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Chapter I: THE MYSTERIOUS WOUND
Drama begets drama. Sensational happenings of today are often linked with events that thrilled and horrified another generation. Before revealing the triumphant part played by Arsène Lupin in the affair of the Woman with Two Smiles, it is necessary to tell, briefly, the story of something that happened fifteen years before. The reader shall be put in possession of every relevant fact, and in a position to compete with Arsène Lupin in solving what, at the time of the tragedy, appeared an insoluble problem.
It all happened in the simplest possible way. There had been no premonition of evil, no subtle intimations of the shock to come. No breath of wind had heralded the storm. No one had felt any apprehension, any undue anxiety; there had been no misgivings in the breasts of those who were the startled spectators of that event, so trivial in itself, so tragic on account of the impenetrable mystery that enveloped it.
Monsieur and Madame de Jouvelle and the guests staying in the country house at Volnic, in the Auvergne district–a huge turreted manor house–had all been to a concert at Vichy given by the wonderful singer Elisabeth Hornain. Madame de Jouvelle, who had known Elisabeth before her divorce from Hornain the banker, had invited the singer to lunch on the day after the concert, August the 13th, Vichy being only a few miles from Volnic.
All had gone gaily at lunch. The de Jouvelles made splendid hosts, entertaining with great charm and cordiality. The guests, eight in number, had vied with one another in merriment and wit. There were three young couples, a retired general, and the Marquis Jean d’Erlemont, a distinguished man of about forty, whose charm of manner few women were able to resist.
But the homage of the ten at table was entirely directed towards Elisabeth Hornain. She was the centre of attraction; wit and repartee converged upon her, each speaker eager to gain her attention and approbation. She, on the other hand, made no effort to shine or to please. She spoke but little, and though her remarks did not lack point and shrewdness, she did not strain after cleverness or wit. Where was the need? She was beautiful. Her beauty sufficed. Even had she uttered words of profound wisdom, they would have gone unnoticed in the radiance of her loveliness. In her presence it was impossible to think beyond the blue glory of her eyes, the full curve of her lips, the transparency of her skin, the oval of her face. Even on the operatic stage, her fine voice and very real talent as an actress ranked secondary to that beauty that first won her audience.
She dressed with great simplicity, but even had she been more strikingly clothed, what she wore would have passed almost unnoticed, so great was the appeal of her perfect figure, so harmonious her every movement, so marvellous her bearing.
Ropes of flashing jewels hung round her neck, interlaced in a dazzling confusion of rubies, emeralds and diamonds. When anyone ventured to admire them, she would turn off admiration with a smiling:
“Oh, they’re only stage jewellery, you know . . . but really very good imitations.”
“I could have sworn they were genuine,” would be the invariable reply.
“So should I,” she would agree. “Everyone is taken in by them.”
After lunch, the Marquis d’Erlemont skillfully maneuvered so that he got Elisabeth to himself. She appeared to listen to him with interest but rather dreamily.
The other guests gathered round Madame de Jouvelle, who seemed a little put out at the Marquis for monopolizing the guest of honor.
“He’s wasting his time,” she murmured. “I’ve known Elisabeth for years. Nothing doing there! She’s like a lovely statue, icy cold! Nothing doing, my friend, sheer waste of time!”
They were all gathered outside on the terrace, in the shade of the house. The garden sloped away at their feet, bathed in the hot sun. It was laid out formally in lawns and gravel paths, the flowerbeds bordered by slipped yew hedges. At the far end of the garden stood some ruins, the remains of an old castle, its crumbling walls, towers, keep and chapel standing on mounds or jutting upon the paths that wound in and out of a shrubbery of laurel, box and holly.
It was a scene of majesty and power, especially when it is remembered that on the other side of the shrubbery a mighty precipice fell sheer away to the ravine which surrounded the castle and at the bottom of which, fifty feet below the garden level, roared the waters of a raging torrent.
“What a wonderful setting!” exclaimed Elisabeth Hornain. “When I think of our painted canvas scenery with its trembling walls and artificial trees . . . ! How marvellous it would be to act in scenery like this!”
“What’s to prevent your giving us a song here, Elisabeth?” asked Madame de Jouvelle.
“But my voice would be lost in such vastness.”
“Not yours!” protested Jean d’Erlemont. “It would be so wonderful! Don’t deprive us of such a treat!”
Elisabeth Hornain laughed as she tried to find excuses while everyone pressed round begging her to sing.
“No, no . . . I should never have suggested such a thing. I should be ridiculous . . . a pygmy lifting up its voice!”
But she was yielding to persuasion. The Marquis had seized her by the hand and was trying to get her to follow him:
“Come on . . . I’ll show you the way . . . . Do come, it would give us all such pleasure!”
She still seemed to hesitate, then suddenly decided:
“Very well, then! Just take me to the foot of the ruins.”
There was no longer any hesitation about her as she walked slowly off, with the easy, measured gait that was hers on the stage. At the end of the lawns she went up five stone steps that brought her to the terrace facing the Chateau. Other, narrower steps followed, with a balustrade of pots of geraniums and vases fashioned from antique stones. An avenue of variegated laurel ran to the left. She turned, followed by the Marquis, and was lost to sight behind the foliage.
A moment later she could be seen again, this time alone, climbing more steep steps, while Jean d’Erlemont retraced his way up the garden. Then she appeared again, still higher up, on a terrace where stood the three Gothic arches of the ruined chapel, a curtain of ivy veiling the empty space beyond.
Here she paused. Standing erect upon a mound that served as a pedestal, she seemed supernaturally tall, and when she spread forth her arms and began to sing, both voice and gesture seemed to fill the vast natural theatre of green and granite beneath the blue vault of the sky.
Monsieur and Madame de Jouvelle listened and looked on with rapt expressions, and the feeling of assisting at something unique and unforgettable. The servants, the men from the farm that adjoined the chateau, and a dozen villagers were clustered round the ruins, one and all impressed with the magical beauty of that hour.
Not a soul could have said what Elisabeth Hornain was singing. Her voice rose and fell in grave, sonorous notes, now breathing of tragedy, now full of life and hope, when, suddenly . . .
It must not be forgotten that all this was happening in the safest, most secluded of spots, nor was there any reason to suppose that all would not conclude serenely. What followed was as rapid as unexpected. Whatever the different impressions in the several minds of the onlookers, all were agreed–as they swore later on–that the thing happened with the suddenness of an explosion, totally unforeseen (in fact, each statement contained much the same words to this effect).
Suddenly, all was catastrophe. The magic voice ceased abruptly. The living statue singing among the ruins was seen to totter on its pedestal and suddenly crumple up, without a cry or gesture, without any show of effort or anguish. All who beheld it were convinced that there had been no struggle, no agony, and that they would find not a dying woman but one whom Death had struck down instantaneously.
Nor were they mistaken, for when they reached the place, Elisabeth Hornain lay there stark and livid. A stroke? Heart failure? Neither! For blood could be seen oozing from her bare neck and shoulders.
And in the same second that they saw the blood, someone voiced the general stupefaction with the cry:
“Look! Her jewels are gone!”
There is no point in going into the details of the inquest which at the time was a nation-wide sensation. It shed no light upon the mystery, and was rapidly concluded. Both magistrates and police investigating the affair were up against a blank wall and could not penetrate to the secret of the singer’s death. Soon everyone was convinced that nothing more would ever be known. That there had been murder and robbery was all they knew. There the matter ended.
That murder had been done could not be doubted, although no bullet, knife or murderer had been found. But it was obviously murder. Five out of the forty-two spectators of the singer’s collapse swore to having seen a flash in the air, without, however, being able to indicate the exact direction of the flash. The other thirty-seven declared that they had seen nothing unusual. Meanwhile three others felt sure they had heard the dull report of a gun, while the other thirty-nine had heard nothing at all.
Nevertheless the proof of the murder was visible in the wound, a terrible, ghastly wound, such as might have been made by some diabolical bullet tearing the flesh from the left shoulder to the base of the neck. A bullet? But to have fired it the murderer must have been concealed in the ruins somewhere above the singer, and it would have penetrated deep into the flesh, wounding internally, which was not the case.
On the contrary, the wound from which the blood flowed seemed to have been caused by some blunt instrument such as a hammer or a club. But who could have wielded club or hammer, and how could such a blow have gone undetected?
Then, again, what had become of the jewellery? If murder and theft had been committed, who had committed them? By what miracle had the assassin been able to escape, when some of the servants, who were stationed at top floor windows, had had their eyes on the singer all the time, on the spot where she was singing, on her body as it fell, on her corpse as it lay on the ground? They would most certainly have noticed any suspicious character lurking in the grounds; would have seen his flight through the shrubbery; his dash for freedom . . . and, again, just beyond the ruins fell the precipice which it would have been sheer impossibility either to scale or to descend.
Had he lain concealed beneath the ivy or in some hole in the grounds? Both were searched for weeks. A young detective was summoned from Paris, an ambitious and zealous sleuth called Gorgeret, who had already distinguished himself in his profession and was noted for his skill in bringing criminals to bay. All to no purpose. Investigations proved fruitless. The case was shelved, much to the disgust of Gorgeret, who vowed never to give it up.
Completely broken by the tragedy that had darkened their home, Monsieur and Madame de Jouvelle left Volnic, never to return.
The chateau was put up for sale, furnished.
Six months later it was bought, but nobody knew the purchaser, Maitre Audïgat, the lawyer, having carried out the sale with the greatest secrecy.
All the staff were dismissed–servants, gardeners, farm workers. Only the big tower over the entrance gate was inhabited by an elderly man called Lebardon–an ex-policeman–and his wife.
The villagers did all they could to pump Lebardon, but they wasted their time. He never broke his obstinate silence; he could not be caught off his guard. The most they got to know was that from time to time, about once a year, a man would come to the chateau in a car in the evening, spend the night there and leave the next evening. It was thought that the mysterious visitor must be the new owner come to see his caretaker Lebardon. But there was no proof, and even there curiosity was baulked.
Eleven years later, Lebardon died.
His wife remained sole guardian of the old tower. She proved every bit as secretive as her husband, and never uttered a word about what went on in the chateau–if, indeed, anything ever went on there.
Four more years passed. The new drama was ready to begin.
Scene, Saint-Lazare Station. Streams of passengers coming and going between the platform barriers and the booking hall–an intricate confusion of intermingled arrivals and departures. Metal signs indicated times and destinations of trains. Ticket collectors punched and checked busily.
Sauntering nonchalantly among the swirl of hurrying passengers were two men who seemed to have some other purpose than travel. One was heavy and powerful looking, of rather unprepossessing aspect and hard expression; the other was delicate and slight: both had moustaches and wore bowler hats.
These two men paused a moment in front of a train indicator where four porters were waiting.
The smaller man went up to the porters and asked politely:
“What time is the three forty-seven due in?”
The porter eyed him up and down and replied caustically:
“Three forty-seven.”
The heavily built man shrugged his shoulders as though in pity for his companion’s stupidity, and enquired in his turn:
“That is the Lisieux train, isn’t it? Number 368?”
“It’s the 368 all right,” he was told. “Due in ten minutes now.”
“It won’t be late?
“No delay signalled.”
The two men strolled away and leaned against a pillar.
Three, four, five minutes passed.
“What a bore!” grumbled the stout man. “I can’t see the man from the Prefecture.”
“But do you need him?”
“Of course I do. If he doesn’t bring the warrant, how can I arrest the lady?”
“Perhaps he’s looking for us and doesn’t recognize us?” the little man suggested timidly.
“Fool! He might not recognize you, Flamant, that’s quite possible . . . . But not to know me, Chief Inspector Gorgeret, after my keeping on all this time with that Volnic case!”
Distinctly mortified, Flamant insinuated:
“That Volnic Chateau business, but that’s ancient history! Fifteen years ago, at least, wasn’t it?”
Gorgeret countered with:
“Then what about the burglary in the Rue Saint-Honoré? And the time I nearly got Big Paul? D’you call that ancient history? Not two months ago, that was!”
“You got him . . . you trapped him . . . but Big Paul’s still at large all the same!”
“Maybe, but I’d got everything fixed so well that I’m the one they always send for! Just look at this and see if it doesn’t particularly mention me.”
He drew forth a paper from his pocketbook, and unfolding it, they both read:
Prefecture of Police. 4th June.
Special Instruction.
(Urgent)
Big Paul’s friend, alias Blonde Clara, has been seen on Train 368 due from Lisieux at 3:47. Send Chief Inspector Gorgeret at once. A warrant for her arrest will be handed him at Saint-Lazare Station before train gets in. Description of wanted woman: fair waved hair, blue eyes, age between 20 and 25, pretty, simply dressed, smart appearance.
“There now, you see . . . My name’s on that, because I have always been on the track of Big Paul and they’ve sent me to take care of his lady too.”
“Do you know her?” asked Flamant.
“Only just. I caught a glimpse of her that day I broke open the door of the room in which I had her and Big Paul trapped. But I had bad luck that time. As I was tying him up, she escaped by the window, and when I dashed after her, Big Paul got clean away.”
“Surely you weren’t alone?”
“There were three of us,” Gorgeret told him. “But Big Paul began by knocking out the other two.”
“He’s a tough customer!”
“Yes, but I’d got him that time!”
“I’d have stuck to him if I’d been you.”
“You’d have stuck to him, would you? You poor shrimp, he’d have wiped the floor with you. You know, you’re not so hot!”
Chief Inspector Gorgeret considered all his subordinates as feeble-minded and himself as the one bright policeman; he prided himself on always coming off victorious in all his undertakings. Big Paul was a thorn in his flesh.
Flamant made semblance of agreeing, saying sweetly:
“After all, you’ve been very lucky. First you had that Volnic business. Now you’ve got the job of pulling in Big Paul and Blonde Clara . . . . There’s only one thing missing from your programme.”
“What’s that?”
“The arrest of Arsène Lupin.”
“When I think that I missed him twice by a hairsbreadth,” grumbled Gorgeret. “But I’ll get him the third time, never fear! As for that Volnic business, I’ve always got my eye on it . . . just as I have on Big Paul. As for Blonde Clara . . .”
He clutched Flamant by the arm.
“Quick! Here’s the train!”
“But you haven’t got the warrant.”
Gorgeret cast a comprehensive glance around. There was no one who looked like a detective. It was maddening!
Meanwhile, the engine of the Lisieux train came in sight along the track. Gradually the train drew in alongside the platform and stopped. Carriage doors flew open; people poured onto the platform.
As the descending travellers approached the barrier, they were marshalled into single files by the ticket collectors. Gorgeret held Flamant back. There was nothing to do but wait; there was only the one exit and everyone must perforce pass that way in turn. It would be practically impossible to miss Blonde Clara.
Suddenly, a lovely fair-haired girl, dressed with simple chic, was giving up her ticket! Both Inspectors jumped to the same conclusion. Her appearance tallied exactly with the police description. There could be no doubt that this was Blonde Clara, Big Paul’s girlfriend.
“No mistake about that,” muttered Gorgeret. “That’s her, right enough. Ah, there’ll be no escaping this time, my lady!”
She was really very lovely, her expression half-smiling, half-afraid. Her golden hair framed her oval face under the demure little travelling hat; her eyes were very blue; her small teeth gleamed when she smiled and her mobile mouth seemed made for smiles. She wore a quakerish grey linen dress with a severe white linen collar that made her look like an enchanting schoolgirl. Her appearance was discreet, as though she deliberately intended to avoid attracting attention. She carried a handbag and a small attaché case.
“Your ticket, please, mademoiselle!”
“My ticket?”
She was suddenly confused. Where had she put it? In her pocket? In her bag? Her case? None of these yielded it. The people in the queue behind her were obviously amused at her embarrassment, and their audible comments caused her to blush deeply. She set down her case, opened her bag again, and then at last found her ticket securely pinned to one of her sleeves!
She hastily gave it up, pushed through the crowd and passed out under the noses of the detectives.
“Blast!” growled Gorgeret. “What infernal luck not to have that warrant! I’d have gathered her like a peach!”
“Why not get her anyway?”
“Fool! We’re going to shadow her. Steady, now, and don’t blunder. Stick close to her.”
But Gorgeret was too old a hand at the game to “stick close” in actual fact to a young woman who had already given him the slip so cleverly, and who must necessarily be on the alert. He kept well in the background, observing the hesitation–real or assumed–of Blonde Clara, who seemed to be trying to find her way out of the station as though it were her first experience of Saint-Lazare. It was easily apparent that she was too timid to ask the way, and just fluttered about as though uncertain of her destination.
“She’s a clever young thing!” muttered Gorgeret.
“Why?”
“She’ll never make me believe she doesn’t know the way out of the station! If she’s pretending not to know, it’s because she thinks she may be followed and she’s taking precautions.”
“I believe you’re right,” agreed Flamant. “She looks like a person with someone on her trail! Rather nice girl, too . . . easy to look at.”
“Now, now, Flamant, hold hard! Clara’s a very sought-after young person. Big Paul’s crazy about her. Hullo, she’s allowed herself to find the stairs at last. Here’s where we hurry!”
They followed the girl down the stairs to the Cour de Rome just outside the station. There she hailed a taxi.
Gorgeret got close to her. He saw her take an envelope from her bag and read the address on it to the chauffeur. Although she spoke in a low voice, he distinctly heard her say:
“Drive to 65 Quai Voltaire.”
She got into the taxi. Gorgeret in turn hailed a cab. But at that precise moment the detective from the Prefecture whom he had so impatiently awaited came up to him.
“Ah, there you are at last, Renaud!” grunted Gorgeret. “Got that warrant?”
“Here it is,” said the man, giving Gorgeret the warrant and further instructions.
Alone once more, Gorgeret found that the taxi he had hailed had disappeared, and Clara’s taxi had turned the corner of the square.
He wasted another three or four minutes finding another taxi. But the delay didn’t matter. He knew the address.
“63 Quai Voltaire,” he directed the chauffeur who drove up.
But Gorgeret might have felt less self-satisfied had he known that someone had shadowed himself and Flamant from the moment when they leaned against a pillar in the station, waiting for Train 368. This someone was a slim man of medium height, bearded and of a bronzed complexion. He wore a dark green raincoat, somewhat the worse for wear. Unobserved by the detectives, he had managed to steal up close to their taxi just as Gorgeret gave the address. And as their taxi started, he jumped into another that had just driven up, telling the driver:
“63 Quai Voltaire, and step on it!”
Chapter III: THE GENTLEMAN ON THE FIRST FLOOR
Number 63 Quai Voltaire was a high grey house whose big windows overlook the river Seine. The ground floor and part of the first floor were occupied by an antique shop and a bookshop. On the second and third floors was the vast and luxurious flat of the Marquis d’Erlemont; his family had owned it for over a century. Formerly a wealthy man, the Marquis had latterly been obliged, owing to unsuccessful speculation, to reduce his style of living.
For that reason he had partitioned off a small self-contained flat on the first floor, comprising four rooms. His agent let this when he could get a sufficiently handsome rental, and it had been tenanted for the past month by one Monsieur Raoul who scarcely ever slept there, and only spent an hour or so in the place every afternoon.
Monsieur Raoul’s flat was just over the concierge’s lodge and below the rooms occupied by the Marquis’s secretary. A rather dark hall led straight into the drawing-room. To the right was a bedroom, to the left the bathroom.
On that particular afternoon the drawing-room was empty. It was barely furnished with odd pieces picked up here and there. There had been no attempt at arranging the room; it lacked any intimacy, looking like a temporary abode, a forced refuge that the tenant might at any moment be called upon to leave.
An armchair was drawn up, back to the door, between the two windows overlooking the beautiful perspective of the Seine.
Close to it on the right was a small table on which stood a sort of casket like a receptacle for liqueurs.
A grandfather clock against the wall had just struck four. Two minutes passed. Then came three knocks on the ceiling, at regular intervals, like the three strokes announcing the rise of the curtain in some theatres. There followed three more knocks. Then a bell shrilled, the sound seeming to come from near the liqueur casket, like a muffled telephone ringing.
Then silence again.
And then it began over again. Three raps on the ceiling, followed by the muffled ringing of a telephone bell, only this time the bell continued shrilling from the liqueur casket as though from a musical box.
“For Heaven’s sake!” groaned the husky voice of one just awakened in the drawing-room. “What the Hell is it?”
An arm slowly emerged from the right side of the armchair facing the windows, an arm that stretched out to the casket, raised its lid, and seized the telephone concealed within.
The telephone was engulfed in the armchair, and the voice, a little clearer now, spoke again:
“Yes, it’s Raoul . . . Why can’t you let a fellow sleep, Courville? What a fool I was ever to make this arrangement! Nothing special to say, have you? Blast you, I’m going to sleep again.”
The invisible occupant of the armchair hung up, but the knocking and ringing started again. So he gave it up, and a whispered conversation ensued between Monsieur Raoul of the first floor and Courville, the Marquis d’Erlemont’s secretary in the room above.
