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A Scandal in Bohemia
 
Part 1
 
  To Sherlock Holmes she was always known as the woman. I had heard him speak her name only a few times, and even then there was something in his voice that was different from his usual calm way of speaking. It was not love, for Holmes did not allow strong feelings to guide his mind. He believed that deep emotion could disturb clear thought, just as dust can disturb a fine machine. Yet there was one woman who stood apart in his memory, and that woman was Irene Adler.
  During that time I saw little of Holmes. After my marriage, my life had changed. I was busy with my work as a doctor, and my home gave me much happiness. Holmes, on the other hand, remained in our old rooms in Baker Street. He disliked society and preferred to stay alone among his books and his thoughts. From time to time I read in the newspaper about his work. I heard of strange cases in far places, and I knew that he was still using his sharp mind to solve mysteries that puzzled the police. But I did not often visit him.
  One night, on the twentieth of March in the year 1888, I was walking home after seeing a patient. By chance, my way took me past Baker Street. When I looked up at the familiar windows, I felt a sudden wish to see my old friend. The rooms were bright with light. I could see his tall, thin figure moving across the blind again and again. His head was bent forward, and his hands were behind his back. I knew that walk well. It meant that he was deeply interested in some new problem.
  I rang the bell and was shown upstairs. Holmes greeted me with quiet pleasure. He did not show strong feeling, but his eyes were warm. He pointed me to a chair, pushed a box of cigars toward me, and then stood by the fire studying me in his usual careful way.
  “Marriage suits you, Watson,” he said at last. “You have gained weight since I saw you.”
  “Only a little,” I replied with a smile.
  “A little more than you think,” he answered calmly. “And you are working again as a doctor. You did not tell me that.”
  I stared at him. “How could you know that?”
  “It is simple,” he said. “You have been out in wet weather lately. Also, your servant girl is careless.”
  I laughed. “Holmes, this is too much. Yes, I was caught in heavy rain two days ago, but I have changed my clothes. As for my servant, she is indeed careless, but how could you possibly know?”
  Holmes rubbed his hands together with quiet pleasure. “Look at your left shoe,” he said. “There are marks where someone has scraped mud away in a rough manner. That tells me you walked in bad weather and that your servant cleaned your shoes without care. As for your work, I smell medicine on you, and there is a small mark on your finger. Also, your hat shows the shape of the instrument you carry. All these small signs speak clearly.”
  I shook my head in wonder. “When you explain it, it sounds easy,” I said. “Yet I never see what you see.”
  “You see, but you do not observe,” he replied. “There is a difference. For example, you have walked up the steps to this room many times. How many steps are there?”
  I paused. “I do not know.”
  “Seventeen,” he said quietly. “I know because I both saw and observed.”
  At that moment he handed me a sheet of thick pink paper. “This came by the last post,” he said. “Please read it aloud.”
  The note had no date and no name at the bottom. It said that a gentleman would visit Holmes at a quarter to eight that night on a matter of great importance. It mentioned that Holmes had helped one of the royal families of Europe. It also asked Holmes not to be surprised if the visitor wore a mask.
  When I finished reading, I looked at Holmes. “What do you think of it?”
  “We must not guess before we have facts,” he answered. “But look at the paper. What do you notice?”
  I held it up to the light and saw letters woven into it. Holmes explained that the paper came from a place in Bohemia. He showed me in a large book that the name on the paper matched a town there. From the strange way the sentences were formed, he decided that the writer was German.
  “So,” he said, “we have a German who writes on Bohemian paper and who wishes to hide his face. Let us wait. He may soon explain everything.”
  Even as he spoke, we heard the sound of horses outside. A carriage stopped at the door. A heavy step came up the stairs. Then there was a loud knock.
  “Come in,” Holmes called.
  The man who entered was very tall and strongly built. His clothes were rich and bright, perhaps too bright for London taste. He wore a dark mask that covered the upper part of his face. His mouth was firm, and his chin was long and strong. He spoke in a deep voice with a clear German accent.
  “You received my note?” he asked. His eyes moved from Holmes to me.
  Holmes nodded. “Please sit down. This is my friend Dr. Watson. You may speak freely before him.”
  The visitor hesitated. “This matter is of the greatest importance,” he said. “I must ask you both to promise complete secrecy for two years.”
  Holmes agreed at once, and I did the same.
  “The person who sent me wishes to remain unknown,” the man continued. “The name I have given you is not my true name.”
  “I am aware of that,” Holmes said quietly.
  The tall man seemed surprised. He began to walk across the room in great excitement. “The matter concerns one of the ruling houses of Europe,” he said. “It is of such weight that it may affect history itself.”
  Holmes leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “If Your Majesty will explain the problem,” he said calmly, “I shall be glad to help.”
  The visitor stopped in his tracks. For a moment he stood still. Then, with a sudden movement, he tore the mask from his face and threw it on the floor.
  “You are right,” he cried. “I am the King.”
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  The King stood before us without his mask. His face was pale with strong feeling, and his eyes shone with anger and worry. He seemed like a man who was not used to being refused or questioned. Holmes, however, remained calm and did not rise from his chair.
  “There is no need for concealment between us,” Holmes said in his quiet voice. “You are Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismond von Ormstein, Grand Duke of Cassel-Felstein and hereditary King of Bohemia.”
  The King stared at him. “You know me?”
  “It is my business to know,” Holmes replied.
  The King passed his hand over his forehead and sat down again. “This is a matter of great delicacy,” he said. “Five years ago, when I was still Crown Prince, I visited Warsaw. There I met a woman named Irene Adler.”
  Holmes opened his eyes fully at that name, but he did not speak.
  “You may know her,” the King continued. “She was an opera singer of great beauty and talent.”
  “Yes,” Holmes said softly. “Born in America. Sang in Warsaw. Now living in London.”
  The King nodded. “I became close to her. I was young. I was foolish. I wrote letters to her. There is also a photograph of us together.”
  “A photograph?” Holmes repeated.
  “Yes. A photograph that shows us both. It could be used against me.”
  “You fear that she will use it to cause harm?”
  “I do not fear,” the King said sharply. “I know.”
  He leaned forward. “I am to be married soon. The princess is Clotilde Lothman von Saxe-Meningen, daughter of the King of Scandinavia. Her family has strict views. If they see that photograph, the marriage will be ended.”
  “Has Miss Adler threatened to send it?” Holmes asked.
  “She has said that she will send it on the day my engagement is announced. That day is next Monday.”
  “So we have three days,” Holmes said calmly.
  “Three days only!” the King cried. “We have tried to take it from her. Her house has been searched. Her luggage has been opened. Men have stopped her in the street. Nothing has worked.”
  “And she refuses to sell it?” Holmes asked.
  “She will not sell it. She says she wants justice.”
  “Justice?” Holmes repeated.
  The King’s face darkened. “She says I treated her badly. But I was a prince. It was impossible to marry her.”
  Holmes said nothing for a moment. He seemed to think deeply. Then he spoke.
  “Is there any legal paper? Any proof of marriage?”
  “No.”
  “Then the letters and the photograph are her only weapon?”
  “Yes.”
  Holmes stood up and walked slowly across the room. “Your Majesty,” he said, “where does she live?”
  “Briony Lodge, Serpentine Avenue, St. John’s Wood.”
  Holmes wrote the address in his notebook.
  “And she has not yet sent the photograph?”
  “No. She waits until Monday.”
  “Good. Then there is time.”
  The King rose and took a heavy bag from under his cloak. He placed it on the table. “Here is money for your work,” he said. “Three hundred pounds in gold and seven hundred in notes. If more is needed, you shall have it.”
  Holmes glanced at the bag but did not touch it at once. “Money will not be the main difficulty,” he said. “The difficulty will be the lady.”
  “You do not know her,” the King said with strong feeling. “She has the face of an angel and the mind of a strong man. She will not fear you.”
  Holmes smiled slightly. “I rarely depend on fear,” he said.
  After a few more words, the King left. His carriage rolled away into the night. Holmes stood for a long moment by the fire.
  “Well, Watson,” he said at last, “what do you think?”
  “It seems a serious matter,” I replied. “But surely the photograph must be hidden somewhere in her house.”
  “That is my thought also,” Holmes said. “But we must be sure.”
  “What will you do?”
  He looked at me with a bright light in his eyes. “I shall begin tomorrow morning.”
  The next day I went to Baker Street at three o’clock, as Holmes had asked. He was not yet there. I waited by the fire. I felt great interest in the case. It did not have the dark horror of some of his other adventures, but it had a feeling of danger and importance.
  At last the door opened. A man entered who looked like a rough stable worker. His clothes were old and dirty. His face was red, and his hair was untidy. I looked at him in surprise until he gave a small nod.
  It was Holmes.
  He went into the bedroom and came out a few minutes later dressed as usual. Then he threw himself into a chair and laughed.
  “It was most amusing,” he said.
  “What was?” I asked.
  “My morning,” he replied. “I went to Briony Lodge in the dress of a groom looking for work. In such clothes one can ask many questions.”
  “And what did you learn?”
  Holmes folded his hands and began to speak.
  “The house is small but pleasant. There is a sitting-room on the ground floor with long windows. Behind the house is a garden. There is a small stable near the side street. I spoke with the men there and learned much.”
  “About Miss Adler?” I asked.
  “Yes. She lives quietly. She drives out each afternoon at five and returns at seven. She sings sometimes at concerts. She has one regular visitor, a gentleman named Mr. Godfrey Norton.”
  “Who is he?”
  “A lawyer,” Holmes said. “That may be important.”
  “Important in what way?”
  “If he is her lawyer, she may have given him the photograph for safe keeping.”
  “Or he may be more than her lawyer,” I suggested.
  Holmes smiled. “Just so.”
  He continued his story.
  “As I watched the house, Mr. Norton arrived in a cab. He went inside in great hurry. After half an hour he left, looking excited. He told his driver to go first to a place in Regent Street and then to the Church of St. Monica.”
  “The church?” I said.
  “Yes. A few minutes later Miss Adler came out. She gave the same order to her driver—to go to the Church of St. Monica.”
  “What did you do?”
  “I followed in another cab.”
  Holmes leaned back and laughed again.
  “Watson,” he said, “you would not guess what happened next.”
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  “What happened?” I asked.
  Holmes laughed softly and shook his head. “When I entered the church,” he said, “there were only three people inside. The priest stood near the altar. Miss Adler and Mr. Norton stood before him. They were clearly in great hurry. As I walked slowly along the side aisle, pretending to be only a visitor, Mr. Norton suddenly saw me.”
  “What did he do?” I asked.
  “He ran toward me,” Holmes replied. “‘Thank heaven!’ he cried. ‘You will do. Come at once. There are only three minutes.’”
  “Three minutes?” I repeated.
  “Yes. It seems that they needed a witness for their marriage. The priest refused to continue without one. By chance I entered at that moment, and before I fully understood what was happening, I was standing beside them, giving my name and saying the necessary words.”
  “You acted as witness to their marriage?” I said in surprise.
  “Exactly,” Holmes answered. “I assisted in the marriage of Irene Adler to Godfrey Norton.”
  I stared at him. “Then she is now Mrs. Norton.”
  “She is,” Holmes said calmly. “The ceremony was completed within a few minutes. The lady thanked me warmly. Mr. Norton pressed my hand. Then they left the church separately.”
  “Separately?” I asked.
  “Yes. He returned to his office in the Temple. She went back to her house. As she entered her carriage, I heard her say that she would drive in the park at five, as usual.”
  Holmes paused and looked at me carefully. “You understand what this means?”
  “Not entirely,” I admitted.
  “It means that the situation has changed,” he said. “If she truly loves her husband, she may not wish to keep a weapon that could harm him. On the other hand, she may still wish to protect herself against the King.”
  “Then what did you decide?” I asked.
  “I decided that we must discover where the photograph is kept. I believe it is in her house.”
  “But the house has already been searched,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes answered. “But those searches failed because they did not understand the woman.”
  He leaned forward and spoke with quiet strength. “When a person believes that their home is in danger, they act by instinct. A married woman runs to her child. A woman who values jewels runs to her jewel box. Miss Adler values only one thing more than her life at present—the photograph.”
  “Then you mean to frighten her?” I said slowly.
  Holmes nodded. “Yes. We shall create a false alarm. She will believe that her house is on fire. In that moment she will show us where she has hidden the photograph.”
  I felt uneasy. “Is that wise?”
  “It is necessary,” Holmes replied. “Will you assist me?”
  “Of course,” I said at once.
  Holmes explained the plan in detail. I was to remain outside near the sitting-room window. He would create a small scene in the street when Miss Adler returned from her drive. During the confusion he would be taken into the house. Then, at the right moment, I was to throw a small smoke device through the open window and cry out that there was a fire.
  “Do not interfere in any quarrel,” he warned me. “Simply wait for my signal.”
  As evening came, Holmes changed his appearance once again. This time he dressed as a gentle and simple clergyman, with kind eyes and a quiet smile. His face seemed entirely different. It was difficult to believe he was the same man.
  We arrived at Serpentine Avenue shortly before seven. The street was not quiet. A few men stood near the corner. A nurse walked with a child. Two soldiers spoke with a servant girl. Everything seemed normal.
  “All of them are part of my plan,” Holmes whispered.
  I was surprised, but I trusted him.
  Soon we heard the sound of wheels. Miss Adler’s carriage arrived. As it stopped, one of the men rushed forward to open the door. Another pushed him aside. Angry words were exchanged. Within seconds a loud quarrel began. The soldiers joined in. Fists were raised. It appeared to be a sudden and violent fight.
  Holmes hurried forward as if to protect the lady. Then I saw him fall to the ground with blood on his face.
  Several voices cried out that he was badly hurt. The crowd gathered around. Miss Adler stood at the doorway, her figure clear in the light from the hall.
  “Is he badly injured?” she asked in a voice full of concern.
  “He may die,” someone shouted.
  “Bring him inside,” she ordered at once. “He cannot remain in the street.”
  They carried Holmes into the house and laid him on a couch in the sitting-room. I remained outside near the window, as he had instructed. The lamps were lit, and the curtains were not yet drawn. I could see clearly inside.
  Miss Adler bent over Holmes with true kindness. She spoke gently to him. A servant brought water.
  For a moment I felt ashamed. She showed no sign of fear or selfishness. Yet I remembered the danger to the King and forced myself to continue.
  Holmes raised his hand weakly, asking for air. A maid opened the window.
  Then I saw Holmes make the small signal.
  I threw the smoke device into the room and cried loudly, “Fire!”
  At once many voices took up the cry. Thick smoke began to fill the room. People rushed in all directions. There was confusion and fear.
  Through the smoke I saw Miss Adler move quickly to the wall near the bell-pull. She slid back a small panel and reached inside. For one instant I saw the edge of a photograph in her hand.
  Holmes sprang up and shouted that it was a false alarm. The smoke cleared. The servants calmed down. Miss Adler replaced the photograph and turned back toward Holmes.
  I slipped away through the crowd and hurried to the corner of the street, as planned. Within ten minutes Holmes joined me. He walked quickly, and once we turned into a quiet street he smiled.
  “You performed your part perfectly, Watson,” he said.
  “You have seen where it is hidden?” I asked.
  “Yes. Behind a sliding panel near the bell-pull in the sitting-room.”
  “Will you take it tonight?”
  “No,” Holmes replied. “That would be unwise. There were too many eyes upon me. We shall return in the morning with the King.”
  We reached Baker Street. As Holmes searched his pocket for the key, a young man passed by and said quietly, “Good night, Mr. Sherlock Holmes.”
  Holmes looked sharply down the street.
  “That voice was familiar,” he said softly. “Very familiar indeed.”
  The next morning I remained at Baker Street. The King arrived early, full of hope and worry.
  “You have it?” he demanded.
  “Not yet,” Holmes answered calmly. “But I know where it is.”
  We drove at once to Briony Lodge.
  The door stood open. An older woman stood on the steps. She looked at us without surprise.
  “Mr. Sherlock Holmes?” she asked.
  “Yes.”
  “My mistress said you would come. She left this morning with her husband by the early train for the Continent.”
  “Left?” the King cried.
  “Yes, sir. She will not return.”
  The King turned pale. Holmes pushed past the servant and entered the house. The sitting-room was in disorder. Drawers stood open. Papers were scattered.
  Holmes hurried to the bell-pull, moved the sliding panel, and reached inside.
  He withdrew a photograph and a letter addressed to him.
  We opened the letter and read it together.
  In the letter Irene Adler explained that she had recognized Holmes despite his disguise. She had been warned about him. She followed him after the false fire alarm and discovered his identity. She and her husband decided to leave England at once.
  She wrote that she loved her husband and did not wish to harm the King. She would keep the photograph only to protect herself if ever needed. She left another photograph of herself for the King.
  When we finished reading, the King gave a deep sigh.
  “What a woman,” he said. “She was worthy of a crown.”
  Holmes bowed slightly. “She is on a different level from Your Majesty,” he said quietly.
  The King seemed not to hear the meaning in his words. He offered Holmes a ring as reward.
  Holmes refused the ring but asked to keep the photograph she had left behind.
  And so ended the case. The King’s marriage was safe. Holmes had not gained the photograph, but he had gained something else—a respect that he rarely gave.
  From that day, whenever Holmes spoke of Irene Adler, he called her simply the woman.
 

