I found her biography sandwiched in between that of a Hebrew rabbi and that of a staff-commander who had written a monograph upon the deep-sea fishes.

“Let me see！” said Holmes.“Hum！ Born in New Jersey in the year 1858.Contralto — hum！ La Scala，hum！ Prima donna Imperial Opera of Warsaw — yes！ Retired from operatic stage — ha！ Living in London — quite so！ Your Majesty，as I understand，became entangled with this young person，wrote her some compromising letters，and is now desirous of getting those letters back.”

“Precisely so.But how —”

“Was there a secret marriage？”

“None.”

“No legal papers or certificates？”

“None.”

“Then I fail to follow your Majesty.If this young person should produce her letters for blackmailing or other purposes，how is she to prove their authenticity？”

“There is the writing.”

“Pooh，pooh！ Forgery.”

“My private note-paper.”

“Stolen.”

“My own seal.”

“Imitated.”

“My photograph.”

“Bought.”

“We were both in the photograph.”

“Oh，dear！ That is very bad！ Your Majesty has indeed committed an indiscretion.”

“I was mad — insane.”

“You have compromised yourself seriously.”

“I was only Crown Prince then.I was young.I am but thirty now.”

“It must be recovered.”

“We have tried and failed.”

“Your Majesty must pay.It must be bought.”

“She will not sell.”

“Stolen，then.”

“Five attempts have been made.Twice burglars in my pay ransacked her house.Once we diverted her luggage when she travelled.Twice she has been waylaid.There has been no result.”

“No sign of it？”

“Absolutely none.”

Holmes laughed.“It is quite a pretty little problem，” said he.

“But a very serious one to me，” returned the King reproachfully.

“Very，indeed.And what does she propose to do with the photograph？”

“To ruin me.”

“But how？”

“I am about to be married.”

“So I have heard.”

“To Clotilde Lothman von Saxe-Meningen，second daughter of the King of Scandinavia.You may know the stnct principles of her family.She is herself the very soul of delicacy.A shadow of a doubt as to my conduct would bring the matter to an end.”

“And Irene Adler？”

“Threatens to send them the photograph.And she will do it.I know that she will do it.You do not know her，but she has a soul of steel.She has the face of the most beautiful of women，and the mind of the most resolute of men.Rather than I should marry another woman，there are no lengths to which she would not go — none.”

“You are sure that she has not sent it yet？”

“I am sure.”

“And why？”

“Because she has said that she would send it on the day when the betrothal was publicly proclaimed.That will be next Monday.”

“Oh，then we have three days yet，” said Holmes with a yawn.“That is very fortunate，as I have one or two matters of importance to look into just at present.Your Majesty will，of course，stay in London for the present？”

“Certainly.You will find me at the Langham under the name of the Count Von Kramm.”

“Then I shall drop you a line to let you know how we progress.”

“Pray do so.I shall be all anxiety.”

“Then，as to money？”

“You have carte blanche.”

“Absolutely？”

“I tell you that I would give one of the provinces of my kingdom to have that photograph.”

“And for present expenses？”

The King took a heavy chamois leather bag from under his cloak and laid it on the table.

“There are three hundred pounds in gold and seven hundred in notes，” he said.

Holmes scribbled a receipt upon a sheet of his note-book and handed it to him.

“And Mademoiselle's address？” he asked.

“Is Briony Lodge，Serpentine Avenue，St.John's Wood.”

Holmes took a note of it.“One other question，” said he.“Was the photograph a cabinet？”

“It was.”

“Then，good-night，your Majesty，and I trust that we shall soon have some good news for you.And good-night，Watson，” he added，as the wheels of the royal brougham rolled down the street.“If you wlll be good enough to call to-morrow afternoon at three o'clock I should like to chat this little matter over with you.”


Ⅱ

At three o'clock precisely I was at Baker Street，but Holmes had not yet returned.The landlady informed me that he had left the house shortly after eight o'clock in the morning.I sat down beside the fire，however，with the intention of awaiting him，however long he might be.I was already deeply interested in his inquiry，for，though it was surrounded by none of the grim and strange features which were associated with the two crimes which I have already recorded，still，the nature of the case and the exalted station of his client gave it a character of its own.Indeed，apart from the nature of the investigation which my friend had on hand，there was something in his masterly grasp of a situation，and his keen，incisive reasoning，which made it a pleasure to me to study his system of work，and to follow the quick，subtle methods by which he disentangled the most inextricable mysteries.So accustomed was I to his invariable success that the very possibility of his failing had ceased to enter into my head.

It was close upon four before the door opened，and a drunkenlooking groom，ill-kempt and side-whiskered，with an inflamed face and disreputable clothes，walked into the room.Accustomed as I was to my friend's amazing powers in the use of disguises，I had to look three times before I was certain that it was indeed he.With a nod he vanished into the bedroom，whence he emerged in five minutes tweed-suited and respectable，as of old.Putting his hands into his pockets，he stretched out his legs in front of the fire and laughed heartily for some minutes.

“Well，really！” he cried，and then he choked and laughed again until he was obliged to lie back，limp and helpless，in the chair.

“What is it？”

“It's quite too funny.I am sure you could never guess how I employed my morning，or what I ended by doing.”

“I can't imagine.I suppose that you have been watching the habits，and perhaps the house，of Miss Irene Adler.”

“Quite so； but the sequel was rather unusual.I will tell you，however.I left the house a little after eight o'clock this morning in the character of a groom out of work.There is a wonderful sympathy and freemasonry among horsy men.Be one of them，and you will know all that there is to know.I soon found Briony Lodge.It is a bijou villa，with a garden at the back.but built out in front right up to the road，two stories.Chubb lock to the door.Large sitting-room on the right side，well furnished，with long windows almost to the floor，and those preposterous English window fasteners which a child could open.Behind there was nothing remarkable，save that the passage window could be reached from the top of the coach-house.I walked round it and examined it closely from every point of view，but without noting anything else of interest.

“I then lounged down the street and found，as I expected，that there was a mews in a lane which runs down by one wall of the garden.I lent the ostlers a hand in rubbing down their horses，and received in exchange twopence，a glass of half and half，two fills of shag tobacco，and as much information as I could desire about Miss Adler，to say nothing of half a dozen other people in the neighborhood in whom I was not in the least interested，but whose biographies I was compelled to listen to.”

“And what of Irene Adler？” I asked.

“Oh，she has turned all the men's heads down in that part.She is the daintiest thing under a bonnet on this planet.So say the Serpentine-mews，to a man.She lives quietly，sings at concerts，drives out at five every day，and returns at seven sharp for dinner.Seldom goes out at other times，except when she sings.Has only one male visitor，but a good deal of him.He is dark，handsome，and dashing，never calls less than once a day，and often twice.He is a Mr.Godfrey Norton，of the Inner Temple.See the advantages of a cabman as a confidant.They had driven him home a dozen times from Serpentine-mews，and knew all about him.When I had listened to all they had to tell，I began to walk up and down near Briony Lodge once more，and to think over my plan of campaign.

“This Godfrey Norton was evidently an important factor in the matter.He was a lawyer.That sounded ominous.What was the relation between them，and what the object of his repeated visits？ Was she his client，his friend，or his mistress？ If the former，she had probably transferred the photograph to his keeping.If the latter，it was less likely.On the issue of this question depended whether I should continue my work at Briony Lodge，or turn my attention to the gentleman's chambers in the Temple.It was a delicate point.and it widened the field of my inquiry.I fear that I bore you with these details，but I have to let you see my little difficulties，if you are to understand the situation.”

“I am following you closely，” I answered.

“I was still balancing the matter in my mind when a hansom cab drove up to Briony Lodge，and a gentleman sprang out.He was a remarkably handsome man，dark，aquiline，and moustached-evidently the man of whom I had heard.He appeared to be in a great hurry，shouted to the cabman to wait，and brushed past the maid who opened the door with the air of a man who was thoroughly at home.

“He was in the house about half an hour，and I could catch glimpses of him in the windows of the sitting-room，pacing up and down，talking excitedly，and waving his arms.Of her I could see nothing.Presently he emerged，looking even more flurried than before.As he stepped up to the cab，he pulled a gold watch from his pocket and looked at it earnestly，‘Drive like the devil，’ he shouted，‘first to Gross ＆ Hankey's in Regent Street，and then to the Church of St.Monica in the Edgeware Road.Half a guinea if you do it in twenty minutes！’

“Away they went，and I was just wondering whether I should not do well to follow them when up the lane came a neat little landau，the coachman with his coat only half-buttoned，and his tie under his ear，while all the tags of his harness were sticking out of the buckles.It hadn't pulled up before she shot out of the hall door and into it.I only caught a glimpse of her at the moment，but she was a lovely woman，with a face that a man might die for.

“‘The Church of St.Monica，John，’ she cried，‘and half a sovereign if you reach it in twenty minutes.’

“This was quite too good to lose，Watson.I was just balancing whether I should run for it，or whether I should perch behind her landau when a cab came through the street.The driver looked twice at such a shabby fare，but I jumped in before he could object.‘The Church of St.Monica，’ said I，‘and half a sovereign if you reach it in twenty minutes.’ It was twenty-five minutes to twelve，and of course it was clear enough what was in the wind.

“My cabby drove fast.I don't think I ever drove faster，but the others were there before us.The cab and the landau with their steaming horses were in front of the door when I arrived.I paid the man and hurried into the church.There was not a soul there save the two whom I had followed and a surpliced clergyman，who seemed to be expostulating with them.They were all three standing in a knot in front of the altar.I lounged up the side aisle like any other idler who has dropped into a church.Suddenly，to my surprise，the three at the altar faced round to me，and Godfrey Norton came running as hard as he could towards me.

“‘Thank God，’ he cried.‘You'll do.Come！ Come！’

“‘What then？’ I asked.

“‘Come，man，come，only three minutes，or it won't be legal.’

“I was half-dragged up to the altar，and before I knew where I was I found myself mumbling responses which were whispered in my ear.and vouching for things of which I knew nothing，and generally assisting in the secure tying up of Irene Adler，spinster，to Godfrey Norton，bachelor.It was all done in an instant，and there was the gentleman thanking me on the one side and the lady on the other，while the clergyman beamed on me in front.It was the most preposterous position in which I ever found myself in my life，and it was the thought of it that started me laughing just now.It seems that there had been some informality about their license，that the clergyman absolutely refused to marry them without a witness of some sort，and that my lucky appearance saved the bridegroom from having to sally out into the streets in search of a best man.The bride gave me a sovereign，and I mean to wear it on my watch-chain in memory of the occasion.”

“This is a very unexpected turn of affairs，” said I； “and what then？”

“Well，I found my plans very seriously menaced.It looked as if the pair might take an immediate departure，and so necessitate very prompt and energetic measures on my part.At the church door，however，they separated，he driving back to the Temple，and she to her own house.‘I shall drive out in the park at five as usual，’ she said as she left him.I heard no more.They drove away in different directions，and I went off to make my own arrangements.”

“Which are？”

“Some cold beef and a glass of beer，” he answered，ringing the bell.“I have been too busy to think of food，and I am likely to be busier still this evening.By the way，Doctor，I shall want your cooperation.”

“I shall be delighted.”

“You don't mind breaking the law？”

“Not in the least.”

“Nor running a chance of arrest？”

“Not in a good cause.”

“Oh，the cause is excellent！”

“Then I am your man.”

“I was sure that I might rely on you.”

“But what is it you wish？”

“When Mrs.Turner has brought in the tray I will make it clear to you.Now，” he said as he turned hungrily on the simple fare that our landlady had provided，“I must discuss it while I eat，for I have not much time.It is nearly five now.In two hours we must be on the scene of action.Miss Irene，or Madame，rather，returns from her drive at seven.We must be at Briony Lodge to meet her.”

“And what then？”

“You must leave that to me.I have already arranged what is to occur.There is only one point on which I must insist.You must not interfere，come what may.You understand？”

“I am to be neutral？”

“To do nothing whatever.There will probably be some small unpleasantness.Do not join in it.It will end in my being conveyed into the house.Four or five minutes afterwards the sitting-room window will open.You are to station yourself close to that open window.”

“Yes.”

“You are to watch me，for I will be visible to you.”

“Yes.”

“And when I raise my hand — so — you will throw into the room what I give you to throw，and will，at the same time，raise the cry of fire.You quite follow me？”

“Entirely.”

“It is nothing very formidable，” he said，taking a long cigarshaped roll from his pocket.“It is an ordinary plumber's smokerocket，fitted with a cap at either end to make it self-lighting.Your task is confined to that.When you raise your cry of fire，it will be taken up by quite a number of people.You may then walk to the end of the street，and I will rejoin you in ten minutes.I hope that I have made myself clear？”

“I am to remain neutral，to get near the window，to watch you，and at the signal to throw in this object，then to raise the cry of fire，and to wait you at the corner of the street.”

“Precisely.”

“Then you may entirely rely on me.”

“That is excellent.I think，perhaps，it is almost time that I prepare for the new role I have to play.”

He disappeared into his bedroom and returned in a few minutes in the character of an amiable and simple-minded Nonconformist clergyman.His broad black hat，his baggy trousers.his white tie，his sympathetic smile，and general look of peering and benevolent curiosity were such as Mr.John Hare alone could have equalled.It was not merely that Holmes changed his costume.His expression，his manner，his very soul seemed to vary with every fresh part that he assumed.The stage lost a fine actor，even as science lost an acute reasoner，when he became a specialist in crime.

It was a quarter past six when we left Baker Street，and it still wanted ten minutes to the hour when we found ourselves in Serpentine Avenue.It was already dusk，and the lamps were just being lighted as we paced up and down in front of Briony Lodge，waiting for the coming of its occupant.The house was just such as I had pictured it from Sherlock Holmes's succinct description，but the locality appeared to be less private than I expected.On the contrary，for a small street in a quiet neighborhood，it was remarkably animated.There was a group of shabbily dressed men smoking and laughing in a corner，a scissors-grinder with his wheel，two guardsmen who were flirting with a nurse-girl，and several well-dressed young men who were lounging up and down with cigars in their mouths.

“You see，” remarked Holmes，as we paced to and fro in front of the house，“this marriage rather simplifies matters.The photograph becomes a double-edged weapon now.The chances are that she would be as averse to its being seen by Mr.Godfrey Norton，as our client is to its coming to the eyes of his princess.Now the question is，Where are we to find the photograph？”

“Where，indeed？”

“It is most unlikely that she carries it about with her.It is cabinet size.Too large for easy concealment about a woman's dress.She knows that the King is capable of having her waylaid and searched.Two attempts of the sort have already been made.We may take it，then，that she does not carry it about with her.”

“Where，then？”

“Her banker or her lawyer.There is that double possibility.But I am inclined to think neither.Women are naturally secretive，and they like to do their own secreting.Why should she hand it over to anyone else？ She could trust her own guardianship，but she could not tell what indirect or political influence might be brought to bear upon a business man.Besides，remember that she had resolved to use it within a few days.It must be where she can lay her hands upon it.It must be in her own house.”

“But it has twice been burgled.”

“Pshaw！ They did not know how to look.”

“But how will you look？”

“I will not look.”

“What then？”

“I will get her to show me.”

“But she will refuse.”

“She will not be able to.But I hear the rumble of wheels.It is hcr carriage.Now carry out my orders to the letter.”

As he spoke the gleam of the side-lights of a carriage came round the curve of the avenue.It was a smart little landau which rattled up to the door of Briony Lodge.As it pulled up，one of the loafing men at the corner dashed forward to open the door in the hope of earning a copper，but was elbowed away by another loafer，who had rushed up with the same intention.A fierce quarrel broke out，which was increased by the two guardsmen，who took sides with one of the loungers，and by the scissorsgrinder，who was equally hot upon the other side.A blow was struck，and in an instant the lady，who had stepped from her carriage，was the centre of a little knot of flushed and struggling men，who struck savagely at each other with their fists and sticks.Holmes dashed into the crowd to protect the lady； but just as he reached her he gave a cry and dropped to the ground，with the blood running freely down his face.At his fall the guardsmen took to their heels in one direction and the loungers in the other，while a number of better-dressed people，who had watched the scuffle without taking part in it，crowded in to help the lady and to attend to the injured man.Irene Adler，as I will still call her，had hurried up the steps； but she stood at the top with her superb figure outlined against the lights of the hall，looking back into the street.

“Is the poor gentleman much hurt？” she asked.

“He is dead，” cried several voices.

“No，no，there's life in him！” shouted another.“But he'll be gone before you can get him to hospital.”

“He's a brave fellow，” said a woman.“They would have had the lady's purse and watch if it hadn't been for him.They were a gang，and a rough one，too.Ah，he's breathing now.”

“He can't lie in the street.May we bring him in，marm？”

“Surely.Bring him into the sitting-room.There is a comfortable sofa.This way，please！”

Slowly and solemnly he was borne into Briony Lodge and laid out in the principal room，while I still observed the proceedings from my post by the window.The lamps had been lit，but the blinds had not been drawn，so that I could see Holmes as he lay upon the couch.I do not know whether he was seized with compunction at that moment for the part he was playing，but I know that I never felt more heartily ashamed of myself in my life than when I saw the beautiful creature against whom I was conspiring，or the grace and kindliness with which she waited upon the injured man.And yet it would be the blackest treachery to Holmes to draw back now from the part which he had intrusted to me.I hardened my heart，and took the smoke-rocket from under my ulster.After all，I thought，we are not injuring her.We are but preventing her from injuring another.

Holmes had sat up upon the couch，and I saw him motion like a man who is in need of air.A maid rushed across and threw open the window.At the same instant I saw him raise his hand and at the signal I tossed my rocket into the room with a cry of “Fire！” The word was no sooner out of my mouth than the whole crowd of spectators，well dressed and ill — gentlemen，ostlers，and servant-maids — joined in a general shriek of “Fire！” Thick clouds of smoke curled through the room and out at the open window.I caught a glimpse of rushing figures，and a moment later the voice of Holmes from within assuring them that it was a false alarm.Slipping through the shouting crowd I made my way to the corner of the street，and in ten minutes was rejoiced to find my friend's arm in mine，and to get away from the scene of uproar.He walked swiftly and in silence for some few minutes until we had turned down one of the quiet streets which lead towards the Edgeware Road.

“You did it very nicely，Doctor，” he remarked.“Nothing could have been better.It is all right.”

“You have the photograph？”

“I know where it is.”

“And how did you find out？”

“She showed me，as I told you she would.”

“I am still in the dark.”

“I do not wish to make a mystery，” said he，laughing.“The matter was perfectly simple.You，of course，saw that everyone in the street was an accomplice.They were all engaged for the evening.”

“I guessed as much.”

“Then，when the row broke out，I had a little moist red paint in the palm of my hand.I rushed forward，fell down.clapped my hand to my face，and became a piteous spectacle.It is an old trick.”

“That also I could fathom.”

“Then they carried me in.She was bound to have me in.What else could she do？ And into her sitting-room.which was the very room which I suspected.It lay between that and her bedroom，and I was determined to see which.They laid me on a couch，I motioned for air，they were compelled to open the window.and you had your chance.”

“How did that help you？”

“It was all-important.When a woman thinks that her house is on fire，her instinct is at once to rush to the thing which she values most.It is a perfectly overpowering impulse，and I have more than once taken advantage of it.In the case of the Darlington substitution scandal it was of use to me，and also in the Arnsworth Castle business.A married woman grabs at her baby； an unmarried one reaches for her jewel-box.Now it was clear to me that our lady of to-day had nothing in the house more precious to her than what we are in quest of.She would rush to secure it.The alarm of fire was admirably done.The smoke and shouting were enough to shake nerves of steel.She responded beautifully.The photograph is in a recess behind a sliding panel just above the right bell-pull.She was there in an instant，and I caught a glimpse of it as she half-drew it out.When I cried out that it was a false alarm，she replaced it，glanced at the rocket，rushed from the room，and I have not seen her since.I rose，and，making my excuses，escaped from the house.I hesitated whether to attempt to secure the photograph at once； but the coachman had come in，and as he was watching me narrowly it seemed safer to wait.A little over-precipitance may ruin all.”