“Come on, out with it! Is the Marquis in? . . . He is, and Valthex has just gone? Blast Valthex, why must he keep coming here? I’m sure he’s on the same job that we are, probably even knows what he’s after which is more than we do. Did you manage to hear anything through the door? . . . Not a word? You never do! Pity you can’t eavesdrop successfully. Can’t think why you had to wake me, curse you! I’m not due to greet the magnificent Olga till tea-time.”
He hung up again. But the telephone conversation must have completely roused him, for he lit a cigarette, still curled in the hollow of his chair.
Rings of blue smoke rose above the back of the armchair. The clock pointed to ten past four.
Suddenly an electric bell started ringing at the flat door. At the same moment, a panel between the two windows slid back, apparently worked by some hidden mechanism set in action by the electric bell.
A rectangular space about the size of a small looking glass was disclosed, revealing a mirror like a luminous cinema screen, in which was reflected a girl’s charming face framed in golden hair.
Monsieur Raoul sprang to his feet, exclaiming aloud:
“Heavens! What a lovely creature!”
He stood gazing upon the face for a moment. No, he could not remember ever having seen her before.
Pressing a button in the wall, he made the panel slide back into place. Then he examined his own reflection in an ordinary mirror that showed him a well set-up man of about thirty-five, faultlessly dressed and flawlessly groomed. He felt this gentleman was adequate to the reception of an entire beauty chorus!
Monsieur Raoul hastened into the hall.
The blonde visitor was waiting at the door, holding an envelope in her hand. She had a small suitcase which she had set down on the stair.
“Can I do anything for you, Madame?”
“I’m Mademoiselle,” the girl corrected him, speaking low and shyly.
“What can I do for you, Mademoiselle?” he said, suppressing a smile.
“Can you tell me, does the Marquis d’Erlemont live here?”
Monsieur Raoul realized at once that the girl had mistaken the floor. Graciously, he ushered her into his flat, taking in her suitcase, and told her calmly:
“I am the Marquis, Mademoiselle.”
She paused on the threshold of the drawing-room, saying timidly:
“Oh, but I thought the Marquis was . . . well . . . not quite so young . . . “
“I am his son, you see,” replied Monsieur Raoul imperturbably.
“But he hasn’t got a son,” objected the lady.
“Indeed? In that case I can’t very well be his son. Anyway, it’s of no consequence; I’m on excellent terms with the Marquis although I haven’t the privilege of being personally acquainted with him.”
He contrived to get his visitor into the drawing-room and shut the door behind them.
“But Monsieur,” she protested, “I must go . . . I’ve come to the wrong flat!”
“Exactly . . . . Just take a little rest. Those stairs are awfully steep.”
He was at once so outrageous and so engaging that the girl could not help smiling, while trying to get out of the flat again.
Suddenly, the doorbell rang and once again the panel in the wall slid back, this time revealing a sullen countenance with a heavy moustache.
“Good Lord! The Police?” ejaculated Monsieur Raoul, shutting off the luminous screen. “What on earth can the fellow want here?”
The girl was getting nervous, startled by the magical appearance and disappearance of the Face on the Screen.
“I must ask you to let me go, Monsieur.”
“But that’s Gorgeret, a Chief Inspector of Police! A regular toad . . . a ghastly specimen. I know that repulsive visage only too well . . . . He mustn’t see you here, and he shan’t see you!”
“But I don’t care whether he does or not,” she protested. “All I want is to go.”
“But I can’t allow that, Mademoiselle, I can’t allow you to be compromised . . . . “He put hand on heart and cast eyes to ceiling.
“But I shan’t be compromised,” she asserted.
“Oh, but you will be–seen leaving the flat of a man of my reputation. Do be sensible and come into the other room. You won’t? Come on, you must, you know . . . .”
He began laughing, amused by some sudden fancy, and gallantly offered his arm to his visitor. Then, with one swoop, he had swept her into his big armchair.
“Now don’t stir, Mademoiselle. No one can see you in that chair, and in a few minutes you can go. Even if you won’t patronize my bedroom, you surely can’t refuse the shelter of my drawing-room armchair, can you, now?”
Almost involuntarily, she obeyed him, for he wore an air of authority and decision oddly at variance with his debonair youthfulness.
Monsieur Raoul did a few dance-steps of delight–the adventure promised well–and then flew to open the door.
Inspector Gorgeret charged in like a bull followed by his colleague Flamant, and shouted unceremoniously:
“There’s a girl here! The concierge heard her come up and ring this bell!”
Monsieur Raoul gently prevented his further advance, saying with studied politeness: “To whom have I the honor . . . ?”
“Chief Inspector Gorgeret, of Criminal Investigation.”
“What? Not Gorgeret? The famous Gorgeret?” exclaimed Raoul. “Are you the man who nearly arrested Arsène Lupin?”
“And who will arrest him one of these days, let me tell you,” boasted the Inspector puffing out his chest proudly. “But that’s not my business here today. I’ve come about another kind of crook. A lady’s been here, hasn’t she?”
“A beautiful blonde?” enquired Raoul.
“Some might call her that . . . “
“Oh, then it can’t be the one I mean. The one I mean is quite remarkably lovely, no possible doubt about that. She has an adorable smile, a flowerlike complexion . . . “
“Is she still here?”
“Alas, she has left me. She rang my bell only a few minutes ago and asked if I was Monsieur Prossin of 63 Boulevard Voltaire. I explained her mistake and directed her to the Boulevard Voltaire, and she went off there at once.”
“Just our luck,” grumbled Gorgeret, mechanically casting a look round the room and taking in the solitary armchair and the doors.
“Shall I open those?” proposed Monsieur Raoul in answer to the detective’s keen scrutiny.
“No need for that. We’ll get her in the Boulevard Voltaire!”
“I’m sure you will, Inspector Gorgeret.”
“So am I,” agreed Gorgeret naively, adding as he put on his hat, “unless, of course, she’s playing some trick on us . . . she seems a slippery sister.”
“What, that beautiful blonde? You don’t mean it?”
“Why, only a short while ago this afternoon I nearly got her when she was leaving the train at Saint Lazare–I’d had word to look out for her . . . and now she’s got away again.”
“She seemed to me so straightforward and charming.”
Gorgeret made a movement of protest, blurting out almost involuntarily:
“She’s a bad lot, I tell you. Do you want to know who she is? She runs with Big Paul?”
“What? You mean the famous bandit–he may even be a murderer–Big Paul, the man you so nearly arrested?”
“And whom I shall arrest, just as I shall the elusive Blonde Clara.”
“But there must be some mistake! Do you mean to say that that charming blonde is the famous Clara all the papers have been talking about for the last month or more?”
“That’s her, so you can imagine how keen I am to collect her. Coming, Flamant? You’re quite sure Monsieur, that the address is Monsieur Prossin, 63 Boulevard Voltaire?”
“That’s right, that’s the address she told me.” Monsieur Raoul bowed the detectives out, and in tones of amicable deference said, leaning over the banisters:
“Good luck, and while you’re about it, arrest that beggar Arsène Lupin as well. They’re a set of scoundrels!”
On returning to the drawing-room, he found the girl standing by the window, pale and worried looking.
“What’s the matter, Mademoiselle?”
“Nothing . . . nothing . . . but to think that those men were waiting for me at the station, to think that I had been marked down like that–what can it all mean?”
“So you really are Blonde Clara, Big Paul’s girlfriend?”
She shrugged impatiently.
“I don’t even know who Big Paul is.”
“Don’t you ever read the papers?”
“Very seldom.”
“And what’s your name, Blonde Clara?”
“I know nothing about that. My name is Antonine!”
“Well then, what are you afraid of?”
“Nothing. But they wanted to arrest me . . . they wanted . . .”
She broke off suddenly, smiling at the futility of her fears, and said:
“I’m quite provincial, aren’t I? Losing my head over the first difficult situation I meet. Well, good-bye, Monsieur.”
“Surely you’re not in such a hurry? Do wait a moment–there are so many things I want to tell you . . . that your smile is a thing of joy, quite bewitching . . . the way the corners of your mouth turn up . . .”
“I’m afraid I don’t want to listen to you, Monsieur. Good-bye.”
“Come, come! Haven’t I just saved you, and you . . .”
“You’ve saved me? . . .”
“Why, of course! From prison . . . a trial . . . maybe, the scaffold! Surely that’s something! How long shall you be with the Marquis d’Erlemont?”
“About half an hour.”
“Good. I’ll look out for you on the way down, and we’ll have a nice matey tea here in my flat.”
“Tea here with you? Really, Monsieur, you’re quite mistaken. Please let me pass . . .”
She looked him squarely in the eyes, so that he realized his error and did not pursue the matter any farther.
“Whether you wish it or not, Mademoiselle, Fate will bring us together again . . . and I shall do all I can to force Fate’s hand! Meetings like this one of ours are not accidental . . . this is only the beginning of our acquaintance. We shall meet again!” He ushered her out.
Standing on the landing he watched her go up to the next floor. She turned wave him a friendly farewell.
“Adorable!” he told himself. “That smile! But what can she want with the Marquis? And what is her life? What’s the mystery round her? Surely can’t care for Big Paul! It’s possible she may how have got into trouble with the police through getting mixed up with him. But she’d never be intmate with a criminal. Trust the police to get it all wrong!”
Then it struck Raoul all at once that Gorgeret, having been sent on a wild goose chase to 63 Boulevard Voltaire, might very possibly return to the flat, which would mean a danger of his seeing the girl again. That must be prevented at all costs.
As he regained his room, a sudden thought struck him:
“Heavens! I’d quite forgotten!” and he rushed to the telephone–not the secret one, this time, but the ordinary instrument.
“Vendome 00-00! Hello! Hurry up, please, Mademoiselle! Hello! Is that Berwitz? Is Her Majesty there? (impatiently) I’m asking you if Her Majesty is there? . . . She’s trying on a dress? Well, just tell her that Monsieur Raoul wants to speak to her . . .” adding peremptorily: “No funny business, now . . . . Just tell Her Majesty I’m here. Her Majesty would be extremely annoyed if she were not told.”
He waited, drumming impatiently with his fingers on the telephone. Voices could be heard at the other end. Then:
“Is that you, Olga? Raoul speaking. What, you’re in the middle of a fitting and you’re only half-dressed? What luck for anyone who’s around, lovely Olga! You have the most perfect shoulders of all Central Europe–I should know! Olga, do try not to roll your R’s like that, it makes you so difficult to hear . . . . What have I rung up about? . . . To say I’m sorry, but I can’t come to tea with you . . . I really can’t, dar-r-rling! . . . . Now, don’t get all angr-r-ry! . . . No, there’s no woman in the case. I’ve got an important business appointment–something I can’t switch . . . . Now, do be reasonable . . . . Look here, my sweet, I’ll come round tonight and collect you for dinner . . . splendid . . . my lovely Olga!”
He hung up hurriedly, and took up his position just behind the half-open door of his flat.
Chapter IV: THE GENTLEMAN ON THE SECOND FLOOR
Seated at the desk in his library, a large room full of books which he seldom read but whose beautiful bindings he loved to handle, the Marquis d’Erlemont was sorting papers.
Since the terrible tragedy at the chateau of Volnic, Jean d’Erlemont had aged far more rapidly than the actual span of fifteen years warranted. His hair was white, his face deeply lined. He was but the shadow of the superb d’Erlemont of other days, the charmer of ladies. He still bore himself proudly erect, but his former captivating expression had changed to one of worried gravity. His friends at the Club and in society ascribed the change to money troubles, but no one knew for certain–Jean d’Erlemont was not a communicative man.
There was a ring at the door, and the butler informed his master that a young lady wished to see him.
“I’m sorry, I can’t see her–I’m busy.”
The man withdrew, returning almost immediately. “The young lady insists, sir. She says she is the daughter of Madame Gautier of Lisieux, and that she has a letter for you from her mother.”
The Marquis hesitated a moment. He seemed to be trying to recall something from the past. Thérèse . . . Thérèse . . .” he murmured over and over again. Then, suddenly:
“Show her in,” he said to the butler, and rising, went forward with outstretched hands to welcome her.
You are very welcome, Mademoiselle. I have never forgotten your mother. Bless my soul, you’re living image! The same hair . . . the same shy look. And best of all, you have her wonderful smile! And so your mother has sent you to see me.
“Mother died five years ago. She wrote you a letter which I promised to bring to you if I ever needed help of any kind.”
She spoke quietly, her bright young face clouding with grief as she handed him the letter addressed by her dead mother. The Marquis’s hand shook with emotion as he took it and read:
“If you can possibly help my daughter, please do so . . . in remembrance of a past that she knows of, although she thinks you were merely a friend. Please do not enlighten her. She is just as proud as I used to be, and will ask for no more than your help in finding her employment.
Accept my grateful thanks,
Thérèse.”
The Marquis was silent for several minutes. Memory was busy with that happy past, that had begun under such good auspices in that watering place in central France where Thérèse was governess to an English family. It had been but the caprice of a moment for Jean d’Erlemont, ended almost as soon as begun, during which his changeable and, at that time, selfish nature never enquired into the deeper feelings of the girl who gave herself so trustingly to him. A somewhat vague remembrance of a few hours’ bliss was all that remained of the idyll in his thoughts. Was it possible that there had been far more serious and even tragic consequences for Thérèse, overshadowing her whole life? After ending the episode, had he left her with a broken heart, and perhaps this child? . . .
He had never known. He had never sought to know. She had never written. And here, suddenly, was this letter, bringing the past into the present in most disturbing circumstances.
His voice trembled with emotion as he asked the girl:
“What is your name?”
“Antonine.”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-three.”
Regaining some sort of composure, he realized that the dates coincided.
“Twenty-three years ago,” he murmured to himself.
To break the subsequent awkward silence and to avoid rousing any suspicions in the girl’s mind, he continued aloud:
“I was a friend of your mother’s, Antonine, and a friend and the confidant of . . .”
“Let’s not talk about him, please,” she protested vehemently.
“So your mother had no pleasant memories of that time?”
“She never spoke of it.”
“Very well. But there is one thing you must tell me: her life was not too hard, I hope?” She replied with great firmness:
“She was very happy, monsieur, and gave me everything I could wish for. If I come to you today, it is simply because I don’t get on with the people with whom I have been living so far.”
“You must tell me all about it, child. But the most pressing matter just now is the question of your future. What do you want to do?”
“To be independent,” was the prompt reply.
“And to be under no one’s authority?” The ghost of a smile played around the Marquis’s lips.
“I don’t mind giving obedience.”
“What do you know?”
“Everything and nothing!”
“H’m. A lot and not much! Would you like to be my secretary?”
“But you’ve already got one?”
“Yes, but I don’t altogether trust him. He listens at doors and ferrets about among my papers. You would take his place.”
“But I don’t want to turn anyone out of a job.”
“That rather complicates matters, doesn’t it?” laughed the Marquis. Antonine’s earnest zeal for fair play amused him.
Seated side by side, they chatted away for a while, he all affectionate solicitude, she, confidently, brightly, but with sudden reticences and a reserve he found difficult to understand. Finally he gained her consent to give him time to look round, not to hurry things too much, so that he could get to know her better and see what would be the best plan. Meanwhile, he was leaving next day for the country on business, and after that, would be away about three weeks travelling abroad. She agreed to accompany him in his car to the country.
She gave him the address of the boarding house where she intended to stay in Paris, and it was arranged that he should call for her there next morning.
When she rose to go, he saw her to the door and kissed her hand at parting. Just at that moment, as though by chance, they came upon Courville. The Marquis contented himself with saying simply:
“Well, goodbye, my child. You must come and see me again soon, won’t you?”
She took up her case and went downstairs. She seemed very happy, and in excellent spirits, almost as though about to break into song.
What happened then was all so rapid, so unexpected, that she had only the most confused impression of it all, although it completely upset her mental balance. As she reached the last step of the rather dark staircase, she suddenly heard voices raised in angry altercation, a few words of which reached her as she stood spellbound with fright:
“You are fooling us, monsieur . . . there’s no such number as sixty-three Boulevard Voltaire.”
“You don’t say so, Inspector!” drawled a voice she already seemed to know well. “But surely the Boulevard Voltaire exists?”
“And I’d like to know what’s become of an important paper that was in my pocket when I was here before?”
“Do you mean the warrant for the arrest of Mademoiselle Clara?”
And then the girl on the stairs did a very foolish thing. On recognizing Inspector Gorgeret’s tones, she gave a cry, and continued on her way down instead of retreating to the landing above. The inspector heard the sound, and, turning, saw the fugitive, and dashed after her.
But he was hauled back by two hands which seized his wrists and propelled him into the hall of Monsieur Raoul’s flat. He struggled, feeling sure of breaking away, for he was taller and far more obviously muscular than his adversary. Great were his mortification and surprise when he found that not only could he not free himself from the other’s grip, but he was compelled to the most passive obedience. He expostulated angrily:
“Let me go at once, d’you hear?”
“Then you must come with me,” urged Monsieur Raoul firmly. “The warrant you asked me about is in my flat.”
“I don’t care a damn about the warrant!”
“But I do, you see, and I must give it back to you. You asked for it.”
“But, curse you, can’t you see the girl’s getting away all this time?”
“Isn’t your colleague on the scene?”
“Yes, he’s down in the street, but the man’s a fool!”
Before Gorgeret could say another word he found himself behind a shut door in Raoul’s hall. Stamping with rage and cursing freely, he hurled himself against the door, then tried the lock, but neither door nor lock would yield.
“Here’s your warrant, Inspector,” said Monsieur Raoul coolly. Gorgeret felt like seizing him by the throat.
“You’ve a nerve, my man! This warrant was in the pocket of my overcoat when I came here this afternoon.”
“Then it must have fallen out,” rejoined Raoul innocently. “I found it on the floor here.”
“Rubbish! Anyhow, you can’t deny misleading me over that Boulevard number, and I’m sure now that when you got rid of me that blasted girl was not very far away.”
“Nearer than that, even!”
“What d’you mean?”
“She was in this very room!”
“What?” Gorgeret looked as though he could burst.
“In that armchair with its back to you.”
“Well, I’m damned! Of all the nerve!” cried Gorgeret, folding his arms across his chest. “She was in that chair, was she? . . . and you dared . . . You must be mad! What gave you the right?!”
“My kind heart,” replied Monsieur Raoul gently.
“Come now, Inspector, don’t make yourself out harsher than you are. You’re a good fellow; you’ve a wife, possibly . . . maybe a daughter. Do you mean to say that if you’d been in my place you’d have handed over that pretty girl to be clapped into jail? Get along with you! . . . In my place–you’d have done exactly as I did, and you’d have sent me about my business to the Boulevard Voltaire. Aren’t I right?”
Gorgeret was fuming:
“She was here, in this room! Big Paul’s girl! It’s a black lookout for you, my fine fellow!”
“A black lookout for me if you prove that Big Paul’s lady friend was there in my armchair? But that’s just what you’ve got to prove?”
“But you admit it?”
“Just between us two, yes, but otherwise . . . I’m keeping it quiet!”
“But my evidence as chief inspector . . .”
“Nonsense! You’d never dare own to having been tricked like a schoolkid!”
Gorgeret could scarcely believe his ears. Who could this man be, who seemed to delight in baiting him? He felt strongly inclined to question him as to his identity, demand his papers, but there was a mysterious quality about Monsieur Raoul that prevented him from doing so. He contented himself with asking: “You’re a friend of Big Paul’s girl-friend?”
“I’ve only seen her for three minutes.”
“Well, then . . .”
“But I like her, you see.”
“And that’s enough?”
“Yes. I never allow any interference with people I like.”
Gorgeret clenched his fists, shaking them in the face of Monsieur Raoul who, without any undue haste, walked composedly to the door and with a single twist of the hand flung it open.
Ramming his hat on his head, the Inspector stalked out, chest expanded, features set grimly, his expression that of one who can well afford to bide his time for vengeance.
Having ascertained from the window that both Gorgeret and Flareant had gone off, which implied that the blonde lady was out of immediate danger, and having lightly tapped on the ceiling, Monsieur Raoul hastened to admit Courville, the Marquis d’Erlemont’s secretary, of whom he demanded without preliminary:
“Did you see the blonde girl up there?”
“Yes, monsieur, the Marquis received her.”
“Did you listen to what they said?”
“I did.”
“And what did you hear?”
“Nothing.”
“Dolt!”
As Gorgeret with Flareant, so did Raoul often anathematize Courville. But his voice always remained suave, even kindly. Courville was a very venerable looking person, with a gleaming white square-cut beard. He had a white tie, tied in a butterfly bow, and always wore a black frock-coat, like a provincial judge or undertaker! He spoke very precisely, weighing every word rather pompously.