The Red-Headed League
 
Part 1
 
  I had gone to visit my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes one autumn day, and I found him in deep talk with a large man who had very bright red hair. The man was heavy in body, with a round face and small eyes that looked both worried and proud at the same time. I was about to step back and excuse myself, but Holmes saw me at once and rose quickly.
  “Do not go, my dear Watson,” he said in his calm voice. “You could not have come at a better moment. Pray come in and sit down.”
  The red-haired gentleman half stood up and gave a short bow in my direction. Holmes closed the door behind me and pointed to the long sofa.
  “This is my friend Dr. Watson,” Holmes said. “He has helped me in many cases. You may speak freely before him.”
  The man nodded again and wiped his forehead with a large handkerchief.
  “My name is Jabez Wilson,” he said in a slow voice. “I have come to ask for advice.”
  Holmes leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingers together, as he often did when he was ready to listen closely.
  “Pray tell us everything from the beginning,” he said. “In cases of this sort, the smallest detail may be important.”
  Mr. Wilson took from his coat pocket a folded newspaper. As he did so, I studied him in the way Holmes had taught me to observe. He wore wide grey trousers and a black coat that was not new but still decent. His hands were large and rough, as if he had once done hard work. His red hair was thick and bright, almost shining in the light.
  Holmes noticed my look and smiled faintly.
  “Beyond the clear fact that our friend has done manual labor in the past, that he takes snuff, that he has been to China, and that he writes a good deal,” Holmes said lightly, “I can see little else.”
  Mr. Wilson stared at him in surprise.
  “How did you know that?” he asked. “It is true that I began as a ship’s carpenter. And I do take snuff. But China?”
  Holmes pointed gently.
  “You have a small fish marked upon your wrist,” he said. “That style of marking is common in China. And the coin on your watch chain is also from that land.”
  Mr. Wilson laughed with wonder.
  “Well, I never,” he said. “You see more than most men.”
  “It is only habit,” Holmes replied quietly. “Now, the newspaper, if you please.”
  Mr. Wilson opened it and placed his finger upon a small notice.
  “It was this that began my trouble,” he said.
  Holmes handed the paper to me, and I read aloud. The notice said that there was a vacancy in something called the Red-Headed League. It offered four pounds a week for simple work. Only men with red hair were allowed to apply. The address was given in Fleet Street.
  I looked up in surprise.
  “What can this mean?” I asked.
  Holmes’s eyes shone with interest.
  “Yes, Mr. Wilson,” he said. “Pray explain how this notice touched your life.”
  Mr. Wilson cleared his throat.
  “I keep a small pawnbroker’s shop in Coburg Square,” he began. “Business has not been strong these past years. I once had two assistants, but now I have only one. His name is Vincent Spaulding.”
  “How old is he?” Holmes asked.
  “It is hard to say,” Mr. Wilson answered. “He is not young, but not old. He is quick and willing to work for half wages, which suits me well.”
  “Why would a man work for half wages?” Holmes asked calmly.
  “He says he wishes to learn the business,” Mr. Wilson replied. “He is clever with his hands and good with figures. Though he has strange habits. He is fond of taking photographs and spends much time in the cellar with his camera.”
  Holmes nodded slowly but did not speak.
  “One morning,” Mr. Wilson continued, “about eight weeks ago, Spaulding came into the office with this very paper in his hand. He said that he wished he had red hair like mine.”
  “And what did you answer?” Holmes asked.
  “I asked him why. Then he showed me the notice. He said that a rich man from America had left money to help red-headed men. The pay was four pounds a week for light work. He urged me to apply.”
  “Did you wish to apply at once?” I asked.
  “At first I did not believe it,” Mr. Wilson said. “But Spaulding was full of excitement. He told me that only true bright red hair would do, and that mine was exactly right.”
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “So you closed your shop?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Mr. Wilson replied. “We shut the shutters and went to Fleet Street together. I shall never forget the sight. The street was full of red-headed men. Every shade of red you can imagine. They crowded around the building.”
  “And you waited?” Holmes asked.
  “We pushed through,” Mr. Wilson said. “My assistant was strong and helped me reach the stairs. Many men were turned away. Some were too young. Some too old. Some had hair not red enough.”
  “And you?” Holmes asked quietly.
  Mr. Wilson sat up straighter.
  “I was accepted,” he said with pride. “A small man with hair even redder than mine examined me closely. He even pulled my hair to be sure it was real.”
  I could not help smiling at the thought.
  “He then told the others that the place was filled,” Mr. Wilson went on. “He shut the door and spoke with me alone. His name was Duncan Ross.”
  “What were the terms?” Holmes asked.
  “I was to work from ten to two each day,” Mr. Wilson said. “I must not leave the building during those hours. If I did, I would lose the post forever.”
  “And the work?” Holmes asked.
  Mr. Wilson hesitated.
  “It was to copy out the Encyclopedia,” he said slowly.
  “Copy it?” I repeated.
  “Yes,” he answered. “Volume by volume. I was to sit at a desk and write from the book.”
  Holmes leaned back, his eyes half closed.
  “For four pounds a week,” he said softly.
  “Yes,” Mr. Wilson replied. “It was easy money. And since my shop is busiest in the evening, the hours suited me.”
  “And your assistant agreed to manage the shop?” Holmes asked.
  “Gladly,” Mr. Wilson said. “He seemed pleased that I had gained the post.”
  Holmes and I exchanged a glance.
  “Please continue,” Holmes said.
  Mr. Wilson wiped his brow once more.
  “For eight weeks I went daily to Fleet Street,” he said. “I sat alone in a small office and copied the book. The work was dull but simple. I never left the room during those hours.”
  “Never once?” Holmes asked sharply.
  “Not once,” Mr. Wilson said firmly. “They were strict about that.”
  Holmes’s eyes opened fully.
  “And then?” he asked.
  Mr. Wilson’s face fell.
  “Then one morning,” he said in a low voice, “I found the door locked and a notice upon it.”
  “What did the notice say?” I asked.
  Mr. Wilson looked at us both.
  “It said that the Red-Headed League was closed.”
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  “Closed?” I repeated.
  Mr. Wilson nodded heavily.
  “Yes, sir. Closed. The notice was pinned to the door. It said that the League was ended and that the office was shut. There was no explanation.”
  Holmes leaned forward slightly.
  “At what time did you arrive that morning?” he asked.
  “Just before ten, as usual,” Mr. Wilson replied. “I found the door locked. I waited a while, thinking that perhaps I was early. But no one came.”
  “And Mr. Duncan Ross?” Holmes asked.
  “Gone,” Mr. Wilson said. “The landlord of the building told me that the office had been given up the day before. Mr. Ross had left and given no new address.”
  “Did the landlord know him well?” Holmes asked.
  “Not well,” Mr. Wilson answered. “He said the man had rented the room only for a short time.”
  Holmes sat back in his chair and closed his eyes.
  “And your assistant?” he asked quietly.
  “Spaulding?” Mr. Wilson said. “He laughed when I told him. He said that such things happen and that I should return to my shop and forget about it.”
  “And did you?” Holmes asked.
  “At first I tried,” Mr. Wilson said. “But eight weeks of steady pay is not easily forgotten. I feel that I have been used in some way.”
  Holmes opened his eyes again.
  “Mr. Wilson,” he said, “during those hours from ten to two, you remained in that office without leaving?”
  “Yes, sir.”
  “Not even once for a short walk?”
  “No, sir.”
  “And what was beneath that office?” Holmes asked calmly.
  Mr. Wilson looked puzzled.
  “I do not know,” he said. “I believe there were other businesses below.”
  Holmes nodded thoughtfully.
  “And your shop in Coburg Square,” he continued. “Is there a bank nearby?”
  Mr. Wilson’s eyes widened slightly.
  “Yes,” he said. “The City and Suburban Bank stands at the corner.”
  Holmes stood up at once.
  “Watson,” he said, “we must visit Coburg Square without delay.”
  Mr. Wilson looked alarmed.
  “Is it serious?” he asked.
  “It may be,” Holmes replied calmly. “Tell me, does your assistant often go into the cellar?”
  “Yes,” Mr. Wilson answered. “He says he is developing photographs.”
  Holmes gave a short nod.
  “Mr. Wilson,” he said, “I believe your assistant is the key to this matter.”
  We left Baker Street together. The air was cool, and the sky grey. Mr. Wilson walked beside us, his face full of worry.
  When we reached Coburg Square, Holmes stopped and looked around carefully. The street was quiet. Mr. Wilson’s small shop stood between two larger buildings.
  “Which is the bank?” Holmes asked.
  Mr. Wilson pointed to a strong stone building at the corner.
  Holmes’s eyes rested on it for a long moment.
  “Now,” he said, “let us enter your shop.”
  Inside, a young man stood behind the counter. He had quick eyes and a pale face. He bowed politely when he saw Mr. Wilson.
  “Good afternoon, sir,” he said. “You are early today.”
  Holmes stepped forward and examined him closely.
  “You are Mr. Vincent Spaulding?” he asked.
  “Yes, sir,” the young man replied smoothly.
  Holmes bent down suddenly and struck the floor sharply with his cane. The sound echoed hollow beneath the boards.
  Spaulding’s eyes flashed for a moment, but his face remained calm.
  “What are you doing, sir?” he asked.
  “Testing the strength of the floor,” Holmes answered lightly.
  He then turned toward the door.
  “We shall not trouble you longer,” he said.
  Once outside, Holmes’s face grew serious.
  “Watson,” he said quietly, “there is a tunnel beneath that shop.”
  “A tunnel?” I said in surprise.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “From the cellar of the pawnbroker’s shop to the bank next door.”
  Mr. Wilson stared at him in shock.
  “But why?” he asked.
  Holmes looked at him steadily.
  “The Red-Headed League was created to keep you away from your shop each morning,” he said. “During those hours, your assistant and his friend dug a tunnel from your cellar to the bank. The copying of the Encyclopedia was only a trick to remove you.”
  Mr. Wilson’s face turned pale.
  “Then they mean to rob the bank?” he whispered.
  “Yes,” Holmes said calmly. “And I believe they plan to act tonight.”
  “Tonight?” I asked.
  Holmes nodded.
  “The League closed because the tunnel is complete,” he said. “They no longer need Mr. Wilson away from his shop. They will enter the bank vault from below.”
  Mr. Wilson trembled.
  “What shall we do?” he cried.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “We shall inform the police and the bank at once,” he said. “And tonight we shall wait in the dark.”
  That evening, Holmes, a police inspector, a bank officer, and I hid within the bank cellar. The air was cold and heavy. We sat in silence among rows of boxes and bags of gold.
  Hours passed slowly.
  Suddenly there was a faint sound beneath the floor. A small piece of stone moved. Then another. At last a hole appeared, and a pale face looked through.
  It was Vincent Spaulding.
  He climbed up quietly, followed by another man. Both carried tools.
  Before they could move farther, Holmes sprang forward.
  “Good evening,” he said calmly.
  The men froze in shock. The police rushed in and seized them.
  Vincent Spaulding struggled but was quickly held fast.
  “Your game is ended,” Holmes said quietly. “The Red-Headed League has served its purpose.”
  Spaulding’s face changed. The smooth smile vanished.
  “You are too clever,” he said bitterly.
  Holmes only bowed slightly.
  Later we learned that Vincent Spaulding was not his true name. He was a known criminal, skilled and dangerous. The scheme had been simple: remove Mr. Wilson, dig the tunnel, and steal the gold.
  As we left the bank that night, Mr. Wilson thanked Holmes again and again.
  “I cannot believe it,” he said. “All that copying was only to keep me busy.”
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “It was a clever plan,” he said. “But even the cleverest plans leave small signs.”
  “What sign did you see?” I asked.
  Holmes glanced at me.
  “A man willing to work for half wages,” he said. “That was the first clue.”
  And so ended the strange case of the Red-Headed League, where bright red hair and dull copying work hid a bold attempt to rob a bank beneath the streets of London.
 

