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北　京


人物关系表

Countess Narona 娜罗拉伯爵夫人：骗嫁赫伯特·约翰·韦斯特威克（第一任蒙巴里勋爵），后同她哥哥里瓦男爵一起将其谋害。

Baron Rivar 里瓦男爵：娜罗拉伯爵夫人的哥哥，与伯爵夫人共同谋害了赫伯特·约翰·韦斯特威克（第一任蒙巴里勋爵）。

Herbert John Westwick（Baron Montbarry）赫伯特·约翰·韦斯特威克（第一任蒙巴里勋爵）：因受娜罗拉伯爵夫人的引诱，抛弃自己的未婚妻阿格尼丝·洛克伍德，转与娜罗拉伯爵夫人结婚，被骗购买10000英镑的人寿保险，后被娜罗拉伯爵夫人与里瓦男爵合谋杀害，其财产及保险赔偿金为娜罗拉伯爵夫人继承。

Stephen Robert 史蒂芬·罗伯特：蒙巴里勋爵的大弟弟，后继承了他的爵位，成为第二任蒙巴里勋爵。

Ella 埃拉：史蒂芬的妻子，阿格尼丝的好友。

Francis 弗朗西斯：蒙巴里勋爵的二弟弟，伦敦戏院的经理。

Henry 亨利：蒙巴里勋爵的小弟弟，后来成为威尼斯宫殿旅馆的股东，他一直深爱着阿格尼丝。

Lady Barville 巴维尔夫人：蒙巴里勋爵的妹妹，嫁给西奥多·巴维尔爵士为妻。

Anne 安妮：蒙巴里勋爵的妹妹，是彼得·诺布里先生的孀妻，又被称为诺布里夫人。

Agnes Lockwood 阿格尼丝·洛克伍德：原为蒙巴里勋爵的未婚妻，后被蒙巴里抛弃，最后与蒙巴里的小弟弟亨利结婚。

Emily（Mrs. Ferrari）艾米丽（费拉里太太）：结婚前又名艾米丽·比德威尔，多年前是阿格尼丝在乡村学校教书时最喜爱的学生，后来做了其女仆。然后她嫁给了一个名叫费拉里、做旅行随从的意大利人。

Ferrari费拉里：做旅行随从的意大利人，后来给蒙巴里勋爵夫妇做旅行随从，最后病死在威尼斯，成了被娜罗拉伯爵夫人利用来谋害蒙巴里勋爵的帮凶。


故事梗概

本书叙述了蒙巴里勋爵在抛弃善良的未婚妻阿格尼丝转而娶邪恶的娜罗拉伯爵夫人后神秘死亡的事件。蒙巴里勋爵因受娜罗拉伯爵夫人的引诱，抛弃自己的未婚妻阿格尼丝·洛克伍德，转与娜罗拉伯爵夫人结婚，被骗购买10000英镑的人寿保险，后被娜罗拉伯爵夫人与其兄长里瓦男爵合谋杀害后，其财产及保险赔偿金为娜罗拉伯爵夫人所继承。

故事的神秘之处在于，娜罗拉伯爵夫人和里瓦男爵谋杀蒙巴里勋爵的阴谋，从表面上看是无懈可击的。蒙巴里勋爵在威尼斯租下了一座旧宫殿，和新婚妻子伯爵夫人以及里瓦男爵，带着一个英国女仆和一个旅行随从费拉里一起住在宫殿里。

蒙巴里勋爵在威尼斯宫殿过着足不出户的隐居生活。一天他患了感冒，后感冒转变成了支气管炎，意大利的两位名医都无法控制住他的病情，最后勋爵死于支气管炎，并埋葬在威尼斯。由于勋爵生前在英国的保险公司买了10000英镑的巨额人寿保险，面对巨额的保险理赔，保险公司成立了专门的调查委员会，前往威尼斯展开调查。经过一番调查，证明勋爵完全是自然死亡——死于支气管炎恶化成肺炎。调查没有发现任何可疑的证据，除了一个疑点——勋爵的旅行随从费拉里神秘失踪。在勋爵死亡前，旅行随从费拉里就离奇失踪了，而此前英国女仆也辞职离开了威尼斯宫殿。后来又调查旅行随从费拉里远在英国的妻子，得悉，费拉里在失踪前曾给家里写过三封信，信里表达了对威尼斯宫殿枯燥生活的厌倦，以及对里瓦男爵和伯爵夫人的暧昧关系的不满，可是由于能按时得到勋爵发放的薪水，他还是不愿效仿英国女仆辞职离开勋爵。至于他的离奇失踪，他的妻子也大惑不解，她怀疑是伯爵夫人和男爵谋害了她的丈夫，而随后她收到的从意大利匿名寄来的1000英镑，显然是勋爵对她不幸失去丈夫所给的抚恤金。保险公司只有遵守协议，给伯爵夫人赔付了10000英镑。之后伯爵夫人和男爵就前往美国去了。

勋爵生前居住过的威尼斯宫殿被改造成了一家旅馆。旅馆开张后，勋爵的兄弟姐妹和阿格尼丝都先后来到旅馆居住，可大都受到了神秘的超自然力的影响：小弟弟亨利在旅馆失眠、失去食欲；妹妹诺布里夫人在旅馆住两个晚上，便连续两晚做相同的噩梦；弟弟弗朗西斯则闻到奇怪恶心的气味；最恐怖的事情是阿格尼丝夜晚看到了人头出现。后来，在陷入疯狂状态的伯爵夫人无意识的指引下，才揭开了勋爵遇害的真相。


前　　言

◆　英语是语言的帝国

全球60亿人中，有3.8亿人的母语是英语，2.5亿人的第二母语是英语，12.3亿人学习英语，33.6亿人和英语有关。全世界电视节目的75％、电子邮件的80％、网络的85％、软件源代码的100％都使用英语。40～50年后，全球将有50％的人精通英语。全球约有6000种语言，21世纪末其中的90％将消亡。届时英语作为主导语言的地位将进一步得到提升。

目前中国大约有4亿人在学英语，超过英国和美国的人口总和，这是中国努力与时代接轨、与国际接轨的一个重要标志，大量中国人熟练掌握国际通用语言是中华民族走向繁荣富强的必要保障。





◆　全民学英语运动

中国近20年来兴起了一场轰轰烈烈的全民学英语的运动。其规模之大，范围之广，古今中外前所未有。

学生、教师、公务员、公司职员、商店店员、出租车司机等，各行各业，都在学英语。其学习过程的漫长，也令人感叹。从幼儿园、小学、中学、大学、硕士、博士，到毕业工作，出国，直至退休，一直都在学，英语的学习可谓是终生性的。





◆　英语学了多年之后的尴尬

中国人学了多年英语之后，如果冷静地反省一下多年努力的成效，不难发现自己的英语水平令人十分尴尬。这里将具体表现列举一二。

●　读任何原版的英语杂志，如Times（时代）、Newsweek（新闻周刊）、The Economists（经济学家），或者原版小说，如Jane Eyre（简·爱）、Gone with the Wind（飘）等，必须借助词典，因为我们随时都可能读不懂。即便查阅大部头的词典，我们常常还是不能理解文意，将文意理解得面目全非。最为可悲的是我们中很多人已经屈从于这种一知半解的阅读状态，甚至有人还荒唐地认为英语本身就是一门模模糊糊的语言，这样当然就更谈不上尝到读原汁原味英语的乐趣了。

●　学习和探索专业知识的主流载体仍然是汉语。但我们必须清楚：整个现代科学体系基本是用英语来描述和表达的，译成汉语会有一定程度的失真，而且必然导致滞后。

●　英语表达是一个更大的问题。主要体现在用英语写作以及用英语深入交谈上。事实上，大多数人只能用简单的英语来进行粗略的表述，无法顺利地参加国际学术会议或者进行国际贸易谈判。即便是学术水平很高的专家，在国际刊物上发表论文时，只能请仅懂英语不懂专业的人翻译。一篇在很多老外眼中不伦不类的论文就这样产生了。客观地讲，即使采用不太高的标准来衡量，在中国英语学习的失败率也应该在99％以上。





◆　来自西方的教育理念

中国人读英语有个缺点，学习缺乏渐进性。他们习惯于读满篇都是生词的文章，以为这样“收获”才最大。结果他们的阅读不断地被查词典打断，一小时只能看两三页，读起来自然索然无味，最后只能作罢。这是中国人学英语的通病！读的文章几乎全部达到了语言学家所说的“frustration level”（使学生感到沮丧的程度）。

西方的语言学家和心理学家对英语学习者的阅读状况进行了大量的研究，结论令人非常吃惊：最适宜阅读的难度比我们长期所处的、我们所习惯的、我们头脑中定位的难度要低得多！只有文中生词量小到足以保证阅读的持续性时，语言吸收的效果才最好，语言水平的提高也最快。举个形象的例子：上山是从峭壁直接艰难攀登还是走平缓的盘山路好？显然，能够从峭壁登顶者寥寥无几！即使其能勉强成功，也远远落后于沿坦途行进者。





◆　犹太民族的启示

曾经有人说：全世界的金钱装在美国人的口袋里，而美国人的金钱却装在犹太人的脑袋里。据统计，犹太人占世界总人口约0.3％，却掌握着世界经济命脉。在全世界最富有的企业家中，犹太人占50％以上。无论是过去和现在，在知名的经济巨头中犹太人占有绝对的比例。如第一个亿万巨富、石油大王洛克菲勒，“美国股神”巴菲特，华尔街的缔造者摩根，花旗集团董事长威尔，“打开个人计算机直销大门”的戴尔，坐在全球软件头把交椅“甲骨文公司”的艾利森，华纳电影公司创办人华纳，电影世界的领头羊斯皮尔伯格，他们都是犹太人。

犹太人成就的背后就是他们的噬书习惯。联合国教科文组织调查表明，全世界读书最多的民族是犹太民族。其中以色列在人均拥有图书和出版社以及每年人均读书的比例上，超过了世界上任何一个国家，成为世界之最，平均每人每年读书64本。与之反差很大的是中华民族，平均每人每年读书0.7本。这之中有阅读习惯的中国人虽占5％，却掌握着中国80％的财富。一句话，阅读，特别是经典名著的阅读，是一个人和民族崛起的最根本方法。

阅读不能改变人生的起点，但它可以改变人生的终点。不论出身高贵与卑贱，阅读都能改变人生的坐标和轨迹。





◆　通往英语自由境界的阶梯

英语的自由境界指的是用英语自由地学习和工作；自由地阅读英文原版书刊和资料；自如地用英语表达和交流；自然地用英语进行思维；自主地用英语撰写论文和著作。

一个英语达到自由境界的人，他的生活也常常是令人羡慕的。清晨随手拿起一份国外的报纸或者杂志，一边喝着浓浓的咖啡，一边轻松、惬意地阅读。可以用英语自由地进行实质性的交谈和撰写书面材料。能够自由地在英文网页上荡漾，能够随时了解国外的最新科技动态或最新的商贸行情。自己的生存空间不再受到国界的限制，无论是交友、择偶，还是发展自己的事业，都有更宽的、跨国度的选择。

有一定英语基础的读者要想“修成正果”，达到英语的自由境界，最缺少的就是可读之书。市面上的英语读物粗粗看来似乎琳琅满目，但稍一细读就会发现这些语料要么是难度过低，词汇量只有一、两千词的相当于中学水平的简写本；要么是令人望而生畏、读之更是倍受挫折的原著，语料难度脱节甚至是“代沟”，严重地阻碍了英语中高级学习者对英语的掌握。床头灯英语5000词系列填补了这方面的空白，为读者打造了到达英语自由境界的阶梯。





◆　本套读物的特色——真正适合中高级英语学习者的原汁原味英语读物

●　难度适中：本套读物用英语中核心5000词写成，对于难以理解之处均有注释，使你躺在床上不用翻词典就能顺利地读下去，在不知不觉中走向英语自由境界。

●　语言地道：美国作家执笔，用流畅的现代英语写成，并保留了原著的语言特色。

●　选材经典：皆为一生中不可不读的作品，读之可提高英语水平、积淀西方文化和提高人生境界。

●　情节曲折：让你徜徉在一个又一个迥异奇妙的书中世界。

……





◆　“床头灯”英语系列读物的使用方法：

●　整个床头灯系列包含儿童、中学生、3000词、5000词、6500词等不同层次。你可以选择不用查字典你就能保证阅读的持续性的级别进入，这个级别最少读30本，体会一下用英语读懂名著的感觉——英语形成语感、自信心增强。然后乘胜追击，读下一个级别的，每个级别读30本以上。

●　使用床头灯英语学习读本（英汉对照版）练写作：看书中汉语部分，然后你试着翻译成英文，再把你翻译的英文与书上的英文对比。

本套读物是通向英语自由王国的钥匙，是通往英语最高境界的签证。在中国走向世界的道路上，英语水平决定工资水平！让每天阅读半小时“床头灯”成为你生活中的一部分。我相信这才是英语成功的真谛。

与股神巴菲特吃一顿午餐要花几百万美金，这使人们注意到了与名人交流的昂贵。而与比巴菲特更著名的大家近距离沟通，只需要去读“床头灯”。





王若平　于北京





本系列丛书学习指导咨询中心：

北京汉英达外语信息咨询中心

地　址：北京市海淀区中关村东路华清商务会馆1501室

邮　编：100083

电　话：010-82867079

网　址：http://www.yinghanda.com

E-mail：wrx1@vip.sina.com

床头灯英语的BLOG：http://chuangtoudeng.blog.sohu.com


THE FIRST PART

Chapter 1

In the year 1860, the reputation of Doctor Wybrow, as a London physician reached its highest point. It was reported on good authority that he was a recipient of one of the largest incomes derived from the practice of medicine in modern times.

One afternoon, when the doctor had just taken his lunch after a hard morning's work in his consulting room, and with a formidable list of visits to patients at their own houses to fill up the rest of his day — a servant announced that a lady wished to speak to him.

"Who is she?" the doctor asked. "A stranger?"

"Yes, sir."

"I see no strangers outside of consulting hours. Tell her what the hours are, and send her away."

"I have told her, sir, but she won't go."

"Won't go? Well, has this stubborn woman given her name?"

"No, sir. She refused to give any name — she said she wouldn't keep you five minutes, and the matter was too important to wait till tomorrow. She is waiting in the next consulting room."

Doctor Wybrow considered for a moment. His knowledge of women (professionally speaking) rested on the ripe experience of more than thirty years; he had met with them in all their varieties — especially the variety which knows nothing of the value of time. A glance at his watch informed him that he must soon begin his rounds among the patients who were waiting for him at their own houses. He decided he must leave without seeing this persistent woman.

"Is the carriage at the door?" he asked.

"Yes, sir."

He then ordered his servant to leave the mystery woman undisturbed in the consulting room while he took his leave. He quietly went into the hall, followed by the servant on tiptoe.

Did the lady in the consulting room suspect him or did his shoes creak? Was her sense of hearing unusually keen?

Whatever the explanation may be, the event that actually happened was beyond all doubt. Exactly as Doctor Wybrow passed his consulting room, the door opened — the lady appeared on the threshold — and laid her hand on his arm.

"I beg you, sir, not to go away without letting me speak to you first."

The accent was foreign; the tone was low and firm. Her fingers closed gently, and yet resolutely, on the doctor's arm. Neither her language nor her action had the slightest effect in inclining him to grant her request. The influence that instantly stopped him, on the way to his carriage, was the silent influence of her face.

The startling contrast between her corpselike complexion and the intense life and light, the glittering metallic brightness in her large black eyes, held him literally spellbound.

She was no doubt a beautiful person — with only the serious drawback being her frightening complexion, and a complete lack of tenderness in the expression of her eyes.

Apart from his first emotion of surprise, the doctor may be described as having an overpowering feeling of professional curiosity. The case might prove to be something entirely new in his professional experience.

"It looks like it," he thought, "and it's worth waiting for."

She perceived that she had produced a strong impression of some kind upon him, and dropped her hold on his arm.

"You have comforted many miserable women in your time," She said. "Comfort one more today."

For the first time, for many a long years, the doctor felt his pulse quicken its beat, in the presence of a patient.

The mystery woman then abruptly said, "I have a painful question to ask."

"What is it?"

"I want to know, if you please, whether I am in danger of going mad?" she said shortly.

Some men might have been amused, and some might have been alarmed. Doctor Wybrow was only conscious of a sense of disappointment.

"Why do you come to me?" he asked sharply. "Why don't you consult a doctor whose specialty is treating the insane?"

"I don't go to a doctor of that sort," she quickly responded, "for the very reason that he is a specialist: he has the fatal habit of judging everybody by lines and rules. I come to you because my case is outside of all lines and rules, and because you are famous in your profession for the discovery of mysteries in disease. Are you satisfied?"

He was more than satisfied — perhaps this could indeed be something new in his professional career, after all. Besides, she was correctly informed about his professional position. The capacity which had raised him to fame and fortune was his ability to discover remote diseases.

"Let me try to see if I can figure out what is the matter with you," he answered.

After a thorough examination and many inquiries about her health, the doctor could find nothing.

"I can find nothing the matter with you. I can't even account for the extraordinary paleness of your complexion. You completely puzzle me."

"The paleness of my complexion is nothing," she answered, a little impatiently. "In my early life I had a narrow escape from death by poisoning. I have never had color in my complexion since, but that is of no importance. I believed in you, and you have disappointed me." Her head dropped on her breast. " And so it ends!" She said to herself bitterly.

The doctor was touched. Perhaps it might be more correct to say that his pride was a little hurt.

"It could still end in the right way," he remarked, "if you choose to help me. I might be able to prove that there is no cause for alarm and unless you admit me to your confidence I can do no more."

She rose, and paced around the room. "Suppose I tell you," she said. "But, mind, I shall mention no names!"

"There is no need to mention names. The facts are all I want."

"The facts are nothing," she replied. "I have only my own impressions to confess — and you will very likely think me a fool when you hear what they are."

She sat down again. In the plainest possible words, she began the strangest and wildest confession that had ever reached the doctor's ears.









注释



undisturbed ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 ndis[image: alt]
 t[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 bd］ 1.没受到干扰的，安静的（disturb vt.弄乱，打扰)

creak ［kri[image: alt]
 k］ v.吱吱作响；吱吱嘎嘎地响

overpowering ［[image: alt]
 uv[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 pauri[image: alt]
 ］ adj.无法抵抗的，压倒性的

capacity ［k[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 siti］ n.容量；才能，能力；身份，职位

confession ［k[image: alt]
 n[image: alt]
 fe[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 n］ n.供认，承认，招供





Chapter 2

"It is one fact, sir, that I am a widow," she said. "It is another fact, that I am going to be married again. My future marriage," she said, "has one embarrassing circumstance connected with it. The gentleman whose wife I am to be, was engaged to another lady when he happened to meet me abroad. That lady was of his own blood and family. She is his cousin. I have innocently robbed her of her lover, and destroyed her prospects in life. Innocently, I say — because he told me nothing of his engagement until after I had accepted him.

"When we next met in England — and when there was danger, no doubt, that I would discover the affair — he told me the truth. I was naturally offended. He had his excuse ready; he showed me a letter from the lady herself, releasing him from his engagement. I never read a more noble, a more brave letter, in my life. I cried over it — I who have no tears for sadness of my own! If the letter had left him any hope of being forgiven, I would have absolutely refused to marry him. But the firmness of it — without anger, without a word of reproach — left him no hope of returning to her. And now, in a week (I tremble as I think of it) we are to be married.

"Yesterday, I was among the visitors at one of your English lunch parties. A lady, a perfect stranger to me, happened to take a chair near me and we were introduced to each other. I knew her by name, as she knew me. It was the woman whom I had robbed of her lover, the woman who had written the noble letter. I truly admired her. I felt for her — though I had no reason to justify my actions.

"In her defence, I have reason to believe that the circumstances had been explained to her, and that she understood I was in no way to blame. Still, when I rose and met the woman's eyes looking at me, I turned cold from head to foot, trembling, knowing what a deadly panic of fear was for the first time in my life."

"Was there anything in her expression, when you first looked at her, which took you by surprise?"

"She was perfectly polite, though there was natural curiosity to see the woman who had been preferred over herself. And perhaps some astonishment as well because she surely didn't see a more engaging and more beautiful person. If I could have gotten to the door, I would have run out of the room, she frightened me! I was not even able to stand up. I simply stared horrorstruck at the calm blue eyes that were looking at me with quiet, gentle surprise. I felt her soul in them, looking into mine. I tell you, that woman is destined, without knowing it herself to have negative affects on my life. Her innocent eyes held hidden wicked capabilities that I was not aware, until just then. If I commit errors in my life, if I am ever guilty of crimes she will exact the revenge, without any guilt of her own. In one moment I felt all this — and I suppose my face showed it.

"After leaving that dreadful place, I went to the man who will marry and begged him to release me from my promise. He refused. I declared I would break my engagement. He showed me letters from his sisters, brothers, and his dear friends — all begging him to think again before he married; all repeating reports of me in Paris, Vienna, and London, which are full of wicked lies. 'If you refuse to marry me,' he said, 'you admit that these reports are true. You admit that you are afraid to face society as my wife.' How could I respond? He was right. If I persisted in my refusal, I would destroy my good reputation. Thus, I consented to let the wedding take place as we had arranged it.

"I have come here the following morning, convinced that the woman is to have a fatal influence over my life. Now, I am here with one question, for one man. For the last time, sir, what am I — an evil spirit who has seen the vengeful angel? Or only a poor mad woman, misled by the delusion of an insane mind? "

Doctor Wybrow, painfully impressed by what he had heard was now determined to close the interview. The longer he had listened to her, the more convinced he became this woman was wicked. He tried vainly to think of her as a person to be pitied, a person with a terribly sensitive imagination who is conscious of the capacities for evil which lie asleep in us all and striving earnestly to open her heart. Still, his efforts were in vain. He had an unsettling instinct to doubt her words.

"I have already given you my opinion," he said. "Medically speaking, there is nothing wrong with you. I cannot diagnose you. I can only say that you should perhaps look for spiritual rather than for medial advice. You can be assured, however, that what you have said to me shall not leave this room."

"Is that all?" she asked.

"That is all," he answered.

With those words she stood up. Her wild black eyes looked upward, with an expression of despair, stubborn and horrible in its silent agony. The doctor turned away his head, unable to endure the sight of it.

As the servant closed the door on her, a sudden impulse of curiosity — utterly uncharacteristic of him — sprang up in the doctor's mind, and he immediately ordered his servant to follow the mysterious woman home to find out her name. Soon after, the servant rushed into the doctor's office, reporting the lady's name to be Countess Narona.

The doctor later decided to dine at the gentlemen's club, knowing this mysterious Countess would certainly be a topic of conversation there, and he was most eager to hear what the world said of her.
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Chapter 3

Settled into the smoking room of his favored dining club, Doctor Wybrow lit his cigar, and looked around him, discouraged by the weary flow of conversation. But, when the doctor inquired if anybody knew the Countess Narona, he was answered by something resembling a shout of astonishment. Never, the group agreed, had such an absurd question been asked before! Every human creature, with the slightest claim to a place in society, knew the Countess Narona, an adventurer, with one of the worst reputations in all of Europe. She was openly described as having a deathlike complexion and the glittering eyes. Soon enough, every member of the club was contributing his own little stock of scandal stories to the history of the Countess.

It was doubtful that she had ever been married to the royalty whose widow she was assumed to be. It was doubtful that the man who accompanied her in her travels Baron Rivar, who called himself her brother, was her brother at all. Reports pointed to the Baron as a gambler at every "table" on the continent. Reports whispered that his so — called sister had narrowly escaped being arrested in connection with a famous trial for poisoning in Vienna. Others reported that she had been known in Milan as a spy for Austria. Still others insisted that her "apartment" in Paris had been reported to the police as nothing less than a private gambling house, and that her presence in England was the result of this discovery.