“And now？” I asked.

“Our quest is practically finished.I shall call with the King to-morrow，and with you，if you care to come with us.We will be shown into the sitting-room to wait for the lady； but it is probable that when she comes she may find neither us nor the photograph.It might be a satisfaction to his Majesty to regain it with his own hands.”

“And when will you call？”

“At eight in the morning.She will not be up，so that we shall have a clear field.Besides，we must be prompt，for this marriage may mean a complete change in her life and habits.I must wire to the King without delay.”

We had reached Baker Street and had stopped at the door.He was searching his pockets for the key when someone passing said：

“Good-night，Mister Sherlock Holmes.”

There were several people on the pavement at the time，but the greeting appeared to come from a slim youth in an ulster who had hurried by.

“I've heard that voice before，” said Holmes，staring down the dimly lit street.“Now，I wonder who the deuce that could have been.”


Ⅲ

I slept at Baker Street that night，and we were engaged upon our toast and coffee in the morning when the King of Bohemia rushed into the room.

“You have really got it！” he cried，grasping Sherlock Holmes by either shoulder and looking eagerly into his face.

“Not yet.”

“But you have hopes？”

“I have hopes.”

“Then，come.I am all impatience to be gone.”

“We must have a cab.”

“No，my brougham is waiting.”

“Then that will simplify matters.” We descended and started off once more for Briony Lodge.

“Irene Adler is married，” remarked Holmes.

“Married！ When？”

“Yesterday.”

“But to whom？”

“To an English lawyer named Norton.”

“But she could not love him.”

“I am in hopes that she does.”

“And why in hopes？”

“Because it would spare your Majesty all fear of future annoyance.If the lady loves her husband，she does not love your Majesty.If she does not love your Majesty，there is no reason why she should interfere with your Majesty's plan.”

“It is true.And yet — Well！ I wish she had been of my own station！ What a queen she would have made！” He relapsed into a moody silence，which was not broken until we drew up in Serpentine Avenue.

The door of Briony Lodge was open，and an elderly woman stood upon the steps.She watched us with a sardonic eye as we stepped from the brougham.

“Mr.Sherlock Holmes，I believe？” said she.

“I am Mr.Holmes，” answered my companion，looking at her with a questioning and rather startled gaze.

“Indeed！ My mistress told me that you were likely to call.She left this morning with her husband by the 5：15 train from Charing Cross for the Continent.”

“What！” Sherlock Holmes staggered back，white with chagrin and surprise.“Do you mean that she has left England？”

“Never to return.”

“And the papers？” asked the King hoarsely.“All is lost.”

“We shall see.” He pushed past the servant and rushed into the drawing-room，followed by the King and myself.The furniture was scattered about in every direction，with dismantled shelves and open drawers，as if the lady had hurriedly ransacked them before her flight.Holmes rushed at the bell-pull，tore back a small sliding shutter，and，plunging in his hand，pulled out a photograph and a letter.The photograph was of Irene Adler herself in evening dress，the letter was superscribed to “Sherlock Holmes，Esq.To be left till called for.” My friend tore it open and we all three read it together.It was dated at midnight of the preceding night and ran in this way：

MY DEAR MR.SHERLOCK HOLMES，

You really did it very well.You took me in completely.Until after the alarm of fire，I had not a suspicion.But then，when I found how I had betrayed myself，I began to think.I had been warned against you months ago.I had been told that if the King employed an agent it would certainly be you.And your address had been given me.Yet，with all this，you made me reveal what you wanted to know.Even after I became suspicious，I found it hard to think evil of such a dear，kind old clergyman.But，you know，I have been trained as an actress myself.Male costume is nothing new to me.I often take advantage of the freedom which it gives.I sent John，the coachman，to watch you，ran up stairs，got into my walking-clothes，as I call them，and came down just as you departed.

Well，I followed you to your door，and so made sure that I was really an object of interest to the celebrated Mr.Sherlock Holmes.Then I，rather imprudently，wished you good-night，and started for the Temple to see my husband.

We both thought the best resource was flight，when pursued by so formidable an antagonist； so you will find the nest empty when you call to-morrow.As to the photograph，your client may rest in peace.I love and am loved by a better man than he.The King may do what he will without hindrance from one whom he has cruelly wronged.I keep it only to safeguard myself，and to preserve a weapon which will always secure me from any steps which he might take in the future.I leave a photograph which he might care to possess； and I remain，dear Mr.Sherlock Holmes，

Very truly yours，

IRENE NORTON，née ADLER.

“What a woman — oh，what a woman！” cried the King of Bohemia，when we had all three read this epistle.“Did I not tell you how quick and resolute she was？ Would she not have made an admirable queen？ Is it not a pity that she was not on my level？”

“From what I have seen of the lady she seems indeed to be on a very different level to your Majesty，” said Holmes coldly.“I am sorry that I have not been able to bring your Majesty's business to a more successful conclusion.”

“On the contrary，my dear sir，” cried the King； “nothing could be more successful.I know that her word is inviolate.The photograph is now as safe as if it were in the fire.”

“I am glad to hear your Majesty say so.”

“I am immensely indebted to you.Pray tell me in what way I can reward you.This ring —” He slipped an emerald snake ring from his finger and held it out upon the palm of his hand.

“Your Majesty has something which I should value even more highly，” said Holmes.

“You have but to name it.”

“This photograph！”

The King stared at him in amazement.

“Irene's photograph！” he cried.“Certainly，if you wish it.”

“I thank your Majesty.Then there is no more to be done in the matter.I have the honor to wish you a very good-morning.” He bowed，and，turning away without observing the hand which the King had stretched out to him，he set off in my company for his chambers.

And that was how a great scandal threatened to affect the kingdom of Bohemia，and how the best plans of Mr.Sherlock Holmes were beaten by a woman's wit.He used to make merry over the cleverness of women，but I have not heard him do it of late.And when he speaks of Irene Adler，or when he refers to her photograph，it is always under the honorable title of the
 woman.


The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle

I had called upon my friend Sherlock Holmes upon the second morning after Christmas，with the intention of wishing him the compliments of the season.He was lounging upon the sofa in a purple dressing-gown，a pipe-rack within his reach upon the right，and a pile of crumpled morning papers，evidently newly studied，near at hand.Beside the couch was a wooden chair，and on the angle of the back hung a very seedy and disreputable hard-felt hat，much the worse for wear，and cracked in several places.A lens and a forceps lying upon the seat of the chair suggested that the hat had been suspended in this manner for the purpose of examination.

“You are engaged，” said I； “perhaps I interrupt you.”

“Not at all.I am glad to have a friend with whom I can discuss my results.The matter is a perfectly trivial one” — he jerked his thumb in the direction of the old hat —“but there are points in connection with it which are not entirely devoid of interest and even of instruction.”

I seated myself in his armchair and warmed my hands before his crackling fire，for a sharp frost had set in，and the windows were thick with the ice crystals.“I suppose，” I remarked，“that，homely as it looks，this thing has some deadly story linked on to it — that it is the clew which will guide you in the solution of some mystery and the punishment of some crime.”

“No，no.No crime，” said Sherlock Holmes，laughing.“Only one of those whimsical little incidents which will happen when you have four million human beings all jostling each other within the space of a few square miles.Amid the action and reaction of so dense a swarm of humanity，every possible combination of events may be expected to take place，and many a little problem will be presented which may be striking and bizarre without being criminal.We have already had experience of such.”

“So much so，” I remarked，“that of the last six cases which I have added to my notes，three have been entirely free of any legal crime.”

“Precisely.You allude to my attempt to recover the Irene Adler papers，to the singular case of Miss Mary Sutherland，and to the adventure of the man with the twisted lip.Well，I have no doubt that this small matter will fall into the same innocent category.You know Peterson，the commissionaire？”

“Yes.”

“It is to him that this trophy belongs.”

“It is his hat.”

“No，no； he found it.Its owner is unknown.I beg that you will look upon it not as a battered billycock but as an intellectual problem.And，first，as to how it came here.It arrived upon Christmas morning，in company with a good fat goose，which is，I have no doubt，roasting at this moment in front of Peterson's fire.The facts are these：about four o'clock on Christmas morning，Peterson，who，as you know，is a very honest fellow，was returning from some small jollification and was making his way homeward down Tottenham Court Road.In front of him he saw，in the gaslight，a tallish man，walking with a slight stagger，and carrying a white goose slung over his shoulder.As he reached the corner of Goodge Street，a row broke out between this stranger and a little knot of roughs.One of the latter knocked off the man's hat，on which he raised his stick to defend himself and，swinging it over his head，smashed the shop window behind him.Peterson had rushed forward to protect the stranger from his assailants； but the man，shocked at having broken the window，and seeing an official-looking person in uniform rushing towards him，dropped his goose，took to his heels，and vanished amid the labyrinth of small streets which lie at the back of Tottenham Court Road.The roughs had also fled at the appearance of Peterson，so that he was left in possession of the field of battle，and also of the spoils of victory in the shape of this battered hat and a most unimpeachable Christmas goose.”

“Which surely he restored to their owner？”

“My dear fellow，there lies the problem.It is true that ‘For Mrs.Henry Baker’ was printed upon a small card which was tied to the bird's left leg，and it is also true that the initials ‘H.B.’ are legible upon the lining of this hat，but as there are some thousands of Bakers，and some hundreds of Henry Bakers in this city of ours，it is not easy to restore lost property to any one of them.”

“What，then，did Peterson do？”

“He brought round both hat and goose to me on Christmas morning，knowing that even the smallest problems are of interest to me.The goose we retained until this morning，when there were signs that，in spite of the slight frost，it would be well that it should be eaten without unnecessary delay.Its finder has carried it off，therefore，to fulfil the ultimate destiny of a goose，while I continue to retain the hat of the unknown gentleman who lost his Christmas dinner.”

“Did he not advertise？”

“No.”

“Then，what clew could you have as to his identity？”

“Only as much as we can deduce.”

“From his hat？”

“Precisely.”

“But you are joking.What can you gather from this old battered felt？”

“Here is my lens.You know my methods.What can you gather yourself as to the individuality of the man who has worn this article？”

I took the tattered object in my hands and turned it over rather ruefully.It was a very ordinary black hat of the usual round shape，hard and much the worse for wear.The lining had been of red silk，but was a good deal discolored.There was no maker's name； but，as Holmes had remarked，the initials “H.B.” were scrawled upon one side.It was pierced in the brim for a hat-securer，but the elastic was missing.For the rest，it was cracked，exceedingly dusty，and spotted in several places，although there seemed to have been some attempt to hide the discolored patches by smearing them with ink.

“I can see nothing，” said I，handing it back to my friend.

“On the contrary，Watson，you can see everything.You fail，however，to reason from what you see.You are too timid in drawing your inferences.”

“Then，pray tell me what it is that you can infer from this hat？”

He picked it up and gazed at it in the peculiar introspective fashion which was characteristic of him.“It is perhaps less suggestive than it might have been，” he remarked，“and yet there are a few inferences which are very distinct，and a few others which represent at least a strong balance of probability.That the man was highly intellectual is of course obvious upon the face of it，and also that he was fairly well-to-do within the last three years，although he has now fallen upon evil days.He had foresight，but has less now than formerly，pointing to a moral retrogression，which，when taken with the decline of his fortunes，seems to indicate some evil influence，probably drink，at work upon him.This may account also for the obvious fact that his wife has ceased to love him.”

“My dear Holmes！”

“He has，however，retained some degree of self-respect，” he continued，disregarding my remonstrance.“He is a man who leads a sedentary life，goes out little，is out of training entirely，is middle-aged，has grizzled hair which he has had cut within the last few days，and which he anoints with lime-cream.These are the more patent facts which are to be deduced from his hat.Also，by the way，that it is extremely improbable that he has gas laid on in his house.”

“You are certainly joking，Holmes.”

“Not in the least.Is it possible that even now，when I give you these results，you are unable to see how they are attained？”

“I have no doubt that I am very stupid，but I must confess that I am unable to follow you.For example，how did you deduce that this man was intellectual？”

For answer Holmes clapped the hat upon his head.It came right over the forehead and settled upon the bridge of his nose.“It is a question of cubic capacity，” said he； “a man with so large a brain must have something in it.”

“The decline of his fortunes，then？”

“This hat is three years old.These flat brims curled at the edge came in then.It is a hat of the very best quality.Look at the band of ribbed silk and the excellent lining.If this man could afford to buy so expensive a hat three years ago，and has had no hat since，then he has assuredly gone down in the world.”

“Well，that is clear enough，certainly.But how about the foresight and the moral retrogression？”

Sherlock Holmes laughed.“Here is the foresight，” said he putting his finger upon the little disc and loop of the hat-securer.“They are never sold upon hats.If this man ordered one，it is a sign of a certain amount of foresight，since he went out of his way to take this precaution against the wind.But since we see that he has broken the elastic and has not troubled to replace it，it is obvious that he has less foresight now than formerly，which is a distinct proof of a weakening nature.On the other hand，he has endeavored to conceal some of these stains upon the felt by daubing them with ink，which is a sign that he has not entirely lost his self-respect.”

“Your reasoning is certainly plausible.”

“The further points，that he is middle-aged，that his hair is grizzled，that it has been recently cut，and that he uses limecream，are all to be gathered from a close examination of the lower part of the lining.The lens discloses a large number of hair-ends，clean cut by the scissors of the barber.They all appear to be adhesive，and there is a distinct odour of lime-cream.This dust，you will observe，is not the gritty，gray dust of the street but the fluffy brown dust of the house，showing that it has been hung up indoors most of the time，while the marks of moisture upon the inside are proof positive that the wearer perspired very freely，and could therefore，hardly be in the best of training.”

“But his wife — you said that she had ceased to love him.”

“This hat has not been brushed for weeks.When I see you，my dear Watson，with a week's accumulation of dust upon your hat，and when your wife allows you to go out in such a state，I shall fear that you also have been unfortunate enough to lose your wife's affection.”

“But he might be a bachelor.”

“Nay，he was bringing home the goose as a peace-offering to his wife.Remember the card upon the bird's leg.”

“You have an answer to everything.But how on earth do you deduce that the gas is not laid on in his house？”

“One tallow stain，or even two，might come by chance； but when I see no less than five，I think that there can be little doubt that the individual must be brought into frequent contact with burning tallow — walks upstairs at night probably with his hat in one hand and a guttering candle in the other.Anyhow，he never got tallow-stains from a gas-jet.Are you satisfied？”

“Well，it is very ingenious，” said I，laughing； “but since，as you said just now，there has been no crime committed，and no harm done save the loss of a goose，all this seems to be rather a waste of energy.”

Sherlock Holmes had opened his mouth to reply，when the door flew open，and Peterson，the commissionaire，rushed into the apartment with flushed cheeks and the face of a man who is dazed with astonishment.

“The goose，Mr.Holmes！ The goose，sir！” he gasped.

“Eh？ What of it，then？ Has it returned to life and flapped off through the kitchen window？” Holmes twisted himself round upon the sofa to get a fairer view of the man's excited face.

“See here，sir！ See what my wife found in its crop！” He held out his hand and displayed upon the centre of the palm a brilliantly scintillating blue stone，rather smaller than a bean in size，but of such purity and radiance that it twinkled like an electric point in the dark hollow of his hand.

Sherlock Holmes sat up with a whistle.“By Jove，Peterson！” said he，“this is treasure trove indeed.I suppose you know what you have got？”

“A diamond，sir？ A precious stone.It cuts into glass as though it were putty.”

“It's more than a precious stone.It is the
 precious stone.”

“Not the Countess of Morcar's blue carbuncle！” I ejaculated.

“Precisely so.I ought to know its size and shape，seeing that I have read the advertisement about it in The Times
 every day lately.It is absolutely unique，and its value can only be conjectured，but the reward offered of 1000 pounds is certainly not within a twentieth part of the market price.”

“A thousand pounds！ Great Lord of mercy！” The commissionaire plumped down into a chair and stared from one to the other of us.

“That is the reward，and I have reason to know that there are sentimental considerations in the background which would induce the Countess to part with half her fortune if she could but recover the gem.”

“It was lost，if I remember aright，at the Hotel Cosmopolitan，” I remarked.

“Precisely so，on December 22d，just five days ago.John Horner，a plumber，was accused of having abstracted it from the lady's jewel-case.The evidence against him was so strong that the case has been referred to the Assizes.I have some account of the matter here，I believe.” He rummaged amid his newspapers，glancing over the dates，until at last he smoothed one out，doubled it over，and read the following paragraph：

“Hotel Cosmopolitan Jewel Robbery.John Horner，26，plumber，was brought up upon the charge of having upon the 22d inst.，abstracted from the jewel-case of the Countess of Morcar the valuable gem known as the blue carbuncle.James Ryder，upper-attendant at the hotel，gave his evidence to the effect that he had shown Horner up to the dressing-room of the Countess of Morcar upon the day of the robbery in order that he might solder the second bar of the grate，which was loose.He had remained with Horner some little time，but had finally been called away.On returning，he found that Horner had disappeared，that the bureau had been forced open，and that the small morocco casket in which，as it afterwards transpired，the Countess was accustomed to keep her jewel，was lying empty upon the dressing-table.Ryder instantly gave the alarm，and Horner was arrested the same evening； but the stone could not be found either upon his person or in his rooms.Catherine Cusack，maid to the Countess，deposed to having heard Ryder's cry of dismay on discovering the robbery，and to having rushed into the room，where she found matters as described by the last witness.Inspector Bradstreet，B division，gave evidence as to the arrest of Horner，who struggled frantically，and protested his innocence in the strongest terms.Evidence of a previous conviction for robbery having been given against the prisoner，the magistrate refused to deal summarily with the offence，but referred it to the Assizes.Horner，who had shown signs of intense emotion during the proceedings，fainted away at the conclusion and was carried out of court.

“Hum！ So much for the police-court，” said Holmes thoughtfully，tossing aside the paper.“The question for us now to solve is the sequence of events leading from a rifled jewel-case at one end to the crop of a goose in Tottenham Court Road at the other.You see，Watson，our little deductions have suddenly assumed a much more important and less innocent aspect.Here is the stone； the stone came from the goose，and the goose came from Mr.Henry Baker，the gentleman with the bad hat and all the other characteristics with which I have bored you.So now we must set ourselves very seriously to finding this gentleman and ascertaining what part he has played in this little mystery.To do this，we must try the simplest means first，and these lie undoubtedly in an advertisement in all the evening papers.If this fail，I shall have recourse to other methods.”

“What will you say？”

“Give me a pencil and that slip of paper.Now，then：

‘Found at the corner of Goodge Street，a goose and a black felt hat.Mr.Henry Baker can have the same by applying at 6：30 this evening at 221B，Baker Street.’

That is clear and concise.”

“Very.But will he see it？”

“Well，he is sure to keep an eye on the papers，since，to a poor man，the loss was a heavy one.He was clearly so scared by his mischance in breaking the window and by the approach of Peterson that he thought of nothing but flight，but since then he must have bitterly regretted the impulse which caused him to drop his bird.Then，again，the introduction of his name will cause him to see it，for everyone who knows him will direct his attention to it.Here you are，Peterson，run down to the advertising agency and have this put in the evening papers.”