A Case of Identity
 
Part 1
 
  My friend Sherlock Holmes had many visitors during those years, but few cases were more curious than the one brought to him by Miss Mary Sutherland. I remember the morning clearly. It was a quiet day in London, with a pale sky and a thin mist in the air. Holmes and I were sitting in our rooms at Baker Street. He had been reading a newspaper, though I knew from his expression that he was not truly interested in it. He often read only to pass the time while he waited for something worthy of his mind.
  Suddenly he rose and stepped to the window.
  “Here is a case, Watson,” he said calmly. “Observe the lady who is coming along the street.”
  I joined him at the window. A young woman stood on the opposite side of the road. She was plainly dressed but wore a bright feather in her hat. She moved forward a little, then stepped back, as if unsure of herself. She looked up at the number on our door, then at the windows above.
  “She is nervous,” Holmes said. “Yet she is determined. That is clear from her manner.”
  “How can you tell?” I asked.
  “Because she moves forward and back,” he replied. “A woman who is fully decided would walk straight to the door. One who fears to enter would leave at once. This one stands between fear and hope.”
  At that moment she crossed the street quickly and rang the bell. Within a minute she was shown upstairs.
  She was a young woman of medium height, with a kind face and large eyes behind round glasses. Her clothes were clean but old. Her gloves were worn at the fingers. She held her hands together tightly as she sat down.
  “Good morning,” Holmes said gently. “Please do not be afraid. This is my friend Dr. Watson. You may speak freely before him.”
  “Thank you,” she answered in a soft voice. “My name is Mary Sutherland.”
  She paused, and I saw that she was close to tears.
  “Take your time,” Holmes said. “We are here to help you.”
  “I have come,” she began, “because I do not know what else to do. I have been treated badly, and I wish to understand why.”
  Holmes leaned back in his chair, his fingers pressed together.
  “Tell us everything from the beginning,” he said.
  “I live with my mother and my stepfather,” she said. “My father died when I was young. He left a small business, but my mother later married again. My stepfather’s name is Mr. Windibank.”
  Holmes nodded slightly, though he did not interrupt.
  “My stepfather is much younger than my mother,” she continued. “He works in a wine business. He does not like me to go out or meet people. He says that young women should stay at home.”
  “Yet you wished to go out,” Holmes said quietly.
  “Yes,” she replied. “There is a dance held each year by the company where my father once worked. I wished to attend it. My stepfather objected strongly. He said it was not suitable.”
  “But you went?” I asked.
  She nodded. “My stepfather had to travel to France for work. While he was away, my mother agreed that I might go. That is where I met Mr. Hosmer Angel.”
  Holmes opened his eyes a little wider at the name, but he remained silent.
  “He was very kind,” Miss Sutherland said. “He spoke softly and seemed shy. He wore dark glasses and had a quiet manner. He said that his eyes were weak and that the light troubled him.”
  “And you became close?” Holmes asked.
  “Very quickly,” she said, her cheeks turning red. “He visited our house when my stepfather was still away. He spoke of marriage. He said he loved me deeply.”
  “Did your stepfather know of him?” Holmes asked.
  “No. Mr. Angel said that it would be better not to tell him at once. He feared that my stepfather would oppose our friendship.”
  “And did he?” Holmes asked gently.
  “Yes,” she said. “When my stepfather returned from France, Mr. Angel stopped visiting. Instead, he wrote letters to me.”
  “You have those letters?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she said, taking several folded sheets from her bag. “He wrote every day. His letters were typed.”
  “Typed?” Holmes repeated.
  “Yes. He said that his writing was poor and that it would be clearer if he used a machine.”
  Holmes took the letters and glanced at them quickly. His face showed no change.
  “What happened next?” he asked.
  Miss Sutherland clasped her hands again. “He asked me to marry him. He said that we must do so quietly. He feared that my stepfather would try to stop it. We fixed the day for the wedding.”
  “And did you marry him?” I asked.
  She shook her head slowly.
  “On the morning of the wedding,” she said in a trembling voice, “he came to our house. He seemed nervous but loving. We drove together to the church. He entered one carriage, and I entered another. When we arrived at the church, his carriage was empty.”
  “Empty?” Holmes said quietly.
  “Yes. The driver said that he had seen Mr. Angel step into the carriage. But when he opened the door at the church, Mr. Angel was gone.”
  “Gone?” I repeated.
  “Yes. He disappeared completely. I have not seen him since. I have received no letter. Nothing.”
  Tears filled her eyes. “He promised that he would never leave me. He made me swear to be faithful to him always.”
  Holmes leaned forward slightly.
  “Did he make you swear this before or after your stepfather returned?” he asked.
  “Before,” she answered.
  “And how old is your stepfather?” Holmes asked calmly.
  “Only five years older than I am,” she said.
  Holmes exchanged a quick glance with me.
  “Miss Sutherland,” he said gently, “you are quite certain that Mr. Hosmer Angel wore dark glasses at all times?”
  “Yes.”
  “And that he spoke in a soft voice?”
  “Yes.”
  Holmes rose and walked slowly to the window. He stood there for a few moments, thinking deeply.
  Then he turned back.
  “Miss Sutherland,” he said kindly, “I believe that I can explain what has happened to you.”
  She looked up with hope in her eyes.
  “You can?” she whispered.
  “Yes,” Holmes said quietly. “And I fear that the truth is not pleasant.”
 
Part 2
 
  Miss Sutherland leaned forward in her chair. Her hands were pressed together so tightly that the knuckles were white. She looked at Holmes as if he held her whole future in his words.
  “Please tell me,” she said. “Whatever it is, I would rather know the truth.”
  Holmes returned to his seat and placed the typed letters upon the table in front of him.
  “Before I explain,” he said, “I must ask you a few more questions. You say that your stepfather travels often to France for his business?”
  “Yes,” she answered. “He is in the wine trade. He goes to France several times a year.”
  “And the visits of Mr. Hosmer Angel took place only when your stepfather was absent?”
  She paused. “Yes. That is true.”
  “And when your stepfather returned, Mr. Angel stopped visiting and wrote letters instead?”
  “Yes.”
  Holmes nodded slowly. “And the letters were always typed. No handwriting at all?”
  “No handwriting,” she said. “Even his name at the bottom was typed.”
  Holmes tapped the letters lightly with his finger.
  “You have sharp eyes, Miss Sutherland?” he asked suddenly.
  “Yes,” she said with some pride. “I see quite well, though I wear glasses for reading.”
  “Then you must have noticed something strange about these letters.”
  She looked puzzled. “Strange? No.”
  Holmes picked up one letter and held it toward her.
  “The machine that typed this letter,” he said calmly, “has certain marks. The letter ‘e’ is slightly faint. The letter ‘r’ is cut at the top. These same small faults appear in every letter.”
  She stared at the page but did not understand.
  Holmes continued gently. “If we find another document typed with the same machine, showing the same small faults, we may know that both documents came from the same place.”
  “Yes,” she said slowly. “I suppose so.”
  Holmes rose and went to his desk. From a drawer he removed another paper.
  “This,” he said, “is a business letter from your stepfather.”
  Miss Sutherland gasped. “You have written to him?”
  “Yes,” Holmes said simply. “I sent a short note to his office yesterday. This is the reply.”
  He placed it beside the letters from Mr. Angel.
  “Look carefully,” he said.
  Miss Sutherland leaned forward. Her eyes moved from one paper to the other.
  “The letters look the same,” she whispered.
  “They were typed on the same machine,” Holmes said quietly. “The faint ‘e,’ the cut ‘r,’ the uneven line—these are like fingerprints. Machines, like people, have their own small faults.”
  Miss Sutherland stared at him. Her face slowly lost its color.
  “You mean—” she began.
  Holmes spoke softly but firmly.
  “I mean that Mr. Hosmer Angel and your stepfather are the same man.”
  For a moment she did not speak. Then she shook her head violently.
  “No. That cannot be true. My stepfather is clean-shaven. Mr. Angel had a thick beard.”
  “A false beard,” Holmes said calmly.
  “No,” she whispered. “No…”
  “Your stepfather is only five years older than you,” Holmes continued. “He wished to prevent your marriage. If you married, your income would no longer remain in the household. At present, your money is used by your mother and stepfather.”
  She covered her face with her hands.
  “He disguised himself,” Holmes said gently. “He wore dark glasses so that you would not see his eyes clearly. He spoke in a soft voice to hide his natural tone. He courted you when he was supposed to be abroad. When he returned home as himself, Mr. Angel vanished.”
  Miss Sutherland gave a low cry.
  “On the day of the wedding,” Holmes went on, “he drove in one carriage and you in another. At some point before reaching the church, he slipped out and returned home by another route. There was no wedding. There was never any intention of marriage.”
  Silence filled the room.
  Miss Sutherland slowly lifted her head. Her eyes were red, but there was a strange strength in her face.
  “You are wrong,” she said quietly.
  Holmes looked at her with calm sympathy.
  “I assure you, I am not.”
  “He would not treat me so cruelly,” she said firmly. “He loved me.”
  “He loved your income,” Holmes replied, not unkindly.
  She stood up suddenly.
  “No,” she said again. “You are mistaken. Mr. Angel would never leave me without reason. He must have been harmed. Something must have happened.”
  Holmes did not rise. “If that is what you choose to believe, Miss Sutherland, I cannot force you otherwise.”
  She looked at him with wounded pride.
  “You think poorly of him,” she said. “But I shall remain faithful. He made me promise, and I shall keep my word.”
  Holmes bowed his head slightly. “That is your right.”
  Without another word she gathered her gloves and left the room.
  When the door closed, I turned to Holmes.
  “Surely you will inform the police?” I said.
  Holmes shook his head.
  “No crime has been committed,” he said. “It is cruel, yes. It is dishonest. But it is not against the law.”
  “The man deserves punishment,” I said with anger.
  “Perhaps,” Holmes replied. “But the law cannot touch him. His purpose was simple—to prevent the young woman from marrying so that her income would remain at home.”
  He stood and walked slowly to the window.
  “It is a sad case,” he said quietly. “But sometimes truth cannot heal.”
  “You believe she will remain faithful?” I asked.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Yes,” he said. “She will wait for a man who never existed.”
  He returned to his chair and lit a cigarette.
  “In some ways,” he added softly, “that is the cruelest part of all.”
  I sat in silence, thinking of the trusting young woman who had left our rooms with hope still in her heart.
  Holmes leaned back and closed his eyes.
  “Life,” he said after a time, “is often stranger than any story we might invent.”
  And so ended the case of Miss Mary Sutherland, who loved a shadow and remained true to it, while the man who deceived her walked free.
 

The Boscombe Valley Mystery
 
Part 1
 
  During the early summer of that year, I received a letter from Sherlock Holmes which asked me to join him at once. The letter was short and written in his usual quick style. He said that a serious matter had taken him into the country and that my company would be welcome. I had not seen him for some weeks, and so I packed a small bag and took the first train that same afternoon.
  The journey led me westward, far from the busy streets of London. The air grew clearer as the train moved through fields and small villages. When at last I arrived, Holmes was waiting upon the platform. His face was calm, but I could see the light of interest in his eyes.
  “You are in good time, Watson,” he said as he shook my hand. “We have a curious case before us.”
  “A crime?” I asked.
  “Yes,” he replied. “A murder.”
  He led me from the station, and as we walked he began to explain.
  “The matter concerns a man named Charles McCarthy,” Holmes said. “He is accused of killing his own father.”
  “His father?” I repeated in surprise.
  “Yes,” Holmes said quietly. “The father’s name was Charles McCarthy also. He was found dead in a small valley near his home.”
  “What evidence is there against the son?” I asked.
  Holmes glanced at me.
  “He was seen with his father shortly before the body was found. They were heard speaking loudly. Soon after, the father was discovered lying on the ground, struck upon the head. The son was near him.”
  “And what does the son say?” I asked.
  “He admits that he was with his father,” Holmes replied. “He says that they met by chance in the valley. He admits that they spoke. But he denies killing him.”
  “What reason would he have to harm his own father?” I asked.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “That,” he said, “is one of the questions.”
  We soon reached a small village surrounded by trees and open land. The houses were few, and the people spoke in low voices when we passed. The murder had clearly shaken them.
  “The McCarthys came from Australia,” Holmes explained as we walked. “They had once been wealthy, but their fortune had fallen. They settled here some years ago.”
  “And the valley?” I asked.
  “It is called Boscombe Valley,” Holmes said. “A narrow place with trees and a small stream. The body was found there two days ago.”
  We were met by a local officer, a serious man with a firm manner. He greeted Holmes with respect.
  “The son is held in custody,” the officer said. “The evidence is strong.”
  “Strong evidence may still hide weak truth,” Holmes replied calmly. “I should like to see the place where the body was found.”
  We walked together toward the valley. The path led through trees and tall grass. Birds sang above us, and the stream moved quietly over stones. It seemed a peaceful place, which made the thought of murder even more strange.
  At last we reached the spot. The officer pointed to a patch of ground near the water.
  “He was lying there,” he said. “Struck from behind.”
  Holmes knelt and studied the earth closely. He moved slowly, examining small marks and broken twigs. He then stood and walked a few steps away.
  “You say that the son was found nearby?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” the officer replied. “He said he had come upon his father already hurt.”
  Holmes nodded but did not speak.
  “There is more,” the officer added. “A young lady heard the quarrel. Her name is Miss Turner.”
  “Miss Turner?” Holmes repeated.
  “She is the daughter of a man who owns land nearby,” the officer said. “She is friendly with the McCarthy family.”
  Holmes looked thoughtful.
  “We shall speak with her,” he said.
  As we walked back toward the village, Holmes was quiet. I knew that his mind was active.
  “You are not convinced of the son’s guilt,” I said softly.
  Holmes shook his head.
  “There is something missing,” he replied. “A small piece that does not fit.”
  “What piece?” I asked.
  Holmes looked toward the trees of Boscombe Valley.
  “The father’s last words,” he said quietly. “He was heard to cry out something strange.”
  “What was it?” I asked.
  Holmes met my eyes.
  “He cried out the word ‘Cooee.’”
  “Cooee?” I repeated.
  “Yes,” Holmes said. “A call used in Australia.”
  I felt a chill despite the warm air.
  “Then this mystery,” I said slowly, “may reach far beyond this quiet valley.”
  Holmes gave a slight nod.
  “Indeed, Watson,” he said. “I believe it does.”
 
Part 2
 
  We returned to the village and soon met Miss Turner. She was a young woman with a pale and gentle face, yet her eyes showed strength and deep feeling. It was clear at once that the case troubled her greatly.
  “Miss Turner,” Holmes said kindly, “we understand that you were near the valley on the day of the event.”
  She nodded.
  “Yes,” she said softly. “I was walking not far from the stream. I heard voices raised in anger.”
  “You recognized them?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she replied. “They were Mr. McCarthy and his son. I have known them for years.”
  “What did you hear?” Holmes asked.
  She looked down for a moment.
  “I heard the father speak sharply,” she said. “Then I heard the son reply in a loud voice. They seemed to argue. Then I heard the father cry out ‘Cooee!’ and after that a sound like a heavy blow.”
  “Did you see anything?” Holmes asked gently.
  “I saw the son bending over his father,” she said. “He looked shocked and afraid.”
  “Did you see anyone else?” Holmes asked.
  She hesitated.
  “No,” she said at last.
  Holmes watched her closely, but he did not press her further.
  “Thank you,” he said quietly.
  When we had left her, I turned to Holmes.
  “She believes the son innocent,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “And her feeling is strong.”
  “Do you share her belief?” I asked.
  Holmes was silent for a few steps.
  “I do not yet know,” he said. “But I find it strange that a father, struck from behind, should cry out a call used in Australia.”
  “You think he was calling to someone?” I asked.
  Holmes nodded slowly.
  “That is possible,” he said. “The word is not common here. It suggests that the father recognized someone from his past.”
  We later met the son, Charles McCarthy, in the small room where he was held. He was young and pale, with dark eyes and a troubled face.
  “You must help me,” he said as soon as we entered. “I swear I am innocent.”
  Holmes looked at him calmly.
  “Tell me what happened,” he said.
  The young man took a deep breath.
  “I went to the valley that afternoon,” he said. “I had arranged to meet Miss Turner. But before she arrived, I met my father.”
  “By chance?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” the young man said. “We spoke. He was angry. He wished me to give up my hope of marriage with Miss Turner.”
  “Why?” Holmes asked.
  “He said it would bring trouble,” the son replied. “I do not understand why.”
  “And then?” Holmes said quietly.
  “He walked ahead of me,” the young man continued. “Suddenly he cried out ‘Cooee!’ I did not know why. Then I saw him fall. I ran to him. He was struck on the head. I tried to help him.”
  “Did you see anyone else?” Holmes asked.
  The young man looked confused.
  “No,” he said. “But as I bent over him, he spoke one word.”
  “What word?” Holmes asked.
  “He said ‘rat.’ Then he died.”
  Holmes’s eyes sharpened.
  “You are certain?” he asked.
  “Yes,” the young man replied firmly. “He said ‘rat.’”
  Holmes thanked him and we left.
  “Well?” I asked as we stepped outside.
  Holmes did not answer at once.
  “The word ‘rat,’” he said slowly. “It may not mean the animal.”
  “What else could it mean?” I asked.
  Holmes looked toward the distant hills.
  “In Australia,” he said, “there are places with names unfamiliar to us. The father may have tried to say more.”
  “You think he began a word and could not finish?” I asked.
  “It is possible,” Holmes replied.
  That evening Holmes walked alone through the valley. I remained at the inn, though I knew he was following some thought. When he returned, his face was serious but satisfied.
  “Watson,” he said quietly, “I believe the truth lies not with the son, but with another man.”
  “Another man?” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “A man who came from Australia. A man with reason to fear exposure.”
  “And who is that?” I asked.
  Holmes met my eyes.
  “Mr. Turner,” he said. “Miss Turner’s father.”
  I stared at him.
  “But he is a respected landowner,” I said.
  “Perhaps now,” Holmes answered. “But what of his past?”
  The next day we called upon Mr. Turner. He was an older man with a strong face, though illness had left him weak. He lay upon a couch, pale and thin.
  Holmes spoke gently.
  “Mr. Turner,” he said, “I know that you came from Australia many years ago.”
  The man’s eyes flashed.
  “What of it?” he asked harshly.
  “You knew Charles McCarthy there,” Holmes continued quietly.
  Mr. Turner’s hand trembled.
  “Yes,” he whispered.
  Holmes stepped closer.
  “He was not always an honest man,” Holmes said softly. “And neither were you.”
  Silence filled the room.
  At last Mr. Turner gave a deep sigh.
  “It is true,” he said. “In Australia I was known by another name. So was McCarthy. We were both criminals. We escaped and made new lives here.”
  I felt a shock at his calm confession.
  “But why kill him?” Holmes asked gently.
  Mr. Turner closed his eyes.
  “He threatened me,” he said. “He wished to force his son’s marriage to my daughter. He said that if I refused, he would reveal our past.”
  “And so you followed him to the valley,” Holmes said quietly.
  Mr. Turner nodded slowly.
  “I heard him call ‘Cooee’ when he saw me,” he said. “He knew me. We argued. In anger, I struck him.”
  He opened his eyes again.
  “I did not mean to kill him,” he said in a broken voice. “But I did.”
  Holmes stood in silence.
  “Your daughter believes the young man innocent,” Holmes said at last.
  “He is innocent,” Mr. Turner replied firmly. “I alone am guilty.”
  Holmes bowed his head slightly.
  “I shall see that justice is done,” he said.
  As we left the house, I felt both sorrow and relief.
  “The son will be freed,” I said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Yes,” he said. “But this valley will remember the past that followed these men from far across the world.”
  The quiet stream of Boscombe Valley flowed as before, yet beneath its calm surface lay a story of old crime, fear, and a blow struck in anger that ended one life and nearly ruined another.
 