The doctor was surprised to hear the name of her intended husband. His friends in the smoking room were humored by his ignorance on such a well known topic. They informed him that Countess Narona had borrowed money from the esteemed Lord Montbarry, and had then deceived him into proposing. The younger members of the club then eagerly informed the doctor of this most unlikely match, detailing that not one of Lord Montbarry's five siblings agreed to be present at the wedding, all of whom were furious at his decision to marry such an evil person, rather than their beloved cousin.

The doctor soon discovered that he had already heard of the favored cousin they referred to, through the Countess's confession of the lady deserted by Lord Montbarry. Her name was Agnes Lockwood. She was described as more attractive than the Countess, and as also being the younger woman of the two. All the members of the club strongly agreed that Montbarry's decision was certainly a terrible one. They soon changed topics and the doctor went home, but his dark curiosity about the Countess was not set at rest yet.

On the day of the wedding, after struggling with himself, he actually sacrificed his patients and their money, and slipped away secretly to see the marriage. Until the end of his life, he was angry with anybody who reminded him of what he had done that day!

Four people only stood before the priest — the bride and bridegroom and their two witnesses. One of these was an elderly woman, who might have been the Countess's companion or maid; the other was undoubtedly her brother, Baron Rivar.

Lord Montbarry, in my opinion, was a middle — aged ordinary military man: nothing was in the least remarkable or distinguished him either in face or figure. Baron Rivar looked dashing with bold eyes and curly hair. The only odd and rather unsettling point about him was that he looked not the least bit like his sister. The Countess presented nothing in her plain dress that was worth a second look. On the surface, there wasn't a less interesting and less romantic marriage than this.

The Doctor anticipated the appearance of somebody with some terrible secret, commissioned to forbid the progress of the service. Nothing in the shape of that event occurred — nothing extraordinary, nothing dramatic. At last, the couple was bound fast together as man and wife. As they walked out of the church, the Countess noticed the doctor, much to his confusion. He heard her say to her husband, One moment. I'm going to go see a friend.

Lord Montbarry bowed and waited. She stepped up to the doctor, shaking his hand eagerly. He felt her overpowering black eyes looking at him through her veil.

"One step more, you'll see, on the way to the end!" She whispered those strange words, and returned to her husband. Before the doctor could recover himself and follow her out, Lord and Lady Montbarry stepped into their carriage, and drove away.

"One step more, you'll see, on the way to the end," he repeated to himself, on his way home. "What end?"
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Chapter 4

On the day of the marriage, Agnes Lockwood sat alone in the little drawing room of her London home, burning the letters which Montbarry had long ago written her. How the countess had described Agnes to Doctor Wybrow had not hinted at the charm, which instantly attracted everyone to her. She looked many years younger. With her fair complexion and her shy manner, it seemed only natural to speak of her as "a girl," although she was now almost thirty. She lived alone with an old nurse, who was completely devoted to her, on a modest income which was just enough to support the two.

There were none of the ordinary signs of grief in her face. She slowly tore the letters of her false lover in two, and threw the pieces into the small fire.

Unhappy, she was one of those women who feel too deeply to find relief in tears. Pale and quiet, with cold trembling fingers, she destroyed the letters one by one without daring to read them again.

While Agnes was tearing the last letter, the old nurse came in. She asked if she would see "Master Henry," — meaning that youngest member of the Westwick family, who had publicly declared, along with his other siblings, his contempt for his brother, Lord Montbarry.

Agnes hesitated. There had been a long past time when Henry Westwick had confessed that he loved her. She had confessed to him, that her heart was given to his older brother, Lord Montbarry.

Henry had submitted to his disappointment, and they met from then on as cousins and friends. Never before had she associated the idea of him with embarrassing recollections. But now, on the very day when his brother's marriage to another woman completed his brother's treason toward her, the idea of seeing him seemed disagreeable to her. Nonetheless, she agreed to see him in.

She rallied her courage, and welcomed him warmly. He looked rather hopeless, and soon announced he was going away for some time.

"And why are you going away?" she asked quietly.

"I am out of energy, Agnes, and I want a change."

She paused before she spoke again. His face told her that he was thinking about her as more than a friend. She was grateful for his friendship but wanted nothing more.

"Is it true," she asked, after a long silence, "that your brother is getting married today?"

He answered bitterly in the one necessary word: — "Yes."

"Did you go to the church?"

He resented the question with an expression of indignant surprise. "Go to the church?" he repeated. "I would go to — " He paused and changed ideas. "How can you ask?" he added in lower tones. "I haven't spoken to Montbarry. I have not even seen him, since he treated you so unspeakably. He will certainly regret the day he married that woman!"

"Is it quite reasonable to be angry with her, because your brother liked her more than me?" she asked with gentle surprise.

Henry turned on her sharply. "Do you defend the Countess, of all the people in the world?"

"Why not?" Agnes answered. "I know nothing against her. On the only occasion we met, she appeared to be a timid, nervous person. Why should we not do her justice? We know that she was innocent of any intention to wrong me; we know that she was not aware of my engagement to him."

Henry lifted his hand impatiently, and stopped her. "There is such a thing as being too just and too forgiving!" he interrupted. "I can't bear it when you are that patient with her, after the cruel manner in which she treated you. Try to forget them both, Agnes. I wish to God I could help you to do it!"

Agnes laid her hand on his arm. "You are very good to me, Henry, but you don't quite understand me. I was thinking of myself and my troubles in a quite different way when you came in. I was wondering whether anything which has so entirely filled my heart, and so absorbed all that is best and truest in me, as my feeling for your brother, can really pass away as if it had never existed. I have destroyed the last visible things that remind me of him. But is the tie that once bound us completely broken? Am I as entirely parted from the good and evil fortune of his life as if we had never met and never loved? What do you think, Henry? I can hardly believe it."

Before he could reply, the old nurse appeared again at the door, announcing another visitor. Henry Westwick left.

Agnes shook hands with her visitor warmly, curious at the unexpected arrival. Emily Ferrari had been her faithful maid many years ago, but in recent years, had gone away to marry an Italian messenger.

"Well, Emily, what can I do for you?" Agnes asked amiably.

The messenger's wife made a rather strange answer: "I'm afraid to tell you, Miss." Emily's light grey eyes looked more watery than ever. "I'm afraid my husband doesn't care about me," she continued sadly, "and he seems to take no interest in his home — I may almost say he's tired of his home. It might be better for both of us, Miss, if he went traveling for a while, not to mention the money, which is beginning to be wanted sadly."

"I don't quite understand," said Agnes. "I thought your husband had a messenger position with some ladies traveling between Switzerland and Italy?"

"That was his bad luck. One of the ladies became ill and the others wouldn't go without her. This loss of income is quite serious for us."

"I am sorry to hear it, Emily. Let us hope he will soon have another chance."

"Well, you see, there are so many messengers out of employment now. If he be recommended to work for a family — " She stopped, and left the unfinished sentence to speak for it self.

Agnes understood her directly. "You want my recommendation," she rejoined. "Why couldn't you say so at once?"

Emily blushed. "It would be such a chance for my husband," she answered. "A letter, requiring for a good messenger (a six months' engagement, Miss!) came to the messenger office this morning. It's another employee's turn to be chosen but I was hoping you might make a recommendation on his behalf. A private recommendation between nobles goes so far." She stopped again, as if she had some private reason for feeling a little ashamed of herself.

Agnes began to be rather weary of the persistent tone of mystery in which her visitor spoke. "If you want me to recommend him to a friend of mine," she said, "why can't you tell me the name?"

The messenger's wife began to cry. "I'm ashamed to tell you, Miss."

For the first time, Agnes spoke sharply. "Nonsense, Emily! Tell me the name directly or drop the subject, whichever you like."

Emily made a last desperate effort. "Lord Montbarry!"

Agnes rose and looked after her. "You have disappointed me," she said very quietly, but with a look which the messenger's wife had never seen in her face before. "You ought to be aware that it is impossible for me to communicate with Lord Montbarry. I always supposed you had some delicacy of feeling. I am sorry to find that I have been mistaken."

Weak as she was, Emily had spirit enough to feel the reproof. "I beg your pardon, Miss. I am not quite as bad as you think me. But I beg your pardon, all the same," she said walking to the door.

Agnes called her back. There was something in the woman's apology that appealed to her. "Come," she said; "we must not part in this way. I want to understand you correctly. What is it that you expected me to do?"

Emily was wise enough to answer this time without any reserve. "My husband will send his recommendations, Miss, to Lord Montbarry in Scotland. I only wanted you to let him say in his letter that you have known his wife since she was a child, and that you feel some little interest in his welfare on that account. I don't ask it now, Miss. You have made me understand that I was wrong."

Had she really been wrong? Past memories, as well as present troubles, pleaded powerfully with Agnes for the messenger's wife.

"It seems only a small favor to ask. Yes, I will permit you to use my name in the letter of request," she said, speaking under the impulse of kindness.

Two days later, a post brought the anticipated lines from Emily. Her husband had got the position. Ferrari was engaged, for six months at least, as Lord Montbarry's messenger.
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THE SECOND PART

Chapter 5

After only one week of traveling in Scotland, Lord and Lady Montbarry returned unexpectedly to London. After being introduced to the mountains and lakes of Scotland, Lady Montbarry positively declined to remain any longer.

For a week more, the newly-married couple remained in London, but they did not go out into society. On one day that week Agnes's nurse returned in a state of excitement from an errand on which Agnes had sent her. Passing the door of a fashionable dentist, she had met Lord Montbarry himself just leaving the office. The good old woman's report described him, with cruel pleasure, as looking wretchedly ill.

"His cheeks are getting hollow, my dear, and his beard is turning grey. I hope the dentist hurt him!"

Knowing how heartily her faithful old servant hated the man who had deserted her, Agnes believed she had exaggerated his image a great deal. Her main impression in her mind was an impression of her nervous uneasiness at the thought of perhaps seeing Lord Montbarry herself one day.

Three days later, the newspapers announced the departure of Lord and Lady Montbarry for Paris on their way to Italy. It had been arranged that her brother was to meet Lord and Lady Montbarry in Rome soon after.

One by one the dull weeks succeeded each other in the life of Agnes. She faced her position with admirable courage; seeing her friends, keeping herself occupied in her free hours with reading and drawing. But she loved too faithfully, and had been wounded too deeply to feel anything but sorrow. People who met with her on a daily basis, deceived by her outward calm manner, agreed that "Miss Lockwood seemed to be getting over her disappointment."

But an old friend and classmate who saw her during a visit to London, was distressed by the change that she detected in Agnes. This lady was Mrs. Westwick, the wife of Lord Montbarry's younger brother. He was then away, looking after his mining property in America. Mrs. Westwick insisted on taking Agnes back home to Ireland with her.

"Come and keep me company while my husband is away. My three little girls will make you their playfellow."

In those hearty terms the invitation was given. Agnes thankfully accepted it. For three happy months she lived under the roof of her friend. The girls bawled at her departure and the youngest of them wanted to go back with Agnes to London.

Half joking, half earnestly, Agnes said to her old friend at parting, "If your governess leaves you, keep the place open for me."

Mrs. Westwick laughed. The children took it seriously, and promised to let Agnes know.

On the very day when Miss Lockwood returned to London, the old nurse (who had been left in charge at the lodgings) had some startling information from the messenger's wife to communicate.

"Mrs. Ferrari has been here, my dear, in a dreadful state of mind, asking when you would be back. Her husband has left Lord Montbarry, without a word of warning — and nobody knows what has become of him."

Agnes looked at her in astonishment. "Are you sure?" she asked.

The nurse was quite sure, because the news was so old. The messenger had apparently left quietly one night, never to return. It was also reported that Lady Montbarry's English maid had left her some time before the disappearance of Ferrari, to return to her relations in her own country.

Lord Montbarry was described as being in delicate health. He lived in the strictest retirement — nobody was admitted to him, not even his own countrymen. An old woman was discovered who did the housework at the palace, arriving in the morning and going away again at night. She had never seen the lost messenger — she had never even seen Lord Montbarry, who was then confined to his room.

Lady Montbarry was in constant attendance on her husband. There was no other servant then in the house (so far as the old woman knew) but herself. It was said Lord Montbarry disliked strangers. As such; only Lady Montbarry cared for him, though a doctor had recently been called to look in on him. Lady Montbarry's brother, the Baron, was generally shut up in a remote part of the palace, occupied experiments in chemistry.

These were the only details, which Agnes learned immediately upon returning home.. Mrs. Ferrari arrived soon after, seeking guidance about the disappearance of her husband. Agnes, though, had little advice for her, as she could think only of Montbarry, alone in Italy and in poor health. Hearing his name and the particulars of his situation reopened wounds of the past; bitter wounds she thought had healed.

Still, Mrs. Ferrari insisted that she read the messenger's final letter home before his disappearance — hoping for clues as to his location.

"Lord Montbarry's impulses," Ferrari wrote,"have kept us perpetually on the move. We are now in Rome. He is becoming terribly restless. I suspect he is uneasy in his mind. Painful recollections, I should say — I find him constantly reading old letters, when Lady Montbarry is not present.

"Lady Montbarry's brother, Baron Rivar, met us in Rome. There has been a quarrel already (the lady's maid tells me) between Lord Montbarry and the Baron. The latter wanted to borrow money from the former. Lord Montbarry refused in language which offended Baron Rivar. Lady Montbarry calmed them, and made them shake hands.

"Instead of staying at the hotel, we have rented a damp, old palace. Lady Montbarry insists on having the best suites wherever we go — and the palace comes cheaper for a two months' term. Lord Montbarry tired to get it for longer; he says the quiet of Venice is good for his nerves. But a foreigner has already purchased it, planning to turn it into a hotel.

"The Baron is still with us, and there have been more disagreements about money matters. I don't like the Baron — and I don't find the attractions of Lady Montbarry grow on me. She was much nicer before the Baron joined us. I receive my salary from Lord Montbarry regularly at the end of each month — not a franc extra, though I have done many things that are not part of a messenger's proper work.

"I have seen many things here that don't increase my respect for Lady Montbarry and the Baron. The maid says she plans to leave. She is a respectable British woman, and doesn't take things quite as easily as I do. It is a dull life here. No going into company — no company at home — not a creature sees Lord Montbarry — not even the banker. When he goes out, he goes alone, and generally at night. Indoors, he shuts himself up in his own room with his books, and sees as little of his wife and the Baron as possible. I fancy things are coming to a crisis here. If Lord Montbarry's suspicions are once awakened, the consequences will be terrible. It certainly is rather tiresome here. However, the pay is good and I can't afford to talk of leaving the place, like Lady Montbarry's maid."

Agnes handed back the letter — which suggested the penalty Lord Montbarry was paying after deserting her! She was assuredly in no state to counsel this poor woman who depended on her advice. After some kind words of comfort and hope, the poor wife was calmed somewhat, soon after departing, confident of her husband's immediate return.

Some time after, however, the door of the sitting room was thrown open violently. The messenger's wife rushed in like a mad woman.

"He's dead! They've murdered him!" Those wild words were all she could say before handing Agnes the folded letter in her hand.

The open envelope was addressed to "Mrs. Ferrari." The post — mark was "Venice." The contents of the envelope were a sheet of foreign paper and a folded enclosure. On the paper, one line only was written. It was hand written, and contained these words: "To console you for the loss of your husband."

Agnes opened the enclosure next. It was a Bank of England note for one thousand pounds.









注释



heartily ［[image: alt]
 h[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 tili］ adv.热忱地；劲头十足地；完全；非常

admirable ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 dm[image: alt]
 r[image: alt]
 bl］ adj.令人倾佩的，值的赞美的，绝妙的，极好的

apparently ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 r[image: alt]
 ntli］ adv.显然地

playfellow ［[image: alt]
 plei, fel[image: alt]
 u］ n.游伴

hearty ［[image: alt]
 h[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 ti］ adj.衷心的，亲切的，强烈的

lodging ［[image: alt]
 l[image: alt]
 d[image: alt]
 i[image: alt]
 ］ n.寄宿处，(通常用复数) 出租的房间、住房





Chapter 6

The next evening, a friend and legal adviser of Agnes Lockwood, Mr. Troy, called on her to speak with Mrs. Ferrari about her missing husband.

Mrs. Ferrari, still continuing to believe her husband to be dead, had recovered enough to be present at the consultation. With Agnes's help, she told the lawyer the little she knew about to Ferrari's disappearance, and then produced the letters connected with that event.

Mr. Troy read the last letter Ferrari wrote to his wife and then read the anonymous letter which had accompanied the gift of a thousand pounds to Ferrari's wife.

"My good lady, you don't really believe that your husband is dead?" he asked after finishing the letters.

"Murdered!" she said sternly.

"Why? And by whom?" Mr. Troy asked.

Mrs. Ferrari seemed to have some difficulty in answering. "You have read my husband's letters, sir," she began. "I believe he discovered —" She got as far as that, and there she stopped.

"What did he discover?"

There are limits to human patience, even the patience of a grieving wife. This cool question irritated Mrs. Ferrari into expressing herself plainly at last.

"He discovered Lady Montbarry and the Baron were lovers, I am sure of it!" she answered, in a burst of hysterical passion. "The Baron is no more that vile woman's brother than I am. The wickedness of those two wicked frauds came to my poor dear husband's knowledge. The lady's maid left her place after discovering it too. I am certain of it. If my husband had gone away too, he would have been alive at this moment. They have killed him. I say, they have killed him to prevent it from getting to Lord Montbarry's ears." So, in short sharp sentences, and in a louder and louder voice, Mrs. Ferrari stated her opinion of the case.

"Please note, madam," the old lawyer began after a short pause, that I don't dispute your view on the affairs at the palace in Venice. You have your husband's letter to justify you; and you also have the fact that Lady Montbarry's maid did really leave the house. We will say, then, that Lord Montbarry has been wronged. Perhaps Mr. Ferrari was the first to find it out, which caused the guilty persons to fear being caught, and the knowledge that Ferrari would be a principal witness against them if the scandal was made public maybe have heightened their fears. Admitting all this, I still draw a totally different conclusion from the conclusion at which you have arrived.

"Here is your husband, left in this miserable household of three, under very awkward circumstances for him. What does he do? But for the bank-note and the written message sent to you with it, I should say that he had wisely withdrawn himself from association with a disgraceful discovery and exposure, by escaping secretly.

"The money changes this view — unfavorably so far as Mr. Ferrari is concerned. I still believe he is keeping out of the way. But I now say he is paid for keeping out of the way — and that bank-note there on the table is the price of his absence, sent by the guilty persons to his wife."

"It's false!" Mrs. Ferrari cried at once. "It's a burning shame to speak of my husband in that way!"

Before he could reply, the servant interrupted them by leading Henry Westwick into the room. Brief and solemn greetings followed, before he announced that he had come to deliver sorrowful news. He then called Agnes out of the room before returning presently alone, after sending Agnes to her room.

"My brother, Lord Montbarry, died in Venice yesterday evening. There is the telegram," he began.

With that startling answer, he handed the paper to Mr. Troy.

The message said: "Lady Montbarry, Venice. To Stephen Robert Westwick, Newbury's Hotel, London. It is useless to take the journey. Lord Montbarry died of bronchitis at 8:40 this evening. All required details by post."

"Was this expected, sir?" the lawyer asked.

"I cannot say that it has taken us entirely by surprise," Henry answered.

"My brother Stephen (who is now the head of the family) received a telegram three days ago, informing him of my brother's serious illness. He telegraphed back to say that he had left Ireland for London, on his way to Venice, and to direct any further message that might be sent to his hotel. The reply came in a second telegram. It announced that Lord Montbarry was in a state of insensibility, and that, in his brief intervals of consciousness, he recognised nobody. My brother was advised to wait in London for later information. The third telegram is now in your hands. That is all I know, up to the present time."

Happening to look at the messenger's wife, Mr. Troy was struck by the expression of blank fear which showed itself in the woman's face.

"Mrs. Ferrari," he said, "have you heard what Mr. Westwick just told me?"

"Every word of it, sir."

"You seem to be alarmed," the lawyer persisted. "Is it still about your husband?"

"I shall never see my husband again, sir. I have thought so all along, as you know. I feel sure of it now."

"Sure of it, after what you have just heard?"

"Yes, sir."

"Can you tell me why?"

"No, sir. It's a feeling I have. I can't tell why."

The lawyer and Mrs. Ferrari, both puzzled and shocked, soon left. Henry Westwick looked around him in the quiet of the little drawing room. There was nothing that would have kept him in the house, yet he stayed for a little while longer. It was something to him to be even near Agnes — to see her things that were scattered about the room. One after another, he looked at the objects that reminded him of the woman whom he loved, took them up tenderly — and laid them down again with a sigh. Ah, how far from him she was still!

"She will never forget Montbarry," he thought to himself as he took up his hat to go. "Not one of us feels his death as she feels it. Miserable, miserable girl — how she loved him!"

As Henry closed the door and walked out onto the street, he was stopped by a passing acquaintance.

"Sad news, Westwick, about your brother. Rather an unexpected death, wasn't it? I didn't know that Montbarry's lungs were weak. What will the insurance offices do?"

Henry started, he had never thought of his brother's life insurance. What could the offices do except but pay? A death by bronchitis, certified by a physician, was surely the least questionable of all deaths.

"I wish you hadn't put that question into my head!" he broke out angrily.

"Ah!" said his friend, "you think the widow will get the money? So do I! So do I!"
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Chapter 7

Some days later, the insurance office received the formal announcement of Lord Montbarry's death from Lady Montbarry's London lawyers. Without absolutely declining to pay the money, the office sent a commission of inquiry to Venice, "in hopes of obtaining further information."

Mrs. Ferrari, still insistent on her husband's death, shrank from the bare idea of making any use of the thousand-pound note. It had been deposited in the safe at her bank. If it was even mentioned in her hearing, she shuddered and referred to it, with dramatic passion, as "my husband's blood money!"

So, under the stress of circumstances, of the attempt to solve the mystery of Ferrari's disappearance was suspended. It was the last month of the year, 1860. The commission of inquiry was already at work; having begun its investigations on December 6.

On the 10th of that very month, the term for which the late Lord Montbarry had hired the palace, expired. News by telegram reached the insurance office that Lady Montbarry had been advised by her lawyers to leave for London with as little delay as possible. Baron Rivar, it was believed, would accompany her to England, but would not remain in the country, unless his services were absolutely required by Lady Montbarry.

The Baron, well known as an enthusiastic student of chemistry, had heard of certain recent discoveries in connection with that science in the United States, and was anxious to investigate them personally.

These items of news, by Mr. Troy, were dutifully communicated to Mrs. Ferrari, whose anxiety about her husband made her a frequent, a too frequent, visitor at the lawyer's office. She continually attempted to relate what she had heard to her good friend Agnes.

Agnes, though, continually refused to listen, and positively forbade any further conversation relating to Lord Montbarry's wife, now that Lord Montbarry was no more.

"You have Mr. Troy to advise you," she said; "and you are welcome to what little money I can spare, if money is wanted. All I ask in return is that you will not distress me. I am trying to separate myself from my memories —" her voice trembled; she paused to control herself — "from my memories," she resumed, "which are sadder than ever since I heard of Lord Montbarry's death. Help me by your silence to recover my spirits, if I can. Please don't say any more, until I can rejoice with you that your husband is found."

Time advanced to the 13th the month; and more information of the interesting sort reached Mr. Troy. The work of the insurance commission had come to an end — the report had been received from Venice on that day.
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Chapter 8

On the 14th the directors and their legal advisers met for the reading of the report, behind closed doors. These were the terms in which the advisers related the results of their inquiry:





PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL

We have the honor to inform our directors that we arrived in Venice on December 6, 1860. On the same day we proceeded to the palace where Lord Montbarry was staying at the time of his illness and death.

We were warmly received by Lady Montbarry's brother, Baron Rivar. "My sister was her husband's only attendant throughout his illness," the Baron informed us. "She is overwhelmed by grief and fatigue — or she would have been here to greet you personally. What can I do for you in Lady Montbarry's place?"

We answered that the death and burial of Lord Montbarry abroad mad it desirable to obtain more complete information relating to his illness and death. Throughout our investigation, we found Baron Rivar perfectly cooperative and amiable.