“In which，sir？”

“Oh，in the Globe
 ，Star
 ，Pall Mall
 ，St
 .James
 's
 ，Evening News Standard
 ，Echo
 ，and any others that occur to you.”

“Very well，sir.And this stone？”

“Ah，yes，I shall keep the stone.Thank you.And，I say，Peterson，just buy a goose on your way back and leave it here with me，for we must have one to give to this gentleman in place of the one which your family is now devouring.”

When the commissionaire had gone，Holmes took up the stone and held it against the light.“It's a bonny thing，” said he.“Just see how it glints and sparkles.Of course it is a nucleus and focus of crime.Every good stone is.They are the devil's pet baits.In the larger and older jewels every facet may stand for a bloody deed.This stone is not yet twenty years old.It was found in the banks of the Amoy River in southem China and is remarkable in having every characteristic of the carbuncle，save that it is blue in shade instead of ruby red.In spite of its youth，it has already a sinister history.There have been two murders，a vitriol-throwing，a suicide，and several robberies brought about for the sake of this forty-grain weight of crystallized charcoal.Who would think that so pretty a toy would be a purveyor to the gallows and the prison？ I'll lock it up in my strong box now and drop a line to the Countess to say that we have it.”

“Do you think that this man Horner is innocent？”

“I cannot tell.”

“Well，then，do you imagine that this other one，Henry Baker，had anything to do with the matter？”

“It is，I think，much more likely that Henry Baker is an absolutely innocent man，who had no idea that the bird which he was carrying was of considerably more value than if it were made of solid gold.That，however，I shall determine by a very simple test if we have an answer to our advertisement.”

“And you can do nothing until then？”

“Nothing.”

“In that case I shall continue my professional round.But I shall come back in the evening at the hour you have mentioned，for I should like to see the solution of so tangled a business.”

“Very glad to see you.I dine at seven.There is a woodcock，I believe.By the way，in view of recent occurrences，perhaps I ought to ask Mrs.Hudson to examine its crop.”

I had been delayed at a case，and it was a little after half-past six when I found myself in Baker Street once more.As I approached the house I saw a tall man in a Scotch bonnet with a coat which was buttoned up to his chin waiting outside in the bright semicircle which was thrown from the fanlight.Just as l arrived the door was opened，and we were shown up together to Holmes's room.

“Mr.Henry Baker，I believe，” said he，rising from his armchair and greeting his visitor with the easy air of geniality which he could so readily assume.“Pray take this chair by the fire，Mr.Baker.It is a cold night，and I observe that your circulation is more adapted for summer than for winter.Ah，Watson，you have just come at the right time.Is that your hat，Mr.Baker？”

“Yes，sir，that is undoubtedly my hat.”

He was a large man with rounded shoulders，a massive head，and a broad，intelligent face，sloping down to a pointed beard of grizzled brown.A touch of red in nose and cheeks，with a slight tremor of his extended hand，recalled Holmes's surmise as to his habits.His rusty black frock-coat was buttoned right up in front，with the collar turned up，and his lank wrists protruded from his sleeves without a sign of cuff or shirt.He spoke in a slow staccato fashion，choosing his words with care，and gave the impression generally of a man of learning and letters who had had ill-usage at the hands of fortune.

“We have retained these things for some days，” said Holmes，“because we expected to see an advertisement from you giving your address.I am at a loss to know now why you did not advertise.”

Our visitor gave a rather shamefaced laugh.“Shillings have not been so plentiful with me as they once were，” he remarked.“I had no doubt that the gang of roughs who assaulted me had carried off both my hat and the bird.I did not care to spend more money in a hopeless attempt at recovering them.”

“Very naturally.By the way，about the bird，we were compelled to eat it.”

“To eat it！” Our visitor half rose from his chair in his excitement.

“Yes，it would have been of no use to anyone had we not done so.But I presume that this other goose upon the sideboard，which is about the same weight and perfectly fresh，will answer your purpose equally well？”

“Oh，certainly，certainly，” answered Mr.Baker with a sigh of relief.

“Of course，we still have the feathers，legs，crop，and so on of your own bird，so if you wish —”

The man burst into a hearty laugh.“They might be useful to me as relics of my adventure，” said he，“but beyond that I can hardly see what use the disjecta membra
 of my late acquaintance are going to be to me.No，sir，I think that，with your permission，I will confine my attentions to the excellent bird which I perceive upon the sideboard.”

Sherlock Holmes glanced sharply across at me with a slight shrug of his shoulders.

“There is your hat，then，and there your bird，” said he.“By the way，would it bore you to tell me where you got the other one from？ I am somewhat of a fowl fancier，and I have seldom seen a better grown goose.”

“Certainly，sir，” said Baker，who had risen and tucked his newly gained property under his arm.“There are a few of us who frequent the Alpha Inn，near the Museum — we are to be found in the Museum itself during the day，you understand.This year our good host，Windigate by name，instituted a goose club，by which，on consideration of some few pence every week，we were each to receive a bird at Christmas.My pence were duly paid，and the rest is familiar to you.I am much indebted to you，sir，for a Scotch bonnet is fitted neither to my years nor my gravity.” With a comical pomposity of manner he bowed solemnly to both of us and strode off upon his way.

“So much for Mr.Henry Baker，” said Holmes when he had closed the door behind him.“It is quite certain that he knows nothing whatever about the matter.Are you hungry，Watson？”

“Not particularly.”

“Then I suggest that we turn our dinner into a supper and follow up this clew while it is still hot.”

“By all means.”

It was a bitter night，so we drew on our ulsters and wrapped cravats about our throats.Outside，the stars were shining coldly in a cloudless sky，and the breath of the passers-by blew out into smoke like so many pistol shots.Our footfalls rang out crisply and loudly as we swung through the doctors' quarter，Wimpole Street，Harley Street，and so through Wigmore Street into Oxford Street.In a quarter of an hour we were in Bloomsbury at the Alpha Inn，which is a small public-house at the corner of one of the streets which runs down into Holborn.Holmes pushed open the door of the private bar and ordered two glasses of beer from the ruddy-faced，white-aproned landlord.

“Your beer should be excellent if it is as good as your geese，” said he.

“My geese！” The man seemed surprised.

“Yes.I was speaking only half an hour ago to Mr.Henry Baker，who was a member of your goose club.”

“Ah！ yes，I see.But you see，sir，them's not our geese.”

“Indeed！ Whose，then？”

“Well，I got the two dozen from a salesman in Covent Garden.”

“Indeed？ I know some of them.Which was it？”

“Breckinridge is his name.”

“Ah！ I don't know him.Well，here's your good health landlord，and prosperity to your house.Good-night.

“Now for Mr.Breckinridge，” he continued，buttoning up his coat as we came out into the frosty air.“Remember，Watson that though we have so homely a thing as a goose at one end of this chain，we have at the other a man who will certainly get seven years' penal servitude unless we can establish his innocence.It is possible that our inquiry may but confirm his guilt but，in any case，we have a line of investigation which has been missed by the police，and which a singular chance has placed in our hands.Let us follow it out to the bitter end.Faces to the south，then，and quick march！”

We passed across Holborn，down Endell Street，and so through a zigzag of slums to Covent Garden Market.One of the largest stalls bore the name of Breckinridge upon it，and the proprietor a horsy-looking man，with a sharp face and trim side-whiskers was helping a boy to put up the shutters.

“Good-evening.It's a cold night，” said Holmes.

The salesman nodded and shot a questioning glance at my companion.

“Sold out of geese，I see，” continued Holmes，pointing at the bare slabs of marble.

“Let you have five hundred to-morrow morning.”

“That's no good.”

“Well，there are some on the stall with the gas-flare.”

“Ah，but I was recommended to you.”

“Who by？”

“The landlord of the Alpha.”

“Oh，yes； I sent him a couple of dozen.”

“Fine birds they were，too.Now where did you get them from？”

To my surprise the question provoked a burst of anger from the salesman.

“Now，then，mister，” said he，with his head cocked and his arms akimbo，“what are you driving at？ Let's have it straight，now.”

“It is straight enough.I should like to know who sold you the geese which you supplied to the Alpha.”

“Well then，I shan't tell you.So now！”

“Oh，it is a matter of no importance； but I don't know why you should be so warm over such a trifle.”

“Warm！ You'd be as warm，maybe，if you were as pestered as I am.When I pay good money for a good article there should be an end of the business； but it's ‘Where are the geese？’ and ‘Who did you sell the geese to？’ and ‘What will you take for the geese？’ One would think they were the only geese in the world，to hear the fuss that is made over them.”

“Well，I have no connection with any other people who have been making inquiries，” said Holmes carelessly.“If you won't tell us the bet is off，that is all.But I'm always ready to back my opinion on a matter of fowls，and I have a fiver on it that the bird I ate is country bred.”

“Well，then，you've lost your fiver，for it's town bred，” snapped the salesman.

“It's nothing of the kind.”

“I say it is.”

“I don't believe it.”

“D'you think you know more about fowls than I，who have handled them ever since I was a nipper？ I tell you，all those birds that went to the Alpha were town bred.”

“You'll never persuade me to believe that.”

“Will you bet，then？”

“It's merely taking your money，for I know that I am right.But I'll have a sovereign on with you，just to teach you not to be obstinate.”

The salesman chuckled grimly.“Bring me the books，Bill，” said he.

The small boy brought round a small thin volume and a great greasy-backed one，laying them out together beneath the hanging lamp.

“Now then，Mr.Cocksure，” said the salesman，“I thought that I was out of geese，but before I finish you'll find that there is still one left in my shop.You see this little book？”

“Well？”

“That's the list of the folk from whom I buy.D'you see？ Well，then，here on this page are the country folk，and the numbers after their names are where their accounts are in the big ledger.Now，then！ You see this other page in red ink？ Well，that is a list of my town suppliers.Now，look at that third name.Just read it out to me.”

“Mrs.Oakshott，117，Brixton Road — 249，” read Holmes.

“Quite so.Now turn that up in the ledger.”

Holmes turned to the page indicated.“Here you are，'Mrs.Oakshott，117，Brixton Road，egg and poultry supplier.”

“Now，then，what's the last entry？”

“‘December 22d.Twenty-four geese at 7s.6d.’”

“Quite so.There you are.And underneath？”

“‘Sold to Mr.Windigate of the Alpha，at 12s.’”

“What have you to say now？”

Sherlock Holmes looked deeply chagrined.He drew a sovereign from his pocket and threw it down upon the slab，turning away with the air of a man whose disgust is too deep for words.A few yards off he stopped under a lamp-post and laughed in the hearty，noiseless fashion which was peculiar to him.

“When you see a man with whiskers of that cut and the ‘Pink ’un' protruding out of his pocket，you can always draw him by a bet，” said he.“I daresay that if I had put 100 pounds down in front of him，that man would not have given me such complete information as was drawn from him by the idea that he was doing me on a wager.Well，Watson，we are，I fancy，nearing the end of our quest，and the only point which remains to be determined is whether we should go on to this Mrs.Oakshott to-night，or whether we should reserve it for to-morrow.It is clear from what that surly fellow said that there are others besides ourselves who are anxious about the matter，and I should —”

His remarks were suddenly cut short by a loud hubbub which broke out from the stall which we had just left.Turning round we saw a little rat-faced fellow standing in the centre of the circle of yellow light which was thrown by the swinging lamp，while Breckinridge，the salesman，framed in the door of his stall，was shaking his fists fiercely at the cringing figure.

“I've had enough of you and your geese，” he shouted.“I wish you were all at the devil together.If you come pestering me any more with your silly talk I'll set the dog at you.You bring Mrs.Oakshott here and I'll answer her，but what have you to do with it？ Did I buy the geese off you？”

“No； but one of them was mine all the same，” whined the little man.

“Well，then，ask Mrs.Oakshott for it.”

“She told me to ask you.”

“Well，you can ask the King of Proosia，for all I care.I've had enough of it.Get out of this！” He rushed fiercely forward，and the inquirer flitted away into the darkness.

“Ha！ this may save us a visit to Brixton Road，” whispered Holmes.“Come with me，and we will see what is to be made of this fellow.” Striding through the scattered knots of people who lounged round the flaring stalls，my companion speedily overtook the little man and touched him upon the shoulder.He sprang round，and I could see in the gas-light that every vestige of color had been driven from his face.

“Who are you，then？ What do you want？” he asked in a quavering voice.

“You will excuse me，” said Holmes blandly，“but I could not help overhearing the questions which you put to the salesman just now.I think that I could be of assistance to you.”

“You？ Who are you？ How could you know anything of the matter？”

“My name is Sherlock Holmes.It is my business to know what other people don't know.”

“But you can know nothing of this？”

“Excuse me，I know everything of it.You are endeavoring to trace some geese which were sold by Mrs.Oakshott，of Brixton Road，to a salesman named Breckinridge，by him in turn to Mr.Windigate，of the Alpha，and by him to his club，of which Mr.Henry Baker is a member.”

“Oh，sir，you are the very man whom I have longed to meet，” cried the little fellow with outstretched hands and quivering fingers.“I can hardly explain to you how interested I am in this matter.”

Sherlock Holmes hailed a four-wheeler which was passing.“In that case we had better discuss it in a cosy room rather than in this wind-swept market-place，” said he.“But pray tell me，before we go farther，who it is that I have the pleasure of assisting.”

The man hesitated for an instant.“My name is John Robinson，” he answered with a sidelong glance.

“No，no； the real name，” said Holmes sweetly.“It is always awkward doing business with an alias.”

A flush sprang to the white cheeks of the stranger.“Well then，” said he，“my real name is James Ryder.”

“Precisely so.Head attendant at the Hotel Cosmopolitan.Pray step into the cab，and I shall soon be able to tell you everything which you would wish to know.”

The little man stood glancing from one to the other of us with half-frightened，half-hopeful eyes，as one who is not sure whether he is on the verge of a windfall or of a catastrophe.Then he stepped into the cab，and in half an hour we were back in the sitting-room at Baker Street.Nothing had been said during our drive，but the high，thin breathing of our new companion，and the claspings and unclaspings of his hands，spoke of the nervous tension within him.

“Here we are！” said Holmes cheerily as we filed into the room.“The fire looks very seasonable in this weather.You look cold，Mr.Ryder.Pray take the basket-chair.I will just put on my slippers before we settle this little matter of yours.Now，then！ You want to know what became of those geese？”

“Yes，sir.”

“Or rather，I fancy，of that goose.It was one bird，I imagine in which you were interested — white，with a black bar across the tail.”

Ryder quivered with emotion.“Oh，sir，” he cried，“can you tell me where it went to？”

“It came here.”

“Here？”

“Yes，and a most remarkable bird it proved.I don't wonder that you should take an interest in it.It laid an egg after it was dead — the bonniest，brightest little blue egg that ever was seen.I have it here in my museum.”

Our visitor staggered to his feet and clutched the mantelpiece with his right hand.Holmes unlocked his strong-box and held up the blue carbuncle，which shone out like a star，with a cold brilliant，many-pointed radiance.Ryder stood glaring with a drawn face，uncertain whether to claim or to disown it.

“The game's up，Ryder，” said Holmes quietly.“Hold up，man，or you'll be into the fire！ Give him an arm back into his chair，Watson.He's not got blood enough to go in for felony with impunity.Give him a dash of brandy.So！ Now he looks a little more human.What a shrimp it is，to be sure！”

For a moment he had staggered and nearly fallen，but the brandy brought a tinge of color into his cheeks，and he sat staring with frightened eyes at his accuser.

“I have almost every link in my hands，and all the proofs which I could possibly need，so there is little which you need tell me.Still，that little may as well be cleared up to make the case complete.You had heard，Ryder，of this blue stone of the Countess of Morcar's？”

“It was Catherine Cusack who told me of it，” said he in a crackling voice.

“I see — her ladyship's waiting-maid.Well，the temptation of sudden wealth so easily acquired was too much for you，as it has been for better men before you； but you were not very scrupulous in the means you used.It seems to me，Ryder，that there is the making of a very pretty villain in you.You knew that this man Horner，the plumber，had been concerned in some such matter before，and that suspicion would rest the more readily upon him.What did you do，then？ You made some small job in my lady's room — you and your confederate Cusack — and you managed that he should be the man sent for.Then，when he had left，you rifled the jewel-case，raised the alarm，and had this unfortunate man arrested.You then —”

Ryder threw himself down suddenly upon the rug and clutched at my companion's knees.“For God's sake，have mercy！” he shrieked.“Think of my father！ of my mother！ It would break their hearts.I never went wrong before！ I never will again.I swear it.I'll swear it on a Bible.Oh，don't bring it into court！ For Christ's sake，don't！”

“Get back into your chair！” said Holmes sternly.“It is very well to cringe and crawl now，but you thought little enough of this poor Horner in the dock for a crime of which he knew nothing.”

“I will fly，Mr.Holmes.I will leave the country，sir.Then the charge against him will break down.”

“Hum！ We will talk about that.And now let us hear a true account of the next act.How came the stone into the goose，and how came the goose into the open market？ Tell us the truth，for there lies your only hope of safety.”

Ryder passed his tongue over his parched lips.“I will tell you it just as it happened，sir，” said he.“When Horner had been arrested，it seemed to me that it would be best for me to get away with the stone at once，for I did not know at what moment the police might not take it into their heads to search me and my room.There was no place about the hotel where it would be safe.I went out，as if on some commission，and I made for my sister's house.She had married a man named Oakshott，and lived in Brixton Road，where she fattened fowls for the market.All the way there every man I met seemed to me to be a policeman or a detective； and，for all that it was a cold night，the sweat was pouring down my face before I came to the Brixton Road.My sister asked me what was the matter，and why I was so pale； but I told her that I had been upset by the jewel robbery at the hotel.Then I went into the back yard and smoked a pipe and wondered what it would be best to do.

“I had a friend once called Maudsley，who went to the bad，and has just been serving his time in Pentonville.One day he had met me，and fell into talk about the ways of thieves，and how they could get rid of what they stole.I knew that he would be true to me，for I knew one or two things about him； so I made up my mind to go right on to Kilburn，where he lived，and take him into my confidence.He would show me how to turn the stone into money.But how to get to him in safety？ I thought of the agonies I had gone through in coming from the hotel.I might at any moment be seized and searched，and there would be the stone in my waistcoat pocket.I was leaning against the wall at the time and looking at the geese which were waddling about round my feet，and suddenly an idea came into my head which showed me how I could beat the best detective that ever lived.

“My sister had told me some weeks before that I might have the pick of her geese for a Christmas present，and I knew that she was always as good as her word.I would take my goose now，and in it I would carry my stone to Kilburn.There was a little shed in the yard，and behind this I drove one of the birds — a fine big one，white，with a barred tail.I caught it，and prying its bill open，I thrust the stone down its throat as far as my finger could reach.The bird gave a gulp，and I felt the stone pass along its gullet and down into its crop.But the creature flapped and struggled，and out came my sister to know what was the matter.As I turned to speak to her the brute broke loose and fluttered off among the others.

“‘Whatever were you doing with that bird，Jem？’ says she.

“‘Well，’ said I，‘you said you'd give me one for Christmas，and I was feeling which was the fattest.’

“‘Oh，’ says she，‘we’ve set yours aside for you — Jem's bird，we call it.It's the big white one over yonder.There's twenty-six of them，which makes one for you，and one for us，and two dozen for the market.’

“‘Thank you，Maggie，’ says I； ‘but if it is all the same to you，I'd rather have that one I was handling just now.’

“‘The other is a good three pound heavier，’ said she，‘and we fattened it expressly for you.’

“‘Never mind.I'll have the other，and I'll take it now，’ said I.

“‘Oh，just as you like，’ said she，a little huffed.‘Which is it you want，then？’

“‘That white one with the barred tail，right in the middle of the flock.’