Part 3
 
  We returned at once to the village authorities, and Holmes spoke privately with the officer in charge. I was present when he explained what he had learned, though he did so with care and respect. Mr. Turner’s confession had been clear, and there was no doubt left in Holmes’s mind.
  “The young man must be released,” Holmes said firmly. “The true hand that struck the blow has been found.”
  The officer listened closely, his face growing serious as the full weight of the truth became clear.
  “This will cause great talk in the village,” he said at last.
  “Better talk than injustice,” Holmes replied calmly.
  That same afternoon Charles McCarthy was freed. I shall never forget the look upon his face when he was told that he was no longer accused. Relief and sorrow were mixed together, for he had lost his father, yet he had escaped a terrible fate.
  Miss Turner was also told the truth. I saw her later, walking slowly beside the stream where the tragedy had taken place. Her face was pale, but her step was steady. She had learned that her own father had struck the blow that killed the father of the man she cared for.
  “It is a heavy burden,” I said softly to Holmes as we watched her from a distance.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Yes,” he said. “But it is better than a false burden placed upon the innocent.”
  Mr. Turner’s health was already weak, and he did not long survive the confession. Holmes believed that he had carried the weight of his past for many years. The fear that his former crimes would come to light had shaped his life in England. When Charles McCarthy threatened to speak, that old fear returned with force.
  “It was not only anger that moved him,” Holmes said as we prepared to return to London. “It was fear. Fear of losing his good name. Fear of shame for his daughter. Fear is often stronger than reason.”
  “And the word ‘rat,’” I said. “What did you make of it?”
  Holmes gave a small smile.
  “The dying man tried to say more,” he replied. “He began to speak the name ‘Turner,’ but strength failed him. The sound came out broken. The son heard only ‘rat.’ It was enough to mislead him.”
  “And the cry of ‘Cooee’?” I asked.
  “That was a call of recognition,” Holmes said. “A call from the old life in Australia. When McCarthy saw Turner in the valley, he cried out as men once did across the wide lands there. In that single word lay the whole story of their shared past.”
  I looked once more at the quiet valley. The trees stood calm, the water flowed as before, and birds moved among the branches. Nature seemed untouched by the drama that had played out upon its ground.
  “It is strange,” I said, “how a man may escape across the world, yet not escape himself.”
  Holmes glanced at me with approval.
  “Very true, Watson,” he said. “The past walks beside us, though we may not see it. And when we try to hide it, we often bring greater trouble upon ourselves.”
  As we boarded the train back to London, Holmes appeared thoughtful but satisfied. Another puzzle had been solved, another innocent life saved from ruin.
  “You had doubts from the first,” I said as the train began to move.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “The evidence against the son was strong on the surface, but too simple. The cry from Australia, the strange word at the end, and the deep feeling of Miss Turner—all pointed elsewhere.”
  “You trusted small details again,” I said.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “Details are the voice of truth,” he answered. “We need only listen carefully.”
  The train carried us away from Boscombe Valley, leaving behind a village that would long remember the day when old secrets from distant lands rose to the surface. For myself, I felt both sadness and respect. Sadness for a life lost and for the sorrow brought upon a daughter, and respect for the clear mind of my friend, who could look beyond anger and appearance to find the hidden thread that tied past and present together.
  And so ended the mystery of Boscombe Valley, a case in which a single cry in a quiet place revealed a history of crime, fear, and regret carried across oceans and years.
 

The Five Orange Pips
 
Part 1
 
  One evening in the autumn of that year, as I sat with Sherlock Holmes in our rooms at Baker Street, the wind howled outside with unusual force. Rain beat hard against the windows, and the fire in the grate flickered in the sudden drafts. It was a wild and restless night, and few people would have chosen to leave their homes.
  Holmes had been silent for some time, reading an old newspaper and making small notes in the margin. I was content to sit quietly with a book, though the sound of the storm made it difficult to concentrate.
  Suddenly the bell rang sharply below.
  I looked up in surprise.
  “Who would venture out in such weather?” I asked.
  Holmes rose at once.
  “When men come in storms,” he said quietly, “it is often because they are driven by fear.”
  A moment later our visitor was shown in. He was a young man, pale and anxious, with dark hair and troubled eyes. His clothes were wet from the rain, and his hands trembled slightly.
  “Mr. Sherlock Holmes?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied calmly. “Pray come in and warm yourself. This is my friend Dr. Watson.”
  The young man stepped closer to the fire.
  “My name is John Openshaw,” he said. “I have come to ask your help. I am in danger.”
  Holmes’s eyes sharpened at once.
  “Please sit down and tell us everything,” he said.
  John Openshaw took a deep breath.
  “It began two years ago,” he said. “My uncle, Elias Openshaw, received a letter.”
  “From whom?” Holmes asked.
  “We do not know,” the young man replied. “The letter came from India. Inside the envelope were five dried orange pips.”
  I looked at Holmes, who remained still.
  “Was there any message?” Holmes asked.
  “Only three letters written inside the envelope: K. K. K.”
  Holmes leaned forward slightly.
  “And your uncle?” he asked.
  “He turned pale when he saw it,” John said. “He said, ‘My sins have caught up with me.’ Then he locked himself in his room for many days.”
  “Did he explain the meaning?” Holmes asked.
  “No,” John replied. “He would not speak of it.”
  The wind outside grew louder, as if to underline the young man’s words.
  “What happened next?” Holmes asked quietly.
  “Seven weeks later,” John said, “my uncle was found dead in a small pool near the house. The police said it was an accident. But I do not believe it.”
  “Why not?” I asked.
  “Because of the letter,” John said firmly. “He feared it greatly.”
  Holmes nodded slowly.
  “And after your uncle’s death?” he asked.
  “The property passed to my father,” John replied. “For some time nothing happened. Then, last month, my father received a letter.”
  “Also with orange pips?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” John said. “Five dried pips. And the same letters: K. K. K.”
  Holmes’s face grew serious.
  “What did your father do?” he asked.
  “He laughed at it,” John said. “He said it was a foolish joke. But three days later, he left the house and did not return. He was found dead beside the road. They said he fell into a ditch.”
  I felt a chill.
  “And now?” Holmes asked quietly.
  John opened his coat and took out an envelope.
  “This morning I received one,” he said.
  He placed it upon the table.
  Holmes opened it carefully. Five dried orange pips fell onto the surface.
  “The same letters?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” John whispered.
  Holmes examined the envelope closely.
  “The postmark?” he asked.
  “London,” John replied.
  Holmes’s eyes met mine.
  “You have done wisely to come,” he said to John. “Tell me, have you any idea what these letters may mean?”
  “None,” John said. “But I believe that the same hand that killed my uncle and father now seeks me.”
  Holmes stood and began to pace slowly before the fire.
  “Your uncle lived in America before he came to England, did he not?” he asked.
  “Yes,” John replied. “He spent many years in the South after the war.”
  Holmes stopped walking.
  “And did he bring papers with him?” he asked.
  John looked surprised.
  “Yes,” he said. “He had a brass box filled with papers. He kept it locked.”
  “Where is it now?” Holmes asked quickly.
  “After his death, the box passed to my father. But many of the papers had been burned by my uncle shortly after he received the first letter.”
  Holmes’s face darkened.
  “Do you have the box?” he asked.
  “Yes,” John replied. “It is at home.”
  Holmes sat down again.
  “Listen carefully,” he said. “You must at once place a note inside that box. The note should say that the remaining papers have been burned and that no harm is intended.”
  “Will that save me?” John asked anxiously.
  Holmes hesitated only a moment.
  “It may delay matters,” he said. “But you must also take care of yourself. Remain at home tonight. Do not walk alone. I shall begin inquiries at once.”
  John rose, hope and fear mixed in his face.
  “You believe I am in danger?” he asked.
  Holmes looked at him steadily.
  “Yes,” he said quietly. “I do.”
  The wind struck hard against the window once more as John Openshaw prepared to leave, carrying with him the weight of five small orange pips and a threat that had already claimed two lives.
 
Part 2
 
  After John Openshaw left our rooms that stormy night, Holmes remained standing by the fire for a long time without speaking. The rain struck the glass in sharp bursts, and the wind moved down the chimney with a low sound. I could see that his mind was already at work.
  “This is a dark matter, Watson,” he said at last. “Very dark.”
  “Do you know what the letters mean?” I asked.
  Holmes nodded slowly.
  “Yes,” he said. “K. K. K. stands for a secret group that began in the Southern states of America after the war.”
  “A secret group?” I repeated.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “A violent group. They sent warnings before they acted. Often a small and strange sign, such as seeds or small objects. After that, death followed.”
  I felt a cold weight in my chest.
  “Then John Openshaw is truly in danger,” I said.
  “Very much so,” Holmes answered. “His uncle must have been connected with that group. Something passed between them. Something they now wish to recover or silence.”
  “The papers in the brass box,” I said.
  Holmes gave a short nod.
  “Exactly. The uncle burned most of them, but perhaps not all. That is why the warnings continue.”
  “Can you protect the young man?” I asked.
  Holmes looked troubled.
  “I shall try,” he said quietly. “But the danger moves swiftly.”
  The next morning Holmes rose early. He left the house before I had finished my breakfast. He did not return until late afternoon, his face pale but determined.
  “I have learned much,” he said as he removed his coat. “The letters to the uncle came from India. The letter to the father from Scotland. And the one to John from London.”
  “Then the writers travel often,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “By sea.”
  He laid out several notes upon the table.
  “There is a ship now in London which matches the path of those earlier letters,” he said. “It is an American ship.”
  “You believe the men who sent the pips are aboard?” I asked.
  “I believe so,” Holmes answered.
  “What will you do?” I said.
  Holmes sat down and wrote quickly upon a sheet of paper.
  “I shall send a warning of my own,” he said. “They sent five orange pips. I shall send five to them.”
  “To them?” I asked in surprise.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “Along with a note that they are known and watched.”
  “Will that stop them?” I asked.
  Holmes did not answer at once.
  “It may disturb them,” he said quietly. “It may drive them to haste. But we must act.”
  That evening we received news that John Openshaw had returned safely to his home. Holmes seemed relieved.
  “If he remains cautious, we may yet save him,” he said.
  But the next morning, before the sun had risen high, a knock came at our door. A messenger brought a newspaper.
  Holmes opened it and read in silence. His face grew very still.
  “What is it?” I asked.
  He handed me the paper.
  It told of a young man found dead near the river. The body had been taken from the water. His name was John Openshaw.
  For a moment I could not speak.
  “The police say it was an accident,” I said at last.
  Holmes stood up sharply.
  “Accident?” he said with bitter force. “No, Watson. It was murder.”
  He walked to the window and stood looking out at the street below.
  “I have failed him,” he said quietly.
  “You did all you could,” I said.
  Holmes shook his head.
  “I was too slow,” he said. “I should have acted sooner. Those men move quickly and without mercy.”
  He turned back toward the table.
  “But they shall not escape,” he said firmly.
  That same day Holmes sent his letter and the five orange pips to the captain of the ship he suspected. He also informed the police authorities in several ports.
  “The sea is wide,” I said. “They may vanish.”
  Holmes’s eyes burned with quiet anger.
  “Not if justice follows them,” he said.
  Days passed. We waited for news.
  At last a report reached us. The American ship had been lost in a great storm at sea. No survivors were found.
  Holmes read the message slowly.
  “Then fate has judged them,” he said.
  I watched him closely.
  “Do you feel satisfaction?” I asked.
  Holmes remained silent for a long moment.
  “No,” he said at last. “I feel no satisfaction. A life was taken before I could save it. That remains.”
  He folded the newspaper carefully.
  “The five orange pips brought fear across oceans,” he said quietly. “They were small signs, but they carried death. Let us hope that no more such letters travel the seas.”
  The fire burned low as evening came. Outside, London moved on as it always did, unaware of the dark chain of events that had begun in distant lands and ended in cold water near its shores.
  And so ended the matter of the five orange pips, a case in which secret hatred and old crime crossed continents, and in which even the keen mind of Sherlock Holmes could not turn back the hand of fate in time.
 