With the one exception of Lady Montbarry's room, we went over the whole palace the same day. The first floor and part of the second floor were the portions that had been inhabited by Lord Montbarry and the members of his household. We saw the bedroom at one far end of the palace, in which Lord Montbarry died, and the small study room attached.

Next to this was a large apartment or hall, the doors of which the Baron usually kept locked, as he preferred to continue his studies without interruption. On the other side of the large hall were Lady Montbarry's bedroom, and the dressing room in which the maid slept before her departure for England. Beyond these were the dining and reception rooms, opening into a waiting room, which lead the grand staircase of the palace.

The only inhabited rooms on the second floor were the sitting room, Baron Rivar's bedroom, and the messenger's bedroom. The rooms on the third floor and on the basement were completely unfurnished, and in a condition of great neglect.

We asked if there was anything to be seen below the basement — and we were at once informed that there were only empty storerooms beneath, which we were at perfect liberty to visit. We went down, as we intended to explore all parts of the palace. The storerooms were, it was believed, used as prisons centuries ago. Air and light were only partially admitted to these gloomy places, by two long tunnels that lead to the backyard of the palace, where the openings were protected by an iron frame. The stone stairs leading down into the vaults could be closed at will by a heavy trap-door in the back hall. The Baron himself led the way down the stairs. We remarked that it might be awkward if that trap-door fell down and closed the opening behind us.

The Baron smiled at the idea. "Don't be alarmed, gentlemen," he said. "The door is safe. I made sure myself it was when we first moved here. My favourite study is the study of experimental chemistry — and my workshop, since we have been in Venice, is down here." These last words explained a curious smell in the storerooms, which we noticed the moment we entered them, a most sickening odor it was.

"Not a pleasant place for study," Baron Rivar observed, "but my sister is timid. She is afraid of chemical smells and explosions, and so I've been sent here to conduct my business." He held out his hands, on which we had notice that he wore gloves in the house. "Accidents will happen sometimes," he said, "no matter how careful you may be. I burnt my hands severely the other day, and they are only recovering now."

We mention these otherwise unimportant incidents, in order to show that our exploration of the palace hindered by any attempt at concealment. We found nothing to justify suspicion.

As for Lord Montbarry's way of life, we have spoken on the subject with the banker — the only stranger who held any communication with him. He called once at the bank to obtain money on his letter of credit, and excused himself from accepting an invitation to visit the banker at his private residence, on the ground of delicate health.

As to the lady's maid, we have seen the receipt for her wages, in which it is expressly stated that she left Lady Montbarry's service because she disliked Venice and wished to get back to her own country. This is a common result of taking English servants to foreign parts. Lady Montbarry has informed us that she did not hire another maid because Lord Montbarry disliked having strangers in the house, given the state of his health at that time.

The disappearance of the messenger Ferrari is, in itself, unquestionably a suspicious circumstance. Neither Lady Montbarry nor the Baron can explain it; and no investigation that we could make has thrown the smallest light on this event, or has justified us in associating it, directly or indirectly, with the object of our inquiry.

We have even gone the length of examining the luggage which Ferrari left behind him. It contains nothing but clothes and linen — no money, and not even a scrap of paper. The luggage remains in the custody of the police.

On the second day of our inquiries, we had the honor of an interview with Lady Montbarry, who looked miserably worn and ill, and seemed at a loss to understand what we wanted with her. Nonetheless, she informed us of the facts without reserve.

It seems that Lord Montbarry had been ill for some time past — and was rather nervous and bad-tempered. He first complained of having taken cold on November 13, and then passed the next day with a terrible fever. Lady Montbarry proposed calling a doctor, but her husband refused. Some hot lemonade was made at his request to reduce the fever. Lady Montbarry's maid having left her at that time, the messenger Ferrari (then the only servant in the house) went out to buy the lemons.

Lady Montbarry herself made the drink and it successfully reduced the fever. Later that day, Lady Montbarry rang for Ferrari. The bell was not answered. Baron Rivar searched for the man, in the palace and out side of it, in vain. From that time forth not a trace of could be discovered. This happened on November 14.

On the night of the 14th, the fever returned. On the 15th, Lord Montbarry complained of a sore throat and tightness in his chest. On this day, and again on the 16th, Lady Montbarry and the Baron begged him to see a doctor. He still refused. "I don't want strange faces about me; my cold will run its course" — that was his answer. On the 17th, he was so much worse that it was decided to send for a doctor whether he liked it or not. The doctor perceived that he was in a delicate state, as the patient was able to speak only a few words at a time. Thus, the doctor remained with him constantly for the next three days, during which time the patient improved somewhat.

Up till the 20th, Lord Montbarry's health improved steadily, though he took a disastrous turn on the morning of the 21st, when the doctor discovered a swelling in his lungs. Lord Montbarry breathed with difficulty, and was only partially able to relieve himself by coughing.

On the morning of the 22nd, it was apparent that Lord Montbarry was not going to live much longer. The doctor warned him as gently as he could that his time had come, which he received resignedly.

The doctor, upon being questioned, explained a surprising incident: "After hearing that he was soon to die, Lord Montbarry waited a little, gasping for breath, and then whispered, 'Feel under my pillow.' I found under his pillow a letter, sealed and stamped, ready for the post. 'Please send this for me,' he said quietly. I answered that of course, I would do it. Later I went to the post office and sent it. I looked at the address. It was directed to a lady in London. The name I can perfectly recall: it was an Italian name — 'Mrs. Ferrari.'"

"That night Lord Montbarry nearly died," continued the doctor, "I got him through it for the time and his eyes showed that he understood me when I told him, the next morning, that I had sent the letter. This was his last effort of consciousness. When I saw him again he was sunk in apathy. He lingered in a state of insensibility until the 25th, and died (unconscious to the last) on that evening."

Returning for a moment to our inquiries addressed to Lady Montbarry, we have to report that she can give us no information on the subject of the letter which the doctor sent at Lord Montbarry's request. When Lord Montbarry wrote it? What it contained? Why he kept it a secret from Lady Montbarry (and from the Baron also); and why he should write at all to the wife of his messenger? These are questions to which we find it simply impossible to obtain any replies. It seems even useless to say that the matter is open to suspicion. Suspicion implies assumption of some kind — and the letter under Lord Montbarry's pillow confused all.

The plain question appears to be this: Has the inquiry revealed any unusual circumstances which make the death of Lord Montbarry open to suspicion? We have discovered some unusual circumstances, indeed — such as the disappearance of Ferrari, the very small number of servants in a house that large, and the mysterious letter which Lord Montbarry asked the doctor to send. But where is the proof that any one of these circumstances is associated — suspiciously and directly associated — with Lord Montbarry's death?

In the absence of any such proof, and in the face of the evidence provided by the Italian physician, it is impossible to dispute that Lord Montbarry died a natural death.

We are bound, therefore, to report, that there are no valid grounds for refusing the payment of Lord Montbarry's life insurance.

We shall send these lines to you by post tomorrow, December 10, announcing the conclusion of this inquiry.
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Chapter 9

"Now, my good creature," began Mr. Troy, addressing Ferrari's wife with his usual good humor, "whatever you have to say to me, out with it at once!"

"There is something more, sir, about the letter with the thousand pound-note," Mrs. Ferrari began. "I found out who sent it to me."

Mr. Troy started. "This is news indeed!" he said, "Who sent you the letter?"

"Lord Montbarry sent it, sir."

It was not easy to take Mr. Troy by surprise, but Mrs. Ferrari threw him completely off his balance. For a while he could only look at her in silent surprise.

"Nonsense!" he said, as soon as he had recovered himself. "There is some mistake — it can't be!"

"There is no mistake," Mrs. Ferrari rejoined, in her most positive manner. "Two gentlemen from the insurance office called on me this morning to see the letter. They were completely puzzled — especially when they heard of the bank-note inside. But they know who sent the letter. Lord Montbarry's doctor in Venice posted it at Lord Montbarry's request."

"Well, Mrs. Ferrari, I can take note of your information (very startling information, I will say); and, in the absence of proof of your husband's death, I can do no more."

"I can provide you with proof, sir — if that is all you want," said Mrs. Ferrari, with great dignity. "I have heard that Lady Montbarry has arrived in London, and is staying at Newbury's Hotel. I propose to go and see her."

"May I ask for what purpose?"

Mrs. Ferrari answered in a mysterious whisper. "For the purpose of catching her in a trap! I shall not send in my name. I shall announce myself only as a person on business, and the first words I say to her will be these: 'I come, Lady Montbarry, to acknowledge that the money sent to Ferrari's widow has been received.' I shall then find the proof of my husband's death in her guilty face. If her eyes only drop for half an instant — I shall discover her!"

"Have you really enough courage, Mrs. Ferrari, to carry out this notable plan of yours? You have been described by Miss Lockwood, as rather a nervous, timid sort of person — and, if I may trust my own observation, I should say you justify the description."

"I am far from being a bold woman — but when I stand in that wicked lady's presence, and think of my murdered husband, I am not the one who will be frightened. I am going there now, sir. You shall hear how it ends." And with those brave words the messenger's wife walked out of the room.

Mr. Troy smiled compassionately. "The little peasant!" he thought to himself. "If half of what they say of Lady Montbarry is true, Mrs. Ferrari and her trap have but a poor chance of success. I wonder how it will end."

All Mr. Troy's experience failed to warn him of how it did end.





Chapter 10

In the meantime, Mrs. Ferrari kept to her plan. She went straight from Mr. Troy's office to Newbury's Hotel. Lady Montbarry was at home, and alone. In spite of her resolution, Mrs. Ferrari's heart beat as if it would burst out of her chest when she walked in to meet Lady Montbarry.

"I don't know you," said Lady Montbarry, at the little woman's the entrance. "What do you want with me?"

Mrs. Ferrari tried to answer. Her first burst of courage had already worn itself out. The bold words that she had determined to speak, died on her lips.

There was a moment of silence. Lady Montbarry looked again at the speechless stranger. "Are you deaf?" she asked.

There was another pause. Lady Montbarry looked back again to the book she was reading, and put another question to her visitor, "Do you want money?"

"Money!" That one word shook the messenger's wife out of her silence. She recovered her courage, she found her voice.

"Look at me, Lady Montbarry, if you please," she said suddenly.

Lady Montbarry looked up for the third time. The fatal words passed Mrs. Ferrari's lips.

"I come, Lady Montbarry, to acknowledge the receipt of the money sent to Ferrari's widow."

Lady Montbarry's glittering black eyes rested with steady attention on Mrs. Ferrari. Not the faintest expression of confusion or alarm, not even a flicker or flutter stirred the deadly stillness of her face. She rested as quietly as ever. The test had been tried, and had utterly failed.

"Be so good as to take that chair," said Lady Montbarry with a smile.

Helpless under her first sense of failure — and not knowing what to say or what to do next — Mrs. Ferrari mechanically obeyed.

"You mentioned the name of a messenger, who left us very strangely," began Lady Montbarry. "Was he married by any chance? Are you his wife? And do you know where he is?"

Mrs. Ferrari's indignation burst its way through all restraints. "I am his widow — and you know it, you wicked woman! Ah! it was an evil hour when Miss Lockwood recommended my husband to be Lord Montbarry's messenger —!"

Before she could add another word, Lady Montbarry sprang from the sofa — seized her by both shoulders — and shook her with the strength of a mad woman.

"You liar! You liar! You liar!" she screamed before stopping herself abruptly. "Now wait! Sit down again. I am the one who is frightened — frightened out of my senses. Confess that you lied, when you used Miss Lockwood's name just now! No! I don't believe you on your oath, I will believe nobody but Miss Lockwood herself. Where does she live? Tell me — and you may go."

Terrified as she was, Mrs. Ferrari hesitated.

Lady Montbarry pointed scornfully to the door and then changed her mind.

"No, not yet! You will tell Miss Lockwood what has happened, and she may refuse to see me. I will go there at once, and you shall go with me; as far as the house but not inside it."

At once, Lady Montbarry rose, dragging poor Mrs. Ferrari along. Soon enough, they arrived at Miss Lockwood's home, where Lady Montbarry opened the door of the cab, and closed it again on Mrs. Ferrari.

"Take that lady a mile farther on her way home!" Lady Montbarry said to the driver.

Mrs. Ferrari put her hand to her head, and tried to collect her thoughts. Could she leave her friend helpless at Lady Montbarry's mercy? She was still trying to decide on the course that she ought to follow — when a gentleman, stopping at Miss Lockwood's door, happened to look towards the cab window, and see her.

"Are you going to call on Miss Agnes too?" he asked.

It was Henry Westwick. Mrs. Ferrari clasped her hands in gratitude as she recognised him.

"Go in, sir!" she cried. "Go in, right away. That dreadful woman is with Miss Agnes. Go and protect her!"

"What woman?" Henry asked.

The answer literally struck him speechless. With amazement and indignation in his face, he looked at Mrs. Ferrari as she pronounced the hated name of "Lady Montbarry."

"I'll see to it," was all he said.
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Chapter 11

"Lady Montbarry, Miss," announced the old maid.

Agnes was writing a letter when the servant surprised her by announcing the visitor's name. Her first impulse was to refuse to see the woman who had intruded on her. But Lady Montbarry had taken care to follow closely behind the servant. Before Agnes could reply to the servant, she had entered the room.

"I beg your pardon for my interruption, Miss Lockwood. I have a question to ask you, in which I am very much interested. No one can answer me but you."

Without answering, Agnes pointed to a chair, in utter shock at the figure before her. Lady Montbarry had not once ventured to look at Agnes since entering the room. Going to take the chair, she hesitated, putting her hand on the chair to support herself, still standing. Her head sank on her bosom; she stood before Agnes like a conscious criminal before a cruel judge.

The silence that followed was, literally, the silence of fear on both sides. In the midst of it all, the door was opened once more and — Henry Westwick appeared.

"Did you invite lady Montbarry?" he asked quietly.

"No."

"Do you wish to see her?"

"It is very painful to me to see her."

"One moment, please, sir. Now, permit me, Miss Lockwood, to ask a question," said Lady Montbarry, approaching Agnes with graceful courtesy. "It is nothing to embarrass you. When the messenger Ferrari applied to my late husband for employment, did you —" Here her courage failed her, before she could say more. She sank trembling into the nearest chair, and, after a moment's struggle, composed herself again. "Did you permit Ferrari," she resumed, "to make sure of being chosen for our messenger by using your name?"

Agnes did not reply with her customary directness. Trifling as it was, the reference to Montbarry, coming from that woman of all others, confused and agitated her. "I have known Ferrari's wife for many years," she began. "When Ferrari wrote to the late Lord Montbarry," she said, "he did certainly mention my name."

Even now, she had innocently failed to see the object which her visitor had in view. Lady Montbarry's impatience became unreasonable. She started to her feet, and then advanced to Agnes.

"Was it with your knowledge and permission that Ferrari used your name?" she asked. "That's what I really want to know. For God's sake answer me — Yes, or No!"

"Yes."

That one word struck Lady Montbarry as a blow might have struck her.

"I have received my answer," she rejoined — and turned slowly to leave the room.

To Henry's astonishment, Agnes stopped her. "Wait a moment, Lady Montbarry. I have something to ask. You have spoken of Ferrari. I wish to speak of him too. Now, no trace of Ferrari has been discovered in England," she said. "Have you any news of him? And will you tell me if you hear anything, for the sake of his wife?"

Lady Montbarry's thin lips suddenly relaxed into their sad and cruel smile. "Why do you ask me about the lost messenger?" she said. "You will know what has become of him, Miss Lockwood, when the time is ripe for it."

Agnes started. "I don't understand you. How shall I know? Will someone tell me?"

"Someone will tell you."

Henry could keep silent no longer. "Perhaps, you may be the person?" he interrupted.

"You may be right, Mr. Westwick. One day or another, I may be the person who tells Miss Lockwood what has become of Ferrari, if — " She stopped; with her eyes fixed on Agnes.

"If what?" Henry asks.

"If Miss Lockwood forces me to."

"Force you to?" Agnes repeated. "How can I do that? Do you mean say my will is stronger than yours?"

"Have you ever heard of such a thing as the attraction of terror? I am drawn to you by terror. I have no right to visit you; I have no wish to visit you. You are my enemy. For the first time in my life, against my own will, I submit to my enemy. See! I am waiting because you told me to wait — and the fear of you (I swear it!) creeps through me while I stand here. Oh, don't let me excite your curiosity or your pity! Follow the example of Westwick. Be hard and brutal and unforgiving, like him. Grant me my release. Tell me to go."

The frank and simple nature of Agnes could discover but one intelligible meaning in this strange outbreak. "You are mistaken in thinking of me as your enemy," she said. "I forgave you for my suffering while he was still alive."

"You good innocent creature," said Lady Montbarry compassionately, "what does your forgiveness matter? What are your poor little wrongs that make you feel like it is necessary to forgive me? I am not trying to frighten you, I am only miserable about myself. Do you know what it is to feel that disaster is coming for you — and yet to hope that in the end something will prove your feelings wrong? When I first met you, before my marriage, and first felt your influence over me, I had that hope. I had hope, but you struck it dead when you answered my question about Ferrari."

"How have I destroyed your hopes?" Agnes asked. "What connection is there between permitting Ferrari to use my name to Lord Montbarry, and the strange and dreadful things you are saying to me now?"

"The time is near, Miss Lockwood, when you will discover that for yourself. On the day when I took your hero from you and ruined your life — you became the instrument of the retribution that my sins of many years had deserved, I am sure of it! You have still to show me what my final punishment, my fate, will be."

In spite of her better senses, and her disbelief in superstitions, Agnes was impressed by the seriousness with which those words were spoken.

"Please ask Mrs. Ferrari to wait a little longer," continued Lady Montbarry. "You will find out what has become of her husband, and you will be the one to tell her. There will be nothing to alarm you. We shall meet again — here in England, or there in Venice where my husband died — and meet for the last time."

She opened the door — suddenly, as if she was afraid of being called back for the second time — and left them.
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Chapter 12

"Do you think she is mad?" Agnes asked.

"I think she is wicked. False and cruel — but not mad. I believe her main motive in coming here was to enjoy frightening you."

"She has frightened me. I am ashamed to own up to it — but it is so."

"I am very nervous for you, Agnes," he said. "But for the fortunate chance which led me to call here today — who knows what that vile woman might have said or done, if she had found you alone? My dear, you are leading a sadly solitary life. I want to see it changed — especially after what has happened today."

He paused, and took her hand. She made a feeble effort take her hand back and then gave up.

"Will the day never come," he pleaded, "when the privilege of protecting you may be mine? When will you be the pride and joy of my life, as long as I live?" He pressed her hand gently.

She made no reply. The color came and went in her face; her eyes away from him.

"Have I been so unhappy as to offend you?" he asked.

"No," she answered, almost in a whisper.

"Have I worried you?"

"You have made me think of the sad days that are gone." She said no more; she only tried to withdraw her hand from his for the second time. He still held it, lifting it to his lips.

"Can I never make you think of other days than those — of happier days to come? Or, if you must think of the past, can you not look back to the time when I first loved you?"

She sighed as he questioned her. "Spare me, Henry," she answered sadly. "Say no more!"

At that moment he would have given everything he had in the world to take her in his arms and kiss her. Some mysterious sympathy, passing from his hands to hers, seemed to tell her what was in his mind. She quickly pulled her hand away, and suddenly looked up at him. The tears were in her eyes. She said nothing; she let her eyes speak for her. They warned him — without anger, without unkindness — to press her no further that day.

"Only tell me that I am forgiven," he said, as he rose from the sofa.

"Yes," she answered quietly, "you are forgiven."

She rose, in her turn, from the sofa, and walked to her writing table. The letter that she had been writing when Lady Montbarry interrupted her lay unfinished.

"You must not go just yet," she said: "I have something to tell you. I hardly know how to express it. You have been speaking of my lonely unprotected life here. It is not a very happy life, Henry — I know that. So I am going to make a great change in my life — if your brother Stephen and his wife will consent to it."

She opened the desk while she spoke, took a letter out, and handed it to Henry. Vague doubts, which he hardly understood himself, kept him silent. It was impossible that the "change in her life" of which she had spoken of could mean that she was about to be married — and yet he was conscious of her unwillingness to open the letter. Their eyes met; she smiled again and he began to read:

"Dear Aunt Agnes, — Our governess is going away. She has had money left to her, and a house of her own. You promised to be our governess if we wanted another. We want you. Mama knows nothing about this. Please come before Mama can get another governess.

Your loving Lucy, who writes this (Clara and Blanche have tried to write too, but they are too young to do it)."

"Your eldest niece," Agnes explained, as Henry looked at her in amazement. "The children used to call me aunt when I was staying with their mother in Ireland, in the autumn. The three girls were some of my dearest companions — they are the most charming children I know. It is quite true that I offered to be their governess, if they ever wanted one, on the day when I left them to return to London. I was writing to propose it to their mother, just before you came."

"Not seriously!" Henry exclaimed.

Agnes handed him her unfinished letter. Enough of it had been written to show that she did seriously want to enter the household of Mr. and Mrs. Stephen Westwick as governess to their children!

"They won't believe you are serious," he said.

"Why not?" Agnes asked quietly.

"You are my brother Stephen's cousin; You are his wife's old friend."

"All the more reason, Henry, for trusting me with the charge of their children."

"But you are their equal; you do not have to earn your living by teaching. There is something absurd in your becoming a governess!"

"Why is ridiculous about it? The children love me; their mother loves me; their father has shown me countless times of his friendship and regard. Besides, I don't know that I really am their equal. Have I not heard that your brother Stephen was the next heir to the title of "Lord of Montbarry?" Will he not be the new lord? Never mind answering me! I am weary of my lonely useless life here, and eager to make my life happier and more useful, in the household of all others, in which I should like most to have a place."

Henry submitted to her argument. He was a man who disliked all departures from custom and routine; and he was not at all comfortable of the change proposed in the life of Agnes. With new interests to occupy her mind, she might be less inclined to listen to him on the next time he asked for her hand. The influence of the "lonely useless life" of which she complained, was distinctly an influence in his favor. While her heart was empty, she might be able to find a place for him there. But with his nieces in full possession of it, the clouds of doubt overshadowed his prospects.

For the moment, he changed the subject, showing her a letter he received from Venice.

"What is this?" she asked, seeing the words "palace" and "Venice" with reluctance.

"A promising investment," he said. "Large hotels always pay well, if they are well managed. I know the man who will be the manager of this hotel when it is opened to the public; and I have such entire confidence in him that I have invested in his company."

"Why is the hotel called the 'Palace Hotel?'" she inquired.

"Yes, well," he said, "it is the palace that Montbarry rented in Venice; and it has now been purchased by the company to be turned into a hotel."

Agnes turned away in silence, and took a chair at the far end of the room. Henry had disappointed her. His income as a younger son stood in need, as she well knew, of all the additions that he could make to it by successful investment. But she was unreasonable enough, nevertheless, to disapprove of his attempting to make money already out of the house in which his brother had died.

Unable to understand her sentimental view towards his earning money from the very place his brother had died, Henry returned to his papers; confused at the sudden change in the manner of Agnes towards him.

Three days passed before Henry was able to visit Agnes again. In that time, the little cloud between them had entirely passed away. Agnes greeted him with even more than her usual kindness.

She was in better spirits than usual. Her letter to Mrs. Stephen Westwick had been answered; and her proposal had been joyfully accepted, with only one modification. She was to visit the Westwicks for a month — and, if she really liked teaching the children, she was then to become their governess, aunt, and cousin, all in one — and was only to go away in an event which her friends in Ireland persisted in contemplating, the event of her marriage.

"You see, I was right," she said to Henry.

He was still doubtful. "Are you really going?" he asked.

"I am going next week."

"When shall I see you again?"

"You know you are always welcome at your brother's house. You can see me when you like."

Henry tried to kiss her at parting. She quickly pulled away.

"Why not? I am your cousin," he said.

"I don't like it," she answered.