“‘Oh，very well.Kill it and take it with you.’

“Well，I did what she said，Mr.Holmes，and I carried the bird all the way to Kilburn.I told my pal what I had done，for he was a man that it was easy to tell a thing like that to.He laughed until he choked，and we got a knife and opened the goose.My heart turned to water，for there was no sign of the stone，and I knew that some terrible mistake had occurred.I left the bird rushed back to my sister's，and hurried into the back yard.There was not a bird to be seen there.

“‘Where are they all，Maggie？’ I cried.

“‘Gone to the dealer's，Jem.’

“‘Which dealer's？’

“‘Breckinridge，of Covent Garden.’

“‘But was there another with a barred tail？’ I asked，‘the same as the one I chose？’

“‘Yes，Jem； there were two barred-tailed ones，and I could never tell them apart.’

“Well，then，of course I saw it all，and I ran off as hard as my feet would carry me to this man Breckinridge； but he had sold the lot at once，and not one word would he tell me as to where they had gone.You heard him yourselves to-night.Well，he has always answered me like that.My sister thinks that I am going mad.Sometimes I think that I am myself.And now — and now I am myself a branded thief，without ever having touched the wealth for which I sold my character.God help me！ God help me！” He burst into convulsive sobbing，with his face buried in his hands.

There was a long silence，broken only by his heavy breathing and by the measured tapping of Sherlock Holmes's finger-tips upon the edge of the table.Then my friend rose and threw open the door.

“Get out！” said he.

“What，sir！ Oh，Heaven bless you！”

“No more words.Get out！”

And no more words were needed.There was a rush，a clatter upon the stairs，the bang of a door，and the crisp rattle of running footfalls from the street.

“After all，Watson，” said Holmes，reaching up his hand for his clay pipe，“I am not retained by the police to supply their deficiencies.If Horner were in danger it would be another thing； but this fellow will not appear against him，and the case must collapse.I suppose that I am commuting a felony.but it is just possible that I am saving a soul.This fellow will not go wrong again； he is too terribly frightened.Send him to jail now，and you make him a jail-bird for life.Besides，it is the season of forgiveness.Chance has put in our way a most singular and whimsical problem，and its solution is its own reward.If you will have the goodness to touch the bell，Doctor，we will begin another investigation，in which，also a bird will be the chief feature.”


The Adventure of the Dancing Men

Holmes had been seated for some hours in silence with his long，thin back curved over a chemical vessel in which he was brewing a particularly malodorous product.His head was sunk upon his breast，and he looked from my point of view like a strange，lank bird，with dull gray plumage and a black top-knot.

“So，Watson，” said he，suddenly，“you do not propose to invest in South African securities？”

I gave a start of astonishment.Accustomed as I was to Holmes's curious faculties，this sudden intrusion into my most intimate thoughts was utterly inexplicable.

“How on earth do you know that？” I asked.

He wheeled round upon his stool，with a steaming test-tube in his hand，and a gleam of amusement in his deep-set eyes.

“Now，Watson，confess yourself utterly taken aback，” said he.

“I am.”

“I ought to make you sign a paper to that effect.”

“Why？”

“Because in five minutes you will say that it is all so absurdly simple.”

“I am sure that I shall say nothing of the kind.”

“You see，my dear Watson” — he propped his test-tube in the rack，and began to lecture with the air of a professor addressing his class —“it is not really difficult to construct a series of inferences，each dependent upon its predecessor and each simple in itself.If，after doing so，one simply knocks out all the central inferences and presents one's audience with the starting-point and the conclusion，one may produce a startling，though possibly a meretricious，effect.Now，it was not really difficult，by an inspection of the groove between your left forefinger and thumb，to feel sure that you did NOT propose to invest your small capital in the gold fields.”

“I see no connection.”

“Very likely not； but I can quickly show you a close connection.Here are the missing links of the very simple chain：1.You had chalk between your left finger and thumb when you returned from the club last night.2.You put chalk there when you play billiards，to steady the cue.3.You never play billiards except with Thurston.4.You told me，four weeks ago，that Thurston had an option on some South African property which would expire in a month，and which he desired you to share with him.5.Your check book is locked in my drawer，and you have not asked for the key.6.You do not propose to invest your money in this manner.”

“How absurdly simple！” I cried.

“Quite so！” said he，a little nettled.“Every problem becomes very childish when once it is explained to you.Here is an unexplained one.See what you can make of that，friend Watson.” He tossed a sheet of paper upon the table，and turned once more to his chemical analysis.

I looked with amazement at the absurd hieroglyphics upon the paper.

“Why，Holmes，it is a child's drawing，” I cried.

“Oh，that's your idea！”

“What else should it be？”

“That is what Mr.Hilton Cubitt，of Riding Thorpe Manor，Norfolk，is very anxious to know.This little conundrum came by the first post，and he was to follow by the next train.There's a ring at the bell，Watson.I should not be very much surprised if this were he.”

A heavy step was heard upon the stairs，and an instant later there entered a tall，ruddy，clean-shaven gentleman，whose clear eyes and florid cheeks told of a life led far from the fogs of Baker Street.He seemed to bring a whiff of his strong，fresh，bracing，east-coast air with him as he entered.Having shaken hands with each of us，he was about to sit down，when his eye rested upon the paper with the curious markings，which I had just examined and left upon the table.

“Well，Mr.Holmes，what do you make of these？” he cried.“They told me that you were fond of queer mysteries，and I don't think you can find a queerer one than that.I sent the paper on ahead，so that you might have time to study it before I came.”

“It is certainly rather a curious production，” said Holmes.“At first sight it would appear to be some childish prank.It consists of a number of absurd little figures dancing across the paper upon which they are drawn.Why should you attribute any importance to so grotesque an object？”

“I never should，Mr.Holmes.But my wife does.It is frightening her to death.She says nothing，but I can see terror in her eyes.That's why I want to sift the matter to the bottom.”

Holmes held up the paper so that the sunlight shone full upon it.It was a page torn from a notebook.The markings were done in pencil，and ran in this way：
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Holmes examined it for some time，and then，folding it carefully up，he placed it in his pocketbook.

“This promises to be a most interesting and unusual case，” said he.“You gave me a few particulars in your letter，Mr.Hilton Cubitt，but I should be very much obliged if you would kindly go over it all again for the benefit of my friend，Dr.Watson.”

“I'm not much of a story-teller，” said our visitor，nervously clasping and unclasping his great，strong hands.“You'll just ask me anything that I don't make clear.I'll begin at the time of my marriage last year，but I want to say first of all that，though I'm not a rich man，my people have been at Riding Thorpe for a matter of five centuries，and there is no better known family in the County of Norfolk.Last year I came up to London for the Jubilee，and I stopped at a boarding-house in Russell Square，because Parker，the vicar of our parish，was staying in it.There was an American young lady there — Patrick was the name — Elsie Patrick.In some way we became friends，until before my month was up I was as much in love as man could be.We were quietly married at a registry office，and we returned to Norfolk a wedded couple.You'll think it very mad，Mr.Holmes，that a man of a good old family should marry a wife in this fashion，knowing nothing of her past or of her people，but if you saw her and knew her，it would help you to understand.

“She was very straight about it，was Elsie.I can't say that she did not give me every chance of getting out of it if I wished to do so.‘I have had some very disagreeable associations in my life，’ said she，‘I wish to forget all about them.I would rather never allude to the past，for it is very painful to me.If you take me，Hilton，you will take a woman who has nothing that she need be personally ashamed of，but you will have to be content with my word for it，and to allow me to be silent as to all that passed up to the time when I became yours.If these conditions are too hard，then go back to Norfolk，and leave me to the lonely life in which you found me.’ It was only the day before our wedding that she said those very words to me.I told her that I was content to take her on her own terms，and I have been as good as my word.

“Well we have been married now for a year，and very happy we have been.But about a month ago，at the end of June，I saw for the first time signs of trouble.One day my wife received a letter from America.I saw the American stamp.She turned deadly white，read the letter，and threw it into the fire.She made no allusion to it afterwards，and I made none，for a promise is a promise，but she has never known an easy hour from that moment.There is always a look of fear upon her face — a look as if she were waiting and expecting.She would do better to trust me.She would find that I was her best friend.But until she speaks，I can say nothing.Mind you，she is a truthful woman，Mr.Holmes，and whatever trouble there may have been in her past life it has been no fault of hers.I am only a simple Norfolk squire，but there is not a man in England who ranks his family honour more highly than I do.She knows it well，and she knew it well before she married me.She would never bring any stain upon it — of that I am sure.

“Well，now I come to the queer part of my story.About a week ago — it was the Tuesday of last week — I found on one of the window-sills a number of absurd little dancing figures like these upon the paper.They were scrawled with chalk.I thought that it was the stable-boy who had drawn them，but the lad swore he knew nothing about it.Anyhow，they had come there during the night.I had them washed out，and I only mentioned the matter to my wife afterwards.To my surprise，she took it very seriously，and begged me if any more came to let her see them.None did come for a week，and then yesterday morning I found this paper lying on the sundial in the garden.I showed it to Elsie，and down she dropped in a dead faint.Since then she has looked like a woman in a dream，half dazed，and with terror always lurking in her eyes.It was then that I wrote and sent the paper to you，Mr.Holmes.It was not a thing that I could take to the police，for they would have laughed at me，but you will tell me what to do.I am not a rich man，but if there is any danger threatening my little woman，I would spend my last copper to shield her.”

He was a fine creature，this man of the old English soil — simple，straight，and gentle，with his great，earnest blue eyes and broad，comely face.His love for his wife and his trust in her shone in his features.Holmes had listened to his story with the utmost attention，and now he sat for some time in silent thought.

“Don't you think，Mr.Cubitt，” said he，at last，“that your best plan would be to make a direct appeal to your wife，and to ask her to share her secret with you？”

Hilton Cubitt shook his massive head.

“A promise is a promise，Mr.Holmes.If Elsie wished to tell me she would.If not，it is not for me to force her confidence.But I am justified in taking my own line — and I will.”

“Then I will help you with all my heart.In the first place，have you heard of any strangers being seen in your neighbourhood？”

“No.”

“I presume that it is a very quiet place.Any fresh face would cause comment？”

“In the immediate neighbourhood，yes.But we have several small watering-places not very far away.And the farmers take in lodgers.”

“These hieroglyphics have evidently a meaning.If it is a purely arbitrary one，it may be impossible for us to solve it.If，on the other hand，it is systematic，I have no doubt that we shall get to the bottom of it.But this particular sample is so short that I can do nothing，and the facts which you have brought me are so indefinite that we have no basis for an investigation.I would suggest that you return to Norfolk，that you keep a keen lookout，and that you take an exact copy of any fresh dancing men which may appear.It is a thousand pities that we have not a reproduction of those which were done in chalk upon the window-sill.Make a discreet inquiry also as to any strangers in the neighbourhood.When you have collected some fresh evidence，come to me again.That is the best advice which I can give you，Mr.Hilton Cubitt.If there are any pressing fresh developments，I shall be always ready to run down and see you in your Norfolk home.”

The interview left Sherlock Holmes very thoughtful，and several times in the next few days I saw him take his slip of paper from his notebook and look long and earnestly at the curious figures inscribed upon it.He made no allusion to the affair，however，until one afternoon a fortnight or so later.I was going out when he called me back.

“You had better stay here，Watson.”

“Why？”

“Because I had a wire from Hilton Cubitt this morning.You remember Hilton Cubitt，of the dancing men？ He was to reach Liverpool Street at one-twenty.He may be here at any moment.I gather from his wire that there have been some new incidents of importance.”

We had not long to wait，for our Norfolk squire came straight from the station as fast as a hansom could bring him.He was looking worried and depressed，with tired eyes and a lined forehead.

“It's getting on my nerves，this business，Mr.Holmes，” said he，as he sank，like a wearied man，into an armchair.“It's bad enough to feel that you are surrounded by unseen，unknown folk，who have some kind of design upon you，but when，in addition to that，you know that it is just killing your wife by inches，then it becomes as much as flesh and blood can endure.She's wearing away under it — just wearing away before my eyes.”

“Has she said anything yet？”

“No，Mr.Holmes，she has not.And yet there have been times when the poor girl has wanted to speak，and yet could not quite bring herself to take the plunge.I have tried to help her，but I daresay I did it clumsily，and scared her from it.She has spoken about my old family，and our reputation in the county，and our pride in our unsullied honour，and I always felt it was leading to the point，but somehow it turned off before we got there.”

“But you have found out something for yourself？”

“A good deal，Mr.Holmes.I have several fresh dancing-men pictures for you to examine，and，what is more important，I have seen the fellow.”

“What，the man who draws them？”

“Yes，I saw him at his work.But I will tell you everything in order.When I got back after my visit to you，the very first thing I saw next morning was a fresh crop of dancing men.They had been drawn in chalk upon the black wooden door of the tool-house，which stands beside the lawn in full view of the front windows.I took an exact copy，and here it is.” He unfolded a paper and laid it upon the table.Here is a copy of the hieroglyphics：
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“Excellent！” said Holmes.“Excellent！ Pray continue.”

“When I had taken the copy，I rubbed out the marks，but，two mornings later，a fresh inscription had appeared.I have a copy of it here”：
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Holmes rubbed his hands and chuckled with delight.

“Our material is rapidly accumulating，” said he.

“Three days later a message was left scrawled upon paper，and placed under a pebble upon the sundial.Here it is.The characters are，as you see，exactly the same as the last one.After that I determined to lie in wait，so I got out my revolver and I sat up in my study，which overlooks the lawn and garden.About two in the morning I was seated by the window，all being dark save for the moonlight outside，when I heard steps behind me，and there was my wife in her dressing-gown.She implored me to come to bed.I told her frankly that I wished to see who it was who played such absurd tricks upon us.She answered that it was some senseless practical joke，and that I should not take any notice of it.

“‘If it really annoys you，Hilton，we might go and travel，you and I，and so avoid this nuisance.’

“‘What，be driven out of our own house by a practical joker？’ said I.‘Why，we should have the whole county laughing at us.’

“‘Well，come to bed，’ said she，‘and we can discuss it in the morning.’

“Suddenly，as she spoke，I saw her white face grow whiter yet in the moonlight，and her hand tightened upon my shoulder.Something was moving in the shadow of the tool-house.I saw a dark，creeping figure which crawled round the corner and squatted in front of the door.Seizing my pistol，I was rushing out，when my wife threw her arms round me and held me with convulsive strength.I tried to throw her off，but she clung to me most desperately.At last I got clear，but by the time I had opened the door and reached the house the creature was gone.He had left a trace of his presence，however，for there on the door was the very same arrangement of dancing men which had already twice appeared，and which I have copied on that paper.There was no other sign of the fellow anywhere，though I ran all over the grounds.And yet the amazing thing is that he must have been there all the time，for when I examined the door again in the morning，he had scrawled some more of his pictures under the line which I had already seen.”

“Have you that fresh drawing？”

“Yes，it is very short，but I made a copy of it，and here it is.”

Again he produced a paper.The new dance was in this form：
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“Tell me，” said Holmes — and I could see by his eyes that he was much excited —“was this a mere addition to the first or did it appear to be entirely separate？”

“It was on a different panel of the door.”

“Excellent！ This is far the most important of all for our purpose.It fills me with hopes.Now，Mr.Hilton Cubitt，please continue your most interesting statement.”

“I have nothing more to say，Mr.Holmes，except that I was angry with my wife that night for having held me back when I might have caught the skulking rascal.She said that she feared that I might come to harm.For an instant it had crossed my mind that perhaps what she really feared was that HE might come to harm，for I could not doubt that she knew who this man was，and what he meant by these strange signals.But there is a tone in my wife's voice，Mr.Holmes，and a look in her eyes which forbid doubt，and I am sure that it was indeed my own safety that was in her mind.There's the whole case，and now I want your advice as to what I ought to do.My own inclination is to put half a dozen of my farm lads in the shrubbery，and when this fellow comes again to give him such a hiding that he will leave us in peace for the future.”

“I fear it is too deep a case for such simple remedies，” said Holmes.“How long can you stay in London？”

“I must go back to-day.I would not leave my wife alone all night for anything.She is very nervous，and begged me to come back.”

“I daresay you are right.But if you could have stopped，I might possibly have been able to return with you in a day or two.Meanwhile you will leave me these papers，and I think that it is very likely that I shall be able to pay you a visit shortly and to throw some light upon your case.”

Sherlock Holmes preserved his calm professional manner until our visitor had left us，although it was easy for me，who knew him so well，to see that he was profoundly excited.The moment that Hilton Cubitt's broad back had disappeared through the door my comrade rushed to the table，laid out all the slips of paper containing dancing men in front of him，and threw himself into an intricate and elaborate calculation.For two hours I watched him as he covered sheet after sheet of paper with figures and letters，so completely absorbed in his task that he had evidently forgotten my presence.Sometimes he was making progress and whistled and sang at his work； sometimes he was puzzled，and would sit for long spells with a furrowed brow and a vacant eye.Finally he sprang from his chair with a cry of satisfaction，and walked up and down the room rubbing his hands together.Then he wrote a long telegram upon a cable form.“If my answer to this is as I hope，you will have a very pretty case to add to your collection，Watson，” said he.“I expect that we shall be able to go down to Norfolk tomorrow，and to take our friend some very definite news as to the secret of his annoyance.”

I confess that I was filled with curiosity，but I was aware that Holmes liked to make his disclosures at his own time and in his own way，so I waited until it should suit him to take me into his confidence.

But there was a delay in that answering telegram，and two days of impatience followed，during which Holmes pricked up his ears at every ring of the bell.On the evening of the second there came a letter from Hilton Cubitt.All was quiet with him，save that a long inscription had appeared that morning upon the pedestal of the sundial.He inclosed a copy of it，which is here reproduced：

[image: ]


Holmes bent over this grotesque frieze for some minutes，and then suddenly sprang to his feet with an exclamation of surprise and dismay.His face was haggard with anxiety.

“We have let this affair go far enough，” said he.“Is there a train to North Walsham to-night？”

I turned up the time-table.The last had just gone.

“Then we shall breakfast early and take the very first in the morning，” said Holmes.“Our presence is most urgently needed.Ah！ here is our expected cablegram.One moment，Mrs.Hudson，there may be an answer.No，that is quite as I expected.This message makes it even more essential that we should not lose an hour in letting Hilton Cubitt know how matters stand，for it is a singular and a dangerous web in which our simple Norfolk squire is entangled.”

So，indeed，it proved，and as I come to the dark conclusion of a story which had seemed to me to be only childish and bizarre，I experience once again the dismay and horror with which I was filled.Would that I had some brighter ending to communicate to my readers，but these are the chronicles of fact，and I must follow to their dark crisis the strange chain of events which for some days made Riding Thorpe Manor a household word through the length and breadth of England.

We had hardly alighted at North Walsham，and mentioned the name of our destination，when the station-master hurried towards us.“I suppose that you are the detectives from London？” said he.

A look of annoyance passed over Holmes's face.

“What makes you think such a thing？”

“Because Inspector Martin from Norwich has just passed through.But maybe you are the surgeons.She's not dead — or wasn't by last accounts.You may be in time to save her yet — though it be for the gallows.”

Holmes's brow was dark with anxiety.

“We are going to Riding Thorpe Manor，” said he，“but we have heard nothing of what has passed there.”

“It's a terrible business，” said the stationmaster.“They are shot，both Mr.Hilton Cubitt and his wife.She shot him and then herself — so the servants say.He's dead and her life is despaired of.Dear，dear，one of the oldest families in the county of Norfolk，and one of the most honoured.”