The Man with the Twisted Lip
 
Part 1
 
  One summer evening I had just finished my supper when a messenger arrived at my door. The man brought a short note from my wife. She wrote that a poor woman had come to her in great distress and begged for help. Since my wife knew of my friendship with Sherlock Holmes, she urged me to go at once to Baker Street.
  I left without delay. When I reached Holmes’s rooms, I found him seated at his table with a small lamp beside him. His face showed interest, though he seemed calm as always.
  “You are late, Watson,” he said lightly. “But you come in good time. We are about to begin.”
  “Begin what?” I asked.
  Holmes handed me a letter.
  It was written by a woman named Mrs. Neville St. Clair. She said that her husband had disappeared under strange and terrible circumstances. She feared that he was dead, though she had seen him with her own eyes only days before.
  “Where did this happen?” I asked.
  “In a place called Upper Swandam Lane,” Holmes replied. “A narrow street near the river. A place not known for comfort.”
  I raised my eyebrows.
  “And what was Mr. St. Clair doing there?” I asked.
  Holmes gave a slight smile.
  “That is the mystery,” he said.
  We set out at once to meet Mrs. St. Clair. She was a young woman with a pale face and anxious eyes. Two small children stood near her, unaware of the shadow that hung over the house.
  “You must help me,” she said as soon as we entered. “I know that my husband is alive.”
  Holmes bowed gently.
  “Tell us everything,” he said.
  Mrs. St. Clair took a deep breath.
  “My husband left home on Monday morning,” she said. “He said he had business in the city. Later that day I went to London to buy a gift for our child.”
  “And then?” Holmes asked.
  “As I passed along Upper Swandam Lane,” she said, her voice shaking, “I looked up at a window and saw my husband’s face.”
  “You are certain?” Holmes asked quietly.
  “Yes,” she said firmly. “He looked down at me in great fear. He waved his hands as if to warn me away.”
  “What did you do?” I asked.
  “I ran to the door of the house,” she said. “But it was a place of bad name. A den where beggars and sailors gather. The police came and searched it.”
  “And what did they find?” Holmes asked.
  Mrs. St. Clair’s eyes filled with tears.
  “They found my husband’s coat,” she said. “It was by the river. The pockets were filled with coins.”
  “Coins?” I repeated.
  “Yes,” she said. “Many small coins. But there was no sign of him.”
  Holmes leaned forward slightly.
  “Was there anyone else in that room?” he asked.
  “Yes,” she said. “A beggar who lives there. A man with a twisted lip. His name is Hugh Boone.”
  “And what does he say?” Holmes asked.
  “He says he has never seen my husband,” she replied.
  Holmes rose slowly.
  “We must see this place,” he said.
  That evening we walked through narrow streets toward the river. The air was heavy and the houses close together. Upper Swandam Lane was dark and unclean.
  We entered the building described by Mrs. St. Clair. Inside, the smell of smoke and dirt filled the air. A man sat near the fire. His face was rough, and one side of his lip hung in a strange and twisted shape. His hair was red and wild.
  “Your name is Hugh Boone?” Holmes asked.
  “It is,” the man answered in a low voice.
  Holmes looked at him closely.
  “You were in this room on Monday?” he asked.
  “I was,” Boone replied.
  “Did you see a gentleman here?” Holmes continued.
  Boone shook his head.
  “No gentleman comes here,” he said with a rough laugh.
  Holmes’s eyes moved around the room. He examined the window, the floor, and the fireplace.
  “You earn your living by begging?” he asked calmly.
  “I do,” Boone answered.
  “And you sit in the city streets?” Holmes asked.
  “Every day,” Boone said.
  Holmes said nothing more. When we left the building, I looked at him with questions in my mind.
  “Do you believe this man?” I asked.
  Holmes did not reply at once.
  “I believe,” he said slowly, “that appearances may deceive.”
  “What of the coat filled with coins?” I asked.
  Holmes’s eyes grew thoughtful.
  “That,” he said quietly, “is the strangest detail of all.”
  As we returned through the dark streets, I felt that this case would not be simple. A man seen at a window, a coat weighted with coins, a beggar with a twisted lip—each part seemed to point in a different direction.
  Yet I knew that Holmes would not rest until he had drawn them together into one clear truth.
 
Part 2
 
  The next morning Holmes rose earlier than usual. He had slept little, and I could see that his mind had worked through the night. After a quick breakfast, he announced that he would visit the police station where Hugh Boone was being held.
  “The man was arrested,” Holmes explained, “on suspicion of murder. Yet suspicion is not proof. I must see him more closely.”
  I accompanied him. The station was cold and plain, and the air smelled of stone and damp cloth. Boone was brought before us. His twisted lip gave his face a strange and almost cruel look. His hair hung over his forehead, and his hands were stained with dirt.
  “You again,” Boone said with a rough voice when he saw Holmes.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “Yes,” he replied. “We meet once more.”
  He looked closely at Boone’s face, especially at the twisted lip.
  “You have had this deformity since birth?” Holmes asked quietly.
  Boone gave a short laugh.
  “As long as I remember,” he said.
  Holmes nodded but said nothing more. After a moment he turned to the officer.
  “May I have a basin of water and a sponge?” he asked.
  The officer looked surprised but agreed.
  When the water was brought, Holmes stepped forward quickly. Before Boone could move away, Holmes seized the sponge and pressed it firmly against the beggar’s face.
  Boone cried out in anger and tried to pull back, but Holmes held him fast. I watched in amazement as the red hair, the dirt, and even the twisted lip began to change under the water.
  In less than a minute, the face before us was no longer that of Hugh Boone. It was the face of a clean and well-dressed gentleman.
  “Neville St. Clair!” I cried.
  The man stood silent, his head bowed.
  The officer stared in disbelief.
  “You are Mr. St. Clair?” he said.
  The man nodded slowly.
  “Yes,” he answered in a quiet voice. “I am.”
  Holmes stepped back calmly.
  “The twisted lip was paint,” he said. “The red hair a wig. The dirt only for show.”
  I felt both relief and confusion.
  “But why?” I asked.
  Neville St. Clair looked at us with tired eyes.
  “I did not mean for this to happen,” he said. “Years ago, when I was young and poor, I learned that begging brought more money than honest work. I had a talent for disguise.”
  He paused and looked ashamed.
  “Later I married,” he continued. “My wife believed that I worked as a journalist. In truth, I earned far more as a beggar in the city streets.”
  “You chose to continue this secret life,” Holmes said quietly.
  St. Clair nodded.
  “It was easy money,” he said. “Each day I left home dressed as a gentleman. Then I changed into the beggar Hugh Boone and sat in the city. I earned large sums.”
  I thought of the coat filled with coins.
  “And on Monday?” Holmes asked.
  “On Monday,” St. Clair said, “I had finished my day’s work. I was still dressed as Boone when I saw my wife in the street below. She looked up and saw me at the window.”
  “You feared she would discover your secret,” Holmes said.
  “Yes,” St. Clair replied. “In panic, I waved her away. I threw my coat, filled with coins, out of the window into the river to make it seem as though I had fallen.”
  “And then?” I asked.
  “The police came,” he said. “I had no time to change back into my true self. I remained as Boone. I thought that if I stayed silent, suspicion might pass.”
  Holmes folded his arms.
  “You did not expect the matter to grow so serious,” he said.
  “No,” St. Clair answered. “I did not think my wife would suffer so greatly.”
  Silence filled the small room.
  At last Holmes spoke.
  “There has been no murder,” he said to the officer. “Only deception.”
  The officer looked uncertain.
  “But this man has deceived many,” he said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “But no law has been broken by earning money through begging, however dishonest it may seem.”
  Neville St. Clair lowered his head.
  “I shall never return to that life,” he said. “I will confess everything to my wife.”
  Holmes regarded him steadily.
  “That is wise,” he said. “For secrets grow heavier with time.”
  Later that day we visited Mrs. St. Clair. When she saw her husband alive and clean once more, tears filled her eyes. She listened in silence as he told her the truth.
  Though shocked, she chose to forgive him.
  As we left their home, I turned to Holmes.
  “You suspected from the beginning,” I said.
  Holmes gave a slight smile.
  “The coins in the coat were the key,” he replied. “If he had been attacked and thrown into the river, why would the coat be filled with money? It suggested that the coat belonged not to a victim, but to a beggar.”
  “And the twisted lip?” I asked.
  “Too perfect,” Holmes said. “Too fixed. Paint may twist where flesh cannot.”
  I shook my head in wonder.
  “So the man with the twisted lip never truly existed,” I said.
  Holmes glanced at me.
  “He existed,” he said quietly. “But only as a mask.”
  The case ended without prison or trial. Neville St. Clair abandoned his false life and returned fully to his family. Yet I often reflected upon the strange truth that a man may hide beneath a face not his own, and that a painted twist of the lip may conceal not only identity, but an entire double life.
  Thus ended the curious affair of the man with the twisted lip, a case in which the greatest mystery was not death, but disguise.
 

The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle
 
Part 1
 
  It was just after Christmas, and a cold wind moved through the streets of London. Snow had fallen during the night, and the air was sharp and clear. I remember the day well because it began in a quiet way, yet before it ended, it had become one of the most curious cases that Sherlock Holmes ever handled.
  I had gone to Baker Street to wish Holmes a happy holiday. He sat in his chair by the fire, long legs stretched out, his hands pressed together. On the table before him lay a large and worn black hat. He was studying it with deep attention, as if it were some rare object of great value.
  “You are just in time, Watson,” he said when he saw me. “This hat has a story to tell.”
  I laughed. “It looks old and rather dirty,” I said. “I see nothing special about it.”
  “That is because you see, but you do not observe,” Holmes replied calmly. “This hat once belonged to a man of good education and fair means. Now he has fallen into difficult times.”
  I looked more closely. The hat was indeed old. The lining was worn, and there were small cracks in the leather.
  “How can you know all that from a hat?” I asked.
  Holmes lifted it carefully. “First,” he said, “it is a good-quality hat. It was expensive when new. A poor man would not buy such a hat. Second, it has not been replaced. That means its owner no longer has money to spare.”
  He turned it in his hands.
  “See here,” he went on. “There is dust inside. Not the dust of the street, but the dust of a room. This man spends much time indoors. Also, there are small marks of hair oil inside. He once took care of his appearance.”
  I nodded slowly. Holmes continued.
  “There are no marks of brushing on the outside. His wife no longer cares for him.”
  “His wife?” I said in surprise.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “A man who is cared for does not wear a hat in this condition.”
  I shook my head. “It is remarkable,” I said.
  “The hat was brought to me this morning,” Holmes continued. “Along with a goose.”
  “A goose?” I repeated.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “Yes. On Christmas morning, a gentleman was attacked in the street by a group of rough young men. In the struggle he dropped this hat and the goose he was carrying. A police officer arrived and frightened the attackers away. The man, however, ran off in fear and did not return.”
  “And the goose?” I asked.
  “The officer brought both items to me,” Holmes said. “He knows that I sometimes take interest in unusual matters.”
  “What happened to the goose?” I asked.
  Holmes gave a small cough. “It was eaten.”
  “Eaten?” I exclaimed.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “It was Christmas, and the officer’s family was in need of food. He left the hat with me but took the goose home.”
  “Then what is unusual about this case?” I asked.
  Holmes reached into a drawer and took out a small blue stone that shone brightly in the light of the fire.
  “This,” he said quietly, “was found inside the goose.”
  I stared at the stone. It was clear and deep blue, like the sky at dusk.
  “What is it?” I whispered.
  “It is a precious gem,” Holmes answered. “A blue carbuncle.”
  “A carbuncle?” I repeated.
  “Yes. It is one of the most valuable stones in London. Only three days ago it was stolen from the hotel room of a lady of high position.”
  “Stolen?” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “The lady is known as the Countess of Morcar. Her blue carbuncle disappeared from her jewel case at the hotel. A plumber named John Horner was arrested for the crime.”
  “Then this stone is the same one?” I asked.
  “There can be no doubt,” Holmes said. “The newspapers have described it in detail. Its color and size are unique.”
  I leaned back in my chair.
  “Then the man who carried the goose must be the thief,” I said.
  Holmes shook his head slowly.
  “Perhaps,” he said. “But perhaps not.”
  “How else could the stone be inside the goose?” I asked.
  “That,” Holmes replied, “is what we must discover.”
  He placed the stone carefully back in the drawer.
  “First, we must find the owner of the hat,” he said. “Inside the lining are the letters ‘H.B.’ That gives us a start.”
  “There must be many men with those letters,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes agreed. “But not many who lost a goose on Christmas morning.”
  He walked to his desk and wrote a short notice.
  “I shall place an advertisement in the evening paper,” he said. “It will state that a hat and goose were found at the corner of Goodge Street. The owner may collect them at Baker Street.”
  “And if he comes?” I asked.
  “Then we shall learn more.”
  That evening we waited by the fire. Outside, the wind blew harder, and snow began to fall again. Holmes sat quietly, though I knew his mind was busy.
  At last there was a knock at the door.
  A tall, thin man entered. His face was pale, and his clothes were worn. He looked nervous and cold.
  “My name is Henry Baker,” he said softly. “I saw your advertisement.”
  Holmes rose and handed him the hat.
  “Is this yours?” he asked.
  The man examined it carefully.
  “Yes,” he said. “It is mine.”
  “And the goose?” Holmes asked.
  The man’s eyes brightened.
  “I feared it was lost forever,” he said sadly.
  “It was eaten,” Holmes replied calmly. “But we have provided another for you.”
  The man looked relieved.
  “Thank you,” he said. “It was to be my Christmas dinner.”
  Holmes studied him closely.
  “Where did you buy the goose?” he asked.
  “At a small club,” the man replied. “A group of us pay each week, and at Christmas we each receive a goose.”
  “And the name of this club?” Holmes asked.
  “It meets at a public house called the Alpha Inn,” Henry Baker said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Thank you,” he said kindly. “You may go.”
  When the man had left, I turned to Holmes.
  “He does not seem like a thief,” I said.
  “No,” Holmes agreed. “He is innocent.”
  “Then the mystery deepens,” I said.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Yes, Watson,” he said. “The mystery now moves from the man who lost the goose to the place where it was raised.”
  He stood and put on his coat.
  “Come,” he said. “We shall visit the Alpha Inn.”
  And so we stepped once more into the cold night, following the path of a simple goose that carried within it one of the most valuable stones in England.
 