Henry looked at her, and submitted. Her refusal to grant him his right as a cousin was a good sign — it was indirectly an act of encouragement to him in the character of her lover.

On the first day of the new week, Agnes left London on her way to Ireland. As the event proved, this was not fated to be the end of her journey.





注释



vile ［vail］ adj. 极坏的，恶劣的，卑鄙的

vague ［vei[image: alt]
 ］ adj. 含糊的，不明确的

sentimental ［[image: alt]
 senti[image: alt]
 mentl］ adj. 感伤性的，感情脆弱的


THE THIRD PART

Chapter 13

In the spring of 1861, Agnes was living at the home of her two friends — now promoted (on the death of the first lord, without children) to the title of Lord and Lady Montbarry.

The old nurse was not separated from Agnes. A home, suited to her time of life, had been found for her in the pleasant Irish household.

Early in the year, the directors of the life insurance office had paid the sum of ten thousand pounds to Lady Montbarry. Immediately afterwards, the widow of the first Lord Montbarry left England with Baron Rivar, bound for the United States. As announced in the scientific columns of the newspapers, the Baron's object was to conduct an investigation of experimental chemistry in America.

After hearing this news from Henry Westwick and paying a visit at his brother's house, Agnes felt a sense of relief. "With the Atlantic between us," she said, "I am surely done with that terrible woman now!"

Barely a week passed after those words had been spoken, before an event happened which reminded Agnes of the "terrible woman" once more.

The former Lady Montbarry's English maid had recently become employed at a nearby home. Mrs. Westwick requested an interview, on behalf of Agnes, hoping to give Mrs. Ferrari more information about the disappearance of her husband. The last chance of discovering the mystery of Ferrari's disappearance seemed to rest now on what Ferrari's former fellow servant might be able to tell.

Mrs. Rolland, The English maid, was a tall thin woman, with sunken eyes and iron-grey hair. She rose stiffly from her chair, and greeted the ladies with stern submission as the entered the door. Her thick eyebrows' manly shape, and harsh unbending manner, gave her the appearance of a gentleman. Strangers, on a first introduction to her, usually wonder why she was not a man.

"Are you pretty well, Mrs. Rolland?"

"I am as well as I can expect to be, Lady Montbarry, at my time of life."

"Mrs.Rolland, this is Miss Lockwood, my husband's cousin, and my friend. She is anxious to speak to you about the messenger who was in the late Lord Montbarry's service in Venice."

"I regret to hear it, Lady Montbarry," was all she said.

"Perhaps you were not been informed of what happened after you left Venice?" Agnes ventured to add. "Ferrari left the palace secretly and he has never been heard of since."

"Nothing that Mr. Ferrari could do would surprise me," she replied in her deepest tone.

"You speak rather harshly of him," said Agnes.

"I pity his wife," said Mrs. Rolland.

"She as is naturally in great grief about him," Agnes proceeded.

"She should to thank God that she is done with him," Mrs. Rolland interposed.

Agnes still persisted. "I have known Mrs. Ferrari since she was a child, and am very anxious to help her with this matter. Did you notice anything, while you were in Venice that would account for her husband's extraordinary disappearance?"

"I used to hear him talking to Lady Montbarry about all his affairs — how he got along on with his wife, how pressed he was for money, and such — just as if they were equals. Contemptible —, that's what I call it."

"And with his master?" Agnes continued. "How did Ferrari get on with the Lord Montbarry?"

"Lord Montbarry used to live shut up with his studies and his sorrows," Mrs. Rolland answered. "Mr. Ferrari got his money when it was due; and he cared for nothing else. 'If I could afford it, I would leave this place too; but I can't afford it.' Those were the last words he said to me, on the morning when I left the palace."

"Was there anything," asked Agnes, "said or done by Baron Rivar which might account for Ferrari's strange conduct?"

"Nothing that I know of,"said Mrs. Rolland. "The Baron and Mr. Ferrari were 'birds of a feather', so far as I could tell. One was just as unruly as the other. Only the day before I left, I heard the Baron say (through the open door of his room while I was passing in the hallway), 'Ferrari, I want a thousand pounds. What would you do for a thousand pounds?' And I heard Mr. Ferrari answer, 'Anything, sir, as long as I was not found out.' And then they both burst out laughing. I heard no more than that."

Agnes thought for a moment. A thousand pounds was the sum that had been sent to Mrs. Ferrari in the anonymous letter. Was this money in any way connected, as a result, with the conversation between the Baron and Ferrari? It was useless to continue questioning Mrs.Rolland. She could give no further information of importance. There was no choice but for Agnes to return home, unsatisfied.
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Chapter 14

As the summer drew to an end, the transformation of the Venetian palace into a modern hotel was nearly complete. The rooms had to be almost completely rebuilt — as far as the size and the arrangement of them were comcerned. After the renovations, nothing was left of the original palace except the solid wood floors and the finely carved ceilings.

At the far end of the building, on the first and second floors were two rooms of moderate size, and were so attractively decorated, that the architect suggested leaving them as they were. These were the only two rooms spared such heavy renovations.

It was after wards discovered that these were the apartments formerly occupied by Lord Montbarry (on the first floor), and by Baron Rivar (on the second). The room in which Montbarry had died was still a bedroom, and was now distinguished as Number Fourteen. The room above it, in which the Baron had slept, was now numbered Thirty-Eight.

As for the once desolate ground floor of the building, it was now transformed into splendid dining and reception rooms. Even the prison like vaults beneath, now lighted and ventilated on the most approved modern plan, had been turned as if by magic into kitchens, servants' offices, and wine cellars, equal in elegance to the grandest hotels in Italy.

The last alterations in the old palace at Venice were close to being completed. The last rooms were dried by steam. The cellars were stocked. The manager collected round him his army of skilled servants and the new hotel was advertised all over Europe to open in October.





Chapter 15

Early in the fall, Lord and Lady Montbarry left to travel around Europe, but soon after sent for Agnes and the three children to meet them in Paris. The family was then to meet Henry Westwick and his family in Venice.

Agnes's first natural feelings of surprise and excitement about going to Venice were overcome by less pleasant emotions. She still remembered the parting words spoken to her by Montbarry's widow:"We shall meet again — here in England, or there in Venice where my husband died — and meet for the last time."

It was an odd coincidence, to say the least of it, that the march of events should be unexpectedly taking Agnes to Venice, after those words had been spoken! Was the woman with mysterious warnings and the wild black eyes still thousands of miles away in America? Or was the march of events taking her unexpectedly, too, on the journey to Venice?

Two days later, she and the children were with Lord and Lady Montbarry in Paris.
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bridesmaid ［[image: alt]
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THE FOURTH PART

Chapter 16

It was only the twentieth of September, when Agnes and the children reached Paris. Mrs. Norbury, Lord Montbarry's younger sister, and her brother Francis were in route to Italy — at least three weeks before the new hotel was scheduled to open.

Francis had requested that they make this early departure, because he wished to do business before meeting his friends. Like his younger brother Henry, Francis had increased his fortune by his own investment in businesses; with this difference, that his businesses were connected with the arts.

He had made money, in the first instance, by a weekly newspaper; and he had then invested his profits in a London theatre. The latter of which had proven to be very profitable. Pondering over a new form of entertainment for the coming winter season at the theatre, Francis had decided to revive the public's taste for the ballet.

He was now in search of the best dancer in Europe. Hearing from his friends abroad of two dancers, one in Milan and one in Florence, he had arranged to visit those cities and judge the talent of those two dancers for himself before he joined the party in Venice.

His sister, having friends in Florence whom she was anxious to see, eagerly accompanied him. The Montbarrys stayed in Paris, until it was time for the family meeting in Venice.

Henry found them still in Paris when he arrived from London on his way to the opening of the new hotel. Against Lady Montbarry's advice, he took the opportunity of renewing his addresses to Agnes. He couldn't have chosen a worse time for pleading his cause with her. Agnes found Paris depressing. She had no illness to complain of; she willingly shared her amusement of the Parisian way, but nothing seemed to really excite her. She remained persistently dull and weary through the whole stay.

In this frame of mind, she was is in no mood for Henry's ill-timed addresses with favor. She positively refused to listen to him. Henry, discouraged at another rejection, and soon left for Venice.

A week passed, and no letter came from Henry. Some days later, a telegram was received from him, but it was sent from Milan, rather than Venice; and it brought this strange message: "I have left the hotel. Will return on the family's arrival."

Preferring Venice to all other cities in Europe, and having arranged to remain there until the family meeting took place, what unexpected event had led Henry to change his plans? And why did he not give an explanation?

Let the story follow him — and find the answer to those questions in Venice.





Chapter 17

The Palace Hotel, advertising mainly to English and American travelers, celebrated the opening of its doors, by giving a grand banquet.

Delayed on his journey Henry Westwick, only reached Venice in time to join the rest of the guests for coffee and cigars. Henry arrived late and was therefore only able to get one of the small rooms on the upper floor, but later that day switched rooms with an American visitor who wished to have his room. Henry looked at the number of the new room on the door as he opened it. The number was Fourteen.

Tired and sleepy, he naturally anticipated a good night's rest. In a good health, he usually slept just as well in a bed abroad as in a bed at home. The luxurious bed, the well-ventilated room, the quiet of Venetian night, all was in favor of his sleeping well.

He never slept at all. A strange sense of depression and discomfort kept him awake in the darkness and daylight alike. He went down to the coffee room as soon as the hotel was open that morning and ordered breakfast. Although when his food arrived he found himself without appetite, he, whose appetite never failed him!

He then set out, feeling like a new man once stepping out of the hotel. He had not left the hotel for ten minutes when he was fast asleep on a boat. After enjoying a morning swim, he went to restaurant, and found that his appetite was now ready for anything. He ate whatever was offered to him like a man dying of hunger.

Later returning to the hotel for the banquet dinner, the feast was highly approved by every guest in the hotel but one. To Henry's astonishment, the appetite with which he had entered the house mysteriously had completely left him when he sat down at the table. He drank some wine, but he could literally eat nothing.

When night came, he gave his comfortable room another trial. The second night was only repetition of the first. Again he had a sense of depression and discomfort. And he was unable to sleep. Once more, when he tried to eat his breakfast, his appetite completely failed him!

He felt that his experience at the new hotel was too strange to be passed by in silence. Henry mentioned it to his friends in the public room, in the hearing of the manager. The manager, naturally eager to defend the reputation of the hotel, was a little hurt at the implied criticism on Number Fourteen.

He invited the travelers present to judge for themselves whether his bedroom was to blame for his sleepless nights. He especially appealed to a grey headed gentleman, a guest at the breakfast table of an English traveler, to take the lead in the investigation.

"This is Doctor Bruno, our first physician in Venice," he explained. "Hease doctor, kindly come see if there are any unhealthy influences in Mr.Westwick's room."

Upon seeing room Number Fourteen, the doctor looked him with a strange interest, which was noticed by everyone present.

"The last time I was in this room," he said, "was a melancholy occasion. It was before the palace was changed into a hotel. I was the doctor of an English nobleman who died here."

Someone asked the nobleman's name was.

Doctor Bruno answered (without the slightest suspicion that he was speaking before a brother of the dead man), "Lord Montbarry."

Henry quietly left the room, without saying a word to anybody. He was not a superstitious man in any way, but he felt that he could not continue to stay in the hotel.

He decided to leave Venice. To ask for another room would be, an offense in the eyes of the manager.

The next day, a gentleman and his wife (both strangers to the Montbarry family), were passing through Venice and stayed in the hotel in Room Fourteen.

With the insult of one of his best rooms still on his mind, the manager asked the travelers the next morning how they liked their room. They let him judge for himself, by remaining a day longer in Venice than they had originally planned to do, solely for the purpose of enjoying the excellent accommodations of the new hotel.

On the day when Number Fourteen was again vacant, an English lady traveling with her maid arrived at the hotel, saw the room, and at once decided to stay in it. This lady was Mrs. Norbury. She had left Francis Westwick in Milan, occupied in finding a dancer for his ballet. Mrs. Norbury's experience in room Number Fourteen differed entirely from her brother Henry's experience of the same room.

Falling asleep as readily as usual, her rest was disturbed by a succession of frightful dreams. The central figure in every one of these dreams was her dead brother, the first Lord Montbarry. She saw him starving in a frightening prison; pursued by murderers and dying under their knives; drowning in endless depths of dark water; in a bed on fire, burning to death in the flames; and tempted by a dark creature to drink, and dying of the poisonous mix.

The repeated horror of these dreams had such an effect on her that she rose at dawn, afraid to trust herself again in bed. In the old times, she had been noted in the family as the one member of it who was on good terms with Montbarry. His other siblings were constantly quarrelling with him. Even his mother once revealed that he was the child whom she least liked.

Sensible and resolute woman as Mrs.Norbury was, she shuddered with terror as she sat at the window of her room, watching the sunrise, and thinking about her dreams. She requested to change her room at once. The manager regretted that he could only offer the choice of one other bedroom, Number Thirty-Eight, situated directly over Number Fourteen. Mrs. Norbury was now about to pass her second night in the room once occupied by Baron Rivar.

Once more, she fell asleep as usual. And again the same nightmare as she had on the first night terrified her. This time her nerves, already shaken, could not stand the renewed terror inflicted on them. She threw on her dressing gown, and rushed out of her room in the middle of the night.

She went straight to her maid's room upstairs. The maid was not asleep, and, more wonderful still, was not even undressed. When they were alone, Mrs. Norbury confided in her servant the terrible dream that had disturbed her sleep the past two nights. The woman made a very strange reply.

"I asked about the hotel at the servants' supper tonight," she said. "Someone mentioned that the late Lord Montbarry was the last person who lived in the palace before it became a hotel. The room he died in, ma'am, was the room you slept in last night. Your room tonight is the room just above it. I didn't say anything because I was afraid I would frighten you. In my opinion, no member of your family can ever hope to be happy or comfortable in this place."

"What do you mean?"

"Please let me explain myself, ma'am. When Mr. Henry Westwick was here, he occupied the room his brother died in (without knowing it), like you. For two nights he never closed his eyes, and what is more, when daytime came, he couldn't even eat while he was under this roof. It's my conclusion that something happened to Lord Montbarry, which none of us know about, when he died in this house. His ghost still haunts this palace. I think his relatives are the only people who feel he is near them. I believe his relatives might see him in the near future."

Mrs. Norbury left the hotel the next morning, returning to her brother in Milan to tell him of this strange event.

In due time, the story of the Westwicks', passing from mouth to mouth, reached the ears of the manager. He instantly saw that the reputation of the hotel was in danger, unless something was done to the room numbered fourteen.

He ordered a new plate made, bearing the number, "13 A." He kept the room empty, after its tenant for the time being had gone away, until the new plate was ready. He then changed the room numbers, placing the Number Fourteen on the door of his own room, which, not being available to guests, had not previously been numbered at all. By this device, the Number Fourteen disappeared from the books of the hotel completely.

Having warned the servants to be careful of gossiping with travelers about the changed numbers, under penalty of being dismissed, the manager consoled himself that he was only doing his duty.

"Now," he thought to himself, with a sense of triumph, "let the whole family come here if they like! The hotel is amatch for them."
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Chapter 18

Before the end of the week, the manager found himself in communication with the westwick family once more. A telegram from Milan announced that Mr. Francis Westwick would arrive in Venice the next day, and would be pleased if Number Fourteen, could be reserved for him, if its was vacant at the time.

The manager paused to consider, before he gave his directions. The renumbered room had been last used by a French gentleman. It would be occupied on the day of Mr. Francis Westwick's arrival, but it would be empty again on the day after. Would it be wise to reserve the room especially for Mr. Francis? And once he had spent the night unknowingly and comfortably in "No. 13A," to ask him in the presence of witnesses how he liked his bedroom?

In this case, if the reputation of the room was ever called in to question again, Mr. Francis's answer would restore it. After putting a little thought into it, the manager decided to try the experiment, and directed that "13A" be reserved.

On the next day, Francis Westwick arrived in a wonderful mood. He had signed a contract with the most popular dancer in Italy; had transferred the charge of Mrs. Norbury to his brother Henry, who had joined him in Milan; and he was now at full liberty to amuse himself in the new hotel. When he first heard from his brother and sister about their experiences, he declared that he would go to Venice in the interest of his theatre. The events at the hotel seemed a promising inspiration for a ghost drama. He thought of the title while riding the train: 'The Haunted Hotel.'

Although he was received with the politest attention by the hotel manager, Francis was disappointed when the manager said,"There has been some mistake, sir. There is no room Number Fourteen. The room with that number has been my room from the day the hotel opened. Perhaps you meant number 13 A, on the first floor? It will be at your service tomorrow. In the meantime, I reserved the a different room for you tonight."

At dinner, Francis discovered that his friend was staying in Room 13A for the night. Soon after the meal, the two went to visit the room. Francis discovered that this was the exact the room his sister and brother had described to him.

He had just enough time to note this before his attention turned to something else. The room had the most mysteriously offensive odor, entirely new in his experience of revolting smells. His friend started back in dismay at this terrible sight.

"Are you really not aware of the smell there is in this room?" Francis asked.

"Smell!" repeated his friend. "I smell my own cigar."

"This is terrible! I have never smelled anything like this in my life!" he exclaimed as he left the room. Francis walked outside for same fresh air and soon the night breeze revived him.





Chapter 19

As he thought about his experience in room 13 A, he realized there was a lady dressed entirely in black, who had been watching him with a strange sort of fascination.

"Am I right to assume you are Mr. Francis Westwick?" the lady asked, at the moment he looked at her.

"That is my name, madam. May I inquire to whom I have the honor of speaking?"

"We have only met once," she answered shortly, "when your late brother introduced me to the members of his family. I wonder if you have forgotten my big black eyes and hideous complexion."

She lifted her veil as she spoke, and turned so that the moonlight rested on her face. Francis recognized in a glance that this was the woman of all others whom he most disliked — the widow of his dead brother, the first Lord of Montbarry. He frowned as he looked at her.

"I remember you," he said rudely. "I thought you were in America!"

"Let me walk with you for a few minutes," she quietly replied. "I have something to tell you."

"Well?" he resumed, as they started walking. "What do you want from me?"

"You will hear from me in a minute, Mr. Westwick. Let me first tell you what my position is. I am alone in the world. To the loss of my husband has now been added another sorrow, the loss of my only other companion in America, my brother — Baron Rivar. He died, with many other unfortunate people, under a fever prevalent in a city we visited. The calamity tragedy of his death made the United States unbearable to me." She paused, evidently expecting him to say something.

"So you have come to Venice?" he said carelessly. "Why?"

"Because I couldn't help it," she answered.

Francis looked at her with cynical curiosity. "That sounds odd," he remarked. "Why couldn't you help it?"

"Women are accustomed to act on impulse," she explained. "When is Miss Agnes Lockwood expected to be in Venice?" she asked.

It was not easy to throw Francis off his balance, but that extraordinary question did it.

"How did you know that Miss Lockwood was coming to Venice?" he exclaimed.

She laughed — a bitter mocking laugh. "Say, I guessed it!" Something in her tone, or perhaps something in the audacious defiance of her eyes as they rested on him roused the quick temper that was in Francis Warwick.

"Lady Montbarry —!" he began.

"Stop there!" she interposed. "Your brother Stephen's wife calls herself Lady Montbarry now. I share my title with no woman. Call me by my name, before I committed the fatal mistake of marrying your brother. Address me, if you please, as Countess Narona."

"Countess Narona," Francis resumed, "speak plainly, or permit me to wish you good evening."

"I don't know why Miss Lockwood is coming here; I only know that we are to meet in Venice."

"By previous arrangement?"

"By destiny," she answered, with her head on her breast, and her eyes on the ground.

"Chance seems to be taking a queer way of bringing about the meeting," he said, laughing, obviously not taking her seriously. "We have all arranged to meet at the Palace Hotel. How is it that your name is not on the visitors list? Destiny ought to have brought you to the Palace Hotel too."

She abruptly pulled down her veil. "Destiny may do that yet!" she said. "But now," she continued abruptly, turning to him, "I have not said what I wanted to say to you yet. It's business, and it's connected with your theatre."

Wondering inwardly what she could possibly want with his theatre, Francis reluctantly yielded to the necessities of the situation, and took her into a nearby café to have a discussion.

"Now, Mr. Westwick, suppose I tell you what my business is? You are manager of a theatre. Do you want a new play?"

"I always want a new play — provided it's a good one."

"And you pay, if it's a good one?"

"I pay liberally — in my own interests."

"If I write the play, will you read it?"

Francis hesitated. "What has put writing a play into your head?" he asked.

"Mere accident," she answered. "I had once occasion to tell my late brother of a visit which I paid to Miss Lockwood, when I was last in England. He took no interest at what happened at the interview, but something struck him in my way of relating it. He said, 'You describe what passed between you and the lady with the point and contrast of good stage dialogue. You have the dramatic instinct — try if you can to write a play. You might make money.' That put it into my head."

Those last words seemed to startle Francis. "Surely you don't want money!" he exclaimed.

"I always want money. My tastes are expensive. I have nothing but my poor little four hundred a year — and the wreck that is left of the other money; about two hundred pounds in circular notes — no more."

Francis knew that she was referring to the ten thousand pounds paid by the insurance offices.

"All those thousands gone already!" he exclaimed.

She blew a little puff of air over her fingers. "Gone like that!" she answered coolly.

"Baron Rivar?"

She looked at him with a flash of anger in her hard black eyes.

"My affairs are my own secret, Mr. Westwick. I have made you a proposal — and you have not answered me yet. Don't say, 'No,' without thinking first. Remember what a life mine has been. I have seen more of the world than most people, writers included. I have had strange adventures. I have heard remarkable stories. I have observed. I have remembered. Are there no materials, here in my head, for writing a play — if the opportunity is granted to me?" She waited a moment, and suddenly repeated her strange question about Agnes. "When is Miss Lockwood expected to be in Venice?"

"What has that to do with your new play, Countess?"

"It has everything to do with my new play," was all she said. "Answer me."

Francis answered her,"Miss Lockwood may be here in a week. Or, for all I know, sooner than that."

"Very well. If I am a living woman and a free woman in a week's time — or if I am in possession of my senses in a week's time (don't interrupt me! I know what I am talking about) — I shall have a sketch or outline of my play ready, as an example of what I can do. Once again, will you read it?"

"I will certainly read it. But, Countess, I don't understand —"

She held up her hand for silence, and finished her tea.

"Never mind all that," she continued. "In a week's time, I shall know whether destiny does indeed decide my future for me, or whether I decide it for myself. Now, our business being settled, dear Mr.Westwick, shall we get out of this hot room into the nice cool air again?"

They rose to leave the café, leaving Francis more confused than ever.
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Chapter 20

"Shall I see you again?" she asked, as she held out her hand to take leave. "It is quite understood between us, I suppose, about the play? I suppose you'll be remaining in Venice for some time?"

Francis remembered his extraordinary experience of that evening in the renumbered room. "My stay in Venice is uncertain," he replied. "If you have anything more to say about this dramatic venture of yours, it might be a good idea to say it now. Have you decided on a subject already?"

"I don't care what subject I write about, so long as I write," she answered carelessly. "If you have got a subject in your head, give it to me. I will answer for the characters and the dialogue."

"You will answer for the characters and the dialogue," Francis repeated. "That's a bold way of speaking for a beginner! What do you say, Countess, to trying a drama with a ghost in it? A true story, at that, based on events in this very city."

She caught him by the arm, saying eagerly, "Now tell me, I'm interested in it? How? How?"

For a moment, he hesitated. Thus far, amused by her ignorant belief in herself, he had merely spoken in jest. Now, for the first time, impressed by her irresistible earnestness, she began to consider what she was about from a more serious point of view.

With her knowledge of all that had happened in the old palace, before its transformation into a hotel, it was possible that she might suggest some explanation of what had happened to his brother, sister and himself. Or, failing to do this, she might accidentally reveal some event in her own experience that might prove to be the makings of a play. The prosperity of his theatre was his only serious objective in life.