Without a word Holmes hurried to a carriage，and during the long seven miles' drive he never opened his mouth.Seldom have I seen him so utterly despondent.He had been uneasy during all our journey from town，and I had observed that he had turned over the morning papers with anxious attention，but now this sudden realization of his worst fears left him in a blank melancholy.He leaned back in his seat，lost in gloomy speculation.Yet there was much around to interest us，for we were passing through as singular a countryside as any in England，where a few scattered cottages represented the population of to-day，while on every hand enormous square-towered churches bristled up from the flat green landscape and told of the glory and prosperity of old East Anglia.At last the violet rim of the German Ocean appeared over the green edge of the Norfolk coast，and the driver pointed with his whip to two old brick and timber gables which projected from a grove of trees.“That's Riding Thorpe Manor，” said he.

As we drove up to the porticoed front door，I observed in front of it，beside the tennis lawn，the black tool-house and the pedestalled sundial with which we had such strange associations.A dapper little man，with a quick，alert manner and a waxed moustache，had just descended from a high dog-cart.He introduced himself as Inspector Martin，of the Norfolk Constabulary，and he was considerably astonished when he heard the name of my companion.

“Why，Mr.Holmes，the crime was only committed at three this morning.How could you hear of it in London and get to the spot as soon as I？”

“I anticipated it.I came in the hope of preventing it.”

“Then you must have important evidence，of which we are ignorant，for they were said to be a most united couple.”

“I have only the evidence of the dancing men，” said Holmes.“I will explain the matter to you later.Meanwhile，since it is too late to prevent this tragedy，I am very anxious that I should use the knowledge which I possess in order to insure that justice be done.Will you associate me in your investigation，or will you prefer that I should act independently？”

“I should be proud to feel that we were acting together，Mr.Holmes，” said the inspector，earnestly.

“In that case I should be glad to hear the evidence and to examine the premises without an instant of unnecessary delay.”

Inspector Martin had the good sense to allow my friend to do things in his own fashion，and contented himself with carefully noting the results.The local surgeon，an old，white-haired man，had just come down from Mrs.Hilton Cubitt's room，and he reported that her injuries were serious，but not necessarily fatal.The bullet had passed through the front of her brain，and it would probably be some time before she could regain consciousness.On the question of whether she had been shot or had shot herself，he would not venture to express any decided opinion.Certainly the bullet had been discharged at very close quarters.There was only the one pistol found in the room，two barrels of which had been emptied.Mr.Hilton Cubitt had been shot through the heart.It was equally conceivable that he had shot her and then himself，or that she had been the criminal，for the revolver lay upon the floor midway between them.

“Has he been moved？” asked Holmes.

“We have moved nothing except the lady.We could not leave her lying wounded upon the floor.”

“How long have you been here，Doctor？”

“Since four o'clock.”

“Anyone else？”

“Yes，the constable here.”

“And you have touched nothing？”

“Nothing.”

“You have acted with great discretion.Who sent for you？”

“The housemaid，Saunders.”

“Was it she who gave the alarm？”

“She and Mrs.King，the cook.”

“Where are they now？”

“In the kitchen，I believe.”

“Then I think we had better hear their story at once.”

The old hall，oak-panelled and high-windowed，had been turned into a court of investigation.Holmes sat in a great，old-fashioned chair，his inexorable eyes gleaming out of his haggard face.I could read in them a set purpose to devote his life to this quest until the client whom he had failed to save should at last be avenged.The trim Inspector Martin，the old，gray-headed country doctor，myself，and a stolid village policeman made up the rest of that strange company.

The two women told their story clearly enough.They had been aroused from their sleep by the sound of an explosion，which had been followed a minute later by a second one.They slept in adjoining rooms，and Mrs.King had rushed in to Saunders.Together they had descended the stairs.The door of the study was open，and a candle was burning upon the table.Their master lay upon his face in the centre of the room.He was quite dead.Near the window his wife was crouching，her head leaning against the wall.She was horribly wounded，and the side of her face was red with blood.She breathed heavily，but was incapable of saying anything.The passage，as well as the room，was full of smoke and the smell of powder.The window was certainly shut and fastened upon the inside.Both women were positive upon the point.They had at once sent for the doctor and for the constable.Then，with the aid of the groom and the stable-boy，they had conveyed their injured mistress to her room.Both she and her husband had occupied the bed.She was clad in her dress-he in his dressing-gown，over his night-clothes.Nothing had been moved in the study.So far as they knew，there had never been any quarrel between husband and wife.They had always looked upon them as a very united couple.

These were the main points of the servants' evidence.In answer to Inspector Martin，they were clear that every door was fastened upon the inside，and that no one could have escaped from the house.In answer to Holmes，they both remembered that they were conscious of the smell of powder from the moment that they ran out of their rooms upon the top floor.“I commend that fact very carefully to your attention，” said Holmes to his professional colleague.“And now I think that we are in a position to undertake a thorough examination of the room.”

The study proved to be a small chamber，lined on three sides with books，and with a writing-table facing an ordinary window，which looked out upon the garden.Our first attention was given to the body of the unfortunate squire，whose huge frame lay stretched across the room.His disordered dress showed that he had been hastily aroused from sleep.The bullet had been fired at him from the front，and had remained in his body，after penetrating the heart.His death had certainly been instantaneous and painless.There was no powder-marking either upon his dressing-gown or on his hands.According to the country surgeon，the lady had stains upon her face，but none upon her hand.

“The absence of the latter means nothing，though its presence may mean everything，” said Holmes.“Unless the powder from a badly fitting cartridge happens to spurt backward，one may fire many shots without leaving a sign.I would suggest that Mr.Cubitt's body may now be removed.I suppose，Doctor，you have not recovered the bullet which wounded the lady？”

“A serious operation will be necessary before that can be done.But there are still four cartridges in the revolver.Two have been fired and two wounds inflicted，so that each bullet can be accounted for.”

“So it would seem，” said Holmes.“Perhaps you can account also for the bullet which has so obviously struck the edge of the window？”

He had turned suddenly，and his long，thin finger was pointing to a hole which had been drilled right through the lower window-sash，about an inch above the bottom.

“By George！” cried the inspector.“How ever did you see that？”

“Because I looked for it.”

“Wonderful！” said the country doctor.“You are certainly right，sir.Then a third shot has been fired，and therefore a third person must have been present.But who could that have been，and how could he have got away？”

“That is the problem which we are now about to solve，” said Sherlock Holmes.“You remember，Inspector Martin，when the servants said that on leaving their room they were at once conscious of a smell of powder，I remarked that the point was an extremely important one？”

“Yes，sir； but I confess I did not quite follow you.”

“It suggested that at the time of the firing，the window as well as the door of the room had been open.Otherwise the fumes of powder could not have been blown so rapidly through the house.A draught in the room was necessary for that.Both door and window were only open for a very short time，however.”

“How do you prove that？”

“Because the candle was not guttered.”

“Capital！” cried the inspector.“Capital！

“Feeling sure that the window had been open at the time of the tragedy，I conceived that there might have been a third person in the affair，who stood outside this opening and fired through it.Any shot directed at this person might hit the sash.I looked，and there，sure enough，was the bullet mark！”

“But how came the window to be shut and fastened？”

“The woman's first instinct would be to shut and fasten the window.But，halloa！ What is this？”

It was a lady's hand-bag which stood upon the study table — a trim little handbag of crocodile-skin and silver.Holmes opened it and turned the contents out.There were twenty fifty-pound notes of the Bank of England，held together by an india-rubber band — nothing else.

“This must be preserved，for it will figure in the trial” said Holmes，as he handed the bag with its contents to the inspector.“It is now necessary that we should try to throw some light upon this third bullet，which has clearly，from the splintering of the wood，been fired from inside the room.I should like to see Mrs.King，the cook，again.You said，Mrs.King，that you were awakened by a LOUD explosion.When you said that，did you mean that it seemed to you to be louder than the second one？”

“Well，sir，it wakened me from my sleep，so it is hard to judge.But it did seem very loud.”

“You don't think that it might have been two shots fired almost at the same instant？”

“I am sure I couldn't say，sir.”

“I believe that it was undoubtedly so.I rather think，Inspector Martin，that we have now exhausted all that this room can teach us.If you will kindly step round with me，we shall see what fresh evidence the garden has to offer.”

A flower-bed extended up to the study window，and we all broke into an exclamation as we approached it.The flowers were trampled down，and the soft soil was imprinted all over with footmarks.Large，masculine feet they were，with peculiarly long，sharp toes.Holmes hunted about among the grass and leaves like a retriever after a wounded bird.Then，with a cry of satisfaction，he bent forward and picked up a little brazen cylinder.

“I thought so，” said he，“the revolver had an ejector，and here is the third cartridge.I really think，Inspector Martin，that our case is almost complete.”

The country inspector's face had shown his intense amazement at the rapid and masterful progress of Holmes's investigation.At first he had shown some disposition to assert his own position，but now he was overcome with admiration，and ready to follow without question wherever Holmes led.

“Whom do you suspect？” he asked.

“I'll go into that later.There are several points in this problem which I have not been able to explain to you yet.Now that I have got so far，I had best proceed on my own lines，and then clear the whole matter up once and for all.”

“Just as you wish，Mr.Holmes，so long as we get our man.”

“I have no desire to make mysteries，but it is impossible at the moment of action to enter into long and complex explanations.I have the threads of this affair all in my hand.Even if this lady should never recover consciousness，we can still reconstruct the events of last night and insure that justice be done.First of all，I wish to know whether there is any inn in this neighbourhood known as ‘Elrige's’？”

The servants were cross-questioned，but none of them had heard of such a place.The stable-boy threw a light upon the matter by remembering that a farmer of that name lived some miles off，in the direction of East Ruston.

“Is it a lonely farm？”

“Very lonely，sir.”

“Perhaps they have not heard yet of all that happened here during the night？”

“Maybe not，sir.”

Holmes thought for a little，and then a curious smile played over his face.

“Saddle a horse，my lad，” said he.“I shall wish you to take a note to Elrige's Farm.”

He took from his pocket the various slips of the dancing men.With these in front of him，he worked for some time at the study-table.Finally he handed a note to the boy，with directions to put it into the hands of the person to whom it was addressed，and especially to answer no questions of any sort which might be put to him.I saw the outside of the note，addressed in straggling，irregular characters，very unlike Holmes's usual precise hand.It was consigned to Mr.Abe Slaney，Elriges Farm，East Ruston，Norfolk.

“I think，Inspector，” Holmes remarked，“that you would do well to telegraph for an escort，as，if my calculations prove to be correct，you may have a particularly dangerous prisoner to convey to the county jail.The boy who takes this note could no doubt forward your telegram.If there is an afternoon train to town，Watson，I think we should do well to take it，as I have a chemical analysis of some interest to finish，and this investigation draws rapidly to a close.”

When the youth had been dispatched with the note，Sherlock Holmes gave his instructions to the servants.If any visitor were to call asking for Mrs.Hilton Cubitt，no information should be given as to her condition，but he was to be shown at once into the drawing-room.He impressed these points upon them with the utmost earnestness.Finally he led the way into the drawing-room，with the remark that the business was now out of our hands，and that we must while away the time as best we might until we could see what was in store for us.The doctor had departed to his patients，and only the inspector and myself remained.

“I think that I can help you to pass an hour in an interesting and profitable manner，” said Holmes，drawing his chair up to the table，and spreading out in front of him the various papers upon which were recorded the antics of the dancing men.“As to you，friend Watson，I owe you every atonement for having allowed your natural curiosity to remain so long unsatisfied.To you，Inspector，the whole incident may appeal as a remarkable professional study.I must tell you，first of all，the interesting circumstances connected with the previous consultations which Mr.Hilton Cubitt has had with me in Baker Street.” He then shortly recapitulated the facts which have already been recorded.“I have here in front of me these singular productions，at which one might smile，had they not proved themselves to be the forerunners of so terrible a tragedy.I am fairly familiar with all forms of secret writings，and am myself the author of a trifling monograph upon the subject，in which I analyze one hundred and sixty separate ciphers，but I confess that this is entirely new to me.The object of those who invented the system has apparently been to conceal that these characters convey a message，and to give the idea that they are the mere random sketches of children.

“Having once recognized，however，that the symbols stood for letters，and having applied the rules which guide us in all forms of secret writings，the solution was easy enough.The first message submitted to me was so short that it was impossible for me to do more than to say，with some confidence，that the symbol [image: ]
 stood for E.As you are aware，E is the most common letter in the English alphabet，and it predominates to so marked an extent that even in a short sentence one would expect to find it most often.Out of fifteen symbols in the first message，four were the same，so it was reasonable to set this down as E.It is true that in some cases the figure was bearing a flag，and in some cases not，but it was probable，from the way in which the flags were distributed，that they were used to break the sentence up into words.I accepted this as a hypothesis，and noted that E was represented by [image: ]
 “But now came the real difficulty of the inquiry.The order of the English letters after E is by no means well marked，and any preponderance which may be shown in an average of a printed sheet may be reversed in a single short sentence.Speaking roughly，T，A，O，I，N，S，H，R，D，and L are the numerical order in which letters occur，but T，A，O，and I are very nearly abreast of each other，and it would be an endless task to try each combination until a meaning was arrived at.I therefore waited for fresh material.In my second interview with Mr.Hilton Cubitt he was able to give me two other short sentences and one message，which appeared — since there was no flag — to be a single word.Here are the symbols.Now，in the single word I have already got the two E's coming second and fourth in a word of five letters.It might be ‘sever，’ or ‘lever，’ or ‘never.’ There can be no question that the latter as a reply to an appeal is far the most probable，and the circumstances pointed to its being a reply written by the lady.Accepting it as correct，we are now able to say that the symbols [image: ]
 stand respectively for N，V，and R.

“Even now I was in considerable difficulty，but a happy thought put me in possession of several other letters.It occurred to me that if these appeals came，as I expected，from someone who had been intimate with the lady in her early life，a combination which contained two E's with three letters between might very well stand for the name ‘ELSIE.’ On examination I found that such a combination formed the termination of the message which was three times repeated.It was certainly some appeal to ‘Elsie.’ In this way I had got my L，S，and I.But what appeal could it be？ There were only four letters in the word which preceded ‘Elsie，’ and it ended in E.Surely the word must be ‘COME.’ I tried all other four letters ending in E，but could find none to fit the case.So now I was in possession of C，O，and M，and I was in a position to attack the first message once more，dividing it into words and putting dots for each symbol which was still unknown.So treated，it worked out in this fashion：

.M.ERE..E SL .NE.

“Now the first letter CAN only be A，which is a most useful discovery，since it occurs no fewer than three times in this short sentence，and the H is also apparent in the second word.Now it becomes：

AM HERE A.E SLANE.

Or，filling in the obvious vacancies in the name：

AM HERE ABE SLANEY

I had so many letters now that I could proceed with considerable confidence to the second message，which worked out in this fashion：

A.ELRI.ES

Here I could only make sense by putting T and G for the missing letters，and supposing that the name was that of some house or inn at which the writer was staying.”

Inspector Martin and I had listened with the utmost interest to the full and clear account of how my friend had produced results which had led to so complete a command over our difficulties.

“What did you do then，sir？” asked the inspector.

“I had every reason to suppose that this Abe Slaney was an American，since Abe is an American contraction，and since a letter from America had been the starting-point of all the trouble.I had also every cause to think that there was some criminal secret in the matter.The lady's allusions to her past，and her refusal to take her husband into her confidence，both pointed in that direction.I therefore cabled to my friend，Wilson Hargreave，of the New York Police Bureau，who has more than once made use of my knowledge of London crime.I asked him whether the name of Abe Slaney was known to him.Here is his reply：‘The most dangerous crook in Chicago.’ On the very evening upon which I had his answer，Hilton Cubitt sent me the last message from Slaney.Working with known letters，it took this form：

ELSIE.RE.ARE TO MEET THY GO.

The addition of a P and a D completed a message which showed me that the rascal was proceeding from persuasion to threats，and my knowledge of the crooks of Chicago prepared me to find that he might very rapidly put his words into action.I at once came to Norfolk with my friend and colleague，Dr.Watson，but，unhappily，only in time to find that the worst had already occurred.”

“It is a privilege to be associated with you in the handling of a case，” said the inspector，warmly.“You will excuse me，however，if I speak frankly to you.You are only answerable to yourself，but I have to answer to my superiors.If this Abe Slaney，living at Elrige's，is indeed the murderer，and if he has made his escape while I am seated here，I should certainly get into serious trouble.”

“You need not be uneasy.He will not try to escape.”

“How do you know？”

“To fly would be a confession of guilt.”

“Then let us go arrest him.”

“I expect him here every instant.”

“But why should he come.”

“Because I have written and asked him.”

“But this is incredible，Mr.Holmes！ Why should he come because you have asked him？ Would not such a request rather rouse his suspicions and cause him to fly？”

“I think I have known how to frame the letter，” said Sherlock Holmes.“In fact，if I am not very much mistaken，here is the gentleman himself coming up the drive.”

A man was striding up the path which led to the door.He was a tall，handsome，swarthy fellow，clad in a suit of gray flannel，with a Panama hat，a bristling black beard，and a great，aggressive hooked nose，and flourishing a cane as he walked.He swaggered up a path as if as if the place belonged to him，and we heard his loud，confident peal at the bell.

“I think，gentlemen，” said Holmes，quietly，“that we had best take up our position behind the door.Every precaution is necessary when dealing with such a fellow.You will need your handcuffs，Inspector.You can leave the talking to me.”

We waited in silence for a minute — one of those minutes which one can never forget.Then the door opened and the man stepped in.In an instant Holmes clapped a pistol to his head，and Martin slipped the handcuffs over his wrists.It was all done so swiftly and deftly that the fellow was helpless before he knew that he was attacked.He glared from one to the other of us with a pair of blazing black eyes.Then he burst into a bitter laugh.

“Well，gentlemen，you have the drop on me this time.I seem to have knocked up against something hard.But I came here in answer to a letter from Mrs.Hilton Cubitt.Don't tell me that she is in this？ Don't tell me that she helped to set a trap for me？”

“Mrs.Hilton Cubitt was seriously injured，and is at death's door.”

The man gave a hoarse cry of grief，which rang through the house.

“You're crazy！” he cried，fiercely.“It was he that was hurt，not she.Who would have hurt little Elsie？ I may have threatened her — God forgive me！ — but I would not have touched a hair of her pretty head.Take it back — you！ Say that she is not hurt！”

“She was found badly wounded，by the side of her dead husband.”

He sank with a deep groan on the settee and buried his face in his manacled hands.For five minutes he was silent.Then he raised his face once more，and spoke with the cold composure of despair.

“I have nothing to hide from you，gentlemen，” said he.“If I shot the man he had his shot at me，and there's no murder in that.But if you think I could have hurt that woman，then you don't know either me or her.I tell you，there was never a man in this world loved a woman more than I loved her.I had a right to her.She was pledged to me years ago.Who was this Englishman that he should come between us？ I tell you that I had the first right to her，and that I was only claiming my own.

“She broke away from your influence when she found the man that you are，” said Holmes，sternly.“She fled from America to avoid you，and she married an honourable gentleman in England.You dogged her and followed her and made her life a misery to her，in order to induce her to abandon the husband whom she loved and respected in order to fly with you，whom she feared and hated.You have ended by bringing about the death of a noble man and driving his wife to suicide.That is your record in this business，Mr.Abe Slaney，and you will answer for it to the law.”

“If Elsie dies，I care nothing what becomes of me，” said the American.He opened one of his hands，and looked at a note crumpled up in his palm.“See here，mister！ he cried，with a gleam of suspicion in his eyes，”you're not trying to scare me over this，are you？ If the lady is hurt as bad as you say，who was it that wrote this note？ “He tossed it forward on to the table.