Part 2
 
  The wind was sharp as Holmes and I walked through the snowy streets. The lamps shone through the falling flakes, and the sound of our steps was soft upon the white ground. Holmes moved quickly, his long coat pulled close around him.
  “You see, Watson,” he said, “we have learned that Henry Baker is not the thief. He received the goose from the Alpha Inn. Therefore, the stone must have been placed inside the bird before it reached him.”
  “But how could that happen?” I asked.
  “That,” Holmes replied, “is what we must discover.”
  We soon reached the Alpha Inn. It was warm inside, and the air smelled of smoke and food. Several men stood near the fire, talking loudly. Behind the counter stood a large man with red cheeks and a serious face.
  Holmes stepped forward politely.
  “Good evening,” he said. “I understand that you have supplied some geese to a club of gentlemen.”
  The landlord looked at him with interest. “Yes, sir,” he said. “We do that every year.”
  “One of the geese,” Holmes continued, “had a rather unusual item inside it.”
  The landlord laughed. “Well, I cannot answer for what gentlemen may hide in their birds.”
  Holmes smiled slightly. “Perhaps you can tell me where you obtained the geese.”
  “From a dealer at Covent Garden,” the landlord replied. “I bought two dozen from him.”
  “His name?” Holmes asked calmly.
  “Breckinridge,” said the landlord.
  Holmes thanked him, and we left the inn.
  “Now,” Holmes said as we walked, “we must speak with Mr. Breckinridge.”
  Covent Garden was busy even at that late hour. Traders moved about, and carts stood in rows. Holmes approached a stall where a tall man with a sharp face stood among piles of birds.
  “Good evening,” Holmes said. “You are Mr. Breckinridge, I believe.”
  “I am,” the man replied shortly.
  “I understand that you sold some geese to the Alpha Inn.”
  The man looked annoyed. “I sell geese to many places,” he said. “What of it?”
  “One of them was of special interest,” Holmes continued.
  “I do not answer questions about my goods,” Breckinridge said sharply. “They were good birds, and that is enough.”
  Holmes remained calm.
  “Surely there is no harm in telling me from whom you bought them,” he said gently.
  Breckinridge crossed his arms.
  “I bought them from a woman in Brixton Road,” he said at last. “Her name is Mrs. Oakshott. Now that is enough. I have work to do.”
  Holmes thanked him politely and turned away.
  “You see, Watson,” he said, “we move step by step.”
  “So the geese came from Mrs. Oakshott,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “And perhaps she may know more.”
  We were about to leave the market when a loud voice rose behind us.
  “Where are those geese from?” someone shouted.
  We turned and saw a small, thin man arguing with Breckinridge.
  “You told me they were from the country,” the man cried angrily. “Now you say they came from Brixton Road.”
  Breckinridge waved him away.
  “I told you all I will tell you,” he said. “Go away, or I shall call the police.”
  The small man looked frightened and hurried off into the night.
  Holmes’s eyes followed him closely.
  “There,” he said softly, “goes the man we seek.”
  “You are certain?” I asked.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “Why should an honest man be so troubled about the origin of a goose?”
  We followed at a distance. The small man walked quickly, looking behind him again and again. At last Holmes stepped forward and touched him on the arm.
  The man started violently.
  “There is no need for fear,” Holmes said calmly. “We only wish to speak with you.”
  The man’s face was pale.
  “I have done nothing wrong,” he said quickly.
  “That remains to be seen,” Holmes replied. “Your name?”
  “James Ryder,” the man answered weakly.
  “You are connected with the hotel where the Countess of Morcar was staying,” Holmes said quietly.
  The man trembled.
  “Yes,” he whispered. “I am head attendant there.”
  Holmes looked at him steadily.
  “Come with us,” he said.
  We returned to Baker Street, Ryder walking between us like a man in a dream. Once inside, Holmes closed the door and faced him.
  “Now,” Holmes said calmly, “tell us the truth.”
  Ryder fell into a chair.
  “It was not meant to be like this,” he cried. “I only wished to improve my life.”
  Holmes remained silent, waiting.
  “I heard that the Countess kept the blue carbuncle in her jewel case,” Ryder said in a shaking voice. “I spoke with a maid who told me when the room would be empty. I took the stone and hid it.”
  “And John Horner?” I asked.
  Ryder covered his face.
  “He was working in the room,” he said. “I used that to blame him. I did not think it would go so far.”
  “But how did the stone reach the goose?” Holmes asked quietly.
  Ryder looked up with fear.
  “I had a sister,” he said. “She keeps geese in Brixton Road. I planned to leave London at once. I hid the stone inside one of her geese, thinking to take it later. But I chose the wrong bird. The goose I took was not the one with the stone. It was sold with the others.”
  “And so it reached the Alpha Inn,” Holmes said calmly.
  Ryder nodded miserably.
  “When I realized my mistake, I went mad with fear. I searched everywhere. I thought the stone was lost forever.”
  Holmes stood quietly for a long moment.
  “You are fortunate,” he said at last, “that the stone has been recovered.”
  Ryder looked at him with wide eyes.
  “Recovered?” he whispered.
  Holmes opened the drawer and held up the blue carbuncle.
  Ryder gave a cry and fell to his knees.
  “Mercy,” he begged. “Do not send me to prison.”
  Holmes looked down at him.
  “You are already punished,” he said quietly. “Your fear has been greater than any prison cell.”
  Ryder wept.
  I turned to Holmes in surprise.
  “Surely you will hand him over to the police?” I said.
  Holmes shook his head slowly.
  “It is Christmas,” he said. “Horner will be freed, for the stone is found. This man will never forget this night. Let him go.”
  Ryder stared at him in disbelief.
  “Go,” Holmes repeated.
  The man rose unsteadily and left the room.
  When the door closed, I looked at Holmes.
  “You are merciful,” I said.
  Holmes returned the stone to the drawer.
  “Perhaps,” he said softly. “Or perhaps I am merely practical. A frightened man may become honest.”
  He turned back to the fire.
  “And thus, Watson,” he added, “a simple goose has led us to a rare jewel and a lesson in human weakness.”
  The snow continued to fall outside, and the blue carbuncle shone quietly in the light of the fire.
 
Part 3
 
  I sat in silence for a few moments after James Ryder had left our rooms. The door had closed softly behind him, and his quick steps faded along the street below. The room felt strangely calm after his fear and tears.
  “You truly mean to let him go?” I asked at last.
  Holmes stood by the fire, his hands behind his back, his face thoughtful.
  “Yes,” he said quietly. “If I send him to the police, he will be tried and punished. But fear has already shaken him deeply. He is not a hardened criminal. He is weak, not cruel.”
  “And what of John Horner?” I said. “He was accused.”
  Holmes nodded.
  “The stone will be returned at once,” he replied. “The charge against Horner will fail. There is no case without the gem.”
  I considered this.
  “Still,” I said slowly, “Ryder planned the theft. He allowed another man to suffer.”
  Holmes turned slightly toward me.
  “True,” he said. “But consider this: If Ryder is brought to court, he will deny all. Horner may still be suspected. But if the stone is quietly restored and the case falls apart, Horner will walk free without stain.”
  I could not deny the sense in his words.
  Holmes moved to his desk and took up the blue carbuncle once more. The stone glowed with a deep and cold light.
  “A curious object,” he said. “It has caused more harm than many weapons. It tempted a weak man to crime. It sent another to prison. It brought fear and shame. And yet it is only a stone.”
  “A very valuable stone,” I said.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Value,” he said, “is something that men create. To a bird, it is nothing. To Ryder, it seemed a doorway to wealth. To the Countess, it is a treasure. To me, it is a problem solved.”
  He placed the gem back into the drawer and locked it.
  “We must return it in the morning,” he added.
  The next day was clear and bright. Snow lay in soft lines along the roofs and streets. Holmes and I set out to deliver the blue carbuncle to the proper hands. Holmes did not wish to meet the Countess herself, so he arranged for the stone to be returned through quiet channels.
  When we came back to Baker Street, Holmes appeared lighter in spirit.
  “Well, Watson,” he said as he removed his coat, “another small knot untied.”
  “And a thief set free,” I replied.
  Holmes looked at me with calm eyes.
  “A frightened man set free,” he corrected. “I believe he will not offend again. Sometimes mercy is stronger than punishment.”
  I sat down by the fire.
  “You always choose according to your own sense of justice,” I said.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “The law and justice are not always the same,” he replied. “The law must follow rules. I may follow reason.”
  We were quiet for a few moments.
  “It began with a hat,” I said at last. “And a goose.”
  Holmes laughed softly.
  “Yes. An old hat told us of a man fallen on hard times. A goose carried a gem worth a fortune. And a small error in choosing one bird instead of another led to the downfall of a foolish thief.”
  “You noticed everything,” I said. “Even the faint mark on a typewriter in the last case, and the dust inside a hat in this one.”
  Holmes waved his hand lightly.
  “The world is full of small signs,” he said. “Most people do not see them. They hurry, they assume, they ignore. But truth hides in details.”
  I leaned back and watched him. There was a quiet satisfaction in his face, though he would never have admitted it openly.
  “Tell me,” I said, “when you saw that small man arguing at Covent Garden, did you know at once that he was guilty?”
  Holmes considered.
  “I knew that he was afraid,” he said. “Fear often leads to truth. An honest man does not tremble over the path of a goose.”
  I smiled at that.
  Outside, children’s voices rose in laughter as they played in the snow. The city had returned to its usual rhythm. No one passing through Baker Street would guess that within our rooms a rare jewel had rested only hours before.
  “It is strange,” I said, “that such great events may hide in simple things.”
  Holmes nodded.
  “That is why I enjoy these cases,” he replied. “They show that beneath ordinary life there are hidden currents.”
  He rose and stretched his long arms.
  “Come, Watson,” he said. “Let us put away hats and geese for the day. Perhaps something quieter will visit us next.”
  But I knew, as I had known many times before, that quiet days with Sherlock Holmes rarely remained quiet for long.
  And thus ended the adventure of the blue carbuncle, which began in the snow with a lost hat and a Christmas bird, and ended with mercy given to a trembling man and freedom restored to an innocent one.
 

The Adventure of the Speckled Band
 
Part 1
 
  It was early in the spring of that year when I was awakened by a sharp ringing at the bell of our rooms in Baker Street. The hour was not yet seven, and a pale light showed through the window. Holmes sat upright in his bed at once, for he was always alert, even from sleep.
  “A visitor at this hour,” he said quietly. “There must be urgency.”
  Within a few moments, a young woman was shown into our sitting room. She was dressed in black, and her face was pale with fear. Her hands trembled as she sat down, and her eyes moved quickly from Holmes to me and back again.
  “You must forgive me for coming so early,” she said in a low voice. “But I am in great distress.”
  Holmes spoke gently.
  “Pray be calm. You are safe here. Tell us your name.”
  “Helen Stoner,” she replied.
  Holmes nodded.
  “And what troubles you, Miss Stoner?”
  She clasped her hands together tightly.
  “I fear for my life,” she said.
  I felt a chill at her words.
  “Begin at the beginning,” Holmes said softly.
  Helen Stoner took a deep breath.
  “My stepfather, Dr. Grimesby Roylott, is a man of violent temper,” she began. “He was once a respected doctor in India, but he returned to England many years ago.”
  Holmes listened closely.
  “My sister and I lived with him at his house in the country,” she continued. “The house is old and partly in ruin. We had little contact with neighbors.”
  “And your sister?” Holmes asked.
  Helen’s voice trembled.
  “She is dead,” she said. “She died two years ago in a strange and terrible way.”
  “How did she die?” I asked.
  “She was about to be married,” Helen replied. “A few nights before the wedding, she told me that she heard a strange whistle in the night.”
  Holmes leaned forward.
  “A whistle?” he said quietly.
  “Yes,” Helen answered. “A soft, low whistle that came in the darkness. She said she heard it more than once.”
  “And on the night she died?” Holmes asked.
  Helen’s face grew pale.
  “She came into my room,” she said. “She was afraid. We spoke for some time. Then she returned to her own room. In the night I heard her scream.”
  “What happened?” I asked.
  “I ran to her room,” Helen said. “She staggered toward me. She cried out, ‘The speckled band!’ Then she fell and died.”
  Silence filled the room.
  “Was there any sign of injury?” Holmes asked.
  “None,” Helen replied. “The doctors could find no cause.”
  “And now?” Holmes said quietly.
  “Now I am to be married,” Helen answered. “And my stepfather has ordered repairs to the house. I have been moved into the very room where my sister died.”
  Holmes’s eyes narrowed slightly.
  “Have you heard the whistle?” he asked.
  “Yes,” she whispered. “Last night.”
  Holmes stood up at once.
  “Miss Stoner,” he said firmly, “you have done well to come.”
  “You believe I am in danger?” she asked.
  Holmes looked at her steadily.
  “I do,” he said.
  “Dr. Roylott is strong and violent,” Helen continued. “He keeps strange animals from India. A wild cat and a large monkey roam the grounds.”
  Holmes exchanged a quick glance with me.
  “Animals?” he repeated.
  “Yes,” she said. “He has also made friends with traveling people who camp nearby. They wear spotted cloth around their heads.”
  “Spotted cloth?” I said.
  “Yes,” she answered. “Like a speckled band.”
  Holmes began to pace slowly across the room.
  “Miss Stoner,” he said, “we must visit your home at once.”
  “But my stepfather may return at any moment,” she said.
  “Then we must go before he does,” Holmes replied.
  He turned to me.
  “Watson, bring your revolver.”
  I felt the weight of seriousness in his voice.
  Within an hour we were traveling toward the countryside where the Roylott house stood among trees and broken walls. The sky was grey, and a light wind moved across the fields.
  When we arrived, Helen led us quietly into the house.
  “This is my sister’s room,” she said.
  Holmes examined it carefully. He looked at the bed, the small table, and the walls. His eyes rested upon a bell rope hanging beside the bed.
  “Does this bell ring?” he asked.
  “No,” Helen replied. “It was added recently, but it is not connected to anything.”
  Holmes touched it gently.
  He then looked at a small ventilator in the wall.
  “Where does this lead?” he asked.
  “To my stepfather’s room,” she said.
  Holmes’s face grew very still.
  “To his room?” he repeated softly.
  He walked into Dr. Roylott’s room. There he found a large safe, a chair, and a strange small bowl of milk.
  “Do you keep a cat?” Holmes asked.
  “No,” Helen replied.
  Holmes’s eyes moved to a dog whip hanging on the wall. It was looped in a curious way.
  He said nothing more for the moment.
  As we stepped outside into the fresh air, Holmes turned to me quietly.
  “Watson,” he said, “this is a matter of life and death.”
  “What do you suspect?” I asked.
  Holmes looked back at the house.
  “Tonight,” he said, “we shall learn the truth.”
 
Part 2
 
  Holmes asked Miss Stoner to return to her room that evening as usual and to pretend that nothing was wrong. She was to leave her window open and to place a lamp in it as a signal when her stepfather had retired for the night. Then she was to move quietly into another empty room for safety.
  “You must remain calm,” Holmes told her. “Do exactly as I say, and no harm shall come to you.”
  Though pale, she agreed.
  Holmes and I found lodging at a small inn nearby. As night fell, we waited in silence. The wind moved softly through the trees, and the old house stood dark against the sky.
  At last we saw a light appear in Miss Stoner’s window.
  “It is time,” Holmes whispered.
  We crossed the grounds quietly and entered the room through the open window. The air inside felt heavy and still. Holmes closed the shutters and placed the lamp upon the table, but turned it low so that the room lay mostly in shadow.
  “Not a sound,” he said to me.
  I sat upon a chair beside the bed, revolver in hand. Holmes seated himself upon the edge of the bed and fixed his eyes upon the ventilator above.
  Hours passed slowly. The house was silent. I began to feel the strain of waiting in darkness.
  Suddenly, I heard it—a soft sound like a faint whistle.
  Holmes sprang upright.
  In the dim light, I saw something move near the bell rope. A small shape slid down toward the bed.
  Holmes struck at it sharply with his cane and shouted loudly.
  There was a sharp hiss, followed by a terrible cry from the next room. It was a cry of pain and fear, rising and then falling into silence.
  “It is over,” Holmes said quickly. “Bring the lamp.”
  We rushed into Dr. Roylott’s room.
  He sat in a chair, his face pale and twisted. Around his head was coiled a small, deadly snake with dark spots upon its body—a speckled band indeed.
  The creature had struck its master.
  Holmes moved carefully and drove the snake back into the safe with his cane.
  “A most deadly creature,” he said quietly. “Sent through the ventilator, down the rope, to strike the sleeper below.”
  I looked at the strange arrangement—the false bell rope, the ventilator connecting the rooms, the bowl of milk, and the whip used to guide the snake.
  “He trained it,” I said in horror.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “He sent it each night. When it did not strike, he called it back with a whistle. At last it found its victim.”
  “And tonight?” I asked.
  “Tonight it turned upon him,” Holmes said calmly. “The blow I gave it drove it back in anger.”
  Dr. Roylott lay motionless. His violent temper and cruel design had ended in his own death.
  When Miss Stoner was told that she was safe, she wept with relief. The strange repairs to the house, the forced move into her sister’s room, the nightly whistle—all had been part of a careful and terrible plan.
  “Your stepfather feared that your marriage would reduce his income,” Holmes explained gently. “By your deaths, he would gain full control.”
  She shuddered.
  “And my poor sister,” she whispered.
  Holmes lowered his head briefly.
  “Justice,” he said quietly, “has taken its own course.”
  As we returned to London the next day, I reflected upon the strange path that had led from a whistle in the night to a deadly snake in the dark.
  “You were certain when you saw the ventilator,” I said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “A ventilator between two rooms that need no air, a bell rope that does not ring, and a bed fixed to the floor—such details do not stand alone. They form a pattern.”
  “And the spotted cloth worn by the travelers?” I asked.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “A false trail,” he said. “The true speckled band was far more dangerous.”
  Thus ended the adventure of the speckled band, a case in which cunning and cruelty hid behind walls and silence, and in which a soft whistle in the night revealed a design both clever and deadly.
 