With the single-hearted devotion to his successful business, ( which made Francis a successful manager) he related, without further hesitation, what his own and his relatives experiences had been in the haunted hotel. He even described the outbreak of superstitious terror which had escaped Mrs. Norbury's maid.

"Sad stuff, if you look at it reasonably," he remarked. "Material for a play, Countess — first-rate material!"

There he paused. She neither moved nor spoke. He stooped and looked closer at her. He wondered, what was her impression? It was an impression that his utmost skill had failed to anticipate. Her eyes were vacant and rigid; all the life in her face had faded out of it. Francis took her by the hand. Her hand was as cold as the pavement that they were standing on. He asked her if she was ill. Not a muscle in her moved. He might as well have spoken to the dead.

"Surely," he said, "you are not foolish enough to take what I have been telling you seriously?"

Her lips moved slowly. As it seemed, she was making an effort to speak to him.

"Louder," he said. "I can't hear you."

She struggled to recover herself. "I never thought of the other world," she murmured, in low dull tones, like a woman talking in her sleep. Her mind had gone back to the day of her last memorable interview with Agnes; she was slowly recalling the confession that had escaped her, the warning words which she had spoken at that past time.

"I said some trifling event would bring us together the next time," she continued. "I was wrong. No trifling event will bring us together. I said I might be the person who told her what had become of Ferrari, if she forced me to it. Shall I feel some other influence than hers? Will he force me to it? When she sees him, shall I see him too?" After a long pause, she seemed to recover herself. "Are you going to sleep in the room tonight?" she asked.

He told her that another traveler was in possession of the room that night. "But the manager has reserved it for me tomorrow," he added, "if I wish to have it."

"No," she said. "You must give it up."

"To whom?"

"To me!"

He started. "After what I have told you, do you really wish to sleep in that room tomorrow night?"

"I must sleep in it."

"Are you not afraid?"

"I am horribly afraid."

"So I should have thought, after what I have observed in you tonight. Why do you wish to take the room, then?"

"I was not obliged to go to Venice when I left America," she answered. "And yet I came here. I must take the room, and keep the room, until —" She broke off at those words. "Never mind the rest," she said.

It was arranged that he would call on her the following day, and she would take the room, if she still desired to. As they parted, Francis discovered that she was living in Venice under the unknown name, "Mrs. James," as she wished to remain unknown while visiting the city.

Francis went back to his own hotel, wondering what the events of the next day would bring forth. A new turn in his affairs had taken place in his absence. As he crossed the hall, he was requested by one of the servants to walk into the manager's private office.

The manager was waiting there with a gravely preoccupied manner, as if he had something serious to say. He regretted to hear that Mr. Francis Westwick had, like other members of the family, discovered serious sources of discomfort in the new hotel.

He had been informed in strict confidence of Mr. Westwick's extraordinary objection to the atmosphere of the bedroom upstairs, and wished for the matter to remain quiet in order to maintain the reputation of the hotel.

Francis rose late the next morning. He was soon informed that his friend had left for Milan. As he crossed the hall, on his way to the restaurant, he noticed some luggage being carried to Room 13A. The luggage bore the English name, "Mrs. James."

He at once inquired about the lady. She had arrived early that morning, and she was then in the sitting room. Looking into the room, he discovered a lady in it alone. Advancing a little nearer, he found himself face to face with the Countess. She was seated in a dark corner, with her head down and her arms crossed over her bosom.

"Yes," she said, in a tone of weary impatience before Francis could speak to her. "I thought it best not to wait for you — I determined to get here before anybody else could take the room."

"Have you taken it for long?" Francis asked.

"You told me Miss Lockwood would be here in a week's time. I have taken it for a week."

"What has Miss Lockwood to do with it?"

"She has everything to do with it — she must sleep in the room. I shall give the room up to her when she comes here."

"If I and my brother and sister have seen nothing in that room, how should Agnes Lockwood discover what was not revealed to us? She is only distantly related to the Montbarrys — she is only our cousin."

"She was nearer to the heart of the Montbarry who is dead than any of you," the Countess answered sternly. "To the last day of his life, my miserable husband repented his desertion of her. She will see what none of you have seen — she shall have the room."

Francis listened, utterly at a loss to account for the motives that animated her.

The next morning he breakfasted early, determining to wait in the restaurant for the appearance of the Countess. She came in and ordered her breakfast quietly, looking dull, worn and self-absorbed, as she had looked when he last saw her. He hastened to her table, and asked if anything had happened during the night.

"Nothing," she answered.

"You have rested as well as usual?"

"Quite as well as usual."

After some hours of absence, Francis found a letter waiting for him when he got back to the hotel. It was written by his brother Henry, and it recommended him to return to Milan immediately. The proprietor of a French theatre was trying to induce the famous dancer whom Francis had engaged to break faith with him and accept a higher salary.

Having made this startling announcement, Henry proceeded to inform his brother that Lord and Lady Montbarry, with Agnes and the children, would arrive in Venice in three days more, insisting that they not say a word about the mysterious happenings in Room 13 A.

Francis departed at once. He was ashamed to acknowledge it to himself, but he felt an irresistible curiosity to know what would happen when Agnes arrived at the hotel. Besides, "Mrs. James" had reposed a confidence in him. Towards evening on the third day, Lord Montbarry and his traveling companions arrived, punctual to their appointment.

"Mrs. James," sitting at the window of her room watching for them, saw the new Lord and his party arrive.
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Chapter 21

The rooms reserved for the travelers on the first floor were three in number; consisting of two bedrooms opening into each other, and communicating on the left with a drawing room. Complete so far, the arrangements proved to be less satisfactory in reference to the third bedroom required for Agnes and for the eldest daughter of Lord Montbarry, who usually slept with her on their travels.

The bedroom on the right of the drawing room was already occupied by an English widow lady. Other bedrooms at the other end of the corridor were also let in every case. There was accordingly no alternative but to place at the disposal of Agnes a comfortable room on the second floor. Lady Montbarry vainly complained of this separation of one of the members of her traveling party from the rest.

The housekeeper politely hinted that it was impossible for her to ask other travelers to give up their rooms. She could only express her regret, and assure Miss Lockwood that her bedroom on the second floor was one of the best rooms in that part of the hotel.

On the retirement of the housekeeper, Lady Montbarry noticed that Agnes had seated herself apart, feeling apparently no interest in the question of the bedrooms. Was she ill? No, she felt a little worried by the railway journey, and that was all.

Hearing this, Lord Montbarry proposed that she should go out with him, and try the experiment of half an hour's walk in the cool evening air.

Agnes gladly accepted the suggestion. They directed their steps towards the town square, so as to enjoy the breeze blowing over the lagoon. It was the first visit of Agnes to Venice.

The fascination of the wonderful city of the waters exerted its full influence over her sensitive nature. The proposed half-hour of the walk had passed away, and was fast expanding to half an hour more before Lord Montbarry could persuade his companion to remember that dinner was waiting for them. As they returned, neither of them noticed a lady dressed in deep mourning, waiting in the open space of the square.

She started as she recognized Agnes walking with the new Lord Montbarry — she hesitated for a moment — and then followed them, at a discreet distance, back to the hotel. Lady Montbarry received Agnes in high spirits — with news of an event which had happened in her absence. She had not left the hotel more than ten minutes, before a little note in pencil was brought to Lady Montbarry by the housekeeper.

The writer proved to be no less a person than the widow lady who occupied the room on the other side of the drawing room, which Lady Montbarry had vainly hoped to secure for Agnes. Writing under the name of Mrs. James, the polite widow explained that she had heard from the housekeeper of the disappointment experienced by Lady Montbarry in the matter of the rooms.

Mrs. James was quite alone; and as long as her bedroom was airy and comfortable, it mattered nothing to her whether she slept on the first or the second floor of the house. She had accordingly much pleasure in proposing to change rooms with Miss Lockwood. Her luggage had already been removed, and Miss Lockwood had only to take possession of the room (Number 13 A), which was now entirely at her disposal.

"I immediately proposed to see Mrs. James," Lady Montbarry continued, "and to thank her personally for her extreme kindness. But I was informed that she had gone out, without leaving word at what hour she might be expected to return. I have written a little note of thanks, saying that we hope to have the pleasure of personally expressing our gratitude for Mrs. James's courtesy tomorrow. In the meantime, Agnes, I have ordered your boxes to be removed downstairs. Go! — and judge for yourself, my dear, if that good lady has not given up to you the prettiest room in the house!"

With those words, Lady Montbarry left Miss Lockwood to make haste in preparing herself for dinner.

The new room at once produced a favorable impression on Agnes. The large window, opening into a balcony, commanded an admirable view of the canal. The decorations on the walls and ceiling were skillfully copied from the exquisitely graceful designs of Raphael in the Vatican. The massive wardrobe possessed compartments of unusual size, in which double the number of dresses that Agnes possessed might have been conveniently hung at full length.

In the inner corner of the room, near the head of the bed, there was a room which had been turned into a little dressing room, and which opened by a second door on the inferior staircase of the hotel, commonly used by the servants. Noticing these aspects of the room at a glance, Agnes made the necessary change in her dress as quickly as possible. On her way back to the drawing room she was addressed by a maid in the corridor who asked for her key.

"I will put your room tidy for the night, Miss," the woman said, "and I will then bring the key back to you in the drawing room."

While the maid was at her work, a solitary lady, loitering around the corridor of the second story, was watching her over the railing.

After a while, the maid appeared, with her pail in her hand, leaving the room by way of the dressing room and the back stairs.

As she passed out of sight, the lady on the second floor (no other, it is needless to add, than the Countess herself) ran swiftly down the stairs, entered the bedroom by the principal door, and hid herself in the empty side compartment of the wardrobe.

The maid returned, completed her work, locked the door of the dressing room on the inner side, locked the principal entrance door on leaving the room, and returned the key to Agnes in the drawing room.

The travelers were just sitting down to their late dinner, when one of the children noticed that Agnes was not wearing her watch. Had she left it in her bedroom in the hurry of changing her dress?

She rose from the table at once in search of her watch; Lady Montbarry advising her, as she went out, to see to the security of her bedroom, in the event of there being thieves in the house. Agnes found her watch, forgotten on the table, as she had anticipated.

Before leaving the room again she acted on Lady Montbarry's advice, and tried the key in the lock of the dressing room door. It was properly secured. She left the bedroom, locking the main door behind her.

Immediately on her departure, the Countess, oppressed by the confined air in the wardrobe, ventured on stepping out of her hiding place into the empty room.

Entering the dressing room, she listened at the door, until the silence outside informed her that the corridor was empty. Upon this, she unlocked the door, and, passing out, closed it again softly; leaving it to all appearance (when viewed on the inner side) as carefully secured as Agnes had seen it when she tried the key in the lock with her own hand.

While the Montbarrys were still at dinner, Henry Westwick joined them, arriving from Milan. When he entered the room, and again when he advanced to shake hands with her, Agnes was conscious of a feeling which secretly returned Henry's unconcealed pleasure on meeting her again.

For a moment only, she returned his look; and in that moment her own observation told her that she had silently encouraged him to hope.

She saw it in the sudden glow of happiness which overspread his face; and she confusedly took refuge in the usual conventional inquiries relating to the relatives whom he had left in Milan.

Taking his place at the table, Henry gave a most amusing account of the position of his brother Francis between the opera dancer on one side, and the careless manager of the French theatre on the other. Matters had proceeded to such lengths that the law had been called on to interfere, and had decided the dispute in favor of Francis. On winning the victory the English manager had at once left Milan, recalled to London by the affairs of his theatre.

He was accompanied on the journey back, as he had been accompanied on the journey out, by his sister. Resolved, after passing two nights of terror in the Venetian hotel, never to enter it again, Mrs. Norbury asked to be excused from appearing at the family festival, on the ground of ill-health. At her age, traveling fatigued her, and she was glad to take advantage of her brother's escort to return to England.

While the talk at the dinner table flowed easily onward, the evening time advanced to night — and it became necessary to think of sending the children to bed. As Agnes rose to leave the room, accompanied by the eldest girl, she observed with surprise that Henry's manner suddenly changed.

He looked serious and preoccupied; and when his niece wished him good night, he abruptly said to her, "Marian, I want to know what part of the hotel you sleep in?" Marian, puzzled by the question, answered that she was going to sleep, as usual, with "Aunt Agnes."

Not satisfied with that reply, Henry next inquired whether the bedroom was near the rooms occupied by the other members of the traveling party.

Answering for the child, and wondering what Henry's object could possibly be, Agnes mentioned the polite sacrifice made to her convenience by Mrs. James. "Thanks to that lady's kindness," she said, "Marian and I are only on the other side of the drawing room."

Henry made no remark; he looked incomprehensibly discontented as he opened the door for Agnes and her companion to pass out.

After wishing them good night, he waited in the corridor until he saw them enter the fatal corner room — and then he called abruptly to his brother, "Come out, Stephen, and let us smoke!"

As soon as the two brothers were at liberty to speak together privately, Henry explained the motive which had led to his strange inquiries about the bedrooms. Francis had informed him of the meeting with the Countess at Venice, and of all that had followed it; and Henry now carefully repeated the narrative to his brother in all its details.

"I am not satisfied," he added, "about that woman's purpose in giving up her room. Without alarming the ladies by telling them what I have just told you, can you not warn Agnes to be careful in securing her door?"

Lord Montbarry replied that the warning had been already given by his wife, and that Agnes might be trusted to take good care of herself and her little bed fellow. For the rest, he looked upon the story of the Countess and her superstitions as a piece of theatrical exaggeration, amusing enough in itself, but unworthy of a moment's serious attention.

While the gentlemen were absent from the hotel, the room which had been already associated with so many startling circumstances, became the scene of another strange event in which Lady Montbarry's eldest child was concerned.

Little Marian was ready for bed as usual, and had (so far) taken hardly any notice of the new room. As she knelt down to say her prayers, she happened to look up at that part of the ceiling above her which was just over the head of the bed.

The next instant she alarmed Agnes by starting to her feet with a cry of terror and pointing to a small brown spot on one of the white spaces of the carved ceiling.

"It's a spot of blood!" the child exclaimed. "Take me away! I won't sleep here!"

Seeing plainly that it would be useless to reason with her while she was in the room, Agnes hurriedly wrapped Marian in a dressing gown, and carried her back to her mother in the drawing room. Here, the ladies did their best to calm and reassure the trembling girl.

The effort proved to be useless; the impression that had been produced on the young and sensitive mind was not to be removed by persuasion. Marian could give no explanation of the panic of terror that had seized her. She was quite unable to say why the spot on the ceiling looked like the color of a spot of blood. She only knew that she should die of terror if she saw it again.

Under these circumstances, but one alternative was left. It was arranged that the child should pass the night in the room occupied by her two younger sisters and the nurse.

In half an hour, Marian was peacefully asleep with her arm around her sister's neck. Lady Montbarry went back with Agnes to her room to see the spot on the ceiling which had so strangely frightened the child. It was so small as to be only just perceptible, and it had in all probability been caused by the carelessness of a workman, or by a dripping from water accidentally spilt on the floor of the room above.

"I really cannot understand why Marian should place such a shocking interpretation on such a trifling thing," Lady Montbarry remarked.

"I suspect the nurse is in some way answerable for what has happened," Agnes suggested. "She may quite possibly have been telling Marian some tragic nursery story which has left its strange impression behind it. Persons in her position are sadly ignorant of the danger of exciting a child's imagination. You had better caution the nurse tomorrow."

Lady Montbarry looked round the room with admiration. "Is it not prettily decorated?" she said. "I suppose, Agnes, you don't mind sleeping here by yourself?"

Agnes laughed. "I feel so tired," she replied, "that I was thinking of bidding you goodnight, instead of going back to the drawing room."

Lady Montbarry turned towards the door. "I see your jewel case on the table," she resumed. "Don't forget to lock the other door there, in the dressing room."

"I have already seen to it, and tried the key myself," said Agnes. "Can I be of any use to you before I go to bed?"

"No, my dear, thank you; I feel sleepy enough to follow your example. Good night, Agnes — and pleasant dreams on your first night in Venice."
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Chapter 22

Having closed and secured the door on Lady Montbarry's departure, Agnes put on her dressing gown, and, turning to her open boxes, began the business of unpacking. In the hurry of preparing for dinner, she had taken the first dress that lay on top in the trunk, and had thrown her traveling clothes on the bed.

She now opened the doors of the wardrobe for the first time, and began to hang her dresses on the hooks in the large compartment on one side. After a few minutes only of this occupation, she grew weary of it, and decided on leaving the trunks as they were until the next morning.

The oppressive south wind, which had blown throughout the day, still prevailed at night. The atmosphere of the room felt close; Agnes threw a wrap over her head and shoulders, and, opening the window, stepped into the balcony to look at the view.

The night was heavy and overcast: nothing could be distinctly seen. The canal beneath the window looked like a black gulf; the opposite houses were barely visible as a row of shadows, dimly relieved against the starless and moonless sky.

At long intervals, the warning cry of a man arriving late to the boats was just audible, as he turned the corner of a distant canal, and called to invisible boats which might be approaching him in the darkness.

Now and then, the nearer dip of an oar in the water told of the viewless passage of other boats bringing guests back to the hotel. Aside from these rare sounds, the mysterious silence of Venice at night was literally the silence of the grave.

Leaning on the balcony of the balcony, Agnes looked vacantly into the black void beneath. Her thoughts reverted to the miserable man who had broken his pledged faith to her, and who had died in that house.

Some changes seemed to have come over her since her arrival in Venice; some new influence appeared to be at work. For the first time in her experience of herself, compassion and regret were not the only emotions aroused in her by the remembrance of the dead Montbarry.

A keen sense of the wrong that she had suffered, never yet felt by that gentle and forgiving nature, was felt by it now. She found herself thinking of the bygone days of her shame almost as harshly as Henry Westwick had thought of them — she who had rebuked him the last time he had spoken slightingly of his brother in her presence! A sudden fear and doubt of herself startled her physically as well as morally. She turned from the shadow of the dark water as if the mystery and the gloom of it had been answerable for the emotions which had taken her by surprise.

Abruptly closing the window, she threw aside her shawl, and lit the candles on the fireplace, forced by a sudden desire for light in the solitude of her room.

The cheering brightness round her, contrasting with the black gloom outside, restored her spirits. She felt herself enjoying the light like a child!

Would it be well (she asked herself) to get ready for bed? No! The sense of sleepy fatigue that she had felt half an hour since was gone. She returned to the dull employment of unpacking her boxes.

After a few minutes only, the occupation became strange to her once more. She sat down by the table, and took up a guide-book. "Suppose I inform myself," she thought, "on the subject of Venice?"

Her attention wandered from the book, before she had turned the first page of it. The image of Henry Westwick was the presiding image in her memory now.

Recalling the minutest incidents and details of the evening, she could think of nothing which presented him under other than a favorable and interesting aspect. She smiled to herself softly, her color rose, as she felt the full luxury of dwelling on the perfect truth and modesty of his devotion to her.

Was the depression of spirits from which she had suffered so persistently on her travels attributable, by any chance, to their long separation from each other — saddened perhaps by her own vain regret when she remembered her harsh reception of him in Paris?

Suddenly conscious of this bold question, and of the self abandonment which it implied, she returned mechanically to her book, distrusting the unrestrained liberty of her own thoughts.

What temptations to forbidden tenderness find their hiding places in a woman's dressing gown when she is alone in her room at night!

With her heart in the tomb of the dead Montbarry, could Agnes even think of another man, and think of love? How shameful! How unworthy of her!

For the second time, she tried to interest herself in the guide book — and once more she tried in vain. Throwing the book aside, she turned desperately to the one resource that was left, to her luggage — resolved to fatigue herself without mercy, until she was weary enough and sleepy enough to find a safe refuge in bed.

For some little time, she persisted in the monotonous occupation of transferring her clothes from her trunk to the wardrobe. The large clock in the hall, striking midnight, reminded her that it was getting late. She sat down for a moment in an armchair by the bedside, to rest.

The silence in the house now caught her attention, and held it — held it disagreeably. Was everybody in bed and asleep but herself? Surely it was time for her to follow the general example? With a certain bad-tempered nervous haste, she rose again and undressed herself.

"I have lost two hours of rest," she thought, frowning at the reflection of herself in the glass, as she arranged her hair for the night.

"I shall be good for nothing tomorrow!"

She lit the night-light, and extinguished the candles — with one exception, which she removed to a little table, placed on the side of the bed opposite to the side occupied by the armchair.

Having put her traveling box of matches and the guidebook near the candle, in case she might be sleepless and might want to read, she blew out the light, and laid her head on the pillow.

The curtains of the bed were looped back to let the air pass freely over her. Lying on her left side, with her face turned away from the table, she could see the armchair by the dim night-light. It had a covering — representing large bunches of roses scattered over a pale green ground. She tried to lull herself to sleep by counting over and over again bunches of roses that were visible from her point of view.

Twice her attention was distracted from the counting, by sounds outside — by the clock sounding the half-hour past twelve; and then again, by the fall of a pair of boots on the upper floor, thrown out to be cleaned, with that terrible disregard of the comfort of others (something fairly common in hotels).

In the silence that followed these passing disturbances, Agnes went on counting the roses on the armchair, more and more slowly. Before long, she became confused and had to start counting all over again. Eventually, she felt her eyelids closing, and her head reclining lower and lower on the pillow — sighed faintly — and sank into sleep.

How long that first sleep lasted, she never knew. She could only remember, in the after time, that she woke instantly. Every faculty and perception in her passed the boundary line between insensibility and consciousness, so to speak, at a leap.

Without knowing why, she sat up suddenly in the bed, listening for she knew not what. Her head was in a whirl; her heart beat furiously, without any assignable cause. But one trivial event had happened during the interval while she had been asleep. The night-light had gone out; and the room, as a matter of course, was in total darkness. She felt for the match-box, and paused after finding it.

A vague sense of confusion was still in her mind. She was in no hurry to light the match. The pause in the darkness was, for the moment, agreeable to her. In the quieter flow of her thoughts during this interval, she could ask herself the natural question: — What cause had awakened her so suddenly, and had so strangely shaken her nerves?

Had it been the influence of a dream? She had not dreamed at all — or, to speak more correctly, she had no waking remembrance of having dreamed. The mystery was beyond her understanding. The darkness began to oppress her. She struck the match on the box, and lit her candle.

As the welcome light diffused itself over the room, she turned from the table and looked towards the other side of the bed. In the moment when she turned, the chill of a sudden terror gripped her round the heart, as with the clasp of an icy hand. She was not alone in her room!

There — in the chair at the bedside — there, suddenly revealed under the flow of light from the candle, was the figure of a woman, reclining. Her head lay back over the chair. Her face, turned up to the ceiling, had the eyes closed, as if she was wrapped in a deep sleep. The shock of the discovery held Agnes speechless and helpless.

Her first conscious action, when she was in some degree mistress of herself again, was to lean over the bed, and to look closer at the woman who had so incomprehensibly stolen into her room in the dead of night. One glance was enough: she started back with a cry of amazement.

The person in the chair was no other than the widow of the dead Montbarry — the woman who had warned her that they were to meet again, and that the place might be Venice!

Her courage returned to her, stung into action by the natural sense of indignation which the presence of the Countess provoked.

"Wake up!" she called out. "How dare you come here? How did you get in? Leave the room — or I will call for help!" She raised her voice at the last words. It produced no effect.

Leaning farther over the bed, she boldly took the Countess by the shoulder and shook her. Not even this effort succeeded in rousing the sleeping woman. She still lay back in the chair, possessed by a feeling of death — insensible to sound, insensible to touch. Was she really sleeping? Or had she fainted?

Agnes looked closer at her. She had not fainted. Her breathing was audible, rising and falling in heavy gasps. At intervals she ground her teeth savagely. Beads of perspiration stood thickly on her forehead. Her clenched hands rose and fell slowly from time to time on her lap. Was she in the agony of a dream? Or was she spiritually conscious of something hidden in the room? The doubt involved in that last question was unendurable.