“I wrote it，to bring you here.”

“You wrote it？ There was no one on earth outside the Joint who knew the secret of the dancing men.How came you to write it？”

“What one man can invent another can discover，” said Holmes.There is a cab coming to convey you to Norwich，Mr.Slaney.But meanwhile，you have time to make some small reparation for the injury you have wrought.Are you aware that Mrs.Hilton Cubitt has herself lain under grave suspicion of the murder of her husband，and that it was only my presence here，and the knowledge which I happened to possess，which has saved her from the accusation？ The least that you owe her is to make it clear to the whole world that she was in no way，directly or indirectly，responsible for his tragic end.”

“I ask nothing better，” said the American.“I guess the very best case I can make for myself is the absolute naked truth.”

“It is my duty to warn you that it will be used against you，” cried the inspector，with the magnificent fair play of the British criminal law.

Slaney shrugged his shoulders.

“I'll chance that，” said he.“First of all，I want you gentlemen to understand that I have known this lady since she was a child.There were seven of us in a gang in Chicago，and Elsie's father was the boss of the Joint.He was a clever man，was old Patrick.It was he who invented that writing，which would pass as a child's scrawl unless you just happened to have the key to it.Well，Elsie learned some of our ways，but she couldn't stand the business，and she had a bit of honest money of her own，so she gave us all the slip and got away to London.She had been engaged to me，and she would have married me，I believe，if I had taken over another profession，but she would have nothing to do with anything on the cross.It was only after her marriage to this Englishman that I was able to find out where she was.I wrote to her，but got no answer.After that I came over，and，as letters were no use，I put my messages where she could read them.

“Well，I have been here a month now.I lived in that farm，where I had a room down below，and could get in and out every night，and no one the wiser.I tried all I could to coax Elsie away.I knew that she read the messages，for once she wrote an answer under one of them.Then my temper got the better of me，and I began to threaten her.She sent me a letter then，imploring me to go away，and saying that it would break her heart if any scandal should come upon her husband.She said that she would come down when her husband was asleep at three in the morning，and speak with me through the end window，if I would go away afterwards and leave her in peace.She came down and brought money with her，trying to bribe me to go.This made me mad，and I caught her arm and tried to pull her through the window.At that moment in rushed the husband with his revolver in his hand.Elsie had sunk down upon the floor，and we were face to face.I was heeled also，and I held up my gun to scare him off and let me get away.He fired and missed me.I pulled off almost at the same instant，and down he dropped.I made away across the garden，and as I went I heard the window shut behind me.That's God's truth，gentlemen，every word of it，and I heard no more about it until that lad came riding up with a note which made me walk in here，like a jay，and give myself into your hands.”

A cab had driven up whilst the American had been talking.Two uniformed policemen sat inside.Inspector Martin rose and touched his prisoner on the shoulder.

“It is time for us to go.”

“Can I see her first？”

“No，she is not conscious.Mr.Sherlock Holmes，I only hope that if ever again I have an important case，I shall have the good fortune to have you by my side.”

We stood at the window and watched the cab drive away.As I turned back，my eye caught the pellet of paper which the prisoner had tossed upon the table.It was the note with which Holmes had decoyed him.

“See if you can read it，Watson，” said he，with a smile.

It contained no word，but this little line of dancing men：
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“If you use the code which I have explained，” said Holmes，“you will find that it simply means ‘Come here at once.’ I was convinced that it was an invitation which he would not refuse，since he could never imagine that it could come from anyone but the lady.And so，my dear Watson，we have ended by turning the dancing men to good when they have so often been the agents of evil，and I think that I have fulfilled my promise of giving you something unusual for your notebook.Three-forty is our train，and I fancy we should be back in Baker Street for dinner.”

Only one word of epilogue.The American，Abe Slaney，was condemned to death at the winter assizes at Norwich，but his penalty was changed to penal servitude in consideration of mitigating circumstances，and the certainty that Hilton Cubitt had fired the first shot.Of Mrs.Hilton Cubitt I only know that I have heard she recovered entirely，and that she still remains a widow，devoting her whole life to the care of the poor and to the administration of her husband's estate.


The Naval Treaty

The July which immediately succeeded my marriage was made memorable by three cases of interest，in which I had the privilege of being associated with Sherlock Holmes and of studying his methods.I find them recorded in my notes under the headings of “The Adventure of the Second Stain，” “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty，” and “The Adventure of the Tired Captain.” The first of these，however，deals with interest of such importance and implicates so many of the first families in the kingdom that for many years it will be impossible to make it public.No case，however，in which Holmes was engaged has ever illustrated the value of his analytical methods so clearly or has impressed those who were associated with him so deeply.I still retain an almost verbatim report of the interview in which he demonstrated the true facts of the case to Monsieur Dubugue of the Paris police，and Fritz von Waldbaum，the well-known specialist of Dantzig，both of whom had wasted their energies upon what proved to be side-issues.The new century will have come，however，before the story can be safely told.Meanwhile I pass on to the second on my list，which promised also at one time to be of national importance，and was marked by several incidents which give it a quite unique character.

During my school-days I had been intimately associated with a lad named Percy Phelps，who was of much the same age as myself，though he was two classes ahead of me.He was a very brilliant boy，and carried away every prize which the school had to offer，finished his exploits by winning a scholarship which sent him on to continue his triumphant career at Cambridge.He was，I remember，extremely well connected，and even when we were all little boys together we knew that his mother's brother was Lord Holdhurst，the great conservative politician.This gaudy relationship did him little good at school.On the contrary，it seemed rather a piquant thing to us to chevy him about the playground and hit him over the shins with a wicket.But it was another thing when he came out into the world.I heard vaguely that his abilities and the influences which he commanded had won him a good position at the Foreign Office，and then he passed completely out of my mind until the following letter recalled his existence：

Briarbrae，Woking.

My dear Watson：

I have no doubt that you can remember “Tadpole” Phelps，who was in the fifth form when you were in the third.It is possible even that you may have heard that through my uncle's influence I obtained a good appointment at the Foreign Office，and that I was in a situation of trust and honor until a horrible misfortune came suddenly to blast my career.

There is no use writing of the details of that dreadful event.In the event of your acceding to my request it is probably that I shall have to narrate them to you.I have only just recovered from nine weeks of brain-fever，and am still exceedingly weak.Do you think that you could bring your friend Mr.Holmes down to see me？ I should like to have his opinion of the case，though the authorities assure me that nothing more can be done.Do try to bring him down，and as soon as possible.Every minute seems an hour while I live in this state of horrible suspense.Assure him that if I have not asked his advice sooner it was not because I did not appreciate his talents，but because I have been off my head ever since the blow fell.Now I am clear again，though I dare not think of it too much for fear of a relapse.I am still so weak that I have to write，as you see，by dictating.Do try to bring him.

Your old school-fellow，

Percy Phelps.

There was something that touched me as I read this letter，something pitiable in the reiterated appeals to bring Holmes.So moved was I that even had it been a difficult matter I should have tried it，but of course I knew well that Holmes loved his art，so that he was ever as ready to bring his aid as his client could be to receive it.My wife agreed with me that not a moment should be lost in laying the matter before him，and so within an hour of breakfast-time I found myself back once more in the old rooms in Baker Street.

Holmes was seated at his side-table clad in his dressing-gown，and working hard over a chemical investigation.A large curved retort was boiling furiously in the bluish flame of a Bunsen burner，and the distilled drops were condensing into a two-litre measure.My friend hardly glanced up as I entered，and I，seeing that his investigation must be of importance，seated myself in an arm-chair and waited.He dipped into this bottle or that，drawing out a few drops of each with his glass pipette，and finally brought a test-tube containing a solution over to the table.In his right hand he held a slip of litmus-paper.

“You come at a crisis，Watson，” said he.“If this paper remains blue，all is well.If it turns red，it means a man's life.” He dipped it into the test-tube and it flushed at once into a dull，dirty crimson.“Hum！ I thought as much！” he cried.“I will be at your service in an instant，Watson.You will find tobacco in the Persian slipper.” He turned to his desk and scribbled off several telegrams，which were handed over to the page-boy.Then he threw himself down into the chair opposite，and drew up his knees until his fingers clasped round his long，thin shins.

“A very commonplace little murder，” said he.“You've got something better，I fancy.You are the stormy petrel of crime，Watson.What is it？”

I handed him the letter，which he read with the most concentrated attention.

“It does not tell us very much，does it？” he remarked，as he handed it back to me.

“Hardly anything.”

“And yet the writing is of interest.”

“But the writing is not his own.”

“Precisely.It is a woman's.”

“A man's surely，” I cried.

“No，a woman's，and a woman of rare character.You see，at the commencement of an investigation it is something to know that your client is in close contact with some one who，for good or evil，has an exceptional nature.My interest is already awakened in the case.If you are ready we will start at once for Woking，and see this diplomatist who is in such evil case，and the lady to whom he dictates his letters.”

We were fortunate enough to catch an early train at Waterloo，and in a little under an hour we found ourselves among the fir-woods and the heather of Woking.Briarbrae proved to be a large detached house standing in extensive grounds within a few minutes' walk of the station.On sending in our cards we were shown into an elegantly appointed drawing-room，where we were joined in a few minutes by a rather stout man who received us with much hospitality.His age may have been nearer forty than thirty，but his cheeks were so ruddy and his eyes so merry that he still conveyed the impression of a plump and mischievous boy.

“I am so glad that you have come，” said he，shaking our hands with effusion.“Percy has been inquiring for you all morning.Ah，poor old chap，he clings to any straw！ His father and his mother asked me to see you，for the mere mention of the subject is very painful to them.”

“We have had no details yet，” observed Holmes.“I perceive that you are not yourself a member of the family.”

Our acquaintance looked surprised，and then，glancing down，he began to laugh.

“Of course you saw the J H monogram on my locket，” said he.“For a moment I thought you had done something clever.Joseph Harrison is my name，and as Percy is to marry my sister Annie I shall at least be a relation by marriage.You will find my sister in his room，for she has nursed him hand-and-foot this two months back.Perhaps we'd better go in at once，for I know how impatient he is.”

The chamber in which we were shown was on the same floor as the drawing-room.It was furnished partly as a sitting and partly as a bedroom，with flowers arranged daintily in every nook and corner.A young man，very pale and worn，was lying upon a sofa near the open window，through which came the rich scent of the garden and the balmy summer air.A woman was sitting beside him，who rose as we entered.

“Shall I leave，Percy？” she asked.

He clutched her hand to detain her.“How are you，Watson？” said he，cordially.“I should never have known you under that moustache，and I dare say you would not be prepared to swear to me.This I presume is your celebrated friend，Mr.Sherlock Holmes？”

I introduced him in a few words，and we both sat down.The stout young man had left us，but his sister still remained with her hand in that of the invalid.She was a striking-looking woman，a little short and thick for symmetry，but with a beautiful olive complexion，large，dark，Italian eyes，and a wealth of deep black hair.Her rich tints made the white face of her companion the more worn and haggard by the contrast.

“I won't waste your time，” said he，raising himself upon the sofa.“I'll plunge into the matter without further preamble.I was a happy and successful man，Mr.Holmes，and on the eve of being married，when a sudden and dreadful misfortune wrecked all my prospects in life.

“I was，as Watson may have told you，in the Foreign Office，and through the influences of my uncle，Lord Holdhurst，I rose rapidly to a responsible position.When my uncle became foreign minister in this administration he gave me several missions of trust，and as I always brought them to a successful conclusion，he came at last to have the utmost confidence in my ability and tact.

“Nearly ten weeks ago — to be more accurate，on the 23d of May — he called me into his private room，and，after complimenting me on the good work which I had done，he informed me that he had a new commission of trust for me to execute.

“‘This，’ said he，taking a gray roll of paper from his bureau，‘is the original of that secret treaty between England and Italy of which，I regret to say，some rumors have already got into the public press.It is of enormous importance that nothing further should leak out.The French or the Russian embassy would pay an immense sum to learn the contents of these papers.They should not leave my bureau were it not that it is absolutely necessary to have them copied.You have a desk in your office？”

“‘Yes，sir.’

“‘Then take the treaty and lock it up there.I shall give directions that you may remain behind when the others go，so that you may copy it at your leisure without fear of being overlooked.When you have finished，relock both the original and the draft in the desk，and hand them over to me personally to-morrow morning.’

“I took the papers and —”

“Excuse me an instant，” said Holmes.“Were you alone during this conversation？”

“Absolutely.”

“In a large room？”

“Thirty feet each way.”

“In the centre？”

“Yes，about it.”

“And speaking low？”

“My uncle's voice is always remarkably low.I hardly spoke at all.”

“Thank you，” said Holmes，shutting his eyes； “pray go on.”

“I did exactly what he indicated，and waited until the other clerks had departed.One of them in my room，Charles Gorot，had some arrears of work to make up，so I left him there and went out to dine.When I returned he was gone.I was anxious to hurry my work，for I knew that Joseph — the Mr.Harrison whom you saw just now — was in town，and that he would travel down to Woking by the eleven-o'clock train，and I wanted if possible to catch it.

“When I came to examine the treaty I saw at once that it was of such importance that my uncle had been guilty of no exaggeration in what he had said.Without going into details，I may say that it defined the position of Great Britain towards the Triple Alliance，and fore-shadowed the policy which this country would pursue in the event of the French fleet gaining a complete ascendancy over that of Italy in the Mediterranean.The questions treated in it were purely naval.At the end were the signatures of the high dignitaries who had signed it.I glanced my eyes over it，and then settled down to my task of copying.

“It was a long document，written in the French language，and containing twenty-six separate articles.I copied as quickly as I could，but at nine o'clock I had only done nine articles，and it seemed hopeless for me to attempt to catch my train.I was feeling drowsy and stupid，partly from my dinner and also from the effects of a long day's work.A cup of coffee would clear my brain.A commissionnaire remains all night in a little lodge at the foot of the stairs，and is in the habit of making coffee at his spirit-lamp for any of the officials who may be working over time.I rang the bell，therefore，to summon him.

“To my surprise，it was a woman who answered the summons，a large，coarse-faced，elderly woman，in an apron.She explained that she was the commissionnaire's wife，who did the charing，and I gave her the order for the coffee.

“I wrote two more articles and then，feeling more drowsy than ever，I rose and walked up and down the room to stretch my legs.My coffee had not yet come，and I wondered what was the cause of the delay could be.Opening the door，I started down the corridor to find out.There was a straight passage，dimly lighted，which led from the room in which I had been working，and was the only exit from it.It ended in a curving staircase，with the commissionnaire's lodge in the passage at the bottom.Half way down this staircase is a small landing，with another passage running into it at right angles.This second one leads by means of a second small stair to a side door，used by servants，and also as a short cut by clerks when coming from Charles Street.Here is a rough chart of the place.”
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“Thank you.I think that I quite follow you，” said Sherlock Holmes.

“It is of the utmost importance that you should notice this point.I went down the stairs and into the hall，where I found the commissionnaire fast asleep in his box，with the kettle boiling furiously upon the spirit-lamp.I took off the kettle and blew out the lamp，for the water was spurting over the floor.Then I put out my hand and was about to shake the man，who was still sleeping soundly，when a bell over his head rang loudly，and he woke with a start.

“‘Mr.Phelps，sir！’ said he，looking at me in bewilderment.

“‘I came down to see if my coffee was ready.’

“‘I was boiling the kettle when I fell asleep，sir.’ He looked at me and then up at the still quivering bell with an ever-growing astonishment upon his face.

“‘If you was here，sir，then who rang the bell？’ he asked.

“‘The bell！’ I cried.‘What bell is it？’

“‘It's the bell of the room you were working in.’

“A cold hand seemed to close round my heart.Some one，then，was in that room where my precious treaty lay upon the table.I ran frantically up the stair and along the passage.There was no one in the corridors，Mr.Holmes.There was no one in the room.All was exactly as I left it，save only that the papers which had been committed to my care had been taken from the desk on which they lay.The copy was there，and the original was gone.”

Holmes sat up in his chair and rubbed his hands.I could see that the problem was entirely to his heart.“Pray，what did you do then？” he murmured.

“I recognized in an instant that the thief must have come up the stairs from the side door.Of course I must have met him if he had come the other way.”

“You were satisfied that he could not have been concealed in the room all the time，or in the corridor which you have just described as dimly lighted？”

“It is absolutely impossible.A rat could not conceal himself either in the room or the corridor.There is no cover at all.”

“Thank you.Pray proceed.”

“The commissionnaire，seeing by my pale face that something was to be feared，had followed me upstairs.Now we both rushed along the corridor and down the steep steps which led to Charles Street.The door at the bottom was closed，but unlocked.We flung it open and rushed out.I can distinctly remember that as we did so there came three chines from a neighboring clock.It was quarter to ten.”

“That is of enormous importance，” said Holmes，making a note upon his shirt-cuff.

“The night was very dark，and a thin，warm rain was falling.There was no one in Charles Street，but a great traffic was going on，as usual，in Whitehall，at the extremity.We rushed along the pavement，bare-headed as we were，and at the far corner we found a policeman standing.

“‘A robbery has been committed，’ I gasped.‘A document of immense value has been stolen from the Foreign Office.Has any one passed this way？’

“‘I have been standing here for a quarter of an hour，sir，’ said he； ‘only one person has passed during that time — a woman，tall and elderly，with a Paisley shawl.’

“‘Ah，that is only my wife，’ cried the commissionnaire； ‘has no one else passed？’

“‘No one.’

“‘Then it must be the other way that the thief took，’ cried the fellow，tugging at my sleeve.

“‘But I was not satisfied，and the attempts which he made to draw me away increased my suspicions.

“‘Which way did the woman go？’ I cried.

“‘I don't know，sir.I noticed her pass，but I had no special reason for watching her.She seemed to be in a hurry.’

“‘How long ago was it？’

“‘Oh，not very many minutes.’

“‘Within the last five？’

“‘Well，it could not be more than five.’

“‘You're only wasting your time，sir，and every minute now is of importance，’ cried the commissionnaire； ‘take my word for it that my old woman has nothing to do with it，and come down to the other end of the street.Well，if you won't，I will.’ And with that he rushed off in the other direction.

“But I was after him in an instant and caught him by the sleeve.

“‘Where do you live？’ said I.

“‘16 Ivy Lane，Brixton，’ he answered.‘But don't let yourself be drawn away upon a false scent，Mr.Phelps.Come to the other end of the street and let us see if we can hear of anything.’

“Nothing was to be lost by following his advice.With the policeman we both hurried down，but only to find the street full of traffic，many people coming and going，but all only too eager to get to a place of safety upon so wet a night.There was no lounger who could tell us who had passed.

“Then we returned to the office，and searched the stairs and the passage without result.The corridor which led to the room was laid down with a kind of creamy linoleum which shows an impression very easily.We examined it very carefully，but found no outline of any footmark.”

“Had it been raining all evening？”

“Since about seven.”

“How is it，then，that the woman who came into the room about nine left no traces with her muddy boots？”

“I am glad you raised the point.It occurred to me at the time.The charwomen are in the habit of taking off their boots at the commissionnaire's office，and putting on list slippers.”

“That is very clear.There were no marks，then，though the night was a wet one？ The chain of events is certainly one of extraordinary interest.What did you do next？

“We examined the room also.There is no possibility of a secret door，and the windows are quite thirty feet from the ground.Both of them were fastened on the inside.The carpet prevents any possibility of a trap-door，and the ceiling is of the ordinary whitewashed kind.I will pledge my life that whoever stole my papers could only have come through the door.”