“The Marquis and the young lady spoke in such low tones that it was impossible to overhear anything they said.”
“My good fellow,” interrupted Raoul, “you speak exactly like a beetle and I can’t bear it! Just answer my questions, briefly, and don’t attempt to speak!”
Courville bowed with the air of a man to whom all insults are tokens of special favor.
“Monsieur Courville,” continued Raoul, “I’m not in the habit of reminding people of services I’ve rendered them. Nevertheless, I may remind you that, knowing nothing at all about you, and solely because of the good impression made upon me by your venerable beard, I first of all rescued you from abject poverty, and your old mother and your worthy father into the bargain, and then engaged you as my secretary, which is a very cushy job.”
“And my gratitude is unbounded, monsieur.”
“Shut up! I’m not asking you to reply, I’m telling you something. Engaged by me to carry out diverse plans, you must admit that so far you’ve shown yourself thoroughly incompetent. I’m not complaining. My admiration for your white beard and appearance of perfect respectability remains unbounded. But I feel I must draw your attention to the fact. For instance, in the position you’ve held for the last few weeks for the purpose of protecting the Marquis d’Erlemont from the plots that threaten him, in this position, I say, where you only had to search secret drawers, abstract compromising documents, and overhear conversations, what have you done? Less than nothing! Even worse, you haven’t known how to win the Marquis’s confidence, for it’s evident he doesn’t trust you. Then again, whenever you use our secret telephone during the two hours I spend here daily, you only do so expressly to wake me up when I’m asleep, for you never have anything at all to report, but tell me the most utter rubbish . . . . In the circumstances . . .”
“You intend giving me a week’s notice,” interrupted Courville piteously.
“Not at all, but I’m going to run the show myself, because it happens that the most beautiful girl in the world is involved in my affairs now.”
“May I remind you, sir, that there is Her Majesty Queen Olga?”
“I don’t care a damn about the Queen of Borostyria. Nothing counts for me but Antonine, alias Blonde Clara. We’ve got to get a move on. I must find out what Valthex is plotting, what the Marquis’ secret is, and why the so-called girl-friend of Big Paul is suddenly sprung upon the scene.”
“Girl-friend?” Courville’s eyes popped.
“I can’t go into all that with you. What you’ve got to understand is the part I want you to play.”
“I’d far rather not know,” protested the wretched Courville.
“You should never be afraid to face the truth,” said Raoul severely. “Do you know who I am?”
“No.”
“Arsène Lupin, gentleman burglar.”
Courville did not flinch. While he may have wished that Raoul had spared him the revelation, he knew that nothing on earth, however outrageous to his own standards of honesty, could diminish his gratitude towards his benefactor or lower Monsieur Raoul in his esteem.
Raoul continued:
“I want you to realize that I’ve thrown myself heart and soul into this Erlemont affair, just as I always do, not knowing where it may lead me, with only the vaguest notion of what it’s all about, trusting to sheer nerve and my lucky star to see me through. From my own private sources of information, I learned that the Marquis d’Erlemont was selling his country estates and also some of his most valuable and cherished books; I knew, too, that this had caused considerable surprise among his set. On enquiry, I found that the Marquis’s maternal grandfather, an intrepid traveller–one might even call him a nineteenth century conquistador–had owned vast estates in India, bearing the title of Nabob. On his return to France, the Nabob was regarded as a multi-millionaire. He died soon after, leaving all his wealth to his daughter, the mother of our Marquis.
“Now, what has become of that fortune? It looks, on the face of it, as though Jean d’Erlemont must have run through grandfather’s millions, although he has always seemed to live very simply. Fate suddenly places in my hands a document shedding an entirely fresh light on things. The document is a tattered letter, evidently not very recent; among various items of secondary interest, we find the following paragraph written above the signature of the Marquis:
“‘The enquiry I entrusted to you does not seem nearing any result. My grandfather’s legacy is still unfound. I beg to remind you of the two clauses of our agreement: absolute secrecy and a ten percent share for yourselves up to a maximum of one million. If I engaged your agency, it was in the hope of a speedy solution, and time passes.’
“This slip of paper bears neither date nor address. It obviously concerns an enquiry agency, but which one? I did not want to waste precious time trying to find out, but believed it far more expedient to join forces with the Marquis and install you to watch our joint interests.”
Courville timidly ventured a comment:
“But don’t you think, monsieur, since you had made up your mind to help the Marquis, it would have been better to speak to him, and tell him that for a ten percent commission on the profits you would undertake . . .”
Raoul glared at him:
“Fool! When a maximum commission of a million is mentioned, it must mean that the total runs to several million–twenty or thirty at least. I wouldn’t work for less!”
“But you said you were anxious to help?”
“By help I mean collecting the whole amount.”
“But what about the Marquis?”
“He’d get the ten percent. It would be an unexpected windfall for him, a childless bachelor. But I can see I shall have to do the job myself. So tell me, when can you let me into the Marquis’s flat?”
Courville looked most unhappy and objected nervously:
“That’s pretty serious. Don’t you think, monsieur, that if I were to behave like that while in the Marquis’s employment . . . I should be . . .”
“Betraying him? Quite, quite. But as an American ditty puts it, ‘Life Is Like That, What Can You Do?’ You’re in the extremely awkward position of having to choose between duty and gratitude, the Marquis or Arsène Lupin. And you’ll have to decide the choice for yourself.”
Courville closed his eyes for a minute, then replied:
“The Marquis dines out this evening and will not return before one in the morning.”
“What about the servants?”
“They sleep on the top floor; so do I.”
“Give me the key!”
Conscience made a forlorn stand. Courville had so far succeeded in pacifying it with the thought that he was collaborating with Monsieur Raoul for the Marquis’s own good. But to hand over the flat key to assist in a burglary and connive at a flagrant swindle . . . Courville’s conscience barred the way with a flaming sword.
Raoul held out his hand. Courville placed the key in it.
“Thanks,” said Raoul, delighted at having so signally routed poor Courville’s scrupulous conscience. “Shut yourself in your room at ten. If the servants are a nuisance, come down and warn me. But that’s most unlikely. See you tomorrow.”
Courville departed, shaking his head. Raoul proceeded to make preparations for dining with the magnificent Olga, but alas! He thought to rest a few moments in that capacious armchair–and fell fast asleep! He did not wake until half past ten; almost automatically he reached for the telephone.
“Hullo! . . . Trocadero Palace Hotel? Put me through to Her Majesty’s suite . . . . Hullo? Her Majesty’s secretary? . . . That you, Julie? . . . How are you, honey? I say, the Queen’s waiting to speak to me, isn’t she? . . . Put her through . . . . No fooling. I didn’t get you your job with her to hear that sort of nonsense. Hurry up and tell the Queen . . . . (a brief silence) . . . Hullo, hullo . . .
That you, Olga? . . . Listen, darling, my wretched business appointment lasted much longer than I expected . . . . But it’s been marvellously successful . . . . Darling, you mustn’t blame me, you know what business is. Can you lunch with me on Friday? . . . I’ll call for you . . . . You’re not cross, are you? You know I’m thinking of you all the time . . . . Lovely Olga!”
Chapter V: A THIEF IN THE NIGHT
Arsène Lupin never bothered to wear a specially dark suit when going on a nocturnal prowl. “I go in my usual rags,” he used to say. “I don’t carry a gun. I stick my hands in my pockets, my heart ticks just as steadily as though I were going to buy a packet of cigarettes, and my conscience is as clear as though I were on an errand of mercy.”
The only preparation in which he ever indulged was the performance of a few exercises to loosen his muscles, a little mild skipping on the spot quite noiselessly, or a brief practice of feeling his way about in a darkened room so as not to upset anything. That was his routine on this particular evening. All went to his entire satisfaction. He was feeling very fit, and well able to cope physically and morally with anything or anyone.
He drank a glass of water, consumed a few biscuits, and then left his flat and proceeded upstairs.
It was half past eleven. All was dark and silent. There was no fear of running into other tenants, since there were none, nor of meeting a servant, since they were all in bed and Courville was keeping watch upstairs. The conditions were ideal. He had not even to cope with the minor annoyance of having to effect illicit entrance–the door key was in his pocket. Nor had he the bother of having to find his way about–he possessed a plan of the place.
He entered the flat just as if he were entering his own, and proceeded along the passage leading to the library where he switched on the light. Nothing useful could be done in the dark.
A large mirror between the two windows sent him back his own reflection advancing upon it. He bowed with mock gravity to the man in the mirror, his fantastic mind inspiring him to play the fool for his own private amusement.
Then he calmly sat down and looked all round the room. It was useless to waste time fluttering feverishly about, emptying drawers and upsetting the library. His far superior method was to take his bearings first and think the thing out quietly. He must take stock of dimensions–such and such a piece of furniture would not normally be made to those particular measurements without there being some hidden reason. Hiding places might elude the observation of a Courville, but not of Arsène Lupin: nothing could escape his eagle eye.
After ten minutes’ inspection, he walked straight up to the Marquis’s desk, knelt down, and examined the brass fittings. Then he rose, executed a few conjuror’s passes, opened a drawer, took it right out, pressed one side of it, pushed the other, murmured something, and clicked his tongue appreciatively;
For something had clicked in the desk and a second drawer sprang out!
Thought he:
“Got it! Once I make up my mind to do a thing . . . and to think that bearded friend of mine hasn’t discovered a thing worth knowing all the time he’s been here. And I’ve only been here two minutes! But I’m a quick worker, I am!”
But it was only the beginning. The secret drawer had to be forced to yield its secret. All Arsène Lupin wanted to find was the letter his blonde friend had given the Marquis that afternoon. A glance sufficed to show him it was not there.
On top of the drawer’s contents was a large yellow envelope containing about ten thousand francs. Arsène Lupin laid this aside–it was sacred. No self-respecting thief stole his neighbor’s spending money, especially when that neighbor happened to be his own landlord and a member of the old French nobility into the bargain! He pushed the envelope back with something approaching distaste.
A summary examination showed him that the other contents of the drawer comprised only letters and photographs of women. Souvenir relics of a Don Juan who had not had the heart to destroy those reminders of a past full of love and happiness.
The letters? It would mean reading them all if he wanted to find out whether they contained anything of real interest to him. Not an easy job, and one that rather repelled him. He was too much of the lover himself, and prided himself too much on his own delicacy of feeling, to pry thus casually into the intimacy of what diverse women had written for one man alone to read.
But the photographs? That was quite another matter. There were about a hundred of them; all the subjects were lovely women, some smiling tenderly, some whose eyes expressed tragic longing–actresses, titled ladies, shopgirls, looked at Raoul from a dead past, linked together only by their love for the same man.
Raoul did not examine all these likenesses. He had noticed that one was larger than all the others, and what he could see of it through the protecting sheet of paper caught his interest. He took it up and removed the paper.
He was thunderstruck. The face was one of extraordinary beauty and revealed great personality. The woman portrayed held her head high, regally; her bearing was that of one completely self-assured, possibly of one used to appearing before the public.
“She must be an actress,” concluded Raoul.
He could not stop looking at that serene loveliness.
He turned it over at last hoping to find some name or inscription, and at once gave a start of excitement. Scrawled in a large, bold handwriting was the signature: “Elisabeth Hornain,” followed by the words: “Yours till Death.”
Elisabeth Hornain! Raoul was familiar with the name of the great singer, and although he could not exactly recall the details of what had happened fifteen years ago, he remembered quite enough to know that the beautiful singer had met her death by a mysterious wound received while she was singing out of doors in somebody’s grounds.
So Elisabeth Hornain had been one of the Marquis’s many loves, and judging from the careful way in which her photograph was wrapped up and set apart from the others, she must have occupied a very special place in his life and heart.
Between the double wrapping of the picture had been slipped a tiny envelope, unsealed, which Raoul opened, and whose contents caused him further surprise, while yielding valuable information. The envelope contained three things: a lock of hair, what was evidently the lady’s first love letter to the Marquis, and another photograph, bearing a name that roused Raoul’s curiosity to fever heat: “Elisabeth Valthex”!
This snapshot depicted the singer as quite a young girl, and Raoul concluded that Valthex must have been her maiden name before she married Hornain the banker. The dates left no room for doubt.
“And so,” mused Raoul, “the present Valthex, who must be about thirty, is a relative–a cousin or nephew–of Elisabeth Hornain, and that explains why the said Valthex knows the Marquis d’Erlemont and bleeds him for money, and why the Marquis daren’t refuse him. But is Valthex merely a sponger, I wonder, or has he other and deeper designs? Is he on the same trail as I am, with better cards in his hand? It’s all most mysterious, but I’m determined to plumb the mystery and I know I shall be successful, for here I am right in the thick of things!”
Raoul was continuing his investigations when something suddenly cut him short. His sharp ears had detected a slight sound.
It was a slight, grating sort of noise that would have passed unnoticed by anyone but Raoul; it seemed to come from the direction of the front door by the stairs. Someone was inserting a key in a lock; it was turning. The door opened softly, and light, noiseless steps came along the passage.
One could no longer doubt it . . . someone was coming towards the library.
It took a matter of split seconds for Raoul to the drawer in the desk, switch off the light, and conceal himself behind a lacquered screen.
Such surprises always filled him with a keen sense lent. They added a spice of danger to his and provided a new element of interest often resulted in his discovering something prove of peculiar use to him. How fortunate he would count himself if he were able to discover the reason of the unknown enterer’s nocturnal visit to the Marquis’ flat!
The handle of the door was turning stealthily. It opened noiselessly, without creak or warning. Raoul’s keen eyes alone told him what was happening. Then, in the dimness an electric torch flashed . . .
Through an opening in the screen, Raoul could discern a figure approaching. He had the intuition rather than the certainty that it was a woman–slight, hatless, wearing a close-fitting frock.
This impression was confirmed by the figure’s step and outlines. She halted, turning her head, evidently taking her bearings. Then she made a bee-line for the drawer, flashing her torch over it; then, evidently satisfied with her inspection, she set her torch down on the table.
“She must obviously know all about the secret drawer,” thought Raoul as he followed her every movement. “She acts like one very well-informed!”
He was right. Herself keeping well out of the light shed by her torch, the figure went round the desk, bent over it, took out the main drawer unhesitatingly, and manoeuvred to make the secret drawer come out. Then she proceeded exactly as Raoul had done a few minutes previously, discarding the bank notes with the same indifference as he had shown, and at once began searching through the photographs, as if bent on finding a particular picture.
She worked deftly. There was no lingering curiosity about her procedure. She searched with feverish hands whose whiteness and delicacy Raoul could discern in the gloom.
She had evidently found what she was looking for. As far as Raoul could see in the torchlight, it was a photograph of medium size. For some time, she gazed on it, then turned it over and read the inscription on the back, sighing heavily as she did so.
So absorbed was she in her contemplation that Raoul decided to take advantage of her inattention. With noiseless stealth he crept to the electric light switch and, keeping his eyes on the stranger, suddenly switched on the light and made a dash at the woman, who had uttered a startled cry of fright, and was seeking to escape.
“Don’t run away, please. I won’t hurt you.”
Catching up with her, he seized her arm and, despite her desperate struggles, jerked her round to face him.
“Antonine!” he exclaimed in utter amazement as he recognized his involuntary visitor of that afternoon.
The truth had never for an instant dawned upon him. So here was Antonine, the little girl from the country whose innocence and great candid eyes had charmed him! She stood, eyes cast down now, trembling violently. The revelation was so unexpected and Raoul was so startled that he began chuckling:
“So that was the reason of your visit here this afternoon? You were on a voyage of discovery . . . . Then, this evening . . .”
She seemed not to understand, and stammered:
“But I haven’t taken anything . . . I never touched the money . . . .”
“Neither did I . . . but all the same we’re neither of us here to say a few prayers.”
He tightened his grip on her arm, as she tried to get free, making her wince with pain.
“But who are you? I don’t know you!”
Raoul burst out laughing.
“Oh, come now, that’s unkind of you! What, after our meeting this afternoon in my little flat, you ask who I am? What a bad memory! And I, who fondly imagined I had made quite an impression on you, fair Antonine!”
“But my name’s not Antonine,” she objected.
“Oh, quite. No more is mine Raoul. We’ve dozens of names in the profession,” said he cheerfully.
“What profession?”
“Oh–er–abstraction and appropriation, don’t you know.”
“I’m not a thief, if that’s what you mean!” she cried bitterly.
“Nonsense! Even if you prefer photographs to money, it only goes to prove that a photograph is of more value to you than the money, that’s all, and you could only get it by burgling!”
He endeavored to master her. She struggled in his powerful grasp, however, and with a final wrench managed to break free.
“One would suppose,” said Raoul unperturbed, “that Big Paul has been teaching his little friend jiu-jitsu.”
The girl looked terrified.
“What d’you mean?” she almost whispered. “What did you say then? Big Paul? Who is that? I don’t know what you mean!”
“Oh, yes you do,” Raoul insisted. “You know perfectly well, Clara dear!”
“Clara? Clara? Oh, what do you mean?” she repeated, with increasing agitation.
“Just give it a moment’s thought, Blonde Clara!”
“Blonde Clara?”
“When Gorgeret nearly got you this afternoon you weren’t nearly so rattled. Come on, pull yourself together, Antonine or Clara or whatever you like to call yourself. Surely, if I saved you twice this afternoon from the clutches of the police, that ought to show you I’m not an enemy . . . . Come on, smile please . . . such a nice smile you had this afternoon!”
The girl was seized with sudden faintness. Tears were running down her cheeks; she no longer seemed to have any strength to resist Raoul, who had taken her hands in his and was stroking them as one would those of a frightened child.
“There, there, calm down, Antonine . . . I like that name best. Big Paul may call you Clara, but I like you as Antonine up from the country. Now, don’t cry any more . . . everything’s going to be all right! Is Big Paul after you? Is that why you’re scared? You mustn’t be scared. I’m here. Only, you must tell me everything . . . every single thing . . . .”
“But I’ve nothing to tell,” she wailed, almost fainting. “I mustn’t say anything . . .”
“Tell me, my dear . . .”
“But I don’t know who you are.”
“You may not know me, but you trust me, don’t you?”
“I believe I do . . . I don’t know why . . . I feel—–“
“You feel I can protect you, don’t you? And help you? But in return, you must help me too, by telling me everything. How did you get to know Big Paul? What are you doing here tonight? What do you want with that photograph?”
“Oh, please don’t ask me,” She implored. “Please don’t . . . . Perhaps some other day I’ll tell you.”
“But it’s now, immediately, that you must tell me. A day lost, even an hour, may be irreparable.”
There was a pause.
“Well, anyway,” said Raoul breaking it, “promise that I shall see you again.”
“I promise,” she assented submissively.
“And you’ll confide in me?”
She nodded.
“And in the meantime, can I be of any service to you?”
“Oh, yes, yes,” she exclaimed hurriedly, “please come with me.”
“You’re scared of something?
He could feel her trembling as she said tragically:
“When I came here tonight I had a feeling the house was watched.
“By the police?”
“No!”
“By whom, then?”
“Big Paul . . . Big Paul’s friends . . .”
The girl spoke the name in terror.
“Are you sure?”
“No . . . but I thought I saw him, some way off, leaning over the edge of the Quai . . . and his right hand man that they call The Arab.”
“How long is it since you last saw Big Paul?”
“Some weeks.”
“So he could not possibly know you meant to come here tonight?”
“No.”
“Then why should he be here tonight?”
“He has his own reasons for watching the house.”
“That means . . . the Marquis . . . and for the same reasons as bring you here?”
“I don’t know . . . he once said in front of me that he hated the Marquis mortally.”
“Do you know why?”
She shook her head.
“Do you know Big Paul’s gang?”
“Only The Arab.”
“Where do they meet?”
“I’m not sure. It may be in a bar at Montmartre.”
“Can you remember the name?”
“Yes, the Ecrevisses Bar.”
Raoul did not ask any more questions.
“And now, let’s go,” said Raoul. “And whatever happens, don’t get scared. I’ll look after everything.” He glanced round to see that all was in order, then switched off the light, and taking Antonine’s hand guided her in the dark to the front door of the flat. He shut it softly behind them, and they proceeded downstairs.
Raoul was anxious to get to the street, fearing only that the girl might have been mistaken about Big Paul and The Arab; he was all eagerness to get at them. But the small hand resting in his was so icy that he stopped a moment to reassure his companion:
“If you knew me better, you’d know that nothing can hurt you while I’m with you. We’ll stop here just a moment while you take a deep breath and tell yourself everything’s going to be all right!”
After a moment’s silence while they stood hand in hand on the dark stairs, the girl spoke quite calmly:
“Come on,” she said.
Raoul knocked up the concierge to open the street door, and they passed out.
It was a foggy night; the street lamps were blurred and dim. There were very few people about at that hour, but Raoul’s quick eye spotted two silhouettes crossing the road and gliding by a waiting car beside which two other forms hovered shadowily.