Agnes determined to rouse the servants who kept watch in the hotel at night. The bell handle was fixed to the wall, on the side of the bed by which the table stood. She raised herself from the bent over position that she had assumed in order to look closely at the Countess. She turned towards the other side of the bed, and stretched out her hand to the bell. At the same instant, she stopped and looked upward. Her hand fell helplessly at her side.

She shuddered, and sank back on the pillow. What had she seen? She had seen someone else in her room. Midway between her face and the ceiling, there hovered a human head — cut off at the neck.

Nothing visible, nothing audible, had given her any intelligible warning of its appearance. Silently and suddenly, the head had taken its place above her. No supernatural change had passed over the room, or was perceptible in it now. The stupefied figure in the chair; the broad window opposite the foot of the bed, with the black night beyond it; the candle burning on the table — these, and all other objects in the room, remained unaltered.

One object more, unutterably horrid, had been added to the rest. That was the only change — no more, no less.

By the yellow light of the candle she saw the head distinctly, hovering in mid air above her. She looked at it, spell bound by the terror that held her.

The flesh of the face was gone. The shriveled skin was darkened — except at the neck. There it was of a lighter color; there it showed spots and splashes of color of that brown spot on the ceiling, which the child's fanciful terror had distorted into the likeness of a spot of blood.

Thin remains of a discolored moustache, hanging over the upper lip, and over the hollows where the cheeks had once been, made the head just identifiable as the head of a man. Over all the features death and time had done their work of destruction.

The eyelids were closed. The hair on the skull, discolored like the hair on the face, had been burnt away in places. The blue lips, parted in a fixed grin, showed the double row of teeth. By slow degrees, the hovering head (perfectly still when she first saw it) began to descend towards Agnes as she lay beneath.

That strange odor, which the insurance company advisors had discovered in the basement of the old palace (which had made Francis Westwick ill in the bedroom of the new hotel) slowly spread its rotten exhalations over the room.

Downward and downward the hideous ghost slowly made its progress, until it hovered close over Agnes — stopped, and turned slowly, so that the face of it confronted the face of the woman in the chair.

There was a pause. Then, a supernatural movement disturbed the rigid repose of the dead face. The closed eyelids opened slowly. The eyes revealed themselves, bright with the glassy film of death, and fixed their dreadful look on the woman in the chair.

Agnes saw that look, saw the eyelids of the living woman open slowly like the eyelids of the dead, saw her rise as if in obedience to some silent command, and saw no more.

Her next conscious impression was of the sunlight pouring in at the window; of the friendly presence of Lady Montbarry at the bedside; and of the children's wondering faces peeping in at the door.
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unpacking ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 n[image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 ki[image: alt]
 ］ n.取出货物，拆包

oppressive ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 presiv］ adj.压制性的，压迫的，沉重的，难以忍受的

wrap ［r[image: alt]
 p］ n.披肩，围巾

overcast ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 uv[image: alt]
 k[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 st］ adj.阴天的，阴暗的，愁闷的，忧郁的

audible ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 dib[image: alt]
 l］ adj.听得见的

revert ［ri[image: alt]
 v[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 t］ v.回复

rebuke ［ri[image: alt]
 bju[image: alt]
 k］ vt.斥责，指责，非难，成为对…的指责

slightingly ［[image: alt]
 slaiti[image: alt]
 li］ adv.轻视地，藐视地，忽视地

shawl ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 l］ n.披肩，围巾

observable ［[image: alt]
 b[image: alt]
 z[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 v[image: alt]
 bl］ adj.可（应）遵守的

solitude ［[image: alt]
 s[image: alt]
 litju[image: alt]
 d］ n.孤独

assignable ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 sain[image: alt]
 bl］ adj.可归属的

insensible ［in[image: alt]
 sens[image: alt]
 bl］ adj.不知不觉的，无同情心的，硬心肠的，麻木不仁的

bead ［[image: alt]
 bi[image: alt]
 d］ n.珠子，水珠

perspiration ［[image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 sp[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 rei[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 n］ n.出汗

clench ［[image: alt]
 klent[image: alt]
 ］ v.紧握，(拳头)牢牢地抓住

supernatural ［[image: alt]
 sju[image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 n[image: alt]
 t[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 r[image: alt]
 l］ adj.超自然的，神奇的

stupefy ［[image: alt]
 stju[image: alt]
 pifai］ v.麻木

unaltered ［[image: alt]
 n[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 lt[image: alt]
 d］ adj.未被改变的，照旧的

horrid ［[image: alt]
 h[image: alt]
 rid］ adj.恐怖的，令人讨厌的，可怕的

shrivel ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 riv[image: alt]
 l］ v.(使)起皱纹，(使)枯萎，(使)束手无策

fanciful ［[image: alt]
 f[image: alt]
 nsif[image: alt]
 l］ adj.爱空想的

likeness ［[image: alt]
 laiknis］ n.相象，相似物

exhalation ［[image: alt]
 eksh[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 lei[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 n］ n.呼出，呼气，蒸发，发散物

repose ［ri[image: alt]
 p[image: alt]
 uz］ n.休息，睡眠，静止

glassy ［[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 l[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 si］ adj.像玻璃的





Chapter 23

"You have some influence over Agnes. Try what you can do, Henry, to make her take a sensible view of the matter. There is really nothing to make a fuss about. My wife's maid knocked at her door early in the morning, with the customary cup of tea. Getting no answer, she went round to the dressing room — found the door on that side unlocked — and discovered Agnes on the bed in a fainting fit. With my wife's help they revived her and she told them an extraordinary story, the one I have been telling you

"You must have seen for yourself that she has been over fatigued, poor thing, by our long railway journeys. Her nerves are out of order and she is just the person to be easily terrified by a dream. She stubbornly refuses, however, to accept this rational view. Don't suppose that I have been severe with her! All that a man can do to humor her I have done. I have written to the Countess (in her assumed name) offering to restore the room to her. She writes back, positively declining to return to it.

"I have accordingly arranged (so as not to have the thing known in the hotel) to occupy the room for one or two nights, and to leave Agnes to recover her spirits under my wife's care. Is there anything more that I can do? Whatever questions Agnes has asked me I have answered to the best of my ability. She knows all that you told me about Francis and the Countess last night, but try as I may I can't quiet her mind. I have given up in despair, and left her in the drawing room. Go, like a good fellow, and try to compose her."

In those words, Lord Montbarry stated the case to his brother from the rational point of view. Henry made no remark; he went straight to the drawing room.

He found Agnes walking rapidly backwards and forwards, flushed and excited. "If you come here to say what your brother has been saying to me," she broke out, before he could speak, "spare yourself the trouble. I don't want common sense — I want a true friend who will believe in me."

"I am that friend, Agnes," Henry answered quietly, "and you know it."

"Do you really believe that I am not deluded by a dream?"

"I know that you are not deluded — in one particular, at least."

In what particular?

"In what you have said of the Countess. It is perfectly true —"

Agnes stopped him there. "Why do I only hear this morning that the Countess and Mrs. James are one and the same person?" she asked distrustfully. "Why was I not told of it last night?"

"You forget that you had accepted the exchange of rooms before I reached Venice," Henry replied. "I felt strongly tempted to tell you, even then — but your sleeping arrangements for the night were all made; I didn't want to have troubled or alarmed you. I waited until the morning, after hearing from my brother that you had seen to your own security from intrusion. How that intrusion was accomplished, it is impossible to say. I can only declare that the Countess's presence by your bedside last night was no dream of yours. On her own authority I can testify that it was a reality."

"On her own authority?" Agnes repeated eagerly. "Have you seen her this morning?"

"I have seen her not ten minutes ago."

"What was she doing?"

"She was busily engaged in writing. I could not even get her to look at me until I thought of mentioning your name."

"She remembered me, of course?"

"She remembered you with some difficulty. Finding that she wouldn't answer me on any other terms, I questioned her as if I had come directly from you. Then she spoke. She not only admitted that she had the same superstitious motive for placing you in that room which she had previously acknowledged to Francis — she even owned that she had been by your bedside, watching through the night, "to see what you saw," to put it in her own words.

"Hearing this, I tried to persuade her to tell me how she got into the room. Unfortunately, her manuscript on the table caught her eye; she returned to her writing. "The Baron wants money," she said; "I must get on with my play." What she saw or dreamt while she was in your room last night, it is at present impossible to piece of evidence perhaps mind discover.

"But judging by my brother's account of her, as well as by what I remember of her myself, some recent influence has been at work which has produced a marked change in this wicked woman for the worse. Her mind (since last night, perhaps) is partially deranged. One piece of evidence is that she spoke to me of the Baron as if he were still a living man. When Francis saw her, she declared that the Baron was dead, which of course is the truth. The United States Consul in Milan showed us the announcement of the death in an American newspaper. So far as I can see, such sense as she still possesses seems to be entirely absorbed in one absurd idea — the idea of writing a play for Francis to bring out at his theatre. He admits that he encouraged her to hope she might get money in this way. I think he did wrong. Don't you agree with me?"

Without paying attention to the question, Agnes rose abruptly from her chair. "Do me one more kindness, Henry," she said. "Take me to the Countess at once."

Henry hesitated. "Are you composed enough to see her, after the shock that you have just suffered?" he asked.

She trembled; the flush on her face died away, and left it deadly pale. But she held to her resolution. "Did you hear what I saw last night?" she said faintly.

"Don't speak of it!" Henry interposed. "Don't uselessly agitate yourself."

"I must speak! My mind is full of horrid questions about it. I know I can't identify it — and yet I ask myself over and over again, in whose likeness did it appear? Was it in the likeness of Ferrari? Or was it —?" she stopped, shivering. "The Countess knows, I must see the Countess!" she resumed passionately. "Whether my courage fails me or not, I must make the attempt. Take me to her before I have time to feel afraid of it!"

Henry looked at her anxiously. "If you are really sure of your own resolution," he said, "I agree with you — the sooner you see her, the better. You remember how strangely she talked of your influence over her, when she forced her way into your room in London?"

"I remember it perfectly. Why do you ask?"

"For this reason. In the present state of her mind, I doubt if she will be much longer capable of realizing her wild idea of you as the avenging angel who is to make her accountable for her evil deeds. It may be well to see what you influence you can have over her."

He waited to hear what Agnes would say. She took his arm and led him in silence to the door. They ascended to the second floor, and, after knocking, entered the Countess's room.

She was still busily engaged in writing. When she looked up from the paper and saw Agnes, a vacant expression of doubt was the only expression in her wild black eyes. After a few moments, the lost remembrances and associations appeared to return slowly to her mind.

The pen dropped from her hand. Weak and trembling, she looked closer at Agnes, and recognized her at last. "Has the time come already?" she said in low awe struck tones. "Give me a little longer rest; I haven't finished my writing yet!" She dropped on her knees, and held out her clasped hands begging.

Agnes was far from having recovered after the shock that she had suffered in the night; her nerves were far from being equal to the strain that was now laid on them. She was so startled by the change in the Countess that she was at a loss what to say or to do next.

Henry was obliged to speak to her. "Put your questions to her while you have the chance," he said, lowering his voice. "See! The vacant look is coming over her face again."

Agnes tried to rally her courage. "You were in my room last night —" she began. Before she could add a word more, the Countess lifted her hands, and shook them above her head with a low moan of horror.

Agnes shrank back, and turned as if to leave the room. Henry stopped her, and whispered to her to try again. She obeyed him.

"I slept last night in the room that you gave up for me," she resumed. "I saw — "

The Countess suddenly rose to her feet. "No more of that," she cried. "Oh, Lord! Do you think I want to be told what you saw? Do you think I don't know what it means for you and for me? Decide for yourself, Miss. Examine your own mind. Are you well assured that Judgement Day has come at last? Are you ready to follow me back, through the crimes of the past, to the secrets of the dead?" She returned again to the writing table, without waiting to be answered. Her eyes flashed; she looked like her old self once more as she spoke.

It was only for a moment. The old passion and impatience were nearly worn out. Her head sank; she sighed heavily as she unlocked a desk which stood on the table. Opening a drawer in the desk, she took out a leaf of paper, covered with faded writing. Some ends of silken thread were still attached to the piece of paper, as if it had been torn out of a book.

"Can you read Italian?" she asked, handing the paper to Agnes.

Agnes answered silently by an inclination of her head.

"This paper," the Countess proceeded, "once belonged to a book in the old library of the palace, when this building was still a palace. Who torn it out is something that you don't need to know. The purpose it was torn out for you can discover for yourself. Read it first — at the fifth line from the top of the page."

Agnes felt the serious necessity of composing herself. "Give me a chair," she said to Henry; "and I will do my best."

He placed himself behind her chair so that he could look over her shoulder and help her to understand the writing on the page.

Rendered it into English, it ran as follows:

"— I have now completed my literary survey of the first floor of the palace. At the desire of my noble and gracious patron, the lord of this glorious palace, I next ascend to the second floor, and continue my description of the pictures, decorations and other treasures of art contained in it.

"Let me begin with the corner room at the western wing of the palace, called the Room of the Caryatides, from the statues which support the mantel piece. This work is of comparatively recent execution: it dates from the eighteenth century only, and reveals the corrupt taste of the period in every part of it. Still, there is something special about the mantel-piece: it conceals a cleverly constructed hiding place, between the floor of the room and the ceiling of the room beneath, which was made during the last evil days of the Inquisition in Venice. It is reported to have saved an ancestor of my gracious lord pursued for a terrible court hearing. The machinery of this curious place of concealment has been kept in good order by the present lord, as a species of curiosity. He condescended to show me the method of working it.

"Approaching the two Caryatides, rest your hand on the forehead (midway between the eyebrows) of the figure which is on your left as you stand opposite to the fireplace, then press the head inward as if you were pushing it against the wall behind. By doing this, you set in motion the hidden machinery in the wall which turns the fireplace around, and discloses the hollow place below. There is room enough in it for a man to lie easily at full length. The method of closing the cavity again is equally simple. Place both your hands on the temples of the figures; pull as if you were pulling it towards you — and the fireplace will revolve into its proper position again."

"You need read no further," said the Countess. "Be careful to remember what you have read." She put back the page in her writing-desk, locked it, and led the way to the door. "Come!" she said.

Agnes was barely able to rise from her chair; she trembled from head to foot. Henry gave her his arm to support her. "Fear nothing," he whispered; "I shall be with you."

The Countess proceeded along the westward corridor, and stopped at the door numbered Thirty-eight. This was the room which had been inhabited by Baron Rivar in the old days of the palace: it was situated immediately over the bedroom in which Agnes had passed the night. For the last two days the room had been empty.

"You see?" said the Countess, pointing to the carved figure at the fireplace; "and you know what to do. Have I deserved any mercy?" she went on in lower tones. "Give me a few hours more to myself. The Baron wants money — I must get on with my play."

She smiled vacantly, and imitated the action of writing with her right hand as she pronounced the last words. The effort of concentrating her weakened mind on other and less familiar topics than the constant want of money in the Baron's lifetime, and the vague prospect of gain from the still unfinished play, had evidently exhausted her poor reserves of strength. When her request had been granted, she addressed no expressions of gratitude to Agnes; she only said, "Feel no fear, miss, of my attempting to escape you. Where you are, there I must be till the end comes."

Her eyes wandered round the room with a last weary and shocked look. She returned to her room with slow and feeble steps, like the steps of an old woman.
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Chapter 24

Henry and Agnes were left alone in the Room of the Caryatides. The person who had written the description of the palace — probably a poor author or artist — had correctly pointed out the defects of the mantel piece. Bad taste, exhibiting itself on the most costly and splendid scale, was visible in every part of the work. It was nevertheless greatly admired by ignorant travelers of all classes; partly on account of its imposing size, and partly on account of the number of variously colored marbles which the artist had contrived to introduce into his design.

Photographs of the mantel piece were exhibited in the public rooms, and found a ready sale among English and American visitors to the hotel.

Henry led Agnes to the figure on the left, as they stood facing the empty fireplace. "Shall I try the experiment," he asked, "or will you?"

She abruptly drew her arm away from him, and turned back to the door. "I can't even look at it," she said. "That merciless marble face frightens me!"

Henry put his hand on the forehead of the figure. "What is there to alarm you, my dear, in this conventionally classical face?" he asked jokingly.

Before he could press the head inwards, Agnes hurriedly opened the door. "Wait till I am out of the room!" she cried. "The bare idea of what you may find there terrifies me!" She looked back into the room as she crossed the threshold. "I won't leave you completely," she said, "I'll just be waiting outside."

She closed the door. Left by himself, Henry lifted his hand once more to the marble forehead of the figure.

For the second time, he was checked on the point of setting the machinery of the hiding place in motion. On this occasion, the interruption came from an outbreak of friendly voices in the corridor. A woman's voice exclaimed, "Dearest Agnes, how glad I am to see you again!" A man's voice followed, offering to introduce some friend to "Miss Lockwood." A third voice (which Henry recognized as the voice of the manager of the hotel) became audible next, directing the housekeeper to show the ladies and gentlemen the vacant apartments at the other end of the corridor.

"If more accommodation is wanted," the manager went on, "I have a charming room over here." He opened the door as he spoke, and found himself face to face with Henry Westwick.

"This is indeed an agreeable surprise, sir!" said the manager cheerfully.

"You are admiring our famous chimney-piece, I see. May I ask, Mr. Westwick, how you find yourself in the hotel, this time? Have the supernatural influences affected your appetite again?"

"The supernatural influences have spared me, this time," Henry answered.

"Perhaps you may yet find that they have affected some other member of the family." He spoke gravely, resenting the familiar tone in which the manager had referred to his previous visit to the hotel.

It suddenly crossed Henry's mind, when Agnes left him that he ought perhaps to have a witness, in the not very probable event of some alarming discovery taking place. The too familiar manager, suspecting nothing, was there at his disposal. He turned again to the figure, maliciously resolving to make the manager his witness.

"Let me ask you a question about this strange work of art here. I see photographs of it downstairs. Are they for sale?"

"Certainly, Mr. Westwick!"

"Do you think the chimney-piece is as solid as it looks?" Henry proceeded. "When you came in, I was just wondering whether this figure here had not accidentally got loosened from the wall behind it."

He laid his hand on the marble forehead.

"To my eye, it looks a little out of place. I almost fancied I could move it just with a light touch."

He pressed the head of the mantel inwards as he said those words. A sound of jarring iron was instantly audible behind the wall. The solid fireplace turned slowly at the feet of the two men, and disclosed a dark cavity below.

At the same moment, the strange and sickening combination of odors, beforehand being associated with the basement of the old palace and with the bedroom beneath, now floated up from the open recess, and filled the room.

The manager started back. "Good God, Mr. Westwick!" he exclaimed, "what does this mean?"

Remembering, not only what his brother Francis had felt in the room beneath, but what the experience of Agnes had been on the previous night, Henry was determined to be on his guard.

"I am as much surprised as you are," was his only reply.

"Wait for me one moment, sir," said the manager. "I must stop the ladies and gentlemen outside from coming in."

He hurried away — making sure not to forget to close the door after him.

Henry opened the window, and waited there breathing the purer air.

Vague apprehensions of the next discovery to come filled his mind for the first time. He was doubly resolved, now, not to stir a step in the investigation without a witness.

The manager returned with a candle in his hand, which he lighted as soon as he entered the room.

"We need fear no interruption now," he said. "Be so kind, Mr. Westwick, as to hold the light. It is my business to find out what this extraordinary discovery means."

Looking into the cavity, by the dim light, they both detected a dark object at the bottom of it.

"I think I can reach the thing," the manager remarked, "if I lie down, and put my hand into the hole." He knelt on the floor — and hesitated. "Might I ask you, sir, to give me my gloves?" he said. "They are in my hat, on the chair behind you."

Henry gave him the gloves. "I don't know what I may be going to take hold of," the manager explained, smiling rather uneasily as he put on his right glove. He stretched himself at full length on the floor, and passed his right arm into the cavity. "I can't say exactly what I have got hold of," he said. "But I have got it." Half raising himself, he drew his hand out.

The next instant, he started to his feet with a shriek of terror. A human head dropped from his nerveless grasp on the floor, and rolled to Henry's feet. It was the hideous head that Agnes had seen hovering above her, in the vision of the night!

The two men looked at each other, both struck speechless by the same emotion of horror. The manager was the first to control himself.

"See to the door, for God's sake!" he said. "Some of the people outside may have heard me."

Henry moved mechanically to the door.

Even when he had his hand on the key, ready to turn it in the lock in case of necessity, he still looked back at the frightening object on the floor. There was no possibility of identifying those decayed and distorted features as any living creature that he had seen and, yet, he was conscious of feeling a vague and awful doubt that shook him to the soul. The questions, which had tortured the mind of Agnes were now his questions too. He asked himself, "In whose likeness might I have recognized it before it began decaying? The likeness of Ferrari? Or the likeness of —?" He paused trembling, as Agnes had paused trembling before him. Agnes! The name, of all women's names the dearest to him, was a terror to him now! What was he to say to her? What might be the consequence if he trusted her with the terrible truth?

No footsteps approached the door; no voices were audible outside. The travelers were still occupied in the rooms at the eastern end of the corridor.

In the brief interval that had passed, the manager had sufficiently recovered himself to be able to think once more of the first and foremost interests of his life — the interests of the hotel. He approached Henry anxiously.

"If this frightful discovery becomes known," he said, "the closing of the hotel and the ruin of the Company will be the inevitable results. I feel sure that I can trust your good judgment, sir?"

"You can certainly trust me," Henry answered. "But surely discretion has its limits," he added, "after such a discovery as we have made?"

The manager understood that the duty which they owed to the community, as honest and law-abiding men, was the duty to which Henry now referred.

"I will at once find the means," he said, "of conveying the remains privately out of the house, and I will myself place them in the care of the police authorities. Will you leave the room with me? Or do you not object to keep watch here, and help me when I return?"

While he was speaking, the voices of the travelers made themselves heard again at the end of the corridor. Henry instantly consented to wait in the room. He shrank from facing the inevitable meeting with Agnes if he showed himself in the corridor at that moment.

The manager hastened his departure, in the hope of escaping notice. He was discovered by his guests before he could reach the head of the stairs. Henry heard the voices plainly as he turned the key.

While the terrible drama of discovery was in progress on one side of the door, trivial questions about the amusements of Venice, and foolish discussions on the relative merits of French and Italian cooking, were proceeding on the other. Little by little, the sound of the talking grew fainter. The visitors, having arranged their plans of amusement for the day, were on their way out of the hotel.

In a minute or two, there was silence once more.

Henry turned to the window, thinking to relieve his mind by looking at the bright view over the canal. He soon grew wearied of the familiar scene. The morbid fascination which seems to be exercised by all horrible sights, drew him back again to the ghastly object on the floor.

Dream or reality, how had Agnes survived the sight of it?

As the question passed through his mind, he noticed for the first time something lying on the floor near the head. Looking closer, he perceived a thin little plate of gold, with three false teeth attached to it, which had apparently dropped out (loosened by the shock) when the manager let the head fall on the floor.

The importance of this discovery, and the necessity of not too readily communicating it to others, instantly struck Henry.

Here surely was a chance — if any chance remained — of identifying the shocking remainder of humanity which lay before him, the dumb witness of a crime! Acting on this idea, he took possession of the teeth, intending to use them as a last means of inquiry when other attempts at investigation had been tried and had failed.

He went back again to the window; the solitude of the room began to weigh on his spirits. As he looked out again at the view, there was a soft knock at the door. He hastened to open it — and checked himself in the act. A doubt occurred to him. Was it the manager who had knocked? He called out, "Who is there?"

The voice of Agnes answered him. "Have you anything to tell me, Henry?"

He was hardly able to reply. "Not just now," he said, confusedly. "Forgive me if I don't open the door. I will speak to you a little later."

The sweet voice made itself heard again, pleading with him pitifully. "Don't leave me alone, Henry! I can't go back to the happy people downstairs."

How could he resist that appeal? He heard her sigh — he heard the rustling of her dress as she moved away in despair. The very thing that he had shrunk from doing but a few minutes since was the thing that he did now!