“How about the fireplace？”

“They use none.There is a stove.The bell-rope hangs from the wire just to the right of my desk.Whoever rang it must have come right up to the desk to do it.But why should any criminal wish to ring the bell？ It is a most insoluble mystery.”

“Certainly the incident was unusual.What were your next steps？ You examined the room，I presume，to see if the intruder had left any traces — any cigar-end or dropped glove or hairpin or other trifle？”

“There was nothing of the sort.”

“No smell？”

“Well，we never thought of that.”

“Ah，a scent of tobacco would have been worth a great deal to us in such an investigation.”

“I never smoke myself，so I think I should have observed it if there had been any smell of tobacco.There was absolutely no clue of any kind.The only tangible fact was that the commissionnaire's wife — Mrs.Tangey was the name — had hurried out of the place.He could give no explanation save that it was about the time when the woman always went home.The policeman and I agreed that our best plan would be to seize the woman before she could get rid of the papers，presuming that she had them.

“The alarm had reached Scotland Yard by this time，and Mr.Forbes，the detective，came round at once and took up the case with a great deal of energy.We hire a hansom，and in half an hour we were at the address which had been given to us.A young woman opened the door，who proved to be Mrs.Tangey's eldest daughter.Her mother had not come back yet，and we were shown into the front room to wait.

“About ten minutes later a knock came at the door，and here we made the one serious mistake for which I blame myself.Instead of opening the door ourselves，we allowed the girl to do so.We heard her say，‘Mother，there are two men in the house waiting to see you，’ and an instant afterwards we heard the patter of feet rushing down the passage.Forbes flung open the door，and we both ran into the back room or kitchen，but the woman had got there before us.She stared at us with defiant eyes，and then，suddenly recognizing me，an expression of absolute astonishment came over her face.

“‘Why，if it isn't Mr.Phelps，of the office！’ she cried.

“‘Come，come，who did you think we were when you ran away from us？’ asked my companion.

“‘I thought you were the brokers，’ said she，‘we have had some trouble with a tradesman.’

“‘That's not quite good enough，’ answered Forbes.‘We have reason to believe that you have taken a paper of importance to the Foreign Office，and that you ran in here to dispose of it.You must come back with us to Scotland Yard to be searched.’

“It was in vain that she protested and resisted.A four-wheeler was brought，and we all three drove back in it.We had first made an examination of the kitchen，and especially of the kitchen fire，to see whether she might have made away with the papers during the instant that she was alone.There were no signs，however，of any ashes or scraps.When we reached Scotland Yard she was handed over at once to the female searcher.I waited in an agony of suspense until she came back with her report.There were no signs of the papers.

“Then for the first time the horror of my situation came in its full force.Hitherto I had been acting，and action had numbed thought.I had been so confident of regaining the treaty at once that I had not dared to think of what would be the consequence if I failed to do so.But now there was nothing more to be done，and I had leisure to realize my position.It was horrible.Watson there would tell you that I was a nervous，sensitive boy at school.It is my nature.I thought of my uncle and of his colleagues in the Cabinet，of the shame which I had brought upon him，upon myself，upon every one connected with me.What though I was the victim of an extraordinary accident？ No allowance is made for accidents where diplomatic interests are at stake.I was ruined，shamefully，hopelessly ruined.I don't know what I did.I fancy I must have made a scene.I have a dim recollection of a group of officials who crowded round me，endeavoring to soothe me.One of them drove down with me to Waterloo，and saw me into the Woking train.I believe that he would have come all the way had it not been that Dr.Ferrier，who lives near me，was going down by that very train.The doctor most kindly took charge of me，and it was well he did so，for I had a fit in the station，and before we reached home I was practically a raving maniac.

“You can imagine the state of things here when they were roused from their beds by the doctor's ringing and found me in this condition.Poor Annie here and my mother were broken-hearted.Dr.Ferrier had just heard enough from the detective at the station to be able to give an idea of what had happened，and his story did not mend matters.It was evident to all that I was in for a long illness，so Joseph was bundled out of this cheery bedroom，and it was turned into a sick-room for me.Here I have lain，Mr.Holmes，for over nine weeks，unconscious，and raving with brain-fever.If it had not been for Miss Harrison here and for the doctor's care I should not be speaking to you now.She has nursed me by day and a hired nurse has looked after me by night，for in my mad fits I was capable of anything.Slowly my reason has cleared，but it is only during the last three days that my memory has quite returned.Sometimes I wish that it never had.The first thing that I did was to wire to Mr.Forbes，who had the case in hand.He came out，and assures me that，though everything has been done，no trace of a clue has been discovered.The commissionnaire and his wife have been examined in every way without any light being thrown upon the matter.The suspicions of the police then rested upon young Gorot，who，as you may remember，stayed over time in the office that night.His remaining behind and his French name were really the only two points which could suggest suspicion； but，as a matter of fact，I did not begin work until he had gone，and his people are of Huguenot extraction，but as English in sympathy and tradition as you and I are.Nothing was found to implicate him in any way，and there the matter dropped.I turn to you，Mr.Holmes，as absolutely my last hope.If you fail me，then my honor as well as my position are forever forfeited.”

The invalid sank back upon his cushions，tired out by this long recital，while his nurse poured him out a glass of some stimulating medicine.Holmes sat silently，with his head thrown back and his eyes closed，in an attitude which might seem listless to a stranger，but which I knew betokened the most intense self-absorption.

“Your statement has been so explicit，” said he at last，“that you have really left me very few questions to ask.There is one of the very utmost importance，however.Did you tell any one that you had this special task to perform？”

“No one.”

“Not Miss Harrison here，for example？”

“No.I had not been back to Woking between getting the order and executing the commission.”

“And none of your people had by chance been to see you？”

“None.”

“Did any of them know their way about in the office？”

“Oh，yes，all of them had been shown over it.”

“Still，of course，if you said nothing to any one about the treaty these inquiries are irrelevant.”

“I said nothing.”

“Do you know anything of the commissionnaire？”

“Nothing except that he is an old soldier.”

“What regiment？”

“Oh，I have heard — Coldstream Guards.”

“Thank you.I have no doubt I can get details from Forbes.The authorities are excellent at amassing facts，though they do not always use them to advantage.What a lovely thing a rose is！”

He walked past the couch to the open window，and held up the drooping stalk of a moss-rose，looking down at the dainty blend of crimson and green.It was a new phase of his character to me，for I had never before seen him show any keen interest in natural objects.

“There is nothing in which deduction is so necessary as in religion，” said he，leaning with his back against the shutters.“It can be built up as an exact science by the reasoner.Our highest assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to me to rest in the flowers.All other things，our powers our desires，our food，are all really necessary for our existence in the first instance.But this rose is an extra.Its smell and its color are an embellishment of life，not a condition of it.It is only goodness which gives extras，and so I say again that we have much to hope from the flowers.

Percy Phelps and his nurse looked at Holmes during this demonstration with surprise and a good deal of disappointment written upon their faces.He had fallen into a reverie，with the moss-rose between his fingers.It had lasted some minutes before the young lady broke in upon it.

“Do you see any prospect of solving this mystery，Mr.Holmes？” she asked，with a touch of asperity in her voice.

“Oh，the mystery！” he answered，coming back with a start to the realities of life.“Well，it would be absurd to deny that the case is a very abstruse and complicated one，but I can promise you that I will look into the matter and let you know any points which may strike me.”

“Do you see any clue？”

“You have furnished me with seven，but，of course，I must test them before I can pronounce upon their value.”

“You suspect some one？”

“I suspect myself.”

“What！”

“Of coming to conclusions to rapidly.”

“Then go to London and test your conclusions.”

“Your advice is very excellent，Miss Harrison，” said Holmes，rising.“I think，Watson，we cannot do better.Do not allow yourself to indulge in false hopes，Mr.Phelps.The affair is a very tangled one.”

“I shall be in a fever until I see you again，” cried the diplomatist.

“Well，I'll come out be the same train to-morrow，though it's more than likely that my report will be a negative one.”

“God bless you for promising to come，” cried our client.“It gives me fresh life to know that something is being done.By the way，I have had a letter from Lord Holdhurst.”

“Ha！ What did he say？”

“He was cold，but not harsh.I dare say my severe illness prevented him from being that.He repeated that the matter was of the utmost importance，and added that no steps would be taken about my future — by which he means，of course，my dismissal — until my health was restored and I had an opportunity of repairing my misfortune.”

“Well，that was reasonable and considerate，” said Holmes.“Come，Watson，for we have a goody day's work before us in town.”

Mr.Joseph Harrison drove us down to the station，and we were soon whirling up in a Portsmouth train.Holmes was sunk in profound thought，and hardly opened his mouth until we had passed Clapham Junction.

“It's a very cheery thing to come into London by any of these lines which run high，and allow you to look down upon the houses like this.”

I thought he was joking，for the view was sordid enough，but he soon explained himself.

“Look at those big，isolated clumps of building rising up above the slates，like brick islands in a lead-colored sea.”

“The board-schools.”

“Light-houses，my boy！ Beacons of the future！ Capsules with hundreds of bright little seeds in each，out of which will spring the wise，better England of the future.I suppose that man Phelps does not drink？”

“I should not think so.”

“Nor should I，but we are bound to take every possibility into account.The poor devil has certainly got himself into very deep water，and it's a question whether we shall ever be able to get him ashore.What did you think of Miss Harrison？”

“A girl of strong character.”

“Yes，but she is a good sort，or I am mistaken.She and her brother are the only children of an iron-master somewhere up Northumberland way.He got engaged to her when traveling last winter，and she came down to be introduced to his people，with her brother as escort.Then came the smash，and she stayed on to nurse her lover，while brother Joseph，finding himself pretty snug，stayed on too.I've been making a few independent inquiries，you see.But to-day must be a day of inquiries.”

“My practice —” I began.

“Oh，if you find your own cases more interesting than mine —” said Holmes，with some asperity.

“I was going to say that my practice could get along very well for a day or two，since it is the slackest time in the year.”

“Excellent，” said he，recovering his good-humor.“Then we'll look into this matter together.I think that we should begin by seeing Forbes.He can probably tell us all the details we want until we know from what side the case is to be approached.

“You said you had a clue？”

“Well，we have several，but we can only test their value by further inquiry.The most difficult crime to track is the one which is purposeless.Now this is not purposeless.Who is it who profits by it？ There is the French ambassador，there is the Russian，there is who-ever might sell it to either of these，and there is Lord Holdhurst.”

“Lord Holdhurst！”

“Well，it is just conceivable that a statesman might find himself in a position where he was not sorry to have such a document accidentally destroyed.”

“Not a statesman with the honorable record of Lord Holdhurst？”

“It is a possibility and we cannot afford to disregard it.We shall see the noble lord to-day and find out if he can tell us anything.Meanwhile I have already set inquiries on foot.”

“Already？”

“Yes，I sent wires from Woking station to every evening paper in London.This advertisement will appear in each of them.”

He handed over a sheet torn from a note-book.On it was scribbled in pencil：

“￡10 reward.The number of the cab which dropped a fare at or about the door of the Foreign Office in Charles Street at quarter to ten in the evening of May 23d.Apply 221 B，Baker Street.”

“You are confident that the thief came in a cab？”

“If not，there is no harm done.But if Mr.Phelps is correct in stating that there is no hiding-place either in the room or the corridors，then the person must have come from outside.If he came from outside on so wet a night，and yet left no trace of damp upon the linoleum，which was examined within a few minutes of his passing，then it is exceeding probably that he came in a cab.Yes，I think that we may safely deduce a cab.”

“It sounds plausible.”

“That is one of the clues of which I spoke.It may lead us to something.And then，of course，there is the bell — which is the most distinctive feature of the case.Why should the bell ring？ Was it the thief who did it out of bravado？ Or was it some one who was with the thief who did it in order to prevent the crime？ Or was it an accident？ Or was it — ？” He sank back into the state of intense and silent thought from which he had emerged； but it seemed to me，accustomed as I was to his every mood，that some new possibility had dawned suddenly upon him.

It was twenty past three when we reached our terminus，and after a hasty luncheon at the buffet we pushed on at once to Scotland Yard.Holmes had already wired to Forbes，and we found him waiting to receive us — a small，foxy man with a sharp but by no means amiable expression.He was decidedly frigid in his manner to us，especially when he heard the errand upon which we had come.

“I've heard of your methods before now，Mr.Holmes，” said he，tartly.“You are ready enough to use all the information that the police can lay at your disposal，and then you try to finish the case yourself and bring discredit on them.”

“On the contrary，” said Holmes，“out of my last fifty-three cases my name has only appeared in four，and the police have had all the credit in forty-nine.I don't blame you for not knowing this，for you are young and inexperienced，but if you wish to get on in your new duties you will work with me and not against me.”

“I'd be very glad of a hint or two，” said the detective，changing his manner.“I've certainly had no credit from the case so far.”

“What steps have you taken？”

“Tangey，the commissionnaire，has been shadowed.He left the Guards with a good character and we can find nothing against him.His wife is a bad lot，though.I fancy she knows more about this than appears.”

“Have you shadowed her？”

“We have set one of our women on to her.Mrs.Tangey drinks，and our woman has been with her twice when she was well on，but she could get nothing out of her.”

“I understand that they have had brokers in the house？”

“Yes，but they were paid off.”

“Where did the money come from？”

“That was all right.His pension was due.They have not shown any sign of being in funds.”

“What explanation did she give of having answered the bell when Mr.Phelps rang for the coffee？”

“She said that he husband was very tired and she wished to relieve him.”

“Well，certainly that would agree with his being found a little later asleep in his chair.There is nothing against them then but the woman's character.Did you ask her why she hurried away that night？ Her haste attracted the attention of the police constable.”

“She was later than usual and wanted to get home.”

“Did you point out to her that you and Mr.Phelps，who started at least twenty minutes after he，got home before her？”

“She explains that by the difference between a 'bus and a hansom.”

“Did she make it clear why，on reaching her house，she ran into the back kitchen？”

“Because she had the money there with which to pay off the brokers.”

“She has at least an answer for everything.Did you ask her whether in leaving she met any one or saw any one loitering about Charles Street？”

“She saw no one but the constable.”

“Well，you seem to have cross-examined her pretty thoroughly.What else have you done？”

“The clerk Gorot has been shadowed all these nine weeks，but without result.We can show nothing against him.”

“Anything else？”

“Well，we have nothing else to go upon — no evidence of any kind.”

“Have you formed a theory about how that bell rang？”

“Well，I must confess that it beats me.It was a cool hand，whoever it was，to go and give the alarm like that.”

“Yes，it was queer thing to do.Many thanks to you for what you have told me.If I can put the man into your hands you shall hear from me.Come along，Watson.”

“Where are we going to now？” I asked，as we left the office.

“We are now going to interview Lord Holdhurst，the cabinet minister and future premier of England.”

We were fortunate in finding that Lord Holdhurst was still in his chambers in Downing Street，and on Holmes sending in his card we were instantly shown up.The statesman received us with that old-fashioned courtesy for which he is remarkable，and seated us on the two luxuriant lounges on either side of the fireplace.Standing on the run between us，with his slight，tall figure，his sharp features，thoughtful face，and curling hair prematurely tinged with gray，he seemed to represent that not to common type，a nobleman who is in truth noble.

“You name is very familiar to me，Mr.Holmes，” said he，smiling.“And，of course，I cannot pretend to be ignorant of the object of your visit.There has only been one occurrence in these offices which could call for your attention.In whose interest are you acting，may I ask？”

“In that of Mr.Percy Phelps，” answered Holmes.

“Ah，my unfortunate nephew！ You can understand that our kinship makes it the more impossible for me to screen him in any way.I fear that the incident must have a very prejudicial effect upon his career.”

“But if the document if found？”

“Ah，that，of course，would be different.”

“I had one or two questions which I wished to ask you，Lord Holdhurst.”

“I shall be happy to give you any information in my power.”

“Was it in this room that you gave your instructions as to the copying of the document？”

“It was.”

“Then you could hardly have been overheard？”

“It is out of the question.”

“Did you ever mention to any one that it was your intention to give any one the treaty to be copied？”

“Never.”

“You are certain of that？”

“Absolutely.”

“Well，since you never said so，and Mr.Phelps never said so，and nobody else knew anything of the matter，then the thief's presence in the room was purely accidental.He saw his chance and he took it.”

The statesman smiled.“You take me out of my province there，” said he.

Holmes considered for a moment.“There is another very important point which I wish to discuss with you，” said he.“You feared，as I understand，that very grave results might follow from the details of this treaty becoming known.”

A shadow passed over the expressive face of the statesman.“Very grave results indeed.”

“Any have they occurred？”

“Not yet.”

“If the treaty had reached，let us say，the French or Russian Foreign Office，you would expect to hear of it？”

“I should，” said Lord Holdhurst，with a wry face.

“Since nearly ten weeks have elapsed，then，and nothing has been heard，it is not unfair to suppose that for some reason the treaty has not reached them.”

Lord Holdhurst shrugged his shoulders.

“We can hardly suppose，Mr.Holmes，that the thief took the treaty in order to frame it and hang it up.”

“Perhaps he is waiting for a better price.”

“If he waits a little longer he will get no price at all.The treaty will cease to be secret in a few months.”

“That is most important，” said Holmes.“Of course，it is a possible supposition that the thief has had a sudden illness —”

“An attack of brain-fever，for example？” asked the statesman，flashing a swift glance at him.

“I did not say so，” said Holmes，imperturbably.“And now，Lord Holdhurst，we have already taken up too much of your valuable time，and we shall wish you good-day.”

“Every success to your investigation，be the criminal who it may，” answered the nobleman，as he bowed us out the door.

“He's a fine fellow，” said Holmes，as we came out into Whitehall.“But he has a struggle to keep up his position.He is far from rich and has many calls.You noticed，of course，that his boots had been resoled.Now，Watson，I won't detain you from your legitimate work any longer.I shall do nothing more to-day，unless I have an answer to my cab advertisement.But I should be extremely obliged to you if you would come down with me to Woking to-morrow，by the same train which we took yesterday.”

I met him accordingly next morning and we traveled down to Woking together.He had had no answer to his advertisement，he said，and no fresh light had been thrown upon the case.He had，when he so willed it，the utter immobility of countenance of a red Indian，and I could not gather from his appearance whether he was satisfied or not with the position of the case.His conversation，I remember，was about the Bertillon system of measurements，and he expressed his enthusiastic admiration of the French savant.

We found our client still under the charge of his devoted nurse，but looking considerably better than before.He rose from the sofa and greeted us without difficulty when we entered.

“Any news？” he asked，eagerly.

“My report，as I expected，is a negative one，” said Holmes.“I have seen Forbes，and I have seen your uncle，and I have set one or two trains of inquiry upon foot which may lead to something.”

“You have not lost heart，then？”

“By no means.”

“God bless you for saying that！” cried Miss Harrison.“If we keep our courage and our patience the truth must come out.”

“We have more to tell you than you have for us，” said Phelps，reseating himself upon the couch.

“I hoped you might have something.”

“Yes，we have had an adventure during the night，and one which might have proved to be a serious one.” His expression grew very grave as he spoke，and a look of something akin to fear sprang up in his eyes.“Do you know，” said he，“that I begin to believe that I am the unconscious centre of some monstrous conspiracy，and that my life is aimed at as well as my honor？”

“Ah！” cried Holmes.

“It sounds incredible，for I have not，as far as I know，an enemy in the world.Yet from last night's experience I can come to no other conclusion.”

“Pray let me hear it.”