Raoul was just going to lead Antonine in the opposite direction, but suddenly thought better of it. The chance for a scrap was too good to be missed. Moreover, the four men had suddenly separated and spread out so as almost to surround them.
“That’s them, I’m certain,” whispered Antonine, getting thoroughly scared again.
“Is Big Paul the tall, lanky one?”
“Yes.”
“Splendid. I would have speech with him.”
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“Only if you start screaming, my dear.”
The quai was completely deserted. The tall man made the most of his opportunity. Followed by one of his friends, he edged along the curb while the other two hugged the wall; the engine started up; doubtless there was a chauffeur sitting hidden ready to step on the gas at any moment.
Suddenly a low whistle sounded in the stillness.
Then all was confusion. Three of the men sprang at Antonine, trying to drag her to the waiting car. Big Paul barred Raoul’s path with a levelled revolver.
Before he could fire, Raoul had knocked his wrist up and disarmed him.
“Fool!” chuckled Raoul. “Always shoot first and aim after!”
He caught up with the other three toughs. One turned round just in time to receive a violent kick that sent him sprawling; the other two did not wait for more, but rushed to the car and shot off in it. Freed from her molesters, Antonine fled in the opposite direction, pursued by Big Paul who found himself suddenly tripped up by the nimble Raoul.
“No thoroughfare!” proclaimed Raoul. “Let Goldilocks go her way! That’s a thing of the past already, friend Paul, and you’d better just forget it.”
Big Paul, however, tried to push past and dodge to one side of Raoul. The two men were like strangers in the street who dance an involuntary jig before they can pass.
“Naughty, naughty,” admonished Raoul. “Great big chap like you trying to run away from his new friend who’s a harmless little thing like me. And all this time the damsel’s on her way . . . miles off by now, safe from the Pauline pursuit . . . so we can quietly settle the score between us. Ready?”
With one bound he was upon his enemy, pinning him by both elbows and bringing him helpless to face him.
“Click! Like being handcuffed, isn’t it? What a poor sort of gang yours is, no team spirit at all. Fancy running off and leaving the Great White Chief to fend for himself like this. But that’s not the burning question. I positively must look upon your beaming countenance!”
Big Paul again struggled to free himself, astounded at his helpless state. But he was powerless to wrench himself from that iron grip. It was all he could do to keep on his feet.
“Come on, now,” jeered Raoul. “A nice, bright smile for Uncle Raoul, and no contorting those noble features in an attempt at disguise. What, you won’t? You avert the head in modest shyness?”
He pivoted his prisoner round in a succession of jerky bumps. Big Paul, in spite of his desperate wriggling, found himself facing a torch that lit up his features.
Yet another jerk, and Raoul’s efforts were crowned with complete success. On seeing Big Paul’s face clearly, he was utterly amazed, and could only articulate the one word:
“Valthex!”
He repeated it, laughing almost hysterically:
“Valthex! Valthex! Well, I never expected that! So Valthex is Big Paul, and Big Paul is Valthex? Only Valthex wears a smart suit and a bowler hat, and Big Paul wears slacks and a cap! Heavens, what a rag! You’re a friend of our Marquis and a gang leader as well!”
Furious, Big Paul muttered:
“I know you . . . you’re the man in the first floor flat.”
“Certainly . . . Monsieur Raoul at your service. And here we are, both of us, mixed up in the same job. Bad luck, old chap! Not to mention that you’ve seen the last of Blonde Clara!”
The mere mention of the girl’s name roused Big Paul to fury.
“You leave her out of it!” he snarled.
“And who are you to tell me what not to do? You may be a super he-man and up to every trick of wrestling and knifing, but at the moment you’re as a child in my clutch. I have you at my mercy,” Raoul was enjoying himself thoroughly, “in fact, I’m quite sorry for you, you big sap.”
Suddenly he released the man.
“Swine!” spluttered Big Paul. “I’ll be even with you. Just wait!”
“And so you shall, but why not here and now? No time like the present. Come on!”
“You keep your hands off my girl . . .”
“I’ll see she’s kept out of yours, anyway!”
They glared at one another, on the verge of a fight. But Big Paul evidently preferred to await a more favorable opportunity for squaring accounts, for, swearing under his breath, he slouched off, hurling as a last threat at the smiling Raoul:
“I’ll get even with you, Mr. Clever!”
“But you don’t let that stop you beating it now! So long, faintheart!”
Raoul watched him out of sight, limping as he went–the limp must be an affectation, for Valthex did not limp.
“Have to keep an eye on that bird,” reflected Raoul. “He’s the type to think up a dirty night at the crossroads! Gorgeret and Valthex . . . . Um, have to watch out for little Raoul!”
Returning to the house, he was surprised to find a man sitting doubled upon the doorstep, moaning and nursing his chin. He recognized him as the man he had knocked out earlier in the fray, and who had evidently recovered just sufficiently to crawl to the step.
Raoul examined him, and the light of his torch revealed a thin, bronzed face and long, slightly curling hair straggling from under the man’s cap.
“A word with you, sirrah,” said Raoul. “You must be the member of Big Paul’s gang who’s called The Arab. Listen, would you like to earn a thousand francs?”
The man replied with an effort, for his chin was badly damaged:
“If it’s to rat on Paul, nothing doing.”
“Fine! One up to you! No, it’s nothing to do with him. It’s about Blonde Clara. Do you know where she hangs out?”
“No.”
“Does Big Paul know?”
“No, he doesn’t.”
“Then why the outdoor dramatics tonight?”
“She was here this afternoon.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I was here. I was watching the busy Gorgeret. I saw him on the job at Saint-Lazare. He was looking for a girl up from the country. He marked her down and heard the address she gave her taxi driver, and I heard him tell his driver and followed in their train. So I tipped Big Paul off and we’ve watched out here all the evening.”
“So big Paul guessed she’d come back?”
“Maybe, but he never gives his game away. We meet every day at the same pub. He gives his orders and I pass them on.”
“Another thousand francs,” said Raoul, “if you’ll tell me one thing more.”
“You’ve heard all I know,” muttered the man.
“Liar! You know Big Paul’s real name is Valthex. He leads a double life. So I can get him any day at the Marquis’s and hand him over to the cops.”
“He can get you too, and hand you over,” retorted the Arab. “We know your flat, and that the girl’s visited you there. You’re playing a dangerous game.”
“But I’ve nothing to hide!” laughed Raoul.
“All the better for you. Paul doesn’t forgive easily, and he’s crazy about Clara. You’d better watch out, and so had the Marquis. Big Paul’s not so friendly towards him.”
“Why?” purred Raoul.
“I’ve said enough,” was the sullen reply.
“Right! Then here are two thousand notes and an extra twenty francs for you to take that taxi over there.”
Raoul was a long time getting to sleep that night. He was pondering the events of the day, and conjuring up visions of the blonde girl. Of all the complications in his present adventure, the most captivating and the most bewildering was the girl Antonine. Antonine? . . . Clara? . . . Which of the two was the real personality of the charming creature? Her smile was so frank, yet so mysterious; her eyes candid yet hiding something. Both her melancholy and her gaiety were deeply moving. Her tears, like her laughter, seemed to spring from the same clear and innocent source; and yet, at other times, both welled up from dark, mysterious depths.
Next morning Raoul telephoned Courville, the secretary.
“Where’s the Marquis?”
“He left early this morning, monsieur. The butler brought the car round, and the Marquis took two suitcases.”
“How long will he be away?”
“I believe for some days. And I think he’s taken the fair young lady with him.”
“But surely he gave you an address?”
“No, monsieur. He’s always rather secretive, and never lets me know where he goes. That’s easy, for he drives himself and . . .”
“You’re a fool, Courville, and for that reason I’m leaving this flat. You’ll dismantle the private telephone and anything else that might look suspicious. After which we’ll take our time moving. Goodbye. You won’t hear from me for two or three days. I’ve got work to do . . . . Oh, one thing more. Keep an eye on Gorgeret. It’s just possible he’ll be watching the house. Be on the lookout. He may be a conceited ass, but he’s one of the bulldog breed, and no fool . . . .”
The Chateau of Volnic still retained its venerable aspect, crowned with great red turrets, but many of the shutters now hung dilapidated from the windows, tiles were missing, and the garden paths were overrun with weeds, while the majestic pile of ruins lay half buried under the mantle of ivy which veiled the very shape of its towers and dungeons.
The chapel terrace on which Elisabeth Hornain had sung on the day of her death was almost completely hidden by the mass of verdure that had grown up around and over it.
To right and left of the massive gateway in the park walls, large signboards proclaimed that the chateau was for sale and gave details of the property with its outbuildings, farms, pastures and all that appertained thereto.
Ever since, three months ago, the boards had gone up and notices had appeared in the local press, the chateau gates had often been opened to receive prospective purchasers. Widow Lebardon had been obliged to hire a man to clean up the terrace and weed the path leading to the ruins. Many visitors came out of mere curiosity to the grounds where the tragedy had been enacted. But neither Madame Lebardon nor young Audigat, son and successor of the late notary, had betrayed their trust. Who had bought the chateau from the de Jouvelles after the tragedy? And who had put it up for sale now? No one knew.
On that particular morning–the third since the Marquis had left Paris, the shutters of a window on the first floor were thrown violently open, and Antonine’s head appeared–a summery Antonine, her face framed in a large, drooping straw hat. She was wearing her little grey frock, and smiled out at the July sun, the green trees, the rank lawns and bright blue sky.
“Godfather! Godfather!” she called gaily.
She could see the Marquis d’Erlemont smoking his pipe on a mossy seat, sheltered from the sun by a shrubbery of evergreens.
“Ah, so you’re up?” he returned joyfully. “It’s only ten, you know!”
“I sleep so well here!” laughed Antonine. “And just see what I’ve found in a cupboard, Godfather . . . an old sun-hat, that I find most becoming, don’t you?”
She withdrew into her room and came running downstairs, crossed the terrace and joined the Marquis, holding up her face for his kiss.
“Oh, Godfather . . . for I suppose you still want me to call you that . . . I’m so happy! Everything’s so lovely here, and you’re so good to me. I seem to have come into fairyland.”
“You deserve it, Antonine,” the Marquis told her. “That is, judging from the little you’ve told me about yourself–I say the little, for you’re not very communicative!”
A shadow crossed her face, as she replied:
“But I’m not an interesting subject of conversation. And the present is all that matters. If it could only last, Godfather!”
“Well, why shouldn’t it?”
“Why? Because the chateau’s being sold by auction this afternoon, and tomorrow evening we shall be back in Paris. If only we could stay–the air is so lovely here, and everything is so marvellous!”
The Marquis remained silent. She laid her hand on his, saying gently:
“Must you really sell it?”
“Yes, I’m afraid I must. Why, ever since I bought it on the spur of the moment from my friends the de Jouvelles, I’ve only been here about a dozen times, and then only on flying visits. So, as I need money rather badly just now, I’ve decided to sell the place. Unless a miracle happens . . . .” He added smiling, “But as you love it so much, there may be a way to ensure your living here.”
She looked at him enquiringly. He continued, jokingly:
“My dear Antonine, ever since the day before yesterday, young Audigat has been positively buzzing round! I know he’s not much to look at, but I can see he’s quite smitten with my pretty goddaughter!”
Antonine blushed rosy.
“Don’t tease, Godfather. I’ve hardly looked at him . . . . The reason I loved this place from the very first is that you are here with me.”
“Do you mean that?”
“Of course I do.”
The Marquis seemed very much touched. From the first, this child whom he knew to be his daughter had appealed to his bachelor heart. Her youthful simplicity and charm of manner had made a great impression on him. Her extraordinary reserve in speaking about her past life, and the aura of mystery that clung to her, made her additionally appealing in his eyes. At times confiding and expansive, she would suddenly withdraw into herself, seeming indifferent and even hostile to the affectionate care of one she had spontaneously erected to call Godfather.
Curiously enough, since their arrival at the Chateau, the Marquis had made the same impression on Antonine, appearing alternately gay and taciturn, a mass of contradictions.
The fact was that, however great their mutual affection and sympathy, it was impossible for them all at once to break down the barriers that separated two persons so little acquainted with one another. Jean d’Erlemont would often try to fathom the mystery of Antonine, and gazing fixedly at her, would say:
“You’re the image of your mother. I can see her in your smile; her smile changed her whole expression.”
Antonine resented his speaking of her mother, and always changed the subject. So he told her of the tragedy at Volnic and the death of Elisabeth Hornain, which gripped her young imagination.
They lunched together, waited on by the widow guardian.
At two, Audigat arrived to take coffee with them and go over the inventory for the sale by auction that was to take place at four that afternoon in one of the reception rooms of the chateau.
Maitre Audigat was a pale young man, shy and awkward, precise and nervous. He would interlard his conversation with verse of his own composition, but always added to his quotations “As the poet says . . .,” then glancing at Antonine in humble hope.
Antonine put up with his mannerisms for a long time, but at last they got on her nerves to such an extent that she rose abruptly, leaving the two men to their coffee, and wandered off ino the grounds.
As the hour for the sale approached, the courtyard filled with people who gradually dispersed into groups on the terrace and in the garden. They were mostly well-to-do countryfolk, tradespeople from the neighboring towns, and a few country families from neighboring estates. The majority had come out of curiosity, and according to Maitre Audigat’s estimate there were only about a dozen bona fide buyers present.
Antonine came upon some visitors making the most of the opportunity of visiting the ruins that had so long been closed to the public. Attracted by the surrounding beauty, she also turned her steps towards the ruins.
The tinkling of a bell suddenly brought people hurrying back to the chateau, and Antonine found herself alone. She wandered off on a tour of inspection along the overgrown paths.
Almost unconsciously, she left the beaten track and found herself on the low wall encircling the terrace where the tragedy had taken place fifteen years before. Even had the Marquis given her a detailed description, it would have been impossible for her to discover the exact spot amid the wilderness of interlaced brambles, ferns and ivy.
Antonine had her work cut out to get clear of the tangle, and when at last she came upon a clearing, she stopped short and gave a startled cry. Ten paces away, and just as astounded as herself, stood the figure of a man whose thickset build and keen glance still lingered in her memory after four days’ interval.
It was Inspector Gorgeret.
Although she had caught orly a glimpse of him on the Marquis’s stairs, she felt she could not be mistaken: it was surely he, the detective whose grating voice she had overheard, who had followed her from Saint-Lazare with a warrant for her arrest.
His hard features took on an expression of malevolence, as he snarled at her.
“Well, isn’t this just a real bit of luck? The blondie I just missed getting three times the other day . . . . And what may you be doing here, little lady? Are you, too, interested in the sale of this chateau?”
He took a step towards her.
Terrified, Antonine longed to run away, but all the strength had gone out of her legs; anyway, flight would have been impossible in the tangle of weeds and briars that beset her path.
Gorgeret came another step nearer.
“Can’t get away this time, can we?” he jeered. “Gorgeret’s got us cornered, eh? Gorgeret, who’s been keeping his eye on the Volnic mystery all these years and thought he wouldn’t miss the chance of learning something fresh at this sale, now fetches up with Big Paul’s friend! If there’s such a thing as Fate it’s all on my side for once!”
He came still nearer. Antonine needed all her self-control not to faint from sheer terror.
“I believe you’re scared! If you could only see your face! Yes, you’re in trouble this time, and you’ll have to explain to Gorgeret what Blonde Clara and Big Paul have to do with this place. Startling revelations are what I want, and quickly!”
Three steps closer, and Gorgeret took the warrant for her arrest from his pocketbook and unfolded it in cruel mockery:
“Do you want me to read this little document to you? No need, eh? You come with me quietly to my car, and at Vichy we’ll get on the train for Paris. I shan’t mind missing the sale now. I’ve caught a prize better than anything that’s up for auction. But–what the hell? . . .”
He broke off suddenly. Something extraordinary was happening. All trace of fear had gradually left the girl’s face, and it really seemed that she was about to break into smiles! She had lost her look of a trapped animal, of a trembling, hypnotized bird. What had attracted her attention and at whom was she smiling? Gorgeret wheeled round.
“God Almighty!” he thundered. “What’s that chap doing here?”
All that Gorgeret could see was an arm thrust out from behind a ruined pillar–an arm whose hand brandished a revolver in his direction. But on seeing Antonine’s sudden serenity, he never for an instant doubted that both arm and hand belonged to Monsieur Raoul, who seemed determined to protect this girl from the police. Blonde Clara’s presence at the chateau meant that Raoul could not be far away!
Gorgeret did not hesitate for a second. He was a brave man and always ready to face danger. He felt sure, moreover, that should the glrl get away–which she immediately proceeded to do–he would have no difficulty in catching her again in the grounds. So he rushed forward, shouting:
“Now then, my man, I’ve got you this time!”
The hand disappeared, and when Gorgeret reached the pillar, he was confronted with a curtain of ivy.
Nothing daunted, he continued his rush forward, knowing that Raoul could not have vanished into thin air. But as he advanced, the same arm was thrust forth from the ivy, this time without the revolver. A clenched fist caught Gorgeret a swinging blow on the point of the chin.
Calculated and ruthless, the blow did its work thoroughly. Gorgeret lost his balance and fell sprawling, just as The Arab had collapsed a few nights before. Gorgeret knew no more; he had lost consciousness.
Antonine reached the terrace in a state of complete exhaustion. Her heart was beating so fast that she was obliged to rest a moment before entering the chateau where everyone was already assembled. Yet her faith in her unknown champion was so great that she quickly recovered herself. She felt certain that Raoul would know how to deal with Gorgeret and subdue him without hurting him seriously. But by what amazing fluke had Raoul appeared just in the nick of time to save her from this man’s clutch again?
She stood listening, her eyes fixed on the ruins at the spot where the encounter must have taken place. But she could hear nothing, nor see any signs of llfe.
Feeling reassured, she nevertheless decided to be ready to get clear should Gorgeret turn up again. But the ceremony going on indoors so captivated her that she forgot all about her own personal safety.
The drawing-room opened beyond the hall and ante-rooms. A crowd had gathered round the small group the notary had signalled as prospective buyers, who were all seated. The three tiny traditional candles were on the table.
Maitre Audigat performed the rites with great pomp and solemnity. From time to time he addressed the Marquis d’Erlemont whom the crowd gradually realized to be the owner of the property.
Just before the actual sale began, Maitre Audigat deemed it necessary to give a detailed history of the chateau, its historical importance, its beauty and picturesqueness, and the excellent bargain it would be for the fortunate purchaser.
Then he reminded them of the procedure of an auction sale. Each candle would remain alight about one minute. Thus there would be ample time to bid before the last of the three went out, but a bidder’s liability would increase if he waited till the last minute.
Four o’clock struck.
Maitre Audlgat held up a box of matches, extracted one, struck it and lit the first of the tiny candies; he did this with all the precision of a conjuror about to produce a dozen rabbits from an empty top hat.
A hush fell over the assembly. Expressions grew tense, especially those of the women who sought to hide their feelings beneath a show of complete indifference, or else looked sad.
The candle went out.
The notary’s voice rang out in warning.
“Two more, ladies and gentlemen!”
A second match was struck, a second candle lighted. That in turn went out.
Maitre Audigat’s voice became sepulchral as he announced:
“The last candle . . . let there be no misunderstanding . . . . The first two have burnt out; the third remains. I am telling you once more that the reserve price is eight hundred thousand francs, and that nothing below that figure will be considered.”
The third candle was lit.
A timid voice spoke in the stillness:
“Eight hundred and twenty-five thousand.”
Another bid came quickly:
“Eight hundred and fifty.”
Then Audigat, speaking on behalf of a lady who had attracted his attention:
“Eight hundred and seventy-five.”
“Nine hundred,” countered a buyer.
The notary was getting agitated, repeating hurriedly:
“Nine hundred thousand I’m bid . . . nine hundred thousand . . . . Any advance on nine hundred thousand? . . . Now then, ladies and gentlemen, it’s a ridiculous price. Going at nine hundred thousand the chateau . . .”
There was a pause.
The candle was spluttering, the flame dying down in the melting tallow.
Then from the farther end of the room, near the hall, a voice called out:
“Nine hundred and fifty . . . .”
The crowd parted. A man made his way forward, a pleasant-looking person with a smile on his lips, saying simply:
“Nine hundred and fifty thousand francs!”
From the moment when he slipped into the room, Antonine had recognized Monsieur Raoul.
Despite his boasted sangfroid, the notary was flabbergasted. An increase of fifty thousand francs in the bidding was not an everyday occurrence.
“Nine hundred and fifty thousand francs bid,” he murmured. “Any advance on that figure? Nine hundred and fifty thousand? . . . Going . . . going . . . gone!”