The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb
 
Part 1
 
  One morning, shortly after sunrise, I was sitting in my consulting room when my servant announced a visitor. The man who entered was pale and thin, and he carried his left hand wrapped in a cloth. His face showed both pain and fear.
  “Dr. Watson?” he asked in a weak voice.
  “Yes,” I replied. “Please sit down. You are hurt.”
  He removed the cloth slowly. I started in surprise. His thumb was gone. The wound was fresh, though roughly bandaged.
  “My name is Victor Hatherley,” he said. “I am a hydraulic engineer. Last night I lost my thumb under strange and terrible circumstances.”
  I dressed the wound carefully and asked him to tell me everything.
  “It began with a visitor,” he said. “A man who called himself Colonel Lysander Stark. He came to my office late in the evening. He said that he required my help at once.”
  “What kind of help?” I asked.
  “He claimed that a hydraulic press in his house was not working properly,” Hatherley replied. “He offered a large sum of money if I would examine it immediately.”
  “And you agreed?” I asked.
  “Yes,” he said. “I am young in my profession and eager for work. The payment was far beyond my usual fee.”
  He paused, then continued.
  “The Colonel insisted that I tell no one where I was going. He said the matter was private.”
  I frowned slightly.
  “That seems unusual,” I said.
  “It did,” Hatherley admitted. “But I was tempted by the offer.”
  He went on to describe how the Colonel had taken him by train to a small country station late at night. From there they traveled by carriage to a lonely house.
  “The house was dark and old,” Hatherley said. “Inside, I saw another man and a woman. The woman looked frightened. She tried to speak to me in private.”
  “What did she say?” I asked.
  “She urged me to leave at once,” he replied. “She said I was in danger.”
  I felt a chill.
  “And did you leave?” I asked.
  “No,” Hatherley said with regret. “I believed it was foolish fear.”
  He then described the hydraulic press. It stood in a large room with thick walls and heavy doors. The Colonel explained that it was used for pressing clay into bricks.
  “But the walls were lined with metal,” Hatherley said. “And the floor was thick and strong. It seemed far too solid for such simple work.”
  “You suspected something?” I asked.
  “Yes,” he replied. “I examined the press closely. I noticed that small metal pieces lay nearby. They were not bricks.”
  “What were they?” I asked.
  “They appeared to be pieces of metal shaped like coins,” he said slowly.
  At that moment, the truth had come to him.
  “They were using the press to create false money,” he said.
  I nodded.
  “Counterfeit coins,” I said.
  Hatherley continued.
  “I spoke too openly. The Colonel saw that I understood. Suddenly he locked me inside the press room.”
  “Locked you inside?” I exclaimed.
  “Yes,” Hatherley said. “He began to operate the machine. The walls began to move inward. The heavy press descended slowly from above.”
  I felt a cold fear at the thought.
  “You were to be crushed,” I said.
  “Yes,” he replied. “I shouted for help, but the walls closed around me.”
  “How did you escape?” I asked.
  “The woman returned,” he said. “She opened a hidden door and pulled me out just in time.”
  “And your thumb?” I asked.
  Hatherley looked down.
  “As I escaped, the Colonel struck at me with a knife. My thumb was cut off.”
  I felt both horror and anger.
  “What happened next?” I asked.
  “The woman led me through the garden,” he said. “Then she vanished. I made my way to the road and found help.”
  At that moment there was a knock at my door. Sherlock Holmes entered, as if drawn by the story itself.
  “Good morning, Watson,” he said lightly. Then he saw the injured man.
  “Ah,” Holmes said quietly. “This promises to be interesting.”
  I introduced Mr. Hatherley and repeated the account.
  Holmes listened without interruption, his eyes sharp and thoughtful.
  “You say the house stood near a small station?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” Hatherley replied. “But I was not told the name. The Colonel covered the carriage windows.”
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “We shall find it,” he said.
  “You believe them still there?” I asked.
  “If they are wise, they will have fled,” Holmes replied. “But criminals are not always wise.”
  He turned to Hatherley.
  “You have been brave,” he said. “Now we must be quick.”
  And thus began the strange affair of the engineer’s thumb, in which greed and secrecy led to attempted murder within the iron jaws of a machine.
 
Part 2
 
  Within the hour Holmes and I set out with Mr. Hatherley toward the small country station where his strange journey had begun. Holmes had already formed a plan in his mind.
  “You remember how long the carriage traveled after leaving the station?” Holmes asked as the train carried us through the open fields.
  “About an hour,” Hatherley replied. “Perhaps a little less.”
  Holmes nodded.
  “And the road felt smooth at first, then rough?”
  “Yes,” Hatherley said in surprise. “How did you know?”
  “Because the house must stand within a certain distance,” Holmes answered calmly. “The smooth road suggests a main road. The rough road suggests a smaller lane.”
  When we reached the station, Holmes examined the ground carefully. He spoke with the station master and learned which roads led from that place.
  “There are only a few houses within that distance,” Holmes said. “One stands somewhat apart, near a group of trees.”
  We hired a carriage and drove along the road that Hatherley believed was correct. Soon we saw, in the distance, a large house standing alone.
  “That is it,” Hatherley cried.
  Smoke rose faintly from one side of the building.
  “We must be cautious,” Holmes said quietly.
  As we approached, we saw that part of the house was burning. Flames licked at the windows, and smoke filled the air.
  “Too late,” Holmes murmured.
  Villagers had gathered, attempting to throw water upon the fire. Holmes spoke quickly with them.
  “When did it begin?” he asked.
  “In the night,” one man replied. “The place seemed empty.”
  Holmes turned to us.
  “They have fled,” he said. “And set the fire to hide their work.”
  When the flames were brought under control, we entered the remains of the house. The room where the press had stood was partly destroyed, but the heavy machine remained.
  Holmes examined it carefully.
  “A powerful device,” he said. “More than enough to crush a man.”
  On the floor lay small pieces of metal.
  “Counterfeit coins,” Holmes said quietly.
  We found no sign of Colonel Stark or the other man. The woman who had saved Hatherley was also gone.
  “She risked her life to help you,” I said to Hatherley.
  “Yes,” he replied. “I owe her everything.”
  Holmes walked slowly through the ruined room.
  “The criminals were skilled,” he said. “They chose a remote house and worked in secret. But they made one error.”
  “What error?” I asked.
  “They allowed a witness to leave alive,” Holmes replied.
  Hatherley looked troubled.
  “Will they escape justice?” he asked.
  Holmes paused.
  “For now, perhaps,” he said. “But such men rarely remain hidden forever.”
  As we left the smoking remains of the house, I reflected upon the narrow escape that had cost Mr. Hatherley his thumb.
  “You were fortunate,” I said to him.
  “Yes,” he answered quietly. “Fortunate to be alive.”
  Holmes looked thoughtful as we returned to London.
  “Greed drove them,” he said. “They risked much for false wealth. And when danger came, they chose fire and flight.”
  “Do you believe we shall meet Colonel Stark again?” I asked.
  Holmes gave a faint smile.
  “It is possible,” he said. “The world is wide, but crime has a way of returning.”
  Mr. Hatherley thanked Holmes warmly before departing. Though he had lost his thumb, he had gained his life.
  That evening, as we sat once more by the fire in Baker Street, I looked at Holmes with admiration.
  “You traced them from a memory of roads and time,” I said.
  Holmes shrugged lightly.
  “Details, Watson,” he replied. “Even a journey in darkness leaves a pattern.”
  Thus ended the adventure of the engineer’s thumb, a case of secret crime hidden behind iron walls and crushed by its own violence, leaving behind only ashes and a brave man’s scar as proof of what had taken place.
 

The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor
 
Part 1
 
  It was one of those quiet mornings in Baker Street when the sun shone clearly through the window and Holmes sat with his long fingers pressed together, deep in thought. I had just finished reading the morning paper when our servant entered and announced a lady who wished to see Mr. Sherlock Holmes at once.
  She entered quickly, dressed in fine but travel-worn clothing. Though her face was pale with distress, it was clear that she belonged to a wealthy and respectable family.
  “Mr. Holmes,” she said in a steady voice that trembled only slightly, “I am in great trouble.”
  Holmes rose and bowed politely.
  “Pray be seated,” he said. “You may speak freely before my friend Dr. Watson.”
  “My name is Lady Stonor,” she said. “I was married only a few days ago.”
  Holmes’s eyes sharpened.
  “And your husband?” he asked.
  She lowered her gaze.
  “He disappeared,” she said.
  I felt a sudden interest at her words.
  “On your wedding day?” I asked.
  “Yes,” she replied softly. “On the very day.”
  Holmes leaned forward slightly.
  “Please tell us everything from the beginning,” he said.
  Lady Stonor clasped her hands together.
  “I met my husband, Sir George Stonor, some months ago,” she began. “He was charming, attentive, and kind. My father approved of the match.”
  “And the wedding took place?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she said. “The ceremony was performed without difficulty. But at the wedding breakfast, he behaved strangely. He seemed restless and uneasy.”
  “In what way?” Holmes asked quietly.
  “He left the table more than once,” she replied. “He said he had urgent matters to attend to.”
  “Did he speak with anyone?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she said. “At one point, a woman entered the room. She was poorly dressed and looked distressed. She tried to speak with him.”
  Holmes’s expression grew thoughtful.
  “And what happened?” he asked.
  “My husband spoke briefly with her in private,” Lady Stonor said. “When he returned, his face was pale.”
  “Did he explain?” Holmes asked.
  “No,” she replied. “He only said that everything would be settled soon.”
  “And after the wedding breakfast?” I asked.
  “He left the house,” she said. “He said he would return shortly.”
  “And he has not returned?” Holmes asked.
  She shook her head slowly.
  “No,” she whispered. “He vanished without word.”
  Holmes remained silent for a few moments.
  “Have you learned anything about the woman who spoke to him?” he asked.
  Lady Stonor hesitated.
  “I later discovered that she claimed to be his wife,” she said.
  Holmes’s eyes flashed.
  “His wife?” I repeated.
  “Yes,” Lady Stonor said. “She said that they had been married in America many years ago.”
  Silence filled the room.
  “Did she show proof?” Holmes asked calmly.
  “She claimed that the marriage had never been dissolved,” Lady Stonor replied.
  Holmes rose and began to pace slowly.
  “Then your marriage would be invalid,” he said quietly.
  Lady Stonor’s face grew white.
  “That is what I fear,” she said.
  “What do you know of Sir George’s life before he met you?” Holmes asked.
  “Very little,” she admitted. “He lived in America for some years. He rarely spoke of it.”
  Holmes stopped pacing.
  “Lady Stonor,” he said gently, “this matter may not be as it appears.”
  “You believe he deceived me?” she asked.
  Holmes considered.
  “I believe that something occurred on that wedding day which forced him to act suddenly,” he said. “We must discover the truth.”
  “Will you help me?” she asked.
  Holmes bowed.
  “Certainly,” he said.
  After she had left, I turned to him.
  “You think the American woman spoke the truth?” I asked.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Perhaps,” he said. “Or perhaps she herself has been deceived.”
  “How so?” I asked.
  Holmes folded his hands.
  “Marriage records can be false,” he said. “And names can be changed.”
  I felt the familiar thrill of mystery.
  “Where shall we begin?” I asked.
  Holmes looked toward the window.
  “With the woman,” he said quietly. “For she may hold the key.”
  And thus began the strange affair of the noble bachelor, in which a wedding day ended in disappearance and the shadow of a past life rose suddenly before the altar.
 
Part 2
 
  Holmes wasted no time. Within the hour he had learned the address of the woman who had interrupted the wedding breakfast. She lived in modest lodgings in a narrow street not far from the river. Holmes and I set out at once.
  The house was small and poorly kept. A tired woman answered the door. Her face showed signs of long worry, yet there was strength in her eyes.
  “My name is Sherlock Holmes,” he said calmly. “I believe you sought to speak with Sir George Stonor on the day of his wedding.”
  The woman’s expression changed at once.
  “Yes,” she said firmly. “And I shall speak of it again.”
  Holmes bowed slightly.
  “May we enter?”
  She allowed us inside. The room was simple but clean.
  “You claim to be his wife,” Holmes said gently.
  “I am,” she replied. “We were married in America many years ago.”
  “Where?” Holmes asked.
  “In San Francisco,” she said.
  “And do you possess proof?” Holmes continued.
  She opened a small box and produced a document.
  Holmes examined it carefully.
  “The name here is George Stonor,” he said. “But the signature seems hurried.”
  “He changed after we came to England,” she said bitterly. “He grew distant. Then he left me without support.”
  “Did you know of his new engagement?” Holmes asked.
  “Only days before the wedding,” she answered. “I could not allow it to proceed.”
  “What passed between you at the wedding breakfast?” Holmes asked quietly.
  Tears rose in her eyes.
  “I showed him the paper,” she said. “He looked shocked. He said he believed I was dead.”
  Holmes exchanged a quick glance with me.
  “Dead?” he repeated.
  “Yes,” she said. “Years ago I fell ill. He left for work while I was in hospital. There was confusion. He must have believed I had died.”
  Holmes’s face grew thoughtful.
  “And after you showed him the paper?” he asked.
  “He said he must settle matters at once,” she replied. “He promised to return. But he never did.”
  Holmes rose slowly.
  “Madam,” he said gently, “I believe Sir George has not fled from guilt, but from confusion.”
  “What do you mean?” she asked.
  Holmes looked at her steadily.
  “If he believed you dead,” he said, “then he may have thought himself free to marry again. The sudden appearance of your claim would have struck him deeply.”
  We left her lodgings and returned to Baker Street.
  “You think he is hiding?” I asked.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Yes,” he said. “Not to escape justice, but to avoid public shame.”
  “And what of Lady Stonor?” I asked.
  Holmes sighed softly.
  “She is innocent in all this,” he said. “As is the American woman. The fault lies in misunderstanding and haste.”
  That evening Holmes received word. A man had taken rooms under a false name at a hotel in the city. The description matched Sir George.
  We went there at once.
  Sir George Stonor stood when we entered. He looked worn and troubled.
  “Mr. Holmes,” he said quietly, “I suppose you have come on behalf of my wife.”
  “On behalf of both women,” Holmes replied calmly.
  Sir George lowered his head.
  “I believed my first wife dead,” he said. “When I returned from a journey years ago, I was told that she had passed away. There was confusion at the hospital. I accepted it as truth.”
  “And you made no effort to confirm it?” Holmes asked.
  “I was young and foolish,” he said. “I wished to begin again.”
  “Then you married Lady Stonor,” I said.
  “Yes,” he replied. “I loved her sincerely.”
  “And when the first wife appeared?” Holmes asked.
  “I was stunned,” Sir George said. “I feared scandal. I feared disgrace for both women.”
  “So you fled,” Holmes said.
  Sir George nodded.
  “I intended to resolve matters quietly,” he said. “But I did not know how.”
  Holmes folded his arms.
  “There is only one path,” he said. “You must face the truth openly.”
  Sir George looked up slowly.
  “You are right,” he said at last.
  The next day arrangements were made. It was clear that the first marriage had indeed never been legally dissolved. The second marriage could not stand.
  Lady Stonor bore the news with dignity, though sorrow marked her face. The American wife, though hurt by years of silence, showed strength of character.
  Sir George accepted his responsibility and sought to provide for both women.
  As Holmes and I walked back through the quiet streets, I reflected upon the strange course of events.
  “There was no crime,” I said.
  “No deliberate crime,” Holmes replied. “Only error and fear.”
  “And haste,” I added.
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Yes,” he said. “Haste is often the enemy of truth.”
  Thus ended the adventure of the noble bachelor, a case in which a wedding day revealed not villainy, but the tangled threads of misunderstanding, forgotten pasts, and the heavy cost of silence.
 