He joined Agnes in the corridor. She turned as she heard him, and pointed, trembling, in the direction of the closed room. "Is it as terrible as that?" she asked faintly.

He put his arm round her to support her. A thought came to him as he looked at her, waiting in doubt and fear for his reply.

"You shall know what I have discovered," he said, "if you will first put on your hat and cloak, and come out with me."

She was naturally surprised. "Can you tell me your object in going out?" she asked.

He owned what his object was utterly. "I want, before all things," he said, "to satisfy your mind and mine, on the subject of Montbarry's death. I am going to take you to the doctor who attended him in his illness."

Her eyes rested on Henry gratefully. "Oh, how well you understand me!" she said.

The manager joined them at the same moment, on his way up the stairs. Henry gave him the key of the room, and then called to the servants in the hall to have a boat ready at the steps.

"Are you leaving the hotel?" the manager asked.

"In search of evidence," Henry whispered. "If the authorities want me, I shall be back in an hour."
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variously ［[image: alt]
 v[image: alt]
 [image: alt]
 ri[image: alt]
 sli］ adv.不同地

inwards ［[image: alt]
 inw[image: alt]
 dz］ adv.向内地，向内部地
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 sli］ adv.有敌意地

recess ［ri[image: alt]
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 stli］ adj.苍白的，死人般的
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Chapter 25

The day had turned to evening. Lord Montbarry and the rest of the family had gone to the opera. Agnes alone, pleading the excuse of fatigue, remained at the hotel. Having kept up appearances by accompanying his friends to the theatre, Henry Westwick slipped away after the first act, and joined Agnes in the drawing room.

"Have you thought of what I said to you earlier in the day?" he asked, taking a chair at her side. "Do you agree with me that the one dreadful doubt which oppressed us both is at least set to rest by what the doctor and priest said?"

Agnes shook her head sadly. "I wish I could agree with you, Henry — I wish I could honestly say that my mind is at ease."

The answer would have discouraged most men. Henry's patience (where Agnes was concerned) was equal to any demand on it.

"If you will only look back at the events of the day," he said, "you must surely admit that we have not been completely baffled. Remember how Dr. Bruno disposed of our doubts: —"After thirty years of medical practice, do you think I am likely to mistake the symptoms of death by bronchitis?" If ever there was an unanswered question, there it is!

"The evidence of the priest is equally beyond dispute. He remained in the room with the body, reciting the prayers for the dead, until the funeral left the palace. Bear all these statements in mind, Agnes; and how can you deny that the question of Montbarry's death and burial is a question set at rest? We have really but one doubt left: we have still to ask ourselves whether the remains which I discovered are the remains of the lost messenger, or not. There is the case, as I understand it. Have I stated it fairly?"

Agnes could not deny that he had stated it fairly.

"Then what prevents you from experiencing the same sense of relief that I feel?" Henry asked.

"What I saw last night prevents me," Agnes answered. "When we spoke of this subject, after our inquiries were over, you reproached me with taking what you called the superstitious view. I don't quite admit that — but I do acknowledge that I should find the superstitious view intelligible if I heard it expressed by some other person.

"Remembering what your brother and I once were to each other in the bygone time, I can understand the ghost making itself visible to me, to claim the mercy of Christian burial, and the revenge due to a crime. I can even perceive some faint possibility of truth in the explanation which you described as the charming theory — that what I saw might be the result of magnetic influence communicated to me, as I lay between the remains of the murdered husband above me and the guilty wife suffering the tortures of regret at my bedside.

"But what I do not understand," she continued, "is that I should have passed through that dreadful matter, having no previous knowledge of the murdered man in his lifetime, or only knowing him (if you suppose that I saw the apparition of Ferrari) through the interest which I took in his wife. I can't dispute your reasoning, Henry. But I feel in my heart of hearts that you are deceived. Nothing will shake my belief that we are still as far from having discovered the dreadful truth as ever."

Henry made no further attempt to dispute with her. She had impressed him with a certain reluctant respect for her own opinion, in spite of himself.

"Have you thought of any better way of arriving at the truth?" he asked. "Who is to help us? No doubt there is the Countess, who has the clue to the mystery in her own hands. But, in the present state of her mind, is her testimony to be trusted — even if she were willing to speak? Judging by my own experience, I should say decidedly not."

"You don't mean that you have seen her again?" Agnes eagerly interposed.

"Yes. I disturbed her once more over her endless writing; and I insisted on her speaking out plainly."

"Then you told her what you found when you opened the hiding place?"

"Of course I did!" Henry replied. "I said that I held her responsible for the discovery, though I had not mentioned her connection with it to the authorities as yet. She went on with her writing as if I had spoken in an unknown tongue! I was equally stubborn on my side. I told her plainly that the head had been placed under the care of the police, and that the manager and I had signed our declarations and given our evidence. She paid not the slightest attention to me.

"By way of tempting her to speak, I added that the whole investigation was to be kept a secret, and that she might depend on my discretion. For the moment I thought I had succeeded. She looked up from her writing with a passing flash of curiosity, and said, 'What are they going to do with it?' — meaning, I suppose, the head.

"I answered that it was going to be a private burial, after photographs of it had first been taken. I even went to the length of communicating the opinion of the surgeon consulted, that some chemical means of decomposing had been used and had only partially succeeded — and I asked her directly if the surgeon was right? The trap was not a bad one — but it completely failed. She said in the coolest manner, 'Now you are here, I should like to consult you about my play; I am at a loss for some new incidents.' Mind! there was nothing satirical in this. She was really eager to read her wonderful work to me — evidently supposing that I took a special interest in such things, because my brother is the manager of a theatre! I left her, making the first excuse that occurred to me.

"So far as I am concerned, I can do nothing with her. But it is possible that your influence may succeed with her again, as it has succeeded already. Will you make the attempt, to satisfy your own mind? She is still upstairs; and I am quite ready to accompany you."

Agnes shuddered at the bare suggestion of another interview with the Countess.

"I can't! I dare not!" she exclaimed. "After what has happened in that horrible room, she is more repellent to me than ever. Don't ask me to do it, Henry! Feel my hand — you have turned me as cold as death only with talking of it!" She was not exaggerating the terror that possessed her.

Henry hastened to change the subject.

"Let us talk of something more interesting," he said. "I have a question to ask you about yourself. Am I right in believing that the sooner you get away from Venice the happier you will be?"

"Right," she repeated excitedly. "You are more than right! No words can say how I long to be away from this horrible place. But you know how I am situated — I am at the mercy of Lord and Lady Montbarry."

"Lord Montbarry decided after dinner that he was to leave for England tomorrow, and was to leave you and Lady Montbarry and the children to enjoy your holiday in Venice, under my care. Circumstances have occurred, however, which have forced him to alter his plans. He must take you all back with him tomorrow because I am not able to assume the charge of you. I am obliged to give up my holiday in Italy, and return to England too."

Agnes looked at him in some little perplexity; she was not quite sure whether she understood him or not. "Are you really obliged to go back?" she asked.

Henry smiled as he answered her. "Keep the secret," he said, "or Montbarry will never forgive me!"

She read the rest in his face. "Oh!" she exclaimed, blushing brightly, "you have not given up your pleasant holiday in Italy on my account?"

"I shall go back with you to England, Agnes. That will be holiday enough for me." She took his hand in a great outburst of gratitude. "How good you are to me!" she murmured tenderly. "What should I have done in the troubles that have come to me, without your sympathy? I can't tell you, Henry, how I feel your kindness."

She tried hastily to lift his hand to her lips. He gently stopped her. "Agnes," he said, "are you beginning to understand how truly I love you?"

That simple question found its own way to her heart. She owned the whole truth, without saying a word. She looked at him — and then looked away again.

He drew her nearer to him. "My own darling!" he whispered — and kissed her. Softly and timidly, the sweet lips lingered, and touched his lips in return. Then her head dropped.

She put her arms round his neck, and hid her face on his bosom. They spoke no more.

The charmed silence had lasted but a little while, when it was cruelly broken by a knock at the door. Agnes started to her feet. She placed herself at the piano; the instrument being opposite to the door, it was impossible, when she seated herself on the music stool, for any person entering the room to see her face. Henry called out irritably, "Come in."

The door was not opened. The person on the other side of it asked a strange question. "Is Mr. Henry Westwick alone?"

Agnes instantly recognized the voice of the Countess. She hurried to a second door, which communicated with one of the bedrooms.

"Don't let her come near me!" she whispered nervously. "Good night, Henry! Good night!"

If Henry could, by an effort of will, have transported the Countess to the farthest ends of the earth, he would have made the effort without regret. As it was, he only repeated, more irritably than ever, "Come in!"

She entered the room slowly with her everlasting manuscript in her hand. Her step was unsteady; a dark flush appeared on her face, in place of its customary pale complexion; her eyes were red and wide.

In approaching Henry, she showed a strange incapability of calculating her distances — she struck against the table near which he happened to be sitting. When she spoke, her articulation was confused, and her pronunciation of some of the longer words were hardly intelligible.

Most men would have suspected her of being under the influence of some liquor. Henry took a truer view — he said, as he placed a chair for her, "Countess, I am afraid you have been working too hard: you look as if you wanted rest."

She put her hand to her head. "My invention has gone," she said. "I can't write my fourth act. It's all a blank — all a blank!"

Henry advised her to wait till the next day. "Go to bed," he suggested; and try to sleep.

She waved her hand impatiently. "I must finish the play," she answered. "I only want a hint from you. You must know something about plays. Your brother has got a theatre. You must often have heard him talk about fourth and fifth acts — you must have seen rehearsals, and all the rest of it." She abruptly threw the manuscript into Henry's hand. "I can't read it to you," she said; "I feel faint when I look at my own writing. Just run your eyes over it, there's a good fellow — and give me a hint."

Henry glanced at the manuscript. He happened to look at the list of the persons of the drama. As he read the list he started and turned abruptly to the Countess, intending to ask her for some explanation.

The words were suspended on his lips. It was clearly useless to speak to her. Her head lay back on the rail of the chair. She seemed to be half asleep already. The flush on her face had deepened; she looked like a woman who was in danger of having a fit.

He rang the bell, and directed the man who answered it to send one of the maids upstairs. His voice seemed to partially rouse the Countess; she opened her eyes in a slow drowsy way.

"Have you read it?" she asked.

It was necessary as a mere act of humanity to humor her.

"I will read it willingly," said Henry, "if you will go upstairs to bed. You shall hear what I think of it tomorrow morning. Our heads will be clearer; we shall be better able to make the fourth act in the morning."

The maid came in while he was speaking. "I am afraid the lady is ill," Henry whispered. "Take her up to her room."

The woman looked at the Countess and whispered back, "Shall we send for a doctor, sir?"

Henry advised taking her upstairs first, and then asking the manager's opinion. There was great difficulty in persuading her to rise, and accept the support of the maid's arm.

It was only by repeated promises to read the play that night, and to make the fourth act in the morning, that Henry prevailed on the Countess to return to her room.

Left to himself, he began to feel a certain languid curiosity in relation to the manuscript. He looked over the pages, reading a line here and there. Suddenly he changed color as he read — and looked up from the manuscript like a man bewildered.

"Good God! What does this mean?" he said to himself.

His eyes turned nervously to the door by which Agnes had left him. She might return to the drawing room, she might want to see what the Countess had written. He looked back again at the passage which had startled him — considered with himself for a moment — and, snatching up the unfinished play, suddenly and softly left the room.
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Chapter 26

Entering his own room on the upper floor, Henry placed the manuscript on his table, open at the first leaf. His nerves were unquestionably shaken; his hand trembled as he turned the pages. He jumped at chance noises on the staircase of the hotel.

The story, or outline, of the Countess's play began with no formal introduction. She presented herself and her work with the easy familiarity of an old friend:

"Allow me, dear Mr. Francis Westwick, to introduce to you the persons in my proposed play. Behold them, arranged in a line:Lord Montbarry, the Baron, the messenger, the Doctor and the Countess. I don't trouble myself, you see, to invent family names. My characters are sufficiently distinguished by their social titles, and by the striking contrast which they present with each other.

"The First Act opens — No! Before I open the First Act, I must announce, injustice to myself, that this play is entirely the work of my own invention. I scorn to borrow from actual events; and, what is more extraordinary still, I have not stolen one of my ideas from the modern French drama. As the manager of an English theatre, you will naturally refuse to believe this. It doesn't matter. Nothing matters — except the opening of my first act.

"We are at Hamburg, in the famous Salon d'Or, at the height of the season. The Countess (exquisitely dressed) is seated at the green table. Strangers of all nations are standing behind the players, gambling their money or only looking on. Lord Montbarry is among the strangers. He is struck by the Countess's personal appearance, in which beauties and defects are fantastically mingled in the most attractive manner. He watches the Countess's game, and places his money where he sees her deposit her own little stake.

"She looks round at him, and says, 'Don't trust to my color; I have been unlucky the whole evening. Place your stake on the other color, and you may have a chance of winning.' Lord Montbarry (a true Englishman) blushes, bows, and obeys. The Countess proves to be a prophet. She loses again. Lord Montbarry wins twice the sum that he has risked.

"The Countess rises from the table. She has no more money, and she offers Lord Montbarry her chair. Instead of taking it, he politely places his winnings in her hand, and begs her to accept the loan as a favor to himself. The Countess stakes again, and loses again. Lord Montbarry smiles superbly, and presses a second loan on her. From that moment her luck turns. She wins, and wins largely. Her brother, the Baron, trying his fortune in another room, hears of what is going on, and joins Lord Montbarry and the Countess.

"Pay attention, if you please, to the Baron. He is outlined as a remarkable and interesting character. This noble person has begun life with a single-minded devotion to the science of experimental chemistry, very surprising in a young and handsome man with a brilliant future before him. A profound knowledge of the sciences dealing with the afterlife has persuaded the Baron to devote his life to such work. His own financial resources have long since been exhausted by his costly experiments.

"His sister has next supplied him with the small fortune at her disposal, reserving only the family jewels, placed in the charge of her banker and friend in Frankfort. The Countess's fortune also being swallowed up, the Baron has in a fatal moment sought for new supplies at the gambling table. He proves, at starting on his dangerous career, to be a favorite of fortune; wins largely, and, disrespects his noble enthusiasm for science by yielding his soul to the all-consuming passion of the gambler.

"At the period of the play, the Baron's good fortune has deserted him. He sees his way to a crowning experiment in the fatal search after the secret of changing the baser elements into gold. But how is he to pay the preliminary expenses? Destiny, like a mocking echo, answers, how?

"Will his sister's winnings (with Lord Montbarry's money) prove large enough to help him? Eager for this result, he gives the Countess his advice how to play. From that disastrous moment the infection of his own adverse fortune spreads to his sister. She loses again, and again — loses to the last penny.

"The amiable and wealthy Lord offers a third loan; but the careful Countess positively refuses to take it. On leaving the table, she presents her brother to Lord Montbarry. The gentlemen fall into pleasant talk. Lord Montbarry asks leave to pay his respects to the Countess, the next morning, at her hotel. The Baron warmly invites him to breakfast. Lord Montbarry accepts, with a last admiring glance at the Countess which does not escape her brother's observation, and takes his leave for the night.

"Alone with his sister, the Baron speaks out plainly. 'Our affairs,' he says, 'are in a desperate condition, and must find a desperate remedy. Wait for me here, while I make inquiries about Lord Montbarry. You have evidently produced a strong impression on him. If we can turn that impression into money, no matter at what sacrifice, the thing must be done.'

"The Countess now occupies the stage alone, and indulges in a speech which develops her character.

It is at once a dangerous and attractive character. Immense capacities for good are implanted in her nature, side by side with equally remarkable capacities for evil. It rests with in the circumstances to develop either the one or the other. Being a person who produces a sensation wherever she goes, this noble lady is naturally made the subject of all sorts of scandalous reports. To one of these reports (which falsely and terribly points to the Baron as her lover instead of her brother) she now refers with just indignation. She has just expressed her desire to leave Hamburg, as the place in which the vile lies first took its rise, when the Baron returns, overhears her last words, and says to her, 'Yes, leave Homburg by all means; provided you leave it in the character of Lord Montbarry's future wife!'

"The Countess is startled and shocked. She protests that she does not return Lord Montbarry's admiration for her. She even goes the length of refusing to see him again. The Baron answers, 'I must positively have command of money. Take your choice, between marrying Lord Montbarry's income, in the interest of my grand discovery — or leave me to sell myself and my title to the first rich woman of low degree who is ready to buy me.'

"The Countess listens in surprise and dismay. Is it possible that the Baron is speaking earnestly? He is terribly earnest. 'The woman who will buy me,' he says, 'is in the next room to us at this moment. She is the wealthy widow of a Jewish trader. She has the money I want to reach the solution of the great problem. I have only to be that woman's husband, and to make myself master of untold millions of gold. Take five minutes to consider what I have said to you, and tell me on my return which of us is to marry for the money I want, you or I.'

"As he turns away, the Countess stops him. All the noblest sentiments in her nature are glorified to the highest pitch. 'Where is this true woman,' she exclaims, 'who wants time to make the sacrifice of herself, when the man to whom she is devoted demands it? She does not want five minutes — she does not want five seconds — she holds out her hand to him, and she says, Sacrifice me on the altar of your glory! Take me as stepping-stones on the way to your triumph, my love, my liberty, and my life!'

"On this grand situation the curtain falls. Judging by my first act, Mr. Westwick, tell me truly, and don't be afraid of turning my head — Am I not capable of writing a good play?"

Henry paused between the First and Second Acts; reflecting, not on the merits of the play, but on the strange resemblance which the incidents so far presented to the incidents that had attended the disastrous marriage of the first Lord Montbarry. Was it possible that the Countess, in the present condition of her mind, supposed herself to be exercising her invention when she was only exercising her memory?

The question involved considerations too serious to be made the subject of a hasty decision-making. Reserving his opinion, Henry turned the page, and devoted himself to the reading of the next act. The manuscript proceeded as follows:

"The Second Act opens at Venice. An interval of four months has elapsed since the date of the scene at the gambling table. The action now takes place in the reception room of one of the Venetian palaces.

"The Baron is discovered, alone, on the stage. He returns to the events which have happened since the close of the First Act. The Countess has sacrificed herself; the mercenary marriage has taken place — but not without obstacles, caused by difference of opinion on the question of marriage settlements.

"Private inquiries, instituted in England, have informed the Baron that Lord Montbarry's income is derived chiefly from what is called entailed property. In case of accidents, he is surely bound to do something for his bride? Let him, for example, insure his life, for a sum proposed by the Baron, and let him so settle the money that his widow shall have it, if he dies first.

Lord Montbarry hesitates. The Baron wastes no time in useless discussion. 'Let us by all means,' he says, 'consider the marriage as broken off.' Lord Montbarry shifts his ground, and pleads for a smaller sum than the sum proposed. The Baron briefly replies, 'I never bargain.' Lord Montbarry is in love; the natural result follows — he gives way.

"So far, the Baron has no cause to complain. But Lord Montbarry's turn comes, when the marriage has been celebrated, and when the honeymoon is over. The Baron has joined the married pair at a palace which they have hired in Venice. He is still bent on solving the mysteries of the afterlife. His laboratory is set up in the vaults beneath the palace — so that smells from chemical experiments may not disturb the Countess, in the higher regions of the house. The one obstacle in the way of his grand discovery is, as usual, the want of money. His position at the present time has become truly critical. He owes debts of honor to gentlemen in his own rank of life, which must positively be paid; and he proposes, in his own friendly manner, to borrow the money of Lord Montbarry. Lord Montbarry positively refuses, in the rudest terms. The Baron applies to his sister to exercise her influence as the wife. She can only answer that her noble husband (being no longer distractedly in love with her) now appears in his true character, as one of the meanest men living. The sacrifice of the marriage has been made, and has already proved useless.

"Such is the state of affairs at the opening of the Second Act.

"The entrance of the Countess suddenly disturbs the Baron's reflections. She is in a state bordering on frenzy. Incoherent expressions of rage burst from her lips; it is some time before she can sufficiently control herself to speak plainly. She has been doubly insulted — first, by a menial person in her employment; secondly, by her husband.

"Her maid, an Englishwoman, has declared that she will serve the Countess no longer. She will give up her wages, and return at once to England. Being asked her reason for this strange proceeding, she rudely hints that the Countess's service is no service for an honest woman, since the Baron has entered the house. The Countess does, what any lady in her position would do; she indignantly dismisses the fool on the spot.

"Lord Montbarry, hearing his wife's voice raised in anger, leaves the study in which he is accustomed to shut himself up over his books, and asks what this disturbance means. The Countess informs him of the outrageous language and conduct of her maid. Lord Montbarry not only declares his entire approval of the woman's conduct, but also expresses his own terrible doubts of his wife's fidelity in language of such horrible brutality that no lady could pollute her lips by repeating it. 'If I had been a man,' the Countess says, after Lord Montbarry exits, 'and if I had had a weapon in my hand, I would have struck him dead at my feet!'

"The Baron, listening silently so far, now speaks. 'Permit me to finish the sentence for you,' he says. 'You would have struck your husband dead at your feet; and by that rash act, you would have deprived yourself of the insurance money settled on the widow — the very money which is wanted to relieve your brother from the unendurable pecuniary position which he now occupies!'

"The Countess gravely reminds the Baron that this is no joking matter. After what Lord Montbarry has said to her, she has little doubt that he will communicate his infamous suspicions to his lawyers in England. If nothing is done to prevent it, she may be divorced and disgraced, and thrown on the world, with no resource but the sale of her jewels to keep her from starving.

"At this moment, the Messenger who has been engaged to travel with Lord Montbarry from England crosses the stage with a letter to take to the post. The Countess stops him, and asks to look at the address on the letter. She takes it from him for a moment, and shows it to her brother. The handwriting is Lord Montbarry's; and the letter is directed to his lawyers in London.

"The Messenger proceeds to the post office. The Baron and the Countess look at each other in silence. No words are needed. They thoroughly understand the position in which they are placed; they clearly see the terrible remedy for it. What is the plain alternative before them? Disgrace and ruin — or, Lord Montbarry's death and the insurance money!

The Baron walks backwards and forwards in great agitation, talking to himself. The Countess hears fragments of what he is saying. He speaks of Lord Montbarry's constitution, probably weakened in India — of a cold which Lord Montbarry has caught two or three days since — of the remarkable manner in which such slight things as colds sometimes end in serious illness and death.

He observes that the Countess is listening to him, and asks if she has anything to propose. She is a woman who, with many defects, has the great merit of speaking out. 'Is there no such thing as a serious illness,' she asks, 'corked up in one of those bottles of yours in the basement downstairs?'

"The Baron answers by gravely shaking his head. What is he afraid of? — A possible examination of the body after death? No, he can set any after-death examination at defiance. It is the process of administering the poison that he dreads. A man so distinguished as Lord Montbarry cannot be taken seriously ill without medical attendance.

"'Where there is a doctor, there is always danger of discovery. Then, again, there is the Messenger, faithful to Lord Montbarry as long as Lord Montbarry pays him. Even if the doctor sees nothing suspicious, the Messenger may discover something. The poison, to do its work with the necessary secrecy, must be repeatedly administered in graduated doses. One minor miscalculation or mistake may rouse suspicion. The insurance offices may hear of it, and may refuse to pay the money. As things are, the Baron will not risk it, and will not allow his sister to risk it in his place.

"Lord Montbarry himself is the next character who appears. He has repeatedly rung for the Messenger, and the bell has not been answered. 'What does this rude behavior mean?'

"The Countess (speaking with quiet dignity — for why should her infamous husband have the satisfaction of knowing how deeply he has wounded her?) reminds Lord Montbarry that the Messenger has gone to the post. Lord Montbarry asks suspiciously if she has looked at the letter. The Countess informs him coldly that she has no curiosity about his letters. Referring to the cold from which he is suffering, she inquires if he thinks of consulting a doctor. Lord Montbarry answers roughly that he is quite old enough to be capable of doctoring himself.