Everyone gathered round the newcomer. Feeling slightly anxious and unsure of himself, Maitre Audigat was just about to ask the stranger for confirmation and for his name and bankers, when a glance at Monsieur Raoul showed him that here was a man who knew his own mind. Certain regulations had to be complied with, but such formalities were not for the public to hear.
Audigat therefore hastened to clear the people out so as to have the room free for the ensuing business transaction, initiated in such peculiar circumstances. When he returned to his table, he found Raoul seated there, signing a cheque with his fountain pen.
A little way off, Antonine and Jean d’Erlemont watched him in silence.
With his customary calm assurance, Raoul rose and addressed the notary with the ease of one accustomed to large decisions and implicit obedience.
“I shall have the honor of calling at your office in a moment, Maitre Audigat,” he said. “Meanwhile, you will be able to examine the various documents I have here for you. Will you kindly tell me what credentials you require?”
Somewhat taken aback by Raoul’s coolness, Audigat replied:
“First of all, your name, monsieur?”
“Here is my card: Don Luis Perenna, Portuguese of French extraction. Here is my passport. And here is a cheque for half the purchase price drawn on the Portuguese Bank of Credit at Lisbon, where I have my account. The other half will be paid to you on the date fixed by Monsieur d’Erlemont after our talk.”
“Our talk?” echoed the Marquis in astonishment.
“Yes, monsieur, for there are several most important matters on which I want to consult you.”
More and more nonplussed, the notary was on the point of remonstrating with Don Luis, for what was there to prove that this curious person had means to cover his cheque? Who could divine the amount of his bank balance? But Audigat kept silent. While his professional intuition told him that Don Luis might be some sort of adventurer, the man was obviously a difficult customer, and poor Audigat did not feel equal to tackling him.
Deeming it more prudent to think matters over, he contented himself with saying:
“You will find me at my office, monsieur.”
He left with his portfolio tucked under his arm.
Anxious to have a few words with Audigat, Jean d’Erlemont followed him onto the terrace. Antonine, who had listened with growing anxiety to Raoul’s explanations, longed to leave too, but Raoul had closed the door and gently brought her back into the centre of the room.
“Come, come, what’s the matter now?” he bantered. “Why do you so soon seek to shun me? Here am I always doing doughty deeds for you–Gorgeret put out of action just now, Big Paul manhandled the other night, and all that goes for nothing with mademoiselle?”
“Oh, can’t you understand?—I won’t have anything to do with you. Leave me alone.”
Before Raoul could calm her agitation, the Marquis came back. D’Erlemont observed her distress and at once asked:
“Whatever is the matter?”
“Nothing . . . nothing at all,” she replied in a bewildered way. “I only wanted to tell you something.”
“What is it, my dear?”
“Nothing . . . something quite unimportant . . . I made a mistake, Godfather.”
The Marquis turned an enquiring look towards Raoul, who was looking on in amusement and answered his mute appeal:
“I presume Mademoiselle wished to mention a slight misunderstanding which I can easily explain.”
“What do you mean?” asked the Marquis.
“It’s simply this. I have just given the notary my real name of Don Luis Perenna, but for personal reasons I live in Paris under the assumed name of ‘Monsieur Raoul.’ I took the first floor flat in your house under that name, monsieur. Well, the other day, Mademoiselle rang my bell by mistake instead of yours, and when I explained her mistake, I gave her my assumed name. So you can easily understand her surprise just now.”
Jean d’Erlemont’s surprise seemed just as great. He could not imagine what this peculiar person, whose conduct was to say the least of it unconventional and his social status dubious, could conceivably want with him.
“Who are you, monsieur? And about what do you wish to speak to me?”
“I want to ask you,” said Raoul, utterly ignoring Antonine’s presence, “about an affair . . .”
“If you mean a business affair, I must tell you I don’t go in for business,” the Marquis interrupted haughtily.
“Nor do I,” Raoul assured him, “except other people’s business.”
What was “Don Luis” driving at? Was it an attempt at blackmail? A veiled threat? D’Erlemont felt in his pocket for the revolver he always carried, and looked questioningly to his godchild who seemed all anxious attention.
“Out with it,” said the Marquis. “What do you want?”
“To find the inheritance you’ve been done out of, monsieur.”
“The inheritance?”
“Your grandfather’s inheritance that has disappeared and for which you have made fruitless search through an agency.”
“All, so you’re an enquiry agent, are you?” laughed the Marquis.
“No, I’m only an amateur who likes to render services to his fellowmen. I’ve a mania for that sort of thing. I have an insatiable urge to find and ferret things out, to solve mysteries. I can’t tell you the extraordinary results I’ve obtained in the course of my career, the impenetrable mysteries I’ve solved, the treasures I’ve unearthed, the dark plots I’ve revealed . . . . “
“Bravo, bravo!” said the Marquis good-naturedly, “and all for a little commission, eh?”
“For no commission, monsieur!” said Raoul proudly.
“What, you work for nothing?”
“Say rather, for my private amusement.”
Raoul spoke jestingly. How far removed all this was from the scheme outlined to Courville the twenty or thirty million francs for himself, and ten percent for the Marquis! Actually, his love of bravado and the grand gesture, and especially the presence of an impressionable and charming girl, would have made him offer money rather than accept it.
He paced the room, head high, delighted at having bested the Marquis and shown to such advantage himself.
Taken aback, and dominated by the other’s personality, the Marquis dropped his ironical attitude.
“You have something to tell me?”
“On the contrary, I’ve come to ask you for information,” replied Raoul gaily. “My object is quite simple: I offer you my cooperation. You see, monsieur, there is always a nebulous stage in the enterprises I undertake which would be shortened if not eliminated altogether if only people would confide in me at the outset, which they seldom do. Naturally enough they are suspicious and secretive, and leave me to work alone. And finding things out unaided is such a waste of precious time! You would be acting in your own interests if you would only help me to get on the right track at once, and tell me, to begin with, just what the mysterious inheritance consists of and whether you’ve invoked the law?”
“Is that all you want to know?”
“By no means all!” cried Raoul.
“What else, then?”
“May I speak in front of Mademoiselle of the tragedy that happened at this chateau at a time when you were not the owner?”
The Marquis trembled slightly as he replied:
“You may. I myself told my godchild about Elisabeth Hornain’s death.”
“But you doubtless omitted to tell her the strange secret which you kept from the police?”
“What secret?”
“That of your close association with Elisabeth Hornain!” And without giving the Marquis time to recover, Raoul continued: “That’s what is so inexplicable and puzzles me more than all the rest. A woman is murdered and robbed of her jewels. An inquest is held. You are questioned, as are all the witnesses. But you never breathe a word about the relationship existing between the dead woman and yourself! Why that silence? And what made you purchase the chateau immediately afterwards? Have you searched it? Do you know any more than I do from reading the local papers at the time? Is there a connection between the Volnic tragedy and the disappearance of your inheritance? Did both tragedies spring from the same source? Was the same agency at work behind both? I hope, monsieur, that you will reply to my questions with precision, so that I can get to work at once.”
There was a long pause. The Marquis’s hesitation ended so obviously in a determination to say nothing, that Raoul shrugged his shoulders, saying:
“It’s a great pity, and I’m very sorry you won’t confide in me! Can’t you realize that nothing ever stays hidden for long? The secret seed germinates in the minds of those concerned, whether directly or indirectly. Hasn’t that ever struck you?”
Raoul came and sat beside the Marquis, quite close to him, and continued with emphasis:
“I know of at least four separate interests concerned with your past, monsieur. First, my own interest, that induced me to take the flat in your house, and then to purchase this chateau–which I bought simply to prevent someone else from getting it, so great was my desire to be master here and carry out my researches unhindered. That’s one! Then there’s Blonde Clara, the ex-accomplice of Big Paul the notorious bandit–Blonde Clara who got into your Paris flat the other night, and opened the secret drawer in your desk to search among your photographs. That makes another!”
Raoul paused. He carefully avoided looking at Antonine, and concentrated all his attention on the Marquis. Making the most of Jean d’Erlemont’s consternation, he continued:
“Now we come to the third poacher . . . by far the most dangerous . . . . I mean Valthex.”
The Marquis started:
“Valthex? Whatever do you mean?”
“I mean Valthex, the nephew or cousin, in any case the relative of Elisabeth Hornain.”
“Preposterous! Impossible!” expostulated d’Erlemont. “Valthex may be a gambler, a man of doubtful morals, I grant you, but a dangerous character? That’s absurd!”
Still fixing the Marquis with a steady stare, Raoul went on:
“Valthex has another name, monsieur, or rather a nickname under which he is well known in the underworld of Paris.”
“You mean–among criminals?”
“The police are after him!”
“Impossible!”
“Valthex is none other than Big Paul!”
The Marquis was profoundly distressed. His breath came in gasps as he exclaimed indignantly:
“Big Paul the gangster? It’s a lie! Valthex isn’t Big Paul! You’ve no right to say such a thing!”
“Valthex is Big Paul,” asserted Raoul imperturbably. “I encountered Big Paul and some of his gang on the night that Blonde Clara broke into your flat. They were watching the house to catch her when she left. They seized her, and I fought with Big Paul hand to hand–and when I got a look at him, I recognized Valthex, whose dealings with you I had been watching for the past month. That makes three little digger boys in the quest for buried treasure. And there’s a fourth: the Police. Although they have officially filed the Volnic case, they are still at work on it in the person of the unrelenting Inspector Gorgeret!”
Twice had Raoul ventured to glance at Antonine, but he could only see her indistinctly for she stood with her back to the light. He could easily imagine the anguish his words must be causing her!
The Marquis, who seemed much upset by Raoul’s revelations, nodded:
“I remember Gorgeret, although he never questioned me personally. But I don’t think he ever suspected how well I knew Elisabeth Hornain.”
“No,” agreed Raoul. “But he discovered that the chateau was for sale, and came here today.”
“Not really!”
“I saw him in the ruins.”
“So he was at the auction?”
“No, he didn’t come to the sale.”
“Then where—?”
“He hasn’t left the ruins.”
“Not left the ruins?”
“I mean, I preferred to keep him safely there gagged, bound and blindfolded–just a tiny pad, a tiny handkerchief and two little cords!”
The Marquis gave an indignant start.
“I absolutely refuse to be a party to any such thing!”
Raoul smiled.
“But you had no hand in it, monsieur. The entire responsibility is mine, and I only mentioned the matter out of deference to you. It’s my duty to do everything I think necessary for our mutual safety, and the successful fulfilment of our plans!”
Jean d’Erlemont was thus early made aware of the pitfalls in his path if he accepted the assistance he was determined to refuse but which had been thrust upon him as much by circumstances as by the relentless will of his interlocutor.
Raoul went on:
“That’s how the land lies, monsieur. It’s pretty serious, or rather, it may become serious, especially as regards Valthex, and it compels me to take immediate action. Blonde Clara is threatened by Big Paul, and Big Paul’s vowing vengeance on you. I mean to act swiftly and have him arrested tomorrow. Will that prove Big Paul’s identity with Valthex? Will he divulge your personal connection with Elisabeth Hornain, and drag you into the business after fifteen years? That I can’t tell. And that’s why I so wanted to know, for you to tell me . . . .”
Raoul waited. But this time the Marquis’s hesitation was of short duration.
“I know nothing,” he declared. “There is nothing I can say.”
Raoul rose.
“Very well. I shall have to find out for myself. It’ll take much longer. There’s sure to be conflict and maybe combat. It’ll be your own fault. When do you leave here, monsieur?”
“Tomorrow, at eight, in the car.”
“Good. I’m certain Gorgeret won’t be able to get loose from those knots before morning, just in nice time to catch the ten train from Vichy. So all’s safe for the present, if you see that your housekeeper doesn’t let on to Gorgeret about your plans or those of mademoiselle your godchild. Shall you stay in Paris?”
“Only for one night, then I shall be away for nearly three weeks.”
“Three weeks? Then let’s fix a rendezvous here twenty-five days hence, on Wednesday the third of July, at four, on the terrace in front of the chateau. Will that suit you?”
“Very well,” said Jean d’Erlemont. “Meanwhile, I must think matters over.”
“What matters?”
“What you’ve been telling me, and what you’ve proposed.”
Raoul started laughing at that.
“It will be too late by then, monsieur.”
“Too late?”
“Why, yes! I can’t spare too much time for your case. It’ll be cleared up completely in twenty-five days.”
“What will be cleared up?”
“Your case, of course. At four in the afternoon of the third of July, I shall be able to tell you the truth about the tragedy and the mystery surrounding it. And I will bring you your grandfather’s inheritance . . . which will furnish Mademoiselle here with the means, should she so desire, by simply returning the cheque I’ve just signed, to buy back the chateau she seems to have set her heart upon.”
“So you really . . . you really think you’ll succeed?”
“There’s only one thing that might prevent me.”
“What’s that?”
“I might be dead by then.”
Seizing his hat, Raoul gave Antonine a sweeping bow, and without another word turned smartly on his heel and left the room swaggering as was his wont when particularly pleased with himself.
His retreating footsteps could be heard in the hall, followed by the slamming of the heavy front door.
Then, and only then, did the Marquis rouse himself from the stupor in which he seemed plunged, and muttered dreamily:
“No . . . no . . . I really can’t confide in a perfect stranger. Even though there was nothing very sensational I could have told him, I couldn’t work with an–an adventurer.”
As Antonine said nothing, he turned to her:
“You agree with me, don’t you?”
“I really don’t know, Godfather,” she replied with slight embarrassment. “I don’t know what to think.”
“What do you mean? The man’s an adventurer, goes under an alias, heaven knows where he springs from! . . . nor do I know what he’s after, prying into my private affairs, fooling the police . . . and yet he intends giving Big Paul up to the law.”
He broke off suddenly, and paused as if deep in thought before adding:
“He’s a tough proposition, and yet I shouldn’t wonder if he’s successful . . . an extraordinary fellow!”
“Extraordinary,” repeated Antonine in a low voice.
Chapter IX: ON THE TRACK OF BIG PAUL
The interview between Raoul and Maitre Audigat was of the briefest. The notary asked him some utterly pointless questions to which Raoul replied concisely and peremptorily. Much pleased with what he considered his perspicacity, the notary promised to put through the formalities with all possible speed.
Raoul left the village quite openly, driving his car himself, and proceeding to Vichy where he dined and booked a room. He returned to Volnic at about eleven that night. He had studied the place thoroughly, and knew his way about. There was a gap in the castle wall through which he scrambled. He made for the ruins where, hidden by ivy, he found Inspector Gorgeret still bound hand and foot.
Raoul spoke in his ear:
“I’m the kind gentleman who arranged for you to have this lovely rest, and now I’ve come to add to your enjoyment by providing light refreshments: ham, cheese and red wine.”
Raoul very kindly removed the Inspector’s gag. In strangled tones, Gorgeret emitted a volume of abuse so violent that it was impossible to distinguish the words. Raoul approved:
“If you’re not hungry, you mustn’t force yourself to eat, Monsieur Gorgeret. Forgive my having interrupted you!”
He readjusted the gag with great care, examined his victim’s bonds, and departed.
All was silent in the garden; the terrace was deserted; all lights were out in the chateau. Earlier in the day, Raoul had noticed a ladder leaning against an outhouse. He collected this and leaned it against the wall under the window which he knew to be that of Jean d’Erlemont’s bedroom. It was a warm night, and the windows were wide open behind the shutters.
It took Raoul a moment only to force open the catch of the shutters, and to enter the room.
He listened to the regular breathing of the Marquis, then produced his electric torch and found the sleeper’s clothes neatly folded on a chair.
Raoul found the Marquis’s pocketbook in the coat pocket, and inside it the letter Antonine’s mother had written to the Marquis. This was the object of his nocturnal search.
He read it through.
“Just as I thought,” he said to himself. “The lady was one of the Marquis’s many loves, and Antonine is their daughter. Good!”
He replaced the letter, got out of the window, and descended the ladder.
Forthwith, he returned to Vichy, rested a few hours in his room at the hotel there, and in the early morning was speeding back to Paris.
Raoul felt pleased with himself on the whole, with the Marquis and Antonine in the hollow of his hand and an historical chateau in his possession. What a change his intervention in the case had made! And what made him so keen to achieve spectacular success? The Marquis’s millions? The chateau? No, he knew well that he was romantically playing knight to a lovely lady–the mysterious, smiling Antonine!
He thought of the girl with a constancy that amazed himself. The image he loved to evoke was not that of Antonine at Volnic anxious, enigmatical, evasive; nor the tragic figure he had surprised that night in the Marquis’s library. No, his Antonine was the girl whom he had first seen reflected in the secret mirror of his drawing-room—his involuntary visitor for that brief time, all charm and youthful gaiety. And the recollection of that visit filled him with eager hope.
But what, what was the reason for her inexplicable conduct? Did she guess the Marquis to be her father? Did she seek to avenge her dead mother? Was she after money?
So absorbed was Raoul in his thoughts of Antonine that Raoul, contrary to his habit, took a slow train back to Paris. He lunched on the journey, arriving at three in the afternoon. It was his intention to see how Courville had got on with moving his things, but he had only got half way up the stairs when he suddenly started taking them four at a time, rushed to his flat door, flung it open, dashed in, nearly upsetting Courville and seized the telephone, gasping:
“Grief and confusion! Completely forgot I was lunching with Olga the Magnificent! Hello, mademoiselle, hello, give me the Trocadero Palace . . . Her Majesty’s suite, please . . . . Hello, who’s speaking? The masseuse? . . . . . Oh, it’s you, Charlotte! How are you, honey? Still liking the job? What’s that? His Majesty arrives tomorrow? Olga must be mad! Here, you’d better put me on to her . . . hurry . . . .”
He waited a few seconds, then in suave, delighted tones:
“At last, my lovely Olga! I’ve been trying to get you for the last two hours . . . . Maddening! . . . What’s that? Me, a scoundrel? Come, come, Olga, don’t get sore, it’s not my fault if my car breaks down forty miles from Paris! . . . You do understand, don’t you, I couldn’t possibly help it . . . but you had some lunch, surely?!”
A sharp click at the other end told him that Olga the Magnificent had hung up in a rage.
“Splendid!” he grinned. “She’s fuming, but I’m tired of her!”
“Tired of the Queen of Borostyria!” murmured Courville reproachfully. “Fancy getting tired of a Queen!”
“Queens can pall,” Raoul told him. “And I’ve decided to marry the Marquis’s daughter . . . yes, your Marquis, and that charming girl who came here the other day is his daughter; I’ve spent the last two days with them in the country, and already I am one of the family. You shall be best man. But first you must leave the Marquis’s employment–tell him your sister’s ill and you must hie you to her bedside.”
“But I haven’t got a sister.”
“All the better for you. But clear out of here, quick!”
“But where shall I go?”
“Into the Seine, unless you’d prefer the room over the garage at Auteuil. You would? Get along then. And mind you leave all in apple-pie order at my future father-in-law’s, or I’ll have you arrested!”
The terrified Courville hastened away. Raoul remained just long enough to see that nothing suspicious was left behind, destroyed some papers and at half-past four jumped into his car. At the Gare de Lyon he enquired the time of arrival of the Vichy train, and took up his position at the barrier of the platform indicated.
Among the crowd of travellers hurrying from the train when it got in, he saw the massive figure of Inspector Gorgeret.
The latter handed his card to the ticket-collector and passed through. A hand fell on his shoulder, a smiling face looked into his, and a suave voice said:
“How do you do, Inspector?”
It took quite a lot to upset Gorgeret as a rule. He had seen much that was extraordinary during his police career. But for once he was taken aback, and incapable of remonstrance.
Raoul seemed surprised.
“What’s the matter, pray? Not ill, I trust? And here was I thinking you’d be so pleased to have me come and meet you! Surely I can give you no greater proof of my undying affection.”
Gorgeret clutched his tormentor’s arm. Shaking with anger, he cried:
“You’ve got the devil’s nerve! Do you really imagine I didn’t recognize you in those ruins last night? Skunk! You come along with me to headquarters. We can talk there.”
He was beginning to raise his voice, and several people had gathered round.
“All right, old man, I’ll come if it gives you any pleasure,” said Raoul. “But reflect a moment and you’ll see that if I came here and greeted you, I must have had very serious reasons for doing so. One doesn’t run thus lightly into the lion’s mouth–and what a mouth!–unless obliged to!”
The force of this argument impressed Gorgeret. Controlling himself, he said:
“What do you want? Come on, be quick about it!”
“I want to talk to you about someone.”
“Who’s that?”
“Someone you hate like poison–an old enemy; someone you captured once, but he escaped. His arrest is your prime object in life; it will be the crowning point in your career. Need I mention the name?”
Pale with emotion, Gorgeret muttered:
“Big Paul?”
“Big Paul!” confirmed Raoul.
“Well, what of it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Did you come and meet me at the station to tell me about Big Paul?”
“I did.”