The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet
 
Part 1
 
  It was late one evening when a gentleman of high position was shown into our rooms at Baker Street. His face was pale and troubled, and his hands shook as he removed his gloves. I had never seen such deep distress in a man of wealth and rank.
  “Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” he said in a low voice, “I have suffered a terrible blow. My honor is at stake.”
  Holmes motioned him to a chair.
  “Pray be calm,” he said gently. “Tell us what has occurred.”
  “I am Sir George Burnwell,” the man began. “Some days ago, I was entrusted with a precious object—the Beryl Coronet.”
  Holmes’s eyes sharpened.
  “The coronet of beryl stones?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Sir George replied. “It is a jewel of great value, and it was placed in my care for a short time.”
  “And something has happened to it?” I asked.
  Sir George covered his face briefly with his hand.
  “Three of the stones are missing,” he said.
  Holmes leaned forward.
  “Missing?” he repeated.
  “Yes,” Sir George said. “Broken from the coronet itself.”
  “Where was it kept?” Holmes asked quietly.
  “In my house,” Sir George replied. “I locked it in a cabinet in my dressing room.”
  “And who lives in your house?” Holmes asked.
  “My son, Arthur,” he said. “And my niece, Mary.”
  Holmes nodded slowly.
  “When did you discover the loss?” he asked.
  “Late at night,” Sir George said. “I heard a sound. I went to my dressing room and saw my son standing there, the coronet in his hands.”
  “In his hands?” I asked.
  “Yes,” Sir George said bitterly. “And when I took it from him, I saw that three stones had been torn away.”
  Holmes’s face remained calm.
  “What did your son say?” he asked.
  “He refused to speak,” Sir George replied. “He would give no explanation.”
  “Did you search him?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” Sir George said. “But the stones were not found.”
  “And your niece?” Holmes asked.
  Sir George hesitated.
  “She was in the house,” he said. “But I saw nothing to connect her to the matter.”
  Holmes folded his hands.
  “Sir George,” he said quietly, “do you believe your son guilty?”
  Sir George’s face hardened.
  “What else am I to believe?” he said. “He was found with the coronet in his grasp.”
  Holmes exchanged a glance with me.
  “Is your son in custody?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Sir George replied. “I have taken the matter to the police.”
  Holmes stood at once.
  “We must visit your house,” he said.
  Within the hour we were traveling to Sir George’s large country home. It stood among trees, quiet and proud in the fading light.
  Sir George led us to his dressing room. The cabinet stood open. Upon the table lay the Beryl Coronet. Even with three stones missing, it shone with great beauty.
  Holmes examined it carefully.
  “The stones were not cut cleanly,” he said. “They were forced out.”
  He then examined the window.
  “Was this window open?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Sir George replied. “Though I do not know how.”
  Holmes walked slowly around the room. His eyes missed nothing.
  “Where is your son’s room?” he asked.
  We were shown there. It was orderly, with little sign of disturbance.
  “And your niece?” Holmes asked.
  Sir George’s face softened slightly.
  “She is a good girl,” he said. “She cannot be involved.”
  Holmes said nothing.
  That evening we were permitted to speak with Arthur Burnwell in private. He was young and proud, yet his face showed deep pain.
  “You are accused of stealing the stones,” Holmes said quietly.
  Arthur looked at him steadily.
  “I did not steal them,” he said firmly.
  “Then why were you found with the coronet?” Holmes asked.
  Arthur hesitated.
  “I cannot say,” he replied at last.
  Holmes studied him carefully.
  “You choose silence?” he asked.
  “Yes,” Arthur said.
  When we left his room, I turned to Holmes.
  “He is hiding something,” I said.
  Holmes nodded slowly.
  “Yes,” he said. “But perhaps not his own guilt.”
  As we walked through the quiet halls of the house, I felt that this case would not be as simple as it first appeared. A broken coronet, a silent son, and a distressed father—each part seemed clear on the surface, yet beneath it lay something hidden.
  Holmes paused by the open window in the dressing room and looked out into the dark garden beyond.
  “Watson,” he said softly, “truth often lies not in what is taken, but in what is protected.”
  I looked at him in surprise.
  “Protected?” I asked.
  Holmes did not answer at once.
  “Tomorrow,” he said quietly, “we shall see more clearly.”
 
Part 2
 
  Early the next morning Holmes asked to walk alone in the garden. I followed at a short distance. The grass was wet with dew, and the air was cool and fresh.
  Holmes bent low near the wall beneath the dressing-room window. He examined the ground closely. After a moment he gave a slight nod.
  “There were two persons here last night,” he said quietly when I joined him.
  “Two?” I asked.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “One stood close to the window. The other approached from the path.”
  “You can tell that from the marks?” I said in wonder.
  “The earth does not lie,” Holmes answered calmly.
  He walked a little farther and stopped again.
  “And here,” he said softly, “a struggle took place.”
  “A struggle?” I repeated.
  Holmes pointed to the disturbed grass and broken twigs.
  “Yes. One man tried to prevent the other from escaping.”
  Suddenly I understood.
  “Arthur,” I said. “He followed someone.”
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Just so.”
  We returned to the house. Holmes asked to see Miss Mary.
  She entered the room quietly. She was pale, and her eyes showed that she had slept little.
  “Miss Mary,” Holmes said gently, “did you look out of your window last night?”
  She started slightly.
  “Yes,” she said after a pause.
  “Did you see your cousin Arthur?” Holmes asked.
  “I—yes,” she said softly.
  “And did you see anyone else?” Holmes continued.
  She turned away.
  “No,” she said.
  Holmes watched her closely.
  “Miss Mary,” he said quietly, “your cousin has been accused of a grave crime. Yet I believe he sought to protect someone.”
  Her face grew white.
  “Protect?” she whispered.
  “Yes,” Holmes said. “I believe he saw you pass the coronet to another man through the window.”
  She covered her face with her hands.
  “It was Sir George Burnwell,” she said at last in a broken voice. “He persuaded me. He told me he loved me. He said he only wished to examine the coronet.”
  Holmes’s expression did not change.
  “And when Arthur saw this?” he asked.
  “He ran after Sir George,” she said. “They struggled. Arthur took the coronet back, but the stones had already been torn away.”
  “And he refused to speak,” I said, “to protect you.”
  Tears fell down her face.
  “Yes,” she whispered. “He would not reveal my part.”
  Holmes stood up.
  “Miss Mary,” he said gently, “you have been deceived. Sir George Burnwell is not a man of honor.”
  She lowered her head.
  “I see that now,” she said softly.
  Holmes turned to Sir George Burnwell, who had been called into the room. His face showed shock as the truth was laid bare.
  “Your son is innocent,” Holmes said firmly. “He acted to prevent a greater wrong.”
  Sir George looked from Arthur to Mary.
  “Is this true?” he asked.
  Arthur stepped forward.
  “I would not accuse her,” he said quietly. “But I could not allow the coronet to be stolen.”
  Sir George’s face changed from anger to shame.
  “My son,” he said slowly, “I have wronged you.”
  Holmes then explained how the marks in the garden had revealed the struggle, and how Arthur’s silence had pointed not to guilt, but to loyalty.
  “The missing stones may still be recovered,” Holmes added. “Sir George Burnwell is known for reckless habits. We shall find him.”
  Later that day, Holmes succeeded in tracing the villain. The stolen stones were recovered before they could be sold.
  As we left the house, I turned to Holmes.
  “You saw from the beginning that Arthur was innocent,” I said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “A guilty man does not protect another at his own cost,” he replied. “Silence may hide shame, but it may also hide sacrifice.”
  “And Mary?” I asked.
  “She has learned a hard lesson,” Holmes said quietly.
  The Beryl Coronet was restored, though the memory of the event remained heavy upon the family.
  Thus ended the adventure of the Beryl Coronet, a case in which love was misplaced, trust was broken, and honor was restored through patience and careful thought.
 

The Adventure of the Copper Beeches
 
Part 1
 
  It was on a quiet spring morning that a young woman came to see Sherlock Holmes in our rooms at Baker Street. She was dressed simply, but her face showed both intelligence and strong feeling. There was also fear in her eyes, though she tried to hide it.
  “My name is Miss Violet Hunter,” she said after we had seated her. “I have come to ask your advice.”
  Holmes bowed politely.
  “You have had an offer of employment which troubles you,” he said calmly.
  She looked surprised.
  “Yes,” she said. “How did you know?”
  Holmes smiled faintly.
  “Your manner suggests that you stand at a turning point,” he replied. “Pray tell us everything.”
  Miss Hunter clasped her hands together.
  “I am a governess,” she began. “Recently I answered an advertisement for a position. The pay offered was very high.”
  “High pay often hides unusual demands,” Holmes said quietly.
  “That is exactly my fear,” she replied. “The gentleman who offered the position is Mr. Rucastle. He lives at a house called the Copper Beeches, in the country.”
  Holmes nodded slightly.
  “What are the unusual demands?” he asked.
  Miss Hunter hesitated.
  “He asked me to cut my hair short,” she said.
  I raised my eyebrows.
  “Your hair?” I said.
  She nodded.
  “Yes. He said that his wife had a fancy for short hair.”
  Holmes leaned forward.
  “And did you agree?” he asked.
  “At first I refused,” she said. “But the pay was large, and I am in need of work.”
  “Was that the only condition?” Holmes asked.
  Miss Hunter shook her head.
  “No,” she said. “He also asked that I wear certain dresses belonging to his daughter.”
  “His daughter?” I asked.
  “Yes,” she replied. “But she is not at home.”
  Holmes’s eyes grew thoughtful.
  “What else?” he asked.
  “He instructed me to sit in a particular chair in the drawing room at certain times,” she continued. “He told me that I must not turn my head, even if I heard a noise.”
  I felt a growing unease.
  “Did he explain why?” I asked.
  “No,” she said. “He only laughed and said that it was a small thing.”
  Holmes folded his hands.
  “And have you accepted the position?” he asked.
  “Yes,” she replied. “I have already been there for some weeks.”
  “Then why have you come now?” Holmes asked quietly.
  Miss Hunter leaned forward.
  “Because I believe something is wrong,” she said. “The house is strange. There is a locked wing where I am not allowed to go. And I have seen a man watching the house from the road.”
  Holmes’s eyes sharpened at once.
  “Describe this man,” he said.
  “He is young,” she replied. “He stands at a distance and looks toward the drawing room window.”
  “At the time when you sit in the chair?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she whispered.
  Holmes rose slowly.
  “Miss Hunter,” he said firmly, “you must return at once to the Copper Beeches and follow their instructions exactly.”
  She looked alarmed.
  “Return?” she said.
  “Yes,” Holmes replied. “But you must also send me word at once if anything unusual occurs.”
  “You believe I am in danger?” she asked.
  Holmes met her gaze steadily.
  “I believe,” he said quietly, “that you are being used for a purpose not yet clear.”
  Miss Hunter’s face grew pale.
  “What should I do?” she asked.
  Holmes thought for a moment.
  “If possible,” he said, “look into the locked wing. Discover what is hidden there.”
  She nodded bravely.
  “I shall do so,” she said.
  After she had left, I turned to Holmes.
  “What do you suspect?” I asked.
  Holmes walked slowly to the window.
  “A young woman with cut hair, dressed like another, seated before a window,” he said thoughtfully. “And a young man watching from the road.”
  “It sounds like a signal,” I said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Yes,” he said. “A signal meant to deceive.”
  “Deceive whom?” I asked.
  Holmes glanced back at me.
  “Perhaps the man on the road,” he said quietly.
  A few days later, we received an urgent message from Miss Hunter. She had discovered something in the locked wing.
  Holmes read the note and looked at me.
  “Watson,” he said, “we go at once.”
  And thus began the strange affair of the Copper Beeches, in which a young governess found herself at the center of a deception carefully arranged within a quiet country house.
 
Part 2
 
  We traveled quickly to the country house known as the Copper Beeches. The trees that gave the place its name stood tall and red in the light of the late afternoon. The house itself was large but somewhat worn, and there was a quiet heaviness in the air.
  Miss Hunter met us at a side gate, her face pale but determined.
  “You came,” she said with relief.
  “At once,” Holmes replied. “Tell me what you have found.”
  She led us into the garden, speaking in a low voice.
  “Yesterday,” she said, “Mr. Rucastle left the house for several hours. I took the chance to explore the locked wing.”
  “You found it open?” Holmes asked.
  “Yes,” she replied. “The door was not secured as usual. I went inside.”
  “And what did you see?” I asked.
  “A small room at the end of the passage,” she said. “The window was covered with heavy shutters. There was a bed and little else.”
  Holmes’s eyes grew intent.
  “Was the room empty?” he asked quietly.
  Miss Hunter shook her head.
  “No,” she said. “There was someone there.”
  “Someone?” I repeated.
  “A young woman,” she whispered. “She had short hair like mine.”
  Holmes gave a sharp nod.
  “And did she see you?” he asked.
  “For a moment,” Miss Hunter said. “But then I heard steps in the passage and fled.”
  Holmes stood very still.
  “Miss Hunter,” he said, “the young woman you saw is Mr. Rucastle’s daughter.”
  “His daughter?” she exclaimed. “But he told me she was away.”
  “She is not away,” Holmes replied. “She is kept hidden.”
  “But why?” I asked.
  Holmes looked toward the house.
  “Because she refuses something her father desires,” he said quietly.
  “The young man on the road,” I said suddenly.
  Holmes nodded.
  “He watches the house,” he said. “He believes that the young woman sits in the drawing room window. But instead he sees Miss Hunter, dressed in the daughter’s clothing, with her hair cut to resemble hers.”
  “To make him think she is content,” Miss Hunter said slowly.
  “Exactly,” Holmes replied. “The father wishes the young man to believe that his daughter is well and happy, and thus abandon any attempt to rescue her.”
  I felt anger rise within me.
  “Then she is a prisoner,” I said.
  “Yes,” Holmes said calmly. “And likely held there to force her to give up control of her fortune.”
  At that moment, the sound of a door closing reached us.
  “He has returned,” Miss Hunter whispered.
  Holmes moved quickly.
  “We must act now,” he said.
  We entered the house boldly. Mr. Rucastle stood in the hall, his face dark with anger.
  “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.
  Holmes stepped forward calmly.
  “The meaning,” he said, “is that your daughter must be set free.”
  Rucastle’s eyes flashed.
  “You have no right—” he began.
  But Holmes did not move.
  “Your game is ended,” he said quietly. “We know of the locked room. We know of the disguise. Release her at once.”
  For a moment I thought Rucastle might attack. He was a large and powerful man. But something in Holmes’s steady gaze stopped him.
  Suddenly there was a crash from the locked wing. A door burst open, and a young woman rushed down the passage. Behind her came the young man we had seen watching from the road.
  “She is free,” Holmes said calmly.
  Rucastle gave a cry of rage and ran toward a side door.
  “The dog!” Miss Hunter cried.
  Holmes reacted at once.
  A large and fierce dog had been kept chained in the garden to prevent escape. But in his anger, Rucastle had forgotten to secure it properly. The animal sprang toward him, wild and hungry.
  There was confusion and shouting. The dog was driven off, but Rucastle was injured in the struggle.
  When calm returned, the young woman stood beside the man who loved her. It was clear that she had refused her father’s demands and had suffered for it.
  Holmes turned to Miss Hunter.
  “You were brave,” he said quietly. “Your courage has brought truth to light.”
  She smiled faintly.
  “I could not remain silent,” she said.
  As we left the Copper Beeches that evening, the red leaves moved softly in the wind.
  “Another mask removed,” I said.
  Holmes nodded.
  “Yes,” he replied. “The mask of affection hiding control.”
  “And the short hair?” I asked.
  Holmes smiled slightly.
  “A small detail,” he said. “Yet it revealed the whole design.”
  Thus ended the adventure of the Copper Beeches, a case in which a young woman’s courage broke through deceit and confinement, and in which a clever disguise was undone by careful observation and timely action.
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