"As he makes this reply, the Messenger appears, returning from the post. Lord Montbarry gives him orders to go out again and buy some lemons. He proposes to try hot lemonade as a means of inducing perspiration in bed. In that way he has formerly cured colds, and in that way he will cure the cold from which he is suffering now.

"The Messenger obeys in silence. Judging by appearances, he goes very reluctantly on this second errand.

"Lord Montbarry turns to the Baron (who has thus far taken no part in the conversation) and asks him, in a critical tone, how much longer he proposes to prolong his stay in Venice. The Baron answers quietly, 'Let us speak plainly to one another, Lord Montbarry. If you wish me to leave your house, you have only to say the word, and I go.' Lord Montbarry turns to his wife, and asks if she can support the calamity of her brother's absence — laying a grossly insulting emphasis on the word 'brother.' The Countess preserves her impenetrable composure; nothing in her betrays the deadly hatred with which she regards the titled fool who has insulted her. "You are master in this house, Lord Montbarry," is all she says. 'Do as you please.'

"Lord Montbarry looks at his wife; looks at the Baron — and suddenly alters his tone. Does he perceive in the composure of the Countess and her brother something lurking under the surface that threatens him? This is at least certain; he makes a clumsy apology for the language that he has used. (Miserable fool!) "Lord Montbarry's excuses are interrupted by the return of the Messenger with the lemons and hot water.

"The Countess observes for the first time that the man looks ill. His hands tremble as he places the tray on the table. Lord Montbarry orders his Messenger to follow him, and make the lemonade in the bedroom. The Countess remarks that the Messenger seems hardly capable of obeying his orders. Hearing this, the man admits that he is ill. He, too, is suffering from a cold; he has been kept waiting in a draught at the shop where he bought the lemons; he feels alternately hot and cold, and he begs permission to lie down for a little while on his bed.

"Feeling sympathy, the Countess volunteers to make the lemonade herself. Lord Montbarry takes the Messenger by the arm, leads him aside, and whispers these words to him: 'Watch her, and see that she puts nothing into the lemonade; then bring it to me with your own hands; and, then, go to bed, if you like.'

"Without a word more to his wife, or to the Baron, Lord Montbarry leaves the room. The Countess makes the lemonade, and the Messenger takes it to his master.

"Returning, on the way to his own room, he is so weak, and feels, he says, so faint, that he is obliged to support himself by the backs of the chairs as he passes them. The Baron, always considerate to persons of low degree, offers his arm. 'I am afraid, my poor fellow,' he says, 'that you are really ill.' The Messenger makes this extraordinary answer: 'It's all over with me, Sir: I have caught my death.'

"The Countess is naturally startled. 'You are not an old man,' she says, trying to rouse the Messenger's spirits. 'At your age, catching cold doesn't surely mean catching your death?' The Messenger fixes his eyes despairingly on the Countess. 'My lungs are weak, Lady Montbarry,' he says; 'I have already had two attacks of bronchitis. The second time, a great physician joined my own doctor in attendance on me. He considered my recovery almost in the light of a miracle. Take care of yourself,' he said. 'If you have a third attack of bronchitis, as certainly as two and two make four, you will be a dead man. I feel the same inward shivering, Lady Montbarry, that I felt on those two former occasions — and I tell you again, I have caught my death in Venice.'

"Speaking some comforting words, the Baron leads him to his room. The Countess is left alone on the stage. She seats herself, and looks towards the door by which the Messenger has been led out. 'Ah! my poor fellow,' she says, 'if you could only change constitutions with Lord Montbarry, what a happy result would follow for the Baron and for me! If you could only get cured of a silly cold with a little hot lemonade, and if he could only catch his death in your place —!'

"She suddenly pauses — considers for a while — and springs to her feet, with a cry of triumphant surprise: the wonderful, the supreme idea has crossed her mind like a flash of lightning. Make the two men change names and places — and the deed is done! Where are the obstacles? Remove Lord Montbarry (by fair means or foul) from his room; and keep him secretly prisoner in the palace, to live or die as future necessity may determine. Place the Messenger in the vacant bed, and call in the doctor to see him — ill, in Lord Montbarry's character, and (if he dies) dying under Lord Montbarry's name!"

The manuscript dropped from Henry's hands. A sickening sense of horror overpowered him. The question which had occurred to his mind at the close of the First Act of the Play assumed a new and terrible interest now. As far as the scene of the Countess's soliloquy, the incidents of the Second Act had reflected the events of his late brother's life as faithfully as the incidents of the First Act.

Was the monstrous plot, revealed in the lines which he had just read, the offspring of the Countess's morbid imagination? Or had she, in this case also, deluded herself with the idea that she was inventing when she was really writing under the influence of her own guilty remembrances of the past? If the latter interpretation were the true one, he had just read the narrative of the contemplated murder of his brother, planned in cold blood by a woman who was at that moment inhabiting the same house with him. While — to make the fatality complete — Agnes herself had innocently provided the plotters with the one man who was fitted to be the passive agent of their crime.

Even the doubt that it might be so was more than he could endure. He left his room; resolved to force the truth out of the Countess, or to denounce her before the authorities as a murderer at large. Arrived at her door, he was met by a person just leaving the room. The person was the manager. He was hardly recognizable; he looked and spoke like a man in a state of anxiety.

"Oh, go in, if you like!" he said to Henry. "Mark this, sir! I am not a superstitious man; but I do begin to believe that crimes carry their own curse with them. This hotel is under a curse. What happens in the morning? We discover a crime committed in the old days of the palace. The night comes, and brings another dreadful event with it — a death; a sudden and shocking death, in the house. Go in, and see for yourself! I shall resign my situation, Mr. Westwick: I can't contend with the things that pursue me here!"

Henry entered the room. The Countess was stretched on her bed. The doctor on one side, and the maid on the other, stood looking at her. From time to time, she drew a heavy breath, like a person oppressed in sleeping.

"Is she likely to die?" Henry asked.

"She is dead," the doctor answered. "Dead of the rupture of a blood vessel on the brain. Those sounds that you hear are purely mechanical — they may go on for hours."

Henry looked at the maid. She had little to tell. The Countess had refused to go to bed, and had placed herself at her desk to proceed with her writing. Finding it useless to argue with her, the maid had left the room to speak to the manager.

In the shortest possible time, the doctor was summoned to the hotel, and found the Countess dead on the floor. There was this to tell — and no more. Looking at the writing table as he went out, Henry saw the sheet of paper on which the Countess had traced her last lines of writing.

The characters were almost impossible to read. Henry could just distinguish the words, "First Act," and "Persons of the Drama." The pitiful woman had been thinking of her play to the last, and had begun it all over again!
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Chapter 27

Henry returned to his room.

His first impulse was to throw aside the manuscript, and never to look at it again. The one chance of relieving his mind from the dreadful uncertainty that oppressed it, by obtaining positive evidence of the truth, was a chance destroyed by the Countess's death. What good purpose could be served, what relief could he anticipate, if he read more?

He walked up and down the room. After an interval, his thoughts took a new direction; the question of the manuscript presented itself under another point of view. Thus far, his reading had only informed him that the conspiracy had been planned. How did he know that the plan had been put in execution? The manuscript lay just before him on the floor. He hesitated; then picked it up; and, returning to the table, read on as follows, from the point at which he had left off:

"While the Countess is still absorbed in the bold yet simple combination of circumstances which she has discovered, the Baron returns. He takes a serious view of the case of the Messenger; it may be necessary, he thinks, to send for medical advice. No servant is left in the palace, now the English maid has taken her departure. The Baron himself must fetch the doctor, if the doctor is really needed.

"'Let us have medical help, by all means,' his sister replies. 'But wait and hear something that I have to say to you first.' She then shocks the Baron by communicating her idea to him. What dangers of discovery have they to dread? Lord Montbarry's life in Venice has been a life of absolute seclusion; nobody but his banker knows him, even by personal appearance. He has presented his letter of credit as a perfect stranger; and he and his banker have never seen each other since that first visit. He has given no parties, and gone to no parties. On the few occasions when he has hired a boat or taken a walk, he has always been alone. Thanks to the fearful suspicion which makes him ashamed of being seen with his wife, he has led the very life which makes the proposed enterprise easy of accomplishment.

"The cautious Baron listens — but gives no positive opinion. 'See what you can do with the Messenger,' he says; 'and I will decide when I hear the result. One valuable hint I may give you before you go. Your man is easily tempted by money — if you only offer him enough. The other day, I asked him, in jest, what he would do for a thousand pounds. He answered, 'Anything.' Bear that in mind; and offer your highest bid without bargaining.'

"The scene changes to the Messenger's room, and shows the poor fool with a photographic portrait of his wife in his hand, crying. The Countess enters. She wisely begins by sympathizing with her contemplated accomplice. He is duly grateful; he reveals his sorrows to his gracious mistress. Now that he believes himself to be on his death bed, he feels regret for his neglectful treatment of his wife. He could resign himself to die; but despair overpowers him when he remembers that he has saved no money, and that he will leave his widow, without resources, to the mercy of the world.

"On this hint, the Countess speaks. 'Suppose you were asked to do a perfectly easy thing,' she says; 'and suppose you were rewarded for doing it by a present of a thousand pounds, as a legacy for your widow?'

"The Messenger raises himself on his pillow, and looks at the Countess with an expression of incredulous surprise. She can hardly be cruel enough (he thinks) to joke with a man in his miserable situation. Will she say plainly what this perfectly easy thing is, the doing of which will meet with such a magnificent reward?

"The Countess answers that question by revealing her project to the Messenger, without the slightest reserve. Some minutes of silence follow when she has done. The Messenger is not weak enough yet to speak without stopping to think first. Still keeping his eyes on the Countess, he makes a simply disrespectful remark on what he has just heard. 'I have not hitherto been a religious man; but I feel myself on the way to it. Since your ladyship has spoken to me, I believe in the Devil.' It is the Countess's interest to see the humorous side of this confession of faith. She takes no offence. She only says, 'I will give you half an hour by yourself, to think over my proposal. You are in danger of death. Decide, in your wife's interests, whether you will die worth nothing, or die worth a thousand pounds.'

"Left alone, the Messenger seriously considers his position — and decides. He rises with difficulty; writes a few lines on a leaf taken from his pocket-book and with slow and faltering steps, leaves the room.

The Countess, returning at the end of the half-hour's interval, finds the room empty. While she is wondering, the Messenger opens the door. What has he been doing out of his bed? He answers, 'I have been protecting my own life, Lady Montbarry, on the bare chance that I may recover from the bronchitis for the third time. If you or the Baron attempts to hurry me out of this world, or to deprive me of my thousand pounds reward, I shall tell the doctor where he will find a few lines of writing, which describe your ladyship's plot. I may not have strength enough, in the case supposed, to betray you by making a complete confession with my own lips; but I can employ my last breath to speak the half-dozen words which will tell the doctor where he is to look. Those words, it is needless to add, will be addressed to your Ladyship, if I find your engagements towards me faithfully kept.'

"With this audacious preface, he proceeds to state the conditions on which he will play his part in the conspiracy, and die (if he does die) worth a thousand pounds.

"Either the Countess or the Baron is to taste the food brought to his bedside, in his presence, and even the medicines which the doctor may prescribe for him. As for the promised sum of money, it is to be produced in one bank-note, folded in a sheet of paper on which a line is to be written, dictated to the Messenger. The two enclosures are then to be sealed up in an envelope, addressed to his wife, and stamped ready for the post. This done, the letter is to be placed under his pillow; the Baron or the Countess being at liberty to satisfy themselves, day by day, at their own time, that the letter remains in its place, with the seal unbroken, as long as the doctor has any hope of his patients recovery. The last condition follows. The Messenger has a conscience; and with a view to keeping it easy, insists that he shall be left in ignorance of that part of the plot which relates to the isolation of Lord Montbarry. Not that he cares particularly what becomes of his miserable master — but he does dislike taking other peoples responsibilities on his own shoulders.

"These conditions being agreed to, the Countess calls in the Baron, who has been waiting events in the next room. He is informed that the Messenger has yielded to temptation; but he is still too cautious to make any compromising remarks. Keeping his back turned on the bed, he shows a bottle to the Countess. It is labeled "Chloroform." She understands that Lord Montbarry is to be removed from his room in a convenient state of insensibility. In what part of the palace is he to be hidden? As they open the door to go out, the Countess whispers that question to the Baron. The Baron whispers back, 'In the basement!'

"The curtain falls."
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Chapter 28

So the Second Act ended.

Turning to the Third Act, Henry looked wearily at the pages as he let them slip through his fingers. Both in mind and body, he began to feel the need of repose. In one important respect, the later portion of the manuscript differed from the pages which he had just been reading.

Signs of a strained mind showed themselves, here and there, as the outline of the play approached its end. The handwriting grew worse and worse. Some of the longer sentences were left unfinished. In the exchange of dialogue, questions and answers were not always attributed respectively to the right speaker. At certain intervals the writer's failing intelligence seemed to recover for a while, only to relapse again, and to lose the thread of the narrative more hopelessly than ever.

After reading one or two of the more coherent passages Henry recoiled from the ever darkening horror of the story. He closed the manuscript, heartsick and exhausted, and threw himself on his bed to rest. The door opened almost at the same moment. Lord Montbarry entered the room.

"We have just returned from the opera," he said; "and we have heard the news of that miserable woman's death. They say you spoke to her in her last moments; and I want to hear how it happened."

"You shall hear how it happened," Henry answered; "and more than that. You are now the head of the family, Stephen; and I feel bound, in the position which oppresses me, to leave you to decide what ought to be done."

With that introduction, he told his brother how the Countess's play had come into his hands. "Read the first few pages," he said. "I am anxious to know whether the same impression is produced on both of us."

Before Lord Montbarry had got halfway through the First Act, he stopped, and looked at his brother. "What does she mean by boasting of this as her own invention?" he asked. "Was she too crazy to remember that these things really happened?"

This was enough for Henry; the same impression had been produced on both of them. "You will do as you please," he said. "But if you will be guided by me, spare yourself the reading of those pages to come, which describe our brother's terrible punishment of his heartless marriage."

"Have you read it all, Henry?"

"Not all. I shrank from reading some of the latter part of it. Neither you nor I saw much of our elder brother after we left school; and, for my part, I felt, and never bothered to express my feeling, that he behaved infamously to Agnes. But when I read that unconscious confession of the murderous conspiracy to which he became a victim, I remembered, with something like regret, that the same mother bore us. I have felt for him tonight, what I am ashamed to think I never felt for him before."

Lord Montbarry took his brother's hand.

"You are a good fellow, Henry," he said; "but are you quite sure that you have not been needlessly distressing yourself? Because some of this crazy creature's writing accidentally tells what we know to be the truth, does it follow that all the rest is to be relied on to the end?"

"There is no possible doubt of it," Henry replied.

"No possible doubt?" his brother repeated. "I shall go on with my reading, Henry — and see what justification there may be for that confident conclusion of yours."

He read on steadily, until he had reached the end of the Second Act. Then he looked up.

"Do you really believe that the remains which you discovered this morning are the remains of our brother?" he asked.

"And do you believe it on such evidence as this?"

Henry nodded.

Lord Montbarry checked himself — evidently on the point of entering an indignant protest.

"You acknowledge that you have not read the later scenes of the piece," he said. "Don't be childish, Henry! If you persist in pinning your faith on such stuff as this, the least you can do is to make yourself thoroughly acquainted with it. Will you read the Third Act? No? Then I shall read it to you."

He turned to the Third Act, and ran over those fragmentary passages which were clearly enough written and expressed to be intelligible to the mind of a stranger.

"Here is a scene in the basement of the palace," he began. "The victim of the conspiracy is sleeping on his miserable bed; and the Baron and the Countess are considering the position in which they stand. The Countess (as well as I can make it out) has raised the money that is wanted by borrowing on the security of her jewels at Frankfort; and the Messenger upstairs is still declared by the Doctor to have a chance of recovery. What are the conspirators to do, if the man does recover? The cautious Baron suggests setting the prisoner free. If he ventures to appeal to the law, it is easy to declare that he is subject to insane delusion, and to call his own wife as witness. On the other hand, if the Messenger dies, how is the isolated and unknown nobleman to be put out of the way? Passively, by letting him starve in his prison? No; the Baron is a man of refined tastes; he dislikes needless cruelty.

"The active policy remains — say, assassination by the knife of a hired killer? The Baron objects to trusting an accomplice; also to spending money on anyone but himself. Shall they drop their prisoner into the canal? The Baron declines to trust water; water will show him on the surface. Shall they set his bed on fire? An excellent idea; but the smoke might be seen. No: the circumstances being now entirely altered, poisoning him presents the easiest way out of it. He has simply become a superfluous person. The cheapest poison will do. — Is it possible, Henry, that you believe this consultation really took place?"

Henry made no reply. The succession of the questions that had just been read to him exactly followed the succession of the dreams that had terrified Mrs. Norbury, on the two nights that she had passed in the hotel. It was useless to point out this coincidence to his brother. He only said, "Go on."

Lord Montbarry turned the pages until he came to the next intelligible passage.

"Here," he proceeded, "is a double scene on the stage — so far as I can understand the sketch of it. The Doctor is upstairs, innocently writing his certificate of Lord Montbarry's death, by the dead Messenger's bedside.

"Down in the basement, the Baron stands by the corpse of the poisoned lord, preparing the strong chemical acids which are to reduce it to a heap of ashes — Surely, it is not worth while to trouble ourselves with understanding such melodramatic horrors as these? Let us get on! Let us get on!"

He turned the leaves again; attempting vainly to discover the meaning of the confused scenes that followed. On the last page but one, he found the last intelligible sentences.

"The Third Act seems to be divided," he said, "into two parts. I think I can read the writing at the beginning of the Second Part. The Baron and the Countess open the scene. The Baron's hands are mysteriously concealed by gloves.

"He has reduced the body to ashes by his own system of burning the body with the exception of the head —"

Henry interrupted his brother there. "Don't read any more!" he exclaimed.

"Let us do the Countess justice," Lord Montbarry persisted. There are not half a dozen lines more that I can make out! Now, let's continue: The accidental breaking of his jar of acid has burnt the Baron's hands severely. He is still unable to proceed to the destruction of the head — and the Countess is woman enough (with all her wickedness) to shrink from attempting to take his place — when the first news is received of the coming arrival of the commission of inquiry dispatched by the insurance offices. The Baron feels no alarm.

Inquire as the commission may, it is the natural death of the Messenger (in Lord Montbarry's character) that they are blindly investigating. The head not being destroyed, the obvious alternative is to hide it — and the Baron is equal to the occasion. His studies in the old library have informed him of a safe place of concealment in the palace. The Countess may recoil from handling the acids and watching the process of cremation; but she can surely sprinkle a little disinfecting powder —"

"No more!" Henry reiterated. "No more!"

"There is no more that can be read, my dear fellow. The last page looks like sheer confusion. She may well have told you that her invention had failed her!"

"Face the truth honestly, Stephen, and say her memory."

Lord Montbarry rose from the table at which he had been sitting and looked at his brother with pitying eyes.

"Your nerves are out of order, Henry," he said. "And no wonder, after that frightful discovery under the fireplace. We won't dispute about it; we will wait a day or two until you are quite yourself again. In the meantime, let us understand each other on one point at least. You leave the question of what is to be done with these pages of writing to me, as the head of the family."

"I do."

Lord Montbarry quietly took up the manuscript, and threw it into the fire. "Let this rubbish be of some use," he said, watching the pages burn. He waited a little at the fireplace, and returned to his brother.

"Now, Henry, I have a last word to say, and then I have done. I am ready to admit that you have stumbled, by an unlucky chance, on the proof of a crime committed in the old days of the palace, nobody knows how long ago. With that one concession, I dispute everything else. Rather than agree in the opinion you have formed, I won't believe anything that has happened. The supernatural influences that some of us felt when we first slept in this hotel — your loss of appetite, our sister's dreadful dreams, the smell that overpowered Francis, and the head that appeared to Agnes — I declare them all to be sheer delusions! I believe in nothing, nothing, nothing!"

He opened the door to go out, and looked back into the room.

"Yes," he resumed, there is one thing I believe in. My wife has committed a breach of confidence — I believe Agnes will marry you. Good night, Henry. We leave Venice the first thing tomorrow morning.

So Lord Montbarry disposed of the mystery of the Haunted Hotel.
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POST-SCRIPT

A last chance of deciding the difference of opinion between the two brothers remained in Henry's possession. He had his own idea of the use to which he might put the false teeth as a means of inquiry when he and his fellow travelers returned to England.

The only surviving depository of the domestic history of the family in past years was Agnes Lockwood's old nurse.

Henry took his first opportunity of trying to revive her personal recollections of the deceased Lord Montbarry, but the nurse had never forgiven the great man of the family for his desertion of Agnes. She flatly refused to consult her memory. "Even the bare sight of Lord Montbarry, when I last saw him in London," said the old woman, "made my fingernails desire to set their mark on his face. I was sent on an errand by Miss Agnes; and I met him coming out of his dentist's door — and, thank God, that's the last I ever saw of him!"

Thanks to the nurse's quick temper and quaint way of expressing herself, the object of Henry's inquiries was gained already! He ventured on asking if she had noticed the situation of the house.

She had noticed, and still remembered the situation — did Master Henry suppose she had lost the use of her senses, because she happened to be approaching eighty years old? The same day, he took the false teeth to the dentist, and set all further doubt (if doubt had still been possible) at rest for ever. The teeth had been made for the first Lord Montbarry.

Henry never revealed the existence of this last link in the chain of discovery to any living creature, his brother Stephen included. He carried his terrible secret with him to the grave.

There was one other event in the memorable past on which he preserved the same compassionate silence. Little Mrs. Ferrari never knew that her husband had been — not, as she supposed, the Countess's victim — but the Countess's accomplice. She still believed that the late Lord Montbarry had sent her the thousand-pound note, and still recoiled from making use of a present which she persisted in declaring had "the stain of her husband's blood on it." Agnes, with the widow's entire approval, took the money to the Children's Hospital; and spent it in adding to the number of the beds.

In the spring of the New Year, the marriage took place. At the special request of Agnes, the members of the family were the only persons present at the ceremony. There was no wedding breakfast — and the honeymoon was spent in the retirement of a cottage on the banks of the Thames.

During the last few days of the residence of the newly married couple by the river, Lady Montbarry's children were invited to enjoy a day's play in the garden. The eldest girl overheard (and reported to her mother) a little conjugal dialogue, which touched on the topic of The Haunted Hotel.

"Henry, I want you to give me a kiss."

"There it is, my dear."

"Now I am your wife, may I speak to you about something?"

"What is it?"

"Something that happened the day before we left Venice. You saw the Countess, during the last hours of her life. Won't you tell me whether she made any confession to you?"

"No conscious confession, Agnes — and therefore no confession that I need distress you by repeating."

"Did she say nothing about what she saw or heard, on that dreadful night in my room?"

"Nothing. We only know that her mind never recovered the terror of it."

Agnes was not quite satisfied. The subject troubled her. Even her own brief intercourse with her miserable rival of other days suggested questions that perplexed her. She remembered the Countess's prediction: "You have to bring me to the day of discovery, and to the punishment that is my doom."

Had the prediction simply faded, like other mortal predictions? — Or had it been fulfilled on the terrible night when she had seen the apparition, and when she had innocently tempted the Countess to watch her in her room?

Let it, however, be recorded, among the other virtues of Mrs. Henry Westwick, that she never again attempted to persuade her husband into betraying his secrets. Other men's wives, hearing of this extraordinary conduct (and being trained in the modern school of morals and manners), naturally regarded her with compassionate contempt. They spoke of Agnes, from that time forth, as "rather an old-fashioned person."

Is that all?

That is all.

Is there no explanation of the mystery of The Haunted Hotel?

Ask yourself if there is any explanation of the mystery of your own life and death. — Farewell.





注释



quaint ［kweint］ adj.离奇有趣的，奇怪的，做得很精巧的
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