“You’ve got something to tell me about him?”
“Better still, something to propose.”
“What’s that?”
“To arrest him!”
Gorgeret did not move, but Raoul could see from certain symptoms–quivering of the nostrils, a fluttering of the eyelids–how deeply he was moved. He spoke insinuatingly:
“When? In a week’s time, or a fortnight?”
“Tonight!”
Renewed quivering of nostrils and eyelids.
“What’s your figure?”
“Three francs fifty!”
“Quit fooling! What do you want in return?”
“For you to leave Blonde Clara and myself alone.”
“Right!”
“You swear it?”
“I swear it!” affirmed Gorgeret, grinning.
“I shall also want five men, not counting yourself,” continued Raoul.
“What! Are there so many in the gang?”
“There certainly are!”
“I’ll bring five tough babies.”
“Do you know The Arab?”
“I do. Nasty bit of work.”
“He’s Big Paul’s right hand man.”
“You don’t say!”
“They meet every evening for an aperitif at the Ecrevisses Bar in Montmartre.”
“I know the place.”
“So do I. You go down into a cellar, and there’s a secret door out of the cellar that makes a getaway.”
“That’s the place.”
“We’ll meet there at quarter to seven tonight,” decided Raoul. “You’ll hurtle into the cellar, as one man, with drawn revolvers. I’ll be there first. But take care not to fire on a nice looking cove in riding kit, because that’ll be me giving my celebrated imitation of a jockey. And post two policemen at the secret exit to catch anyone trying to escape. Got that?”
Gorgeret gazed steadily upon him. Why separate now instead of their all going together to the bar? Was it just another trap?
As heartily as he loathed Big Paul, Gorgeret loathed this man who had so easily fooled him, and subjected him to such insulting treatment the night before in the ruins.
And yet, the temptation to arrest Big Paul was too great to be ignored! What a sensation it would make!
“And I’m sure to catch this other bird one day soon . . . and Blonde Clara with him,” thought Gorgeret. Aloud he merely said:
“Right! Quarter to seven, we’ll be there!”
The Ecrevisses Bar was frequented mainly by down-and-outers–failures in art and journalism, out of work clerks who were not even seeking employment, pale young men and flashy women. But they were a fairly respectable crowd on the whole. To catch a glimpse of something more picturesque, more out of the way, the visitor had only to go round to the back instead of entering the Bar by the usual entrance. A narrow passage led to a room where a great hulk of a man sat huddled in an armchair, sunk in rolls of fat: the Boss.
All newcomers had to pass the Boss in his chair as they came into the back room, and exchange a few words with him. If the visitor was unknown, he had to give the password (which varied from week to week) before he was allowed to pass through a small, low door and along a dark passage. Then came yet another door, studded with nails, which opened to emit a stifling, smoke-laden atmosphere, reeking with damp, and the muffled sounds of music.
A fifteen-rung ladder plunged straight down the wall into a big, vaulted cellar, where on this particular day four or five couples were dancing to the sound of a violin excruciatingly played by a blind man.
At the far end of this cellar was a bar presided over by the Boss’s wife, who was even fatter than her spouse and decked out in bead necklaces.
Half a dozen tables were already occupied. At one sat two men who smoked in silence–The Arab and Big Paul. The Arab wore his drab raincoat and a shabby bowler hat; Big Paul had on a cap pulled well over his eyes, a collarless shirt and a brown muffler. His face was made up to give him an appearance of age and grimy toughness.
“You look a hundred percent villain!” grinned The Arab.” Like Methuselah attending his own funeral!”
“Shut your mouth,” returned Big Paul.
“And why?” complained the other.” If you want to mess your face up, that’s your lookout, but for God’s sake stop looking so scared . . . . What’s up? There’s no need to be in a funk.”
“Oh, isn’t there?”
“Well, what is it?”
“I’m being watched.”
“Who’s watching you? You never sleep twice in the same bed . . . you’re afraid of your own shadow, you’re surrounded by your pals here look at them! Out of the lot here, there’s a dozen’d go through hell and high water for you, boys and girls both.”
“Only because I pay ‘em.” Big Paul was sadly sardonic.
“Well, what of it? You’re guarded like royalty.”
Other regulars of the Bar were strolling in; some sat at tables while others danced. The Arab and Big Paul scrutinized each newcomer suspiciously. The Arab beckoned to a waitress and asked her in an undertone:
“Who’s the Englishman sitting opposite us, there?”
“The Boss says he’s a jockey.”
“Has he been here before?”
“I dunno. I’m new.”
The blind man was scraping out a tango on his fiddle, while a whitefaced woman sang in a hoarse contralto. From time to time her deep notes were accorded a melancholy silence.
“I know what’s the matter with you,” insinuated The Arab. “It’s Blonde Clara. You’ve not got over her leaving you.”
Big Paul’s hand closed in a furious grasp on the Arab’s lean wrist.
“Shut up, can’t you? It’s not her leaving me that bothers me . . . . I’m thinking of that beggar she’s taken up with.”
“You mean Raoul?”
“Ah–if I could only get my hands on him!”
“Well, you’ve got to find him first, and I’m fed with looking for him these last four days . . . not my idea of fun!”
“Well, he’s got to be found. If he’s not . . .”
“If he’s not, you’re in for it! The truth is, you’re scared stiff.”
Big Paul started.
“Me afraid? Are you crazy? No, but it’s one or the other of us; we’ve an old score to settle, and one of us must die.”
“And you’d like it to be the other fellow, eh?”
“Naturally!”
The Arab shrugged his shoulders.
“You’re a sap. And all for that glrl . . . .”
“You’re quite sure, are you, that it was Clara coming from Raoul’s flat that afternoon?”
“Certain. Haven’t I told you? A hundred francs to the concierge got me all I wanted to know. She went to the Marquis’s afterwards. Then, later, when she came down, there was some sort of row going on outside Raoul’s fiat. Gorgeret was there, but the kid got away. Then, that evening, she and Raoul were on the job together in the Marquis’s flat.”
“But what are they after?” Big Paul wanted to know. “She must have got in with that key I thought I’d lost . . . . But what can they want? She told me once that her mother had known the Marquis and told her something about him . . . what? But Clara wouldn’t tell me! Funny kid, Clara. I never could make her out. It’s not that she tells lies . . . . She’s dead straight, but as deep as they’re made!”
The Arab grinned.
“Pull yourself together, Paul . . . keep the tears back! What you need is a spot of gaiety. Didn’t you say you were going to the opening of that new club tonight?”
“Yes, the Blue Casino.”
“Well, look out for a nice, new girl-friend there, and forget about your troubles!”
The Cellar was fast filling up. About fifteen couples were dancing and singing in the smoke-laden vault. The blind man and the singer were straining to make themselves heard.
“What’s the time?” demanded Big Paul.
“Twenty to seven . . . perhaps a bit later.”
After a few minutes, Big Paul spoke again.
“That’s twice that jockey there has caught my eye.”
“Maybe he’s a split working in with the police,” suggested The Arab jesting. “Offer him a drink!”
They fell silent. The pizzicato of the violin ceased; the singer was just about to end the tango on a few long, deep notes, eagerly awaited by all, when suddenly a shrill whistle sounded from above, provoking a wild scurry to the bar.
The door at the head of the ladder was flung open. First one man, then another appeared, followed by a third–Inspector Gorgeret, who stood with levelled revolver, shouting:
“Hands up! The first man to move gets a bullet through him!”
He fired into the air for effect. Three of his men slid down the ladder, all shouting:
“Hands up, everyone!”
About forty people obeyed, and stood facing the police. But the rush towards the bar of those trying to escape was so violent that the English jockey who had been the first to rise was unable to force his way to Big Paul’s side. Despite the protests of the Boss’s wife, the bar was overturned: it masked a secret exit through which all began rushing wildly: disorder and tumult reigned. Then there was a sudden block with two men struggling to pass through at once. The English jockey, standing on a chair, could see that they were Big Paul and The Arab.
There followed a grim hand-to-hand struggle. Neither meant to be caught by the police who were closing in on them. Two shots rang out, but missed. Then The Arab was forced to his knees. Big Paul hurled himself through the black hole of the exit, slamming the door behind him. The police battered on it in vain–it was bolted!
Gorgeret came running up laughing triumphantly. Five of his men threw their weight against the door.
“A good haul,” growled Gorgeret.
“Yes, indeed,” said the jockey, “especially if Big Paul is caught as he gets out . . . .”
Gorgeret glanced at the Englishman and recognized Raoul.
“Don’t you worry about that,” he said.” I’ve got Flamant stationed outside: he’s a match for Big Paul.”
“But hadn’t you better go and make sure, Inspector? Surely, it’s worth it!”
Gorgeret gave his orders. The gang was rounded up and its members handcuffed. The others were herded in a corner, covered by revolvers.
Raoul detained the Inspector.
“One moment. Will you give orders for me to be allowed to speak to The Arab over there? He’s all ready for pumping . . . but it must be done at once.”
Gorgeret consented, and Raoul knelt beside The Arab, whispering:
“You remember me, don’t you? Raoul of the Quai Voltaire, who gave you that money. Want some more?”
“That depends,” mumbled The Arab.” I’m not one to split . . . still . . .”
“Yes, you’d have got away but for Big Paul. But they’ll get him outside all right.”
The Arab suddenly flared up.
“Oh, no they won’t! There’s another way out . . . a new one . . . some stairs out into the blind alley.”
“Blast!” cried Raoul, crestfallen.” That’s what comes of pinning one’s faith to Gorgeret.”
“So you’re a stool pigeon, are you?”
“No, but we sometimes work together. What can I do for you?”
“Nothing, just now–they’d only take away the money. But they’ve not got anything on me. When I’m out, send me the money–you can get an address from The Boss here.”
“So you trust me?”
“I’ve got to.”
“Well, you’re right. How much do you want?”
“Five thousand francs.”
“You’re opening your mouth pretty wide!”
“Not a cent less.”
“Right. You shall have it if you put me on the right track, and if you don’t say a word about Blonde Clara. So you know where Big Paul can be found?”
“Yes, blast him . . . he played me a dirty trick.”
“When and where can we find him?”
“Tonight, at the Blue Casino–it’s a new night club. He’ll be there at ten.”
“Is he going there alone?”
“Yes. He’s hoping to find Blonde Clara–your new friend, isn’t she? But it’s gala night at the Blue Casino, and you won’t see Big Paul there!”
“No, I suppose it’ll be Monsieur Valthex under the bright lights.”
“That’s right.”
Raoul asked a few more questions, but The Arab seemed to have ended his revelations, and refused to utter another word.
Gorgeret was returning from outside, looking very cross. Raoul took him aside, and said in gentle banter:
“Not so good, eh? But what can you expect? You always work so clumsily, without planning anything out properly. Never mind, you and your brave men shall have him yet!”
“Has The Arab said anything?”
“Not a word. But that doesn’t matter. I’ll make up for your bungling. Meet me tonight at ten at the Blue Casino night club and disguise yourself as a man about town–you know, gents evening suiting and mingle with the gay throng, ha ha!”
And with lightning celerity, he was off, leaving Gorgeret in a state of fluster.
Raoul found his car which he had parked near and drove through Paris to his house at Auteuil. This was at the time his principal residence, and his headquarters. Situated at the end of a long, narrow garden, stood a drab, two-storey house, two rooms on each floor. It was utterly inconspicuous.
The back overlooked a courtyard with an unused garage that opened on another street–a getaway which was Raoul’s chief protection that he insisted on having wherever he lived.
Downstairs there was a big dining-room–a double room, barely furnished. Upstairs was a large luxurious bedroom and a bathroom. The staff, consisting of a faithful manservant and an old cook, slept above the empty garage. Raoul used to keep his car about a hundred yards away.
He sat down to dinner at eight. Courville appeared on the scene to announce that the Marquis had returned to Paris about six, but that there was no sign of the girl.
Raoul seemed anxious.
“So she’s somewhere in Paris, all alone and defenceless against Valthex if fate brings them together. It’s time to get busy. Dine with me, Courville. After that you are going to accompany me to the Blue Casino. In full evening dress. You’ll look great!”
Raoul’s toilet took quite a long time. It was frequently held up by gymnastic exercises. He felt a premonition that there was a rough time coming.
He greeted Courville when the latter joined him a little later with warm applause:
“Bravo! You look every inch a grand duke!”
Courville’s beautiful spade-shaped beard flowed over a snowy shirtfront. He puffed out his chest, and strode out into the night, his top hat at a rakish angle.
The opening of the Blue Casino night club in the Champs Elysées was quite a social event. Two thousand invitations had been issued to leaders of society, artists, actors, and notorieties.
A cold steely blue light beat upon the entrance to the club. The crowd of guests, shepherded by club officials, were surging in when, just as ten was striking, Raoul appeared, his card of invitation held in his immaculately gloved hand.
He had impressed upon Courville: “You mustn’t recognize me, you mustn’t come near me. Behave like a perfect stranger, but keep in sight all the time . . . and keep an eye on Gorgeret, because if he gets the chance to kill two birds with one stone–Raoul and Big Paul–he’ll do it! Keep your ears open. He’ll be with his men, giving them instructions; you must try to catch what they’re saying . . . and what they don’t say!”
Courville listened carefully, head jutting forward.” I understand perfectly,” he said importantly.” But suppose they attack you before I’m able to warn you?”
“Then you must cover my flight with outspread arms and flowing beard!”
“But suppose they try to get past me?”
“Don’t you worry–your beard will stop them.”
“But–but—–“
“Well, then, just let them hack you in pieces. But here comes Gorgeret . . . leave me, and stick around him–without making it obvious!”
Gorgeret had followed instructions: he was attired as a man about town, in a dress suit so tight that he seemed about to burst forth from it, and a top hat with the nap worn shabby. Over his shoulder was flung a filthy old trenchcoat. Raoul approached him discreetly:
“Well, well! What a transformation! Detective into Gentleman! No one will ever think of suspecting you.”
Gorgeret caught the note of raillery and flushed angrily.
“Got your men?” enquired Raoul.
“Four of them,” replied Gorgeret, who had actually brought seven stalwarts.
“And are they all as well disguised as you?”
Raoul took a look round and immediately spotted six or seven burly forms which were unmistakably those of policemen in mufti. He moved close to the Inspector, facing him, so that Gorgeret could not catch the attention of his men.
Arrivals continued to pour in. Suddenly Raoul muttered:
“There he is . . . .”
“Where?” asked Gorgeret eagerly.
“Standing behind two women at the entrance . . . that tall, thin fellow with a top hat and a white silk scarf.”
Gorgeret whispered:
“But that’s not Big Paul?”
“Yes, it is–all dressed up to kill.”
The Inspector peered closely, murmuring:
“Um . . . perhaps you’re right . . . the swine!”
“Yes, but he’s got style, eh? You’ve never seen him in his party clothes before, have you?
“I believe I have,” reflected Gorgeret.” Yes . . . in gambling places . . . but I never dreamed . . . what’s his real name?”
“He’ll, tell you if he wants to . . . but don’t let’s have any scene, nor let there be undue haste. You can arrest him when he leaves, and when we’ve found out why he’s come here.”
Gorgeret went to speak to his men, and point out Big Paul to them; then he rejoined Raoul.
They went inside the club in silence. Big Paul went over to the right, and Raoul and Gorgeret to the left.
Blue lights–of every shade–crossed and blended above the big room. The scene was one of sparkling animation. There were twice as many people present as could possibly be accommodated by the tables. Champagne was flowing; people were singing; the Blue Casino was being successfully launched.
There was dancing on the open square of floor in the centre; after each dance, there was a cabaret number at the far end of the room. It all went at a great pace. The band was wildly rhythmic. Even Gorgeret began beating time with his fork, while he and Raoul kept watch on Valthex who sought to disguise his height by affecting a stoop. Behind him, Gorgeret’s men kept guard.
There was a conjurer, a tango, a burlesque number, a waltz. Then came singing acrobats, then more dancing. The guests were getting noisy. There was rowdy horseplay between them and a party of clowns.
Suddenly an enormous poster in colors was placed on the cabaret stage. It showed a veiled dancer. At the same moment, a number of lighted slides announced: “The Masked Dancer.” The orchestra struck up. The dancer sprang forth from the wings, hung with blue ribbons from her shoulders, and wearing a full blue skirt spangled with gold.
For a moment she held a graceful ballet pose. Her face was masked by a fold of very fine golden gauze, from beneath which escaped soft golden curls.
“Good Lord!” exclaimed Raoul in an undertone.
“What is it?” asked Gorgeret at his elbow.
“Nothing, nothing . . . .”
But Raoul continued to gaze in amazement at that golden hair, and at the graceful movements of the dancer.
She danced very quietly at first, keeping her body extremely still. Then she danced twice round the stage on the toes of her bare feet.
“I say! Look at Big Paul’s face!” whispered Gorgeret suddenly.
Raoul was quite startled at the change in Valthex. His features were strained in rigid attention, tragic in its intensity. He was standing up, straining to see every movement of the dancer: his eyes were rivetted on her golden mask.
Gorgeret laughed grimly:
“Goldilocks there must remind him of his long-lost Clara . . . unless . . . unless . . .”
He seemed to hesitate to put his sudden thought into words. At last he went on:
“Unless . . . I believe it is! . . . It’s quite possible it’s the girl herself, Blonde Clara! How darned amusing!”
“You must be crazy,” interjected Raoul coldly.
But the same idea had struck him from the very first, because of those honey-golden curls. Then had come Valthex’s extraordinary emotion, and that impressed Raoul strongly. For Valthex knew, none better, Clara’s talent as a dancer. Valthex had seen her dance before, on many stages and in many countries: he would not easily mistake that vision of youthful grace, that vision of dream and fantasy.
“It’s she . . . I’m certain,” Raoul told himself.
Yet how could it be so? How could that little country girl, the Marquis d’Erlemont’s daughter, possess such wonderful skill? How could she have found time since her return from Volnic to go home, dress and make up, and come to the Blue Casino?
But all the arguments that Raoul brought up against the facts vanished in favor of his wild certainty. Of course it was just possible that the dancer was not Clara, but he felt now that it must be.
The masked dancer was gradually warming up to the music and to the enthusiasm of her audience. She pirouetted gracefully round the stage; she swayed llke a reed with the pulsations of the orchestra. Her slender arms and legs moved in perfect harmony.
“Big Paul seems to be on his way backstage,” remarked Gorgeret.” I imagine they allow anyone through.”
It seemed so, for the wings could be reached right and left by steps at the head of which officials were vainly trying to stem the onrush of the curious.
“Yes,” agreed Raoul, noticing Big Paul’s movements.” He’ll try to get her in the wings. You ought to station your men at the artistes’ exit which probably leads onto the side avenue; they could get in that way if necessary.”
Gorgeret agreed, and hastened away. Three minutes later, while the inspector was rounding up his men, Raoul stole away. As he circled the Casino outside, forestalling the police, he encountered Courville who informed him:
“I’ve just overheard Gorgeret giving orders to have you and the dancer arrested.”
Raoul had feared that all the time. He was not sure whether the dancer was really Antonine, but Gorgeret would lose nothing by making sure, and if it proved to be the girl, she would be caught between the police and Big Paul and her number would be up.
Raoul started running. He felt frightened. Big Paul’s threatening aspect warned him that if the man once got hold of Antonine, nothing could save her from his fury.
Raoul and Courville slipped into the club again by the artistes’ entrance.
“Police,” Raoul told the doorman, showing him a card. He was allowed to pass.
A passage and some stairs led him to the artistes’ dressing-room.
At that moment the masked dancer came out of one of the rooms. While the audience applauded, she had come out to pick up a big shawl for the second part of her performance. Locking her dressing-room door, she slipped among the crowd of men in evening dress besieging the wings. Her return to the stage was greeted with frenzied clapping. Raoul could visualize the whole audience standing up and shouting their enthusiasm.
Then he suddenly became aware of Big Paul close beside him, standing there with clenched hands, the veins starting on his forehead. Raoul no longer doubted the dancer’s identity, and fully realized the grave danger that faced her . . . .
He looked round for Gorgeret. What was the fool doing? Hadn’t he realized that the showdown would be here that something was going to happen in that restricted space, which required the presence of him and his men?
Raoul decided to attack and divert the enemy’s blind rage to his own person. He touched him lightly on the shoulder. When Valthex wheeled round, it was to see the mocking face of the man he most hated and feared.
“You here . . . you!” gasped Valthex, his face a distorted mask of hatred.” You’ve come for her, of course? . . . You’re with her?”
Then he calmed down. They were on the fringe of a crowd of people moving to and fro–guests, electricians, dressers . . . any scene would have attracted undue attention.
Raoul chuckled happily, and said in a low voice:
“Well, tell me, why shouldn’t I be with her? She’s asked me to take care of her . . . . It seems she is being annoyed by bad characters. I find it most amusing!”