“You must know that last night was the very first night that I have ever slept without a nurse in the room.I was so much better that I thought I could dispense with one.I had a night-light burning，however.Well，about two in the morning I had sunk into a light sleep when I was suddenly aroused by a slight noise.It was like the sound which a mouse makes when it is gnawing a plank，and I lay listening to it for some time under the impression that it must come from that cause.Then it grew louder，and suddenly there came from the window a sharp metallic snick.I sat up in amazement.There could be no doubt what the sounds were now.The first ones had been caused by some one forcing an instrument through the slit between the sashes，and the second by the catch being pressed back.

“There was a pause then for about ten minutes，as if the person were waiting to see whether the noise had awakened me.Then I heard a gentle creaking as the window was very slowly opened.I could stand it no longer，for my nerves are not what they used to be.I sprang out of bed and flung open the shutters.A man was crouching at the window.I could see little of him，for he was gone like a flash.He was wrapped in some sort of cloak which came across the lower part of his face.One thing only I am sure of，and that is that he had some weapon in his hand.It looked to me like a long knife.I distinctly saw the gleam of it as he turned to run.”

“This is most interesting，” said Holmes.“Pray what did you do then？”

“I should have followed him through the open window if I had been stronger.As it was，I rang the bell and roused the house.It took me some little time，for the bell rings in the kitchen and the servants all sleep upstairs.I shouted，however，and that brought Joseph down，and he roused the others.Joseph and the groom found marks on the bed outside the window，but the weather has been so dry lately that they found it hopeless to follow the trail across the grass.There's a place，however，on the wooden fence which skirts the road which shows signs，they tell me，as if some one had got over，and had snapped the top of the rail in doing so.I have said nothing to the local police yet，for I thought I had best have your opinion first.”

This tale of our client's appeared to have an extraordinary effect upon Sherlock Holmes.He rose from his chair and paced about the room in uncontrollable excitement.

“Misfortunes never come single，” said Phelps，smiling，though it was evident that his adventure had somewhat shaken him.

“You have certainly had your share，” said Holmes.“Do you think you could walk round the house with me？”

“Oh，yes，I should like a little sunshine.Joseph will come，too.”

“And I also，” said Miss Harrison.

“I am afraid not，” said Holmes，shaking his head.“I think I must ask you to remain sitting exactly where you are.”

The young lady resumed her seat with an air of displeasure.Her brother，however，had joined us and we set off all four together.We passed round the lawn to the outside of the young diplomatist's window.There were，as he had said，marks upon the bed，but they were hopelessly blurred and vague.Holmes stopped over them for an instant，and then rose shrugging his shoulders.

“I don't think any one could make much of this，” said he.“Let us go round the house and see why this particular room was chose by the burglar.I should have thought those larger windows of the drawing-room and dining-room would have had more attractions for him.”

“They are more visible from the road，” suggested Mr.Joseph Harrison.

“Ah，yes，of course.There is a door here which he might have attempted.What is it for？”

“It is the side entrance for trades-people.Of course it is locked at night.”

“Have you ever had an alarm like this before？”

“Never，” said our client.

“Do you keep plate in the house，or anything to attract burglars？”

“Nothing of value.”

Holmes strolled round the house with his hands in his pockets and a negligent air which was unusual with him.

“By the way，” said he to Joseph Harrison，“you found some place，I understand，where the fellow scaled the fence.Let us have a look at that！”

The plump young man led us to a spot where the top of one of the wooden rails had been cracked.A small fragment of the wood was hanging down.Holmes pulled it off and examined it critically.

“Do you think that was done last night？ It looks rather old，does it not？”

“Well，possibly so.”

“There are no marks of any one jumping down upon the other side.No，I fancy we shall get no help here.Let us go back to the bedroom and talk the matter over.”

Percy Phelps was walking very slowly，leaning upon the arm of his future brother-in-law.Holmes walked swiftly across the lawn，and we were at the open window of the bedroom long before the others came up.

“Miss Harrison，” said Holmes，speaking with the utmost intensity of manner，“you must stay where you are all day.Let nothing prevent you from staying where you are all day.It is of the utmost importance.”

“Certainly，if you wish it，Mr.Holmes，” said the girl in astonishment.

“When you go to bed lock the door of this room on the outside and keep the key.Promise to do this.”

“But Percy？”

“He will come to London with us.”

“And am I to remain here？”

“It is for his sake.You can serve him.Quick！ Promise！”

She gave a quick nod of assent just as the other two came up.

“Why do you sit moping there，Annie？” cried her brother.“Come out into the sunshine！”

“No，thank you，Joseph.I have a slight headache and this room is deliciously cool and soothing.”

“What do you propose now，Mr.Holmes？” asked our client.

“Well，in investigating this minor affair we must not lose sight of our main inquiry.It would be a very great help to me if you would come up to London with us.”

“At once？”

“Well，as soon as you conveniently can.Say in an hour.”

“I feel quite strong enough，if I can really be of any help.”

“The greatest possible.”

“Perhaps you would like me the stay there to-night？”

“I was just going to propose it.”

“Then，if my friend of the night comes to revisit me，he will find the bird flown.We are all in your hands，Mr.Holmes，and you must tell us exactly what you would like done.Perhaps you would prefer that Joseph came wit us so as to look after me？”

“Oh，no，my friend Watson is a medical man，you know，and he'll look after you.We'll have our lunch here，if you will permit us，and then we shall al three set off for town together.”

It was arranged as he suggested，though Miss Harrison excused herself from leaving the bedroom，in accordance with Holmes's suggestion.What the object of my friend's manoeuvres was I could not conceive，unless it were to keep the lady away from Phelps，who，rejoiced by his returning health and by the prospect of action，lunched with us in the dining-room.Holmes had still more startling surprise for us，however，for，after accompanying us down to the station and seeing us into our carriage，he calmly announced that he had no intention of leaving Woking.

“There are one or two small points which I should desire to clear up before I go，” said he.“Your absence，Mr.Phelps，will in some ways rather assist me.Watson，when you reach London you would oblige me by driving at once to Baker Street with our friend here，and remaining with him until I see you again.It is fortunate that you are old school-fellows，as you must have much to talk over.Mr.Phelps can have the spare bedroom to-night，and I will be with you in time for breakfast，for there is a train which will take me into Waterloo at eight.”

“But how about our investigation in London？” asked Phelps，ruefully.

“We can do that to-morrow.I think that just at present I can be of more immediate use here.”

“You might tell them at Briarbrae that I hope to be back to-morrow night，” cried Phelps，as we began to move from the platform.

“I hardly expect to go back to Briarbrae，” answered Holmes，and waved his hand to us cheerily as we shot out from the station.

Phelps and I talked it over on our journey，but neither of us could devise a satisfactory reason for this new development.

“I suppose he wants to find out some clue as to the burglary last night，if a burglar it was.For myself，I don't believe it was an ordinary thief.”

“What is your own idea，then？”

“Upon my word，you may put it down to my weak nerves or not，but I believe there is some deep political intrigue going on around me，and that for some reason that passes my understanding my life is aimed at by the conspirators.It sounds high-flown and absurd，but consider the fats！ Why should a thief try to break in at a bedroom window，where there could be no hope of any plunder，and why should he come with a long knife in his hand？”

“You are sure it was not a house-breaker's jimmy？”

“Oh，no，it was a knife.I saw the flash of the blade quite distinctly.”

“But why on earth should you be pursued with such animosity？”

“Ah，that is the question.”

“Well，if Holmes takes the same view，that would account for his action，would it not？ Presuming that your theory is correct，if he can lay his hands upon the man who threatened you last night he will have gone a long way towards finding who took the naval treaty.It is absurd to suppose that you have two enemies，one of whom robs you，while the other threatens your life.”

“But Holmes said that he was not going to Briarbrae.”

“I have known him for some time，” said I，“but I never knew him do anything yet without a very good reason，” and with that our conversation drifted off on to other topics.

But it was a weary day for me.Phelps was still weak after his long illness，and his misfortune made him querulous and nervous.In vain I endeavored to interest him in Afghanistan，in India，in social questions，in anything which might take his mind out of the groove.He would always come back to his lost treaty，wondering，guessing，speculating，as to what Holmes was doing，what steps Lord Holdhurst was taking，what news we should have in the morning.As the evening wore on his excitement became quite painful.

“You have implicit faith in Holmes？” he asked.

“I have seen him do some remarkable things.”

“But he never brought light into anything quite so dark as this？”

“Oh，yes，I have known him solve questions which presented fewer clues than yours.”

“But not where such large interests are at stake？”

“I don't know that.To my certain knowledge he has acted on behalf of three of the reigning houses of Europe in very vital matters.”

“But you know him well，Watson.He is such an inscrutable fellow that I never quite know what to make of him.Do you think he is hopeful？ Do you think he expects to make a success of it？”

“He has said nothing.”

“That is a bad sign.”

“On the contrary，I have noticed that when he is off the trail he generally says so.It is when he is on a scent and is not quite absolutely sure yet that it is the right one that he is most taciturn.Now，my dear fellow，we can't help matter by making ourselves nervous about them，so let me implore you to go to bed and so be fresh for whatever may await us to-morrow.”

I was able at last to persuade my companion to take my advice，though I knew from his excited manner that there was not much hope of sleep for him.Indeed，his mood was infectious，for I lay tossing half the night myself，brooding over this strange problem，and inventing a hundred theories，each of which was more impossible than the last.Why had Holmes remained at Woking？ Why had he asked Miss Harrison to remain in the sick-room all day？ Why had he been so careful not to inform the people at Briarbrae that he intended to remain near them？ I cudgelled my brains until I fell asleep in the endeavor to find some explanation which would cover all these facts.

It was seven o'clock when I awoke，and I set off at once for Phelps's room，to find him haggard and spent after a sleepless night.His first question was whether Holmes had arrived yet.

“He'll be here when he promised，” said I，“and not an instant sooner or later.”

And my words were true，for shortly after eight a hansom dashed up to the door and our friend got out of it.Standing in the window we saw that his left hand was swathed in a bandage and that his face was very grim and pale.He entered the house，but it was some little time before he came upstairs.

“He looks like a beaten man，” cried Phelps.

I was forced to confess that he was right.“After all，” said I，“the clue of the matter lies probably here in town.”

Phelps gave a groan.

“I don't know how it is，” said he，“but I had hoped for so much from his return.But surely his hand was not tied up like that yesterday.What can be the matter？”

“You are not wounded，Holmes？” I asked，as my friend entered the room.

“Tut，it is only a scratch through my own clumsiness，” he answered，nodding his good-mornings to us.“This case of yours，Mr.Phelps，is certainly one of the darkest which I have ever investigated.”

“I feared that you would find it beyond you.”

“It has been a most remarkable experience.”

“That bandage tells of adventures，” said I.“Won't you tell us what has happened？”

“After breakfast，my dear Watson.Remember that I have breathed thirty mile of Surrey air this morning.I suppose that there has been no answer from my cabman advertisement？ Well，well，we cannot expect to score every time.”

The table was all laid，and just as I was about to ring Mrs.Hudson entered wit the tea and coffee.A few minutes later she brought in three covers，and we all drew up to the table，Holmes ravenous，I curious，and Phelps in the gloomiest state of depression.

“Mrs.Hudson has risen to the occasion，” said Holmes，uncovering a dish of curried chicken.“Her cuisine is a little limited，but she has as good an idea of breakfast as a Scotch-woman.What have you here，Watson？”

“Ham and eggs，” I answered.

“Good！ What are you going to take，Mr.Phelps — curried fowl or eggs，or will you help yourself？”

“Thank you.I can eat nothing，” said Phelps.

“Oh，come！ Try the dish before you.”

“Thank you，I would really rather not.”

“Well，then，” said Holmes，with a mischievous twinkle，“I suppose that you have no objection to helping me？”

Phelps raised the cover，and as he did so he uttered a scream，and sat there staring with a face as white as the plate upon which he looked.Across the centre of it was lying a little cylinder of blue-gray paper.He caught it up，devoured it with his eyes，and then danced madly about the room，passing it to his bosom and shrieking out in his delight.Then he fell back into an arm-chair so limp and exhausted with his own emotions that we had to pour brandy down his throat to keep him from fainting.

“There！ there！” said Holmes，soothing，patting him upon the shoulder.“It was too bad to spring it on you like this，but Watson here will tell you that I never can resist a touch of the dramatic.”

Phelps seized his hand and kissed it.“God bless you！” he cried.“You have saved my honor.”

“Well，my own was at stake，you know，” said Holmes.“I assure you it is just as hateful to me to fail in a case as it can be to you to blunder over a commission.”

Phelps thrust away the precious document into the innermost pocket of his coat.

“I have not the heart to interrupt your breakfast any further，and yet I am dying to know how you got it and where it was.”

Sherlock Holmes swallowed a cup of coffee，and turned his attention to the ham and eggs.Then he rose，lit his pipe，and settled himself down into his chair.

“I'll tell you what I did first，and how I came to do it afterwards，” said he.“After leaving you at the station I went for a charming walk through some admirable Surrey scenery to a pretty little village called Ripley，where I had my tea at an inn，and took the precaution of filling my flask and of putting a paper of sandwiches in my pocket.There I remained until evening，when I set off for Woking again，and found myself in the high-road outside Briarbrae just after sunset.

“Well，I waited until the road was clear — it is never a very frequented one at any time，I fancy — and then I clambered over the fence into the grounds.”

“Surely the gate was open！” ejaculated Phelps.

“Yes，but I have a peculiar taste in these matters.I chose the place where the three fir-trees stand，and behind their screen I got over without the least chance of any one in the house being able to see me.I crouched down among the bushes on the other side，and crawled from one to the other — witness the disreputable state of my trouser knees — until I had reached the clump of rhododendrons just opposite to your bedroom window.There I squatted down and awaited developments.

“The blind was not down in your room，and I could see Miss Harrison sitting there reading by the table.It was quarter-past ten when she closed her book，fastened the shutters，and retired.

“I heard her shut the door，and felt quite sure that she had turned the key in the lock.”

“The key！” ejaculated Phelps.

“Yes； I had given Miss Harrison instructions to lock the door on the outside and take the key with her when she went to bed.She carried out every one of my injunctions to the letter，and certainly without her cooperation you would not have that paper in you coat-pocket.She departed then and the lights went out，and I was left squatting in the rhododendron-bush.

“The night was fine，but still it was a very weary vigil.Of course it has the sort of excitement about it that the sportsman feels when he lies beside the water-course and waits for the big game.It was very long，though — almost as long，Watson，as when you and I waited in that deadly room when we looked into the little problem of the Speckled Band.There was a church-clock down at Woking which struck the quarters，and I thought more than once that it had stopped.At last however about two in the morning，I suddenly heard the gentle sound of a bolt being pushed back and the creaking of a key.A moment later the servant's door was opened，and Mr.Joseph Harrison stepped out into the moonlight.”

“Joseph！” ejaculated Phelps.

“He was bare-headed，but he had a black coat thrown over his shoulder so that he could conceal his face in an instant if there were any alarm.He walked on tiptoe under the shadow of the wall，and when he reached the window he worked a long-bladed knife through the sash and pushed back the catch.Then he flung open the window，and putting his knife through the crack in the shutters，he thrust the bar up and swung them open.

“From where I lay I had a perfect view of the inside of the room and of every one of his movements.He lit the two candles which stood upon the mantelpiece，and then he proceeded to turn back the corner of the carpet in the neighborhood of the door.Presently he stopped and picked out a square piece of board，such as is usually left to enable plumbers to get at the joints of the gas-pipes.This one covered，as a matter of fact，the T joint which gives off the pipe which supplies the kitchen underneath.Out of this hiding-place he drew that little cylinder of paper，pushed down the board，rearranged the carpet，blew out the candles，and walked straight into my arms as I stood waiting for him outside the window.

“Well，he has rather more viciousness than I gave him credit for，has Master Joseph.He flew at me with his knife，and I had to grass him twice，and got a cut over the knuckles，before I had the upper hand of him.He looked murder out of the only eye he could see with when we had finished，but he listened to reason and gave up the papers.Having got them I let my man go，but I wired full particulars to Forbes this morning.If he is quick enough to catch is bird，well and good.But if，as I shrewdly suspect，he finds the nest empty before he gets there，why，all the better for the government.I fancy that Lord Holdhurst for one，and Mr.Percy Phelps for another，would very much rather that the affair never got as far as a police-court.

“My God！” gasped our client.“Do you tell me that during these long ten weeks of agony the stolen papers were within the very room with me all the time？”

“So it was.”

“And Joseph！ Joseph a villain and a thief！”

“Hum！ I am afraid Joseph's character is a rather deeper and more dangerous one than one might judge from his appearance.From what I have heard from him this morning，I gather that he has lost heavily in dabbling with stocks，and that he is ready to do anything on earth to better his fortunes.Being an absolutely selfish man，when a chance presented itself he did not allow either his sister's happiness or your reputation to hold his hand.”

Percy Phelps sank back in his chair.“My head whirls，” said he.“Your words have dazed me.”

“The principal difficulty in your case，” remarked Holmes，in his didactic fashion，“lay in the fact of there being too much evidence.What was vital was overlaid and hidden by what was irrelevant.Of all the facts which were presented to us we had to pick just those which we deemed to be essential，and then piece them together in their order，so as to reconstruct this very remarkable chain of events.I had already begun to suspect Joseph，from the fact that you had intended to travel home with him that night，and that therefore it was a likely enough thing that he should call for you，knowing the Foreign Office well，upon his way.When I heard that some one had been so anxious to get into the bedroom，in which no one but Joseph could have concealed anything — you told us in your narrative how you had turned Joseph out when you arrived with the doctor — my suspicions all changed to certainties，especially as the attempt was made on the first night upon which the nurse was absent，showing that the intruder was well acquainted with the ways of the house.”

“How blind I have been！”

“The facts of the case，as far as I have worked them out，are these：this Joseph Harrison entered the office through the Charles Street door，and knowing his way he walked straight into your room the instant after you left it.Finding no one there he promptly rang the bell，and at the instant that he did so his eyes caught the paper upon the table.A glance showed him that chance had put in his way a State document of immense value，and in an instant he had thrust it into his pocket and was gone.A few minutes elapsed，as you remember，before the sleepy commissionnaire drew your attention to the bell，and those were just enough to give the thief time to make his escape.

“He made his way to Woking by the first train，and having examined his booty and assured himself that it really was of immense value，he had concealed it in what he thought was a very safe place，with the intention of taking it out again in a day or two，and carrying it to the French embassy，or wherever he thought that a long price was to be had.Then came your sudden return.He，without a moment's warning，was bundled out of his room，and from that time onward there were always at least two of you there to prevent him from regaining his treasure.The situation to him must have been a maddening one.But at last he thought he saw his chance.He tried to steal in，but was baffled by your wakefulness.You remember that you did not take your usual draught that night.”

“I remember.”

“I fancy that he had taken steps to make that draught efficacious，and that he quite relied upon your being unconscious.Of course，I understood that he would repeat the attempt whenever it could be done with safety.Your leaving the room gave him the chance he wanted.I kept Miss Harrison in it all day so that he might not anticipate us.Then，having given him the idea that the coast was clear，I kept guard as I have described.I already knew that the papers were probably in the room，but I had no desire to rip up all the planking and skirting in search of them.I let him take them，therefore，from the hiding-place，and so saved myself an infinity of trouble.Is there any other point which I can make clear？”

“Why did he try the window on the first occasion，” I asked，“when he might have entered by the door？”

“In reaching the door he would have to pass seven bedrooms.On the other hand，he could get out on to the lawn with ease.Anything else？”

“You do not think，” asked Phelps，“that he had any murderous intention？ The knife was only meant as a tool.”

“It may be so，” answered Holmes，shrugging his shoulders.“I can only say for certain that Mr.Joseph Harrison is a gentleman to whose mercy I should be extremely unwilling to trust.”
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