“Why does it amuse you?” growled Valthex.
“Because I mean to make a grand success of my new job!”
Valthex shook with rage.
“You can boast all you like, but you won’t succeed–not while I’m alive and in Paris.”
“But, my dear fellow, I happen to be alive and in Paris, too—in fact, I was with you earlier this evening down in the cellar!”
“What do you mean?”
“I was a gallant jockey!”
“Swine!”
“And I sent for the police to arrest you.”
“Well, you didn’t succeed with that, did you?” said Valthex with a forced laugh.
“Not that time, but this time we’re all set for triumph!”
Valthex edged close to him, and glaring into Raoul’s eyes said:
“What do you mean by that?”
“Gorgeret’s here with his merry men.”
“Liar!”
“It’s perfectly true. I’m warning you to give you a chance to get away. Hop along–beat it! You’ve still time.”
Valthex cast a hunted look round. To Raoul’s delight he seemed only too willing to clear out, thus ensuring Antonine’s safety for that evening. Once Valthex was out of the way, it would be child’s play to protect her against the police.
“Hurry up . . . . You’ll be a fool if you stay . . . . Get on.”
But it was too late. The dancer had suddenly appeared, springing off from the stage. At the same moment, Gorgeret could be seen coming from the stairs, running between the artistes’ dressing-rooms followed by five of his men.
Valthex still hesitated. He watched the dancer, then looked about him as though afraid. He stared at Gorgeret, now quite close. What was Raoul to do? Quick as thought, he hurled himself upon Valthex, but the latter managed to break away, and thrusting his hand into his pocket drew his revolver, brandishing it in the direction of the masked dancer.
A shot rang out. There was immediate panic. But Raoul had jerked up Big Paul’s arm, and the bullet flew up into the scenery. The dancer sank fainting to the floor.
After that things happened very quickly. There was a scramble. Gorgeret sprang upon Big Paul, and called to his men:
“Here, Flamant! You others get Raoul and the girl!”
Then a small, paunchy old man with a flowing white beard appeared and stood like an angry bantam, legs wide apart, opposing the onslaught of the police with all his might, protesting loudly against their brutality. Next a well-dressed man took advantage of this check on the police and of the general panic, stooped down, gathered up the dancer and bore her off, flung over his shoulder. It was Raoul. Under cover of Courville’s heroic stand, he ran with his burden towards the front of the club where people were dancing. It seemed to him that there lay the best chance of safety.
Nor was his mistaken. The public had seen nothing of what had been happening behind the scenes. A Negro band was strumming merrily; dancing was in full swing; gaiety was at its height. So when Raoul appeared on the steps to the right of the stage, and came down onto the floor bearing aloft the masked dancer, everyone thought the whole thing was a joke, or an acrobatic feat deliberately staged for their entertainment, the acrobat pretending to be a guest and parading his prey round the room.
Then suddenly cries were heard coming from behind the stage:
“Stop him . . . stop him!”
Peals of laughter from the audience. It was an excellent jest. The negroes redoubled their efforts and burst into song. No one attempted to stop Raoul. Smiling, head held high, he continued his progress to the wild applause of the spectators. He reached the big entrance door, pushed through it and went out. Everyone expected him to return by the back of the Casino to the stage. The Club officials and the police on duty were highly amused by the surprise turn and made no attempt to hinder him. But once outside, Raoul lowered the dancer to his shoulder again, and started running full speed to the side avenue, amid the dancing shadows thrown by the lights and the waving trees.
Twenty yards from the Casino he again heard the warning cry:
“Stop him . . . stop him . . . .”
But Raoul no longer hurried. His car was close at hand, parked in the middle of a long llne of cars whose chauffeurs were either asleep or gossiping in groups. They heard the noise but did not realize what it was all about, exchanged questioning looks, uneasily, but did not move.
Raoul placed the still unconscious dancer, limp and inert, in his car, started the engine, and slid the car out.
“If I’m in luck,” he thought, “and there are no traffic jams, I’ve done the trick.”
Raoul always reckoned with his lucky star. Tonight it evidently shone brightly for him. There was no jam. The police, who were only a few yards off when he started, were soon left behind.
Driving fast but carefully, for it was Raoul’s rule not to fly in the face of Fate, he reached the Place de la Concorde, crossed the Seine, and followed the river. Once well out of reach of pursuit, he slowed down.
And now for the first time since he had first set eyes on the masked dancer, he wondered:
“Supposing it isn’t Antonine after all?”
With the same haste that he had jumped to his original conclusion, he now allowed his hopes to be dashed. It was quite impossible that the girl was Antonine. He had been much too ready to believe the slenderest of circumstantial evidence. Big Paul was a madman, carried away by his own frenzy.
Raoul burst out laughing. What a fool he was! A regular schoolboy in love with adventure for its own sake. After all, whether it proved to be Antonine or another, he had saved a woman from death; the police were after him; the night was full of thrills!
He set off again at top speed, urged on by feverish curiosity. He must know why the dancer kept her face hidden by the golden veil. Was she perhaps hideously ugly? Or diseased? If she were beautiful, what caprice kept her from revealing her beauty to the public gaze?
He crossed the Seine again, following its course on the other side. They reached Auteuil, with its little streets, then came into a broad avenue.
Raoul stopped the car.
His companion had not stirred.
He bent over her still form, saying:
“Can you manage to get out? Do you hear me?”
There was no reply.
Having opened the garden gate and rung the bell, he picked up the unconscious dancer in his arms once more.
His servant appeared.
“Take the car to the garage,” Raoul told him.
He went into the villa, running up the stairs as though his burden weighed nothing at all. He laid her down on a sofa and kneeling down by her proceeded to undo the golden veil.
A cry of joy escaped him:
“Antonine!”
There was a moment’s silence. He held smelling salts to her nose, bathed her temples in cold water until she opened her eyes and gazed languidly upon him. Consciousness was slowly returning.
“Antonine! Autonine!” he cried.
Slowly, slowly, she began to smile–a strange, bitter smile.
Raoul let his visitor have her sleep out in his room, himself having made shift to slumber not uncomfortably on the luxurious settee downstairs. When at last she awoke, he brought her up breakfast himself and sat and watched her eat. The window opened wide over the garden from whence mounted the scent of flowering shrubs. Between the two great chestnut trees growing on either side of the house, they could just see the avenue in the distance. It was a day of blue sky and blazing sunshine.
The girl was absorbed in Raoul’s account of his adventures.
“Go on, go on,” she kept urging him, between mouthfuls of bread and cherry jam.” Tell me all over again–right from the beginning, about your meeting Gorgeret in the ruins at Volnic, and the auction at the chateau, and what you said to the Marquis.”
“But you were there, Antonine,” laughed Raoul.
“That doesn’t matter. I like to hear you tell it. So you got into the Marquis’s room when he was asleep?”
“Yes, I went up a ladder into your godfather’s room. I wanted to see your mother’s letter to him, and that was how I discovered you were his daughter.”
“I knew it before,” she said thoughtfully, “from the photograph of Mother that I found in his desk in the Paris flat. You remember . . . But that doesn’t matter . . . I want you to tell me everything all over again! Begin from the beginning! Go on!”
So Raoul went over everything again, omitting nothing, cleverly reproducing conversations, mimicking voices and imitating in turn the pompous Maitre Audigat, the bewildered Jean d’Erlemont and the charming Antonine!
But the girl protested:
“No, no, that’s not me . . . I’m not like that at all.”
“You were just like that the day before yesterday; and so you were the very first time I saw you. You put your head on one side like this . . .”
She laughed, but stuck to her denial.
“No . . . you can’t have seen me properly . . . . This is what I look like!”
“Oh, I know,” said Raoul, “I know you’re nothing like the little country mouse this morning–you’re different in one way. But your golden hair is just the same, and you’re still rather shy and frightened. And you’re as graceful as ever in your dancing costume.”
For she still wore the blue and gold dress.
“Naturally I guessed it was you,” Raoul told her.” But I was awfully scared for just a moment while I was taking off that mask! And it was you all the time!”
There came a knock at the door.
It was the servant with the papers and the letters already opened by Courville.
“Splendid!” cried Raoul.” Now let’s see what they say about the Blue Casino excitement! And perhaps there’ll be something about the encounter in the Bar earlier in the day. What an eventful day yesterday was, to be sure!”
The servant went out. Raoul searched the news columns.
“Heavens–no wonder I couldn’t find it at once. My dear, they’ve done us the honor of putting us in the leading columns!”
But a cursory glance at the headlines caused Raoul’s face to darken, all his joy vanished. He muttered crossly:
“Oh, the fools, the fools! Really Gorgeret is paralytic!”
And he read out:
“Big Paul, having earlier in the day escaped the police during a raid at the Ecrevisses Bar, was arrested at the opening of the Blue Casino, but again escaped from Inspector Gorgeret and his men.”
“Oh!” cried Antonine in distress.” How dreadful!”
“Dreadful? Why? He’ll get caught one of these days . . . I’ve made up my mind about that . . . .”
But at heart Raoul was seriously worried and exasperated that Big Paul had got away. It meant beginning all over again. Big Paul at liberty meant that Antonine would be dogged and under the ceaseless menace of an implacable enemy, who would not hesitate to kill her at the first opportunity.
Raoul glanced hastily through the rest of the report. The capture of The Arab and the lesser members of the band was heralded as a police triumph with a flourish of trumpets. The attempt on the life of the masked dancer was also described, as was her abduction by one of the spectators who was supposed to be a rival of Big Paul. No information as to his identity was vouchsafe&
As for the dancer herself, no one had seen her unmasked. The Director of the Casino had engaged her on the recommendation of an agency in Berlin, where she had danced without a mask the preceding winter with marked success.
“A fortnight ago,” the Director said in an interview, “she telephoned me from somewhere, saying she would be at the club exactly on time, but that for personal reasons she wished to appear masked. I accepted her condition, thinking it would prove an additional attraction. I intended to question her before her performance. She did not arrive until after nine, already dressed and masked, it appears, and immediately locked herself into her dressing-room.”
“Is all that true?” asked Raoul.
“Yes,” she answered.
“How long have you been a dancer?”
“I always danced for my own pleasure, even as a child. After Mother’s death I took lessons and travelled about.”
“And where did you meet Big Paul?”
“Valthex? In Berlin . . . . He gained a strange influence over me; I could not free myself although I feared him. After I had known him a few months he got mixed up in some affair in Paris. I was with him when the police came to his room and that was how I learned that he was Big Paul. While he struggled with the police, I managed to escape. I was so terrified!”
“So you went and hid in the country?
After a moment’s hesitation, she answered:
“Yes, I meant to get some other kind of work–I was sick of cabarets and night clubs and the kind of people I met in them. But there was nothing I could do to earn a living. I had no money saved. So I telephoned the director of the Blue Casino and got an engagement to dance there.”
“But . . . what was your reason for calling on the Marquis?”
“I wanted to start a different life; I went to ask him to help me.”
“And after that you went to Volnic?”
“Yes, and then yesterday evening, being all alone, I went to the theatre on impulse. The footlights, the dancing–it got me. And I didn’t want to break my engagement at the Casino–it meant a week’s dancing only; I didn’t intend keeping on longer. But I was afraid . . . and as you know, my fears were justified.”
“No, because I was there, and when I am there you are safe!”
She looked at him steadily, and though she said nothing, her smile testified that she believed him.
Raoul and Antonine stayed in the villa all that day. And for the next two days after that. They devoured the newspapers, reading all the accounts–often far-fetched–of the case and the police pursuit. The only conjecture that bore some resemblance to the truth was one declaring the masked dancer to be none other than Blonde Clara, whose name had previously been coupled with that of Big Paul in the press. No mention was made of the name of Valthex. Gorgeret and his men had not discovered the identity of their foe. They had not managed to extract anything from The Arab.
The days passed, and Raoul kept Antonine securely hidden in his villa. It was the one place where he knew her to be safe from Big Paul. He answered all her questions with unfailing patience, satisfying her boundless curiosity; she, on the contrary, seemed to become more and more reserved and withdrawn. Any questions he asked concerning her own life, her past, her mother, her plans with regard to the Marquis, were met by an obstinate, even a tragic silence . . . or else she would abruptly change the subject, or begin to say something and suddenly break off.
“No, no, Raoul, please, please don’t ask me anything! My life, my thoughts are of so little importance . . . accept me just as I am.”
“But that’s just it,” Raoul would retort.” I don’t know who you are.”
“Well then, accept me just as I appear to you.”
The day when she said that, Raoul led her laughingly to a mirror:
“You appear to me today as a lovely person with marvellous hair and clear starry eyes and a wonderful smile . . . but with an expression that worries me–you won’t be angry with me, will you?–an expression in which I seem to read thoughts that are foreign to your beautiful candor! And tomorrow you’ll be quite different again–the same hair and eyes, but a different smile, and a straightforward, untroubled expression. That’s how you change from one minute to another. For one moment you’re the little country girl, and the next, a woman of the world!”
“You’re right,” she agreed.” There are two people in me.”
“Yes,” said Raoul musingly.” Two people who chase each other away . . . two women each with a different smile—for it’s the smile that makes all the difference in your two expressions—one naive and youthful with the corners of your mouth turned up, and the other rather hard, and, as it were, disillusioned.”
“Which of the two do you like best, Raoul?”
“Since last night, I think I prefer the second–the woman who is more mysterious, deeper . . . .”
As she made no reply, he cried gaily:
“Autonine! Antonine, or the woman with the dual smile!”
They went to the open window. Suddenly she said:
“Raoul, I want to ask you a favor.”
“Granted before it’s asked!”
“Well, then, never call me Autonine again.”
He showed his surprise:
“I am not to call you Autonine?”
“No.”
“But why not?”
“Autonine is the name of the little country girl I used to be. The girl who was trusting and courageous in the face of life. But I gave up that name to be called Clara–Blonde Clara!”
“Well?”
“Call me Clara,” she begged him, “till I can go back to being the girl I used to be.”
Raoul broke out laughing.
“But then you’ll go out of my life; you’ll walk in righteous ways, far from the world of gentle criminals like me!”
“Oh, but I want to keep you always for my friend!” she asserted warmly.
“Your friend?” Raoul looked at her quizzically.” Why, you don’t even know who I am!”
“You’re just you,” she told him.
“Are you so sure of that? I’m not. I’ve been so many people, played so many different parts, I don’t know which is the real one any more. Believe me, Clara, whatever crimes you may have committed, you’re a snowy white lamb compared to this black sheep!”
“Raoul, what do you mean?”
“My dear, I’m no amateur–I’ve had a career! Have you ever heard of Arsène Lupin?”
Clara began to shudder from head to foot.
“What? What do you mean?”
“Oh, nothing . . . nothing at all . . . . Just a comparison . . . . But you’re right. We mustn’t blame ourselves, you and I. As Clara or Antonine, you are equally charming and good. As for me, I may be a bad hat, but you’ll find me a good friend, and full of excellent qualities.”
Raoul laughed gaily, and they both laughed together.
For a whole week the press was full of the Blue Casino affair. Then, as no revelations followed, the subject was dropped. Gorgeret and his subordinates refused to give any information. For lack of material the reports had to cease.
Clara was gradually recovering her nerve, and would go out in the afternoons, doing her shopping, or walking in the Bols de Boulogne. Raoul also went out in the afternoons to his various appointments, but never with Clara, for fear of attracting unwelcome attention.
From time to time he would take a stroll to 63 Quai Voltaire where he suspected Big Paul would go also, and where he felt sure the police would set a trap.
But he never saw anything suspicious and gradually turned the watch over to Courville, telling him to pretend to be absorbed in reading the books displayed along the Quais. One day, however, about a fortnight after Clara’s abduction from the Blue Casino, Raoul having gone himself to the Quai Voltaire to get Courville’s report, saw Clara coming out of number 63, get into a taxi and drive off in the opposite direction.
Raoul made no attempt to follow her. He signed to Courville to join him and sent him to question the concierge. Courville returned a moment later to tell him that the Marquis was still away, but that it was the second time since he had left that the fair girl had passed the concierge’s lodge at the same tune, and had rung at the Marquis’s flat. As the servants were all away, she had left at once.
“Very strange,” thought Raoul.” She’s never said a word to me about it. What can she want here?”
He returned to Auteuil.
A quarter of an hour later, Clara also returned home, brimming over with health and happiness.
“Been in the Bois?” Raoul asked her casually.
“Yes,” she answered.” The air was lovely. I had a splendid walk.”
“You didn’t go into town, then?”
“Why, no. But what makes you ask?”
“Because I saw you there.”
She laughed lightly:
“You can’t have seen me in the flesh–it must have been an hallucination!”
“Not at all, it was you in the flesh.”
“But how could you have seen me?”
“I’ll swear I did . . . and my eyes never deceive me!”
She looked at him. He was speaking seriously, in slightly reproachful tones.
“But where did you see me, Raoul?”
“I saw you coming out of the house on the Quai Voltaire. You drove away in a taxi.”
Her expression clouded.
“You’re absolutely sure?”
“Absolutely. And when Courville questioned the concierge, the woman declared it was the third time you’d been there.”
She flushed deeply and looked distressed.
“Have you nothing to say?” Raoul wanted to know.
But still she was silent, so he continued:
“I can quite understand your going there, but what I cannot understand is your hiding it from me. What made you do it?”
As she still remained silent, he sat behind her, and gently took one of her hands in his.
“Mysterious Clara!” he sighed.” What a mistake you’re making! If you would only realize where it may lead both of us, this lack of confidence in me!”
“But I do trust you, Raoul.”
“Yes, but you act as though you didn’t. And it’s dangerous. Do be frank, my dear. Can’t you see that one of these days I’m bound to find out all about you, and it may be too late then. Do tell me everything!”
He could see that she was about to yield to his pleading. Her features relaxed for a moment; her eyes held a look of great sadness and distress as though she feared to speak. Then her courage failed her, and she burst into tears, hiding her face in her hands.
“Forgive me,” she said brokenly, “and be sure that it’s of no importance whether I tell you or not . . . It’ll make no difference either now or in the future . . . it can mean nothing to you, Raoul, but it means a great deal to me! I may be all wrong, but I can’t tell you, I really can’t. Do forgive me!”
Raoul shrugged his shoulders angrily.
“Very well,” he said.” But now, listen to me. I insist that you are not to go there again. Otherwise, one of these days you’ll run into Big Paul or the police. See?”
She looked much upset.
“But you mustn’t go there either, Raoul, in that case. You run just as great a risk as I do.”
He promised her to keep away from the Quai Voltaire and she told him she would never go there again and would not even go outside the villa garden for a fortnight–at the end of which time Raoul had arranged that they would leave Paris.
Raoul was right in supposing that the house on the Quai Voltaire would be watched by the police. But they only did so in a desultory manner, occasionally and at irregular intervals, and this accounted for Raoul’s apprehensions not having been fulfilled as yet. The weak point about the police supervision was that Gorgeret made the bad mistake of not looking after it personally; he left everything to his subordinates, and allowed them far too much license in the execution of his instructions. This was the reason that the frequent visits of Courville and the beautiful blonde had so far passed unnoticed. Gorgeret, too, was being double-crossed by the concierge, who had been bribed by Raoul through the faithful Courville, and also by Valthex through one of his confederates. This meant that Gorgeret’s information from the concierge was liable to be vague and confused.
Valthex kept a far closer watch on the house. For the last three days, a man like an artist, with long grey hair and a big black hat, had come stooping along carrying paintbox, easel and stool and taken up his stand each morning at ten on the opposite pavement, fifty yards from the Marquis’s abode. He proceeded to daub paints on his canvas, the picture being a supposed representation of the Seine, with the outline of the Louvre. The artist was Big Paul. He was also Valthex. The police never thought of taking any special notice of this rather odd-looking artist, whose attire seemed to attract quite a lot of attention from the passing public.
The artist always departed at about half past five, and this was the main reason why he had never encountered the beautiful blonde who arrived on the scene later in the day.
And that was what he found out that very day, which was the day after Raoul’s visit to the house. He had just looked at his watch and was laying on a last coat of paint, when someone spoke in his ear.
“Don’t move. It’s me, Sosthène.”
Three or four people were round them, then these wandered off and their place was taken by others.
Sosthène, who looked like an amateur fisherman, spoke low so as not to be heard by anyone but Valthex. He looked closely at the picture on the easel, examining it with the air of a connoisseur. Then he spoke again:
“Have you seen the afternoon papers?”
“No.”
“They’ve been questioning The Arab again. You were right: he gave you away and told them you would be at the Blue Casino. But they can’t get anything more out of him and he refuses to turn against you. He hasn’t even mentioned the names of Valthex or Raoul, nor said a word about the girl. So that’s all right.”
Sosthène stood up, examining the picture from another angle, scanning the river, then leaned forward again, looking at the painting through his glasses while he continued his report:
“The Marquis returns from Switzerland the day after tomorrow. That’s what the girl who came yesterday told the concierge, so that she could let the servants know. Which shows that the girl and the Marquis are working together. It’s impossible to find out where she lives. Courville again removed some furniture from the first floor, I know it was him all right, and that shows that he’s Raoul’s jackal, and that Raoul is also interested in this place.”
Not missing a word of what Sosthène said, the painter would raise his brush from time to time as though taking measurements. His confederate doubtless understood the signal, for he glanced in the direction indicated by the brush, and saw a shabbily dressed old man poring over the bookstalls on the Quai. The old man, as he turned round, displayed a white beard, of such fineness and squareness as to make him unmistakable.
Sosthène murmured:
“I know, it’s Courville. Shall I shadow him? Meet me tonight at the same place as yesterday.”
Moving away from the painter, he walked slowly towards Courville. The latter took a few more turns up and down, doubtless with the idea of shaking off possible followers, but since his mind was certainly on something else, he never noticed either Big Paul or Sosthène, and proceeded to Auteuil shadowed by the respectable looking gentleman dressed for fishing.
Big Paul sat at his easel for another hour. But there was no sign of Clara that evening. Instead, Gorgeret appeared on the horizon, and the artist quickly gathered up his traps and was off.
The gang met that evening at the Petit Bistro, a Montmartre bar which had been favored by them since the raid at the Ecrevisses Bar. Here they were joined by Sosthène.
“I’ve got it this time,” he announced.” They’re living in a villa at Auteuil 27 Avenue du Maroc. I saw Courville ring at the garden gate. It opened automatically. At about a quarter to eight I saw the girl return, and the same thing happened–she rang, and the gate was opened from inside the house.”
“And did you see him?”
“No, but there’s no doubt at all he lives there.”
Big Paul remained thoughtful for a moment, then said:
“All the same, before going any further, I must make sure . . . . Bring round the car tomorrow morning at ten, and I swear that if what you say is true, Clara won’t get away this time. I’ve had quite enough from her!”
Next morning a taxi drew up outside the flat where Big Paul had his temporary abode. He got in. Sosthène sprawled at the wheel, fat and florid under his straw hat. He was a skilful chauffeur, and it took them only a few minutes to reach Auteuil. The Avenue de Maroc was a broad thoroughfare, bordered by young trees and had been cut through the old gardens and houses that had lately been sold up. Raoul’s villa was all that was left of one of these erstwhile estates.
The car drew up further on. Big Paul, completely hidden inside the taxi, looked through the little pane of glass in the back and could see the villa, thirty yards away, with both the first floor windows wide open. Sosthène sat reading his paper at the wheel.
From time to time they exchanged a remark.
Big Paul was growing impatient.
“Blast them! The place looks deserted. There’s been no sign of life for over an hour.”
“Give ‘em time,” counselled the fat chauffeur.
Another twenty minutes passed, and eleven o’clock struck.
“Ah, there she is,” hissed Big Paul, his face flattened against the glass.” And there’s the man . . . the swine!”
For Raoul and Clara had just appeared at one of the windows. They were leaning over the little balcony. Big Paul could see them distinctly, standing close together, with happy, smiling faces. Clara’s golden hair shone in the sun.
“Let’s get away from here!” said Big Paul, his face distorted with rage.” It makes me sick to look at them . . . . That girl’s signed her own death warrant.”
The car sprang forward, speeding towards the more frequented part of Auteuil.
“Hi, stop a moment!” cried Big Paul.” Get out and follow me.”
He sprang out, and they entered a café where there were only one or two solitary customers.
“Two vermouths, and writing materials,” he ordered.
He remained lost in thought for a long time, his expression one of concentrated ferocity. Then he began murmuring to himself:
“I’ve got it! . . . Yes, that’ll work . . . she’ll fall into the trap . . . she’ll do it because of him, and then I’ll have her in my power again!”
There was another long silence before he spoke again, then:
“It’s a pity I’ve none of his writing to go by . . . . You haven’t either, I suppose”
“No, but—–“
“But what?”
“But what?”
“I’ve one of Courville’s letters I got from the study in that first floor flat on the Quai Voltaire.”
Big Paul’s face brightened.
“Let’s see it.”
He examined the handwriting carefully, then copied it out, taking great pains over the capitals. Then he took a piece of the café writing paper, scribbled a few lines and signed “Courville.”
He addressed an envelope in the same forged handwriting:
“Mademoiselle Clara,
27 Avenue du Maroc.”
“Now, listen,” he said to Sosthène.” And don’t forget anything of what I say. I am going to leave you here. Eat some lunch. Then take up watch on the villa. Raoul and Clara are pretty well bound to leave the house separately, since she goes for walks alone. Raoul will leave first. An hour or more after he has gone, you go up to the villa in your car, ring the bell, walk up when the gate is opened, and give this letter to the girl, looking as upset as you can. Read it.”
Sosthène read, but shook his head dubiously:
“You’ve chosen a bad spot. Fancy giving the Quai Voltaire as a rendezvous! Why, she’ll never go there.”
“She’ll go fast enough because she’ll have no reason to suspect anything. And she’d think I’d never choose that place to trap her in.”
“True. But what about Gorgeret? He might be there and see her . . . or you, boss!”
“You’re right there. Here, send off a telegram from the nearest post office.” And he wrote:
“This is to inform the police that Big Paul and his gang meet every day for an aperitif at the Petit Bistro Montamartre.”
“Gorgeret is sure to go there,” he explained.” Enquiries will show him it’s true, and he’ll lie in wait for us. It only means we shall have to choose some other meeting place in future, that’s all. Let the others know.”
“But supposing Raoul doesn’t go out, or goes out too early?”
“It doesn’t matter. We’ll leave it till tomorrow.”
They parted. When he had lunched, Sosthène took up his watch.
Raoul and the girl remained for over four hours sitting in the little bit of garden in front of the villa. The heat was overpowering, and they talked peacefully together, protected from the sun by a shady tree.
Just as he was leaving, Raoul observed:
“Goldilocks looks depressed today. Feeling sad?”
“No.”
“Got an evil presentiment?”
“I don’t believe in those any more now. But I always feel depressed when you go.”
“But it’s only for a few hours.”
“Too long . . . . And you’re so terribly mysterious, so secretive.”
“Shall I tell you all about it–the good I do by stealth, and of course the bad as well!”
After a moment, she replied:
“No thanks, I’d rather not know.”
“How right you are,” he returned, laughing. “I’d rather not know what I do either, but alas! I’m so made that I can see all things, even with my eyes shut! Goodbye, my dear, and don’t forget you’ve promised me not to go out.”
“And don’t you forget either, you’ve promised not to go anywhere near the Quais. What worries me so is the awful risks you run.”
“But I never run risks!”
“Oh yes, you do. When I imagine your life outside the villa, I can see you surrounded by ruffians, fighting for your life, or trailed by the police.”
“Or with dogs leaping at my throat, or slates falling on my head, or fiery flames shooting out to devour me!” he laughed gaily.
“Of course!” she laughed, joining in his merriment, and escorted him to the garden gate.
When Raoul had gone, she stayed on in the garden trying to read, then took up her sewing, then went indoors and tried to sleep. But she felt uneasy and unable to settle down to anything.
From time to time she looked at herself in a small mirror. How changed she was! How haggard! There were dark shadows under her eyes, her mouth drooped at the corners, her smile was lifeless.
The minutes dragged by.
Half past five struck.
Then, suddenly, there was the sound of a car stopping outside the villa. She rushed to the window. The car was at the garden gate. A stout chauffeur was getting out, ringing the bell.
She saw the butler going down the garden and returning with a letter which he seemed to be examining.
He handed her the missive:
“Mademoiselle Clara,
27 Avenue du Maroc.”
She opened it and read it.
A strangled cry escaped her as she stammered:
“I must go . . . I must go at once.”
The butler interrupted her.
“May I remind Madame that the master . . .”
And without asking her permission, he too read the file letter.
“Mademoiselle, The chief has been wounded on the landing. He is lying ill his study on the first floor. There is no danger, but he’s asking for you.
Respectfully,
Courville.”
The writing was such a good imitation that the butler did not seek to dissuade Clara from going. She hastily wrapped a cloak round her and ran down the garden. Outside she found the beaming Sosthène, started to question him, but without waiting for his reply, sprang into the waiting car.
Clara never for a moment suspected that she might be the victim of a dastardly plot. Raoul was wounded, perhaps fatally; beyond that, her mind was incapable of grasping anything. If she had any thoughts at all, they were conjectures as to how the accident could have happened: had Raoul visited the house on the Quai Voltaire and run into Gorgeret or Big Paul? Had there been a fight? How had Raoul been taken into his flat? She could only think of tragedies, she visualized a gaping wound with the blood gushing forth.
That Raoul was wounded was the best she could expect: but she felt it might be worse than that, and visions of Raoul dead assailed her. She seemed to detect in Courville’s hastily written note his anxiety to conceal the truth from her. No, Raoul was dead, she was sure of it. He had been doomed ever since she met him.
Never once did the thought of any danger for herself, if she were found with the corpse, occur to her. Whatever had happened, whether the fighting had been between Raoul and Gorgeret, or Raoul and Big Paul, the police would most certainly be guarding the premises. And when the police found Blonde Clara, they would not fall to arrest their long-sought prey. But whether this occurred or not did not deter her for a moment. Raoul dead, what did it matter whether they cast her into prison?
She no longer had the strength to control her fevered imagination. Thoughts and images chased each other confusedly through her troubled brain. Logic was thrown to the winds. The car seemed to go so slowly: she called impatiently to the chauffeur:
“Faster! Hurry! We’re hardly moving!”
Sosthène showed his good-natured countenance, as though to say:
“Don’t worry, little lady. We’ll get there fast enough, never fear.”
For they had just arrived at the Quai Voltaire.
She sprang down.
Sosthène refused to take any money. She flung some on the seat of the taxi and ran to the hall on the ground floor. She could not see the concierge, who was in the outer courtyard. So she went hurriedly up the stairs, rather surprised to find all so silent and no Courville there to meet her.
There was no one on the landing.
Not a sound to be heard.
She felt even more surprised, but nothing stopped her. She rushed on to meet her tragic fate with a haste born of the desire to know the worst at once, and the subconscious idea that she would die with Raoul.
The door of his flat was ajar.
She scarcely knew just what happened after that. A hand was thrust in her face, trying to gag her with a handkerchief crumpled into a ball; another hand took her by the shoulder so brutally that she reeled and fell stumbling headlong into the room, face down on the parquet floor.
Then, calmly, his anger suddenly cooling, Valthex shut the front door and put up the catch, closed the drawing-room door, and bent over the prostrate girl.
She had not fainted. She quickly recovered, only to realize too late the trap into which she had so blindly walked. She opened her eyes, staring terrified at Valthex.
And Valthex, seeing her lying there helpless, vanquished and desperate, began to laugh, but in such a way as she had never heard anyone laugh before, so cruel was that laughter, showing her how hopeless it would be to appeal to his mercy.
He raised her and set her down on the divan, the most prominent article that remained in the room besides the big armchair. Then, opening the doors of the two communicating rooms, he said:
“The house is empty. The flat’s barricaded. No one can come to your help, Clara, no one, not even Raoul–he far less than any other, for I’ve set the police onto him. So it’s all up with you, and you can start saying your prayers!”
He drew back a curtain from a window. The car was still waiting outside, with Sosthène mounting guard on the pavement.
“Now then,” he said, “down on your knees and let me hear you pray–I want something to amuse me before I put you out of the way.”
He dragged her off the divan onto the floor, and forced her hands together. She was trembling all over.
“What, scared? Start praying, curse you, pray!”
The man was mad: his face looked ghastly, distorted with hatred. His fingers were clawing at her throat now . . . .
With a sudden desperate access of strength, she sprang up and rushed behind the armchair. The little table was still there, and she could see the revolver in the half open drawer. She tried to snatch it, but there was no time. She fled from the room, tripped, and again felt those terrible fingers at her throat, crushing out her life.
She sank down on the floor. Big Paul dragged her back into the drawing-room. She felt herself beginning to lose consciousness.
Then the terrible grip slackened. The front door bell had rung and was echoing through the bare rooms. Big Paul turned his head in the direction of the sound, straining his ears to listen. Then there was silence. The door was bolted. What had he to fear?
He was just about to throttle his victim again, when a startled groan broke from him. There was a sudden flash of light between the two windows! Big Paul remained spellbound, unable to understand the miraculous phenomenon.
“That man . . . that man . . .” he murmured, appalled.
Could it be an hallucination? A nightmare? For Big Paul could distinctly see Raoul’s cheerful countenance reflected on the luminous screen, like a film. But it was no photograph, it was the living image; the eyes looked into his; the smile was that of a visitor saying: “Yes, it’s me all right! I know you weren’t expecting me, but you’re delighted all the same. I may be a bit late, but we’ll soon make up for that. I’m here!”
And suddenly he heard the sound of a key turning in a lock, then another key, then the noise of a door opening . . . . Valthex had risen and with eyes starting from their sockets stood staring in terror. Clara was listening, the strained look on her face gradually relaxing.
The door opened, not with the violent thrust of an intruder, but gently, as though pushed by someone returning to his home, pleased to get there, certain of his welcome, sure of finding good friends saying nice things about him.
Without taking the slightest heed or notice of Valthex, Raoul passed close by him and shut off the luminous screen, saying to his enemy:
“No need to look so gloomy. They’ll hang you yet, but for the moment, you’re safe.” Then, turning to Clara:
“That’s what comes of disobeying Raoul’s orders, my dear! But the gentleman doubtless wrote you a letter. Let’s see it.”
He glanced at the paper she handed him.
“It’s my fault,” he said. “I ought to have known they’d try this rotten trick. It’s the classical trap, and no woman worth the name ever fails to walk slap into it! But you’ve nothing to fear now. Come, smile, Clara! You can see for yourself he’s quite harmless . . . just a sheep, a poor dumb sheep! And that’s because Big Paul’s thinking about our last meeting, and isn’t anxious to begin again, are you, Valthex? He’s getting reasonable, aren’t you? Reasonable but stupid. Why on earth did you leave that chauffeur of yours out on the Quai? Especially as he doesn’t look in the least like a chauffeur! I recognized him at once–I’d seen him hanging about the Avenue du Maroc this morning. You’d better come and ask Raoul’s advice next time!”
Valthex was striving to regain his self-possesslon. He clenched his fists and knit his brows. Raoul’s banter annoyed him almost beyond endurance, seeing which, Raoul continued:
“Come on, old chap, brace up! I’ve told you you’re safe for the moment anyway. The guillotine must wait a bit–time enough for you to get used to the idea. Today we’ll only have a little ceremony consisting of binding your arms and legs, very gently. Then I’ll telephone to the police and nice kind Gorgeret will come and fetch the luggage. All quite simple, eh?”
Valthex’s rage knew no bounds. The obvious understanding between Raoul and Clara roused him to fury. Clara no longer looked frightened; she even dared to join Raoul in smiling mockingly at Big Paul.
The double taunting galvanized Valthex. It was his turn to attack, and to attack with the coolness and precision of a man who knows he has dangerous weapons at his command and is bent on making use of them.
He sat down in the armchair and punctuated his words with stamping on the floor:
“So that’s your little game? You mean to hand me over to the law? You tried that on me once before in a bar in Montmartre, and then at the Blue Casino. And now you want to make the most of our chance meeting today. Good. But somehow I don’t think you’ll be lucky. Anyway, you’d better know just what will happen if by any chance you do succeed. And she must know, too.”
He turned to Clara, who sat motionless on the divan, looking more composed but still tense and ill at ease.
“Go ahead, big boy,” Raoul told him. “Tell us the bedtime story.”
“A bedtime story for you, perhaps,” rejoined Valthex, “but a regular goodnight for her I’m thinking. Just look at her now, see how she’s staring at me! She knows I never joke, I don’t waste time speechifying. Short and to the point, that’s me.”
He leaned towards Clara and staring her in the face, went on:
“You know what relation the Marquis is to you?”
“The Marquis?” she faltered.
“Yes, you told me once that he’d known your mother.”
“Yes, he knew her.”
“I guessed then that you had an idea of the truth, but not actual proof.”
“Proof of what?”
“Don’t hedge! It was just that proof you were looking for the night you came to his flat here. In that secret drawer in his desk, which I had already searched, you found a photo of your mother with an inscription that showed you must be his daughter!”
Clara did not protest. She was waiting to hear what he would say. He continued:
“But that’s only off secondary interest. I’ve only mentioned it to establish that Jean d’Erlemont is your father. I don’t know how you feel towards him, but it’s a fact you’ll have to reckon with. Now . . .”
Valthex become graver still in voice and manner:
“Now do you know the exact part played by your father in the tragedy at Volnic chateau? You’ve heard about the tragedy, of course, if only through Raoul here (Valthex’s voice was full of hatred) and you know that a singer called Elisabeth Hornain, who was my aunt, was murdered and robbed of her jewels . . . . Now, can you guess what hand your father had in that tragedy?”
Raoul shrugged his shoulders contemptuously. “What a ridiculous question! The only part the Marquis had in it was that of an invited guest. He happened to be at the chateau at the time, that’s all.”
“That’s the police version, but it’s not the truth.”
“And the truth according to you is—–“
“That Elisabeth Hornain was murdered and robbed by the Marquis.”
Valthex thumped with his fists on the arms of the chair, and rose to his feet. Raoul laughed derisively.
“You’re too, too amusing, my good Valthex! Quite a humorist, I declare!”
But Clara protested indignantly:
“It’s a lie, I tell you, a lie!”
Valthex repeated his accusation with even greater violence. Then, once again, with great self-restraint, he sat down and went on.
“I was twenty at the time, and knew nothing of the association between my aunt and the Marquis. It was not until ten years later that I discovered it through reading some family letters. I could not help wondering why the Marquis had never mentioned it at the inquest. So I started investigating on my own account, and climbed the chateau walls, and who do you think I found one morning walking with the caretaker and searching the ruins, but the Marquis Jean d’Erlemont! Jean d’Erlemont, the secret owner of the chateau! From that time I went on searching everywhere. I read all the papers of the time of the tragedy, local and Paris papers. I came back again and again to Volnic, ferreting everywhere, questioning the villagers, spying on the Marquis, getting into the place when he was away, searching his drawers, opening his letters, and always dominated by the conviction that the Marquis must have had some very serious reason for concealing so all-important a clue.”
“And did you discover anything fresh, Paul Pry? You’re such a bright lad, you know!”
“I discovered many things,” retaliated Valthex calmly, “and, better still, I was able to link them up with other details all tending to show the real motive of Jean d’Erlemont’s strange conduct.”
“Tell us!”
“It was Jean d’Erlemont who got Madame de Jouvelle to invite Elisabeth Hornain. It was he who persuaded my aunt to sing in the ruins, who pointed out where she could sing with the best effect. And he again who led her to the spot through the garden and up the steps.”
“In full view of all the other guests.”
“No, not all the time. Between the moment when he turned the corner of the first platform and that of Elisabeth’s appearance alone at the end of an alley of shrubs concealing them both, there elapsed an interval of a minute, much longer than is necessary to traverse the little alley. What happened in that space of time? It is quite easy to guess if one admits the theory based, moreover, on the evidence of many of the servants who were questioned, that when Elisabeth Hornain appeared alone in the ruins, she was not wearing her jewels.”
Raoul again shrugged his shoulders incredulously. “So he’d robbed her without her even protesting?”
“No, she entrusted the jewels to him feeling they were not in keeping with the song she intended singing, which was perfectly in keeping with Elisabeth Hornain’s feeling for her art.”
“And then, having returned to the chateau, the Marquis murdered her so as not to have to give back her jewels! He murdered her from a distance by supernatural arts!” scoffed Raoul.
“No, he had her murdered.”
Raoul could no longer hide his impatience.
“But no one in his senses would kill the woman he loved to steal perfectly worthless jewels, false rubies and emeralds.”
“True enough. But if those jewels were real and worth millions, it might alter the case!”
“What do you mean? Elisabeth herself used to tell everyone they were false!”
“She had to.”
“Why?”
“She was married . . . and the jewels had been given her by a certain wealthy American. To keep it from my uncle and also to avoid causing jealousy among her colleagues on the stage, Elisabeth kept the secret. I’ve found written proofs of the whole thing, and proofs of the value and marvellous beauty of those precious stones.”
Raoul kept an uneasy silence and looked at Clara who was hiding her face in her hands.
“And who committed the murder?” he asked after a bit.
“Someone whom no one bothered to question, whose presence in the grounds was known to no one. Gassiou, a poor halfwitted shepherd, not mad but simple. I’ve proofs that Jean d’Erlemont often went to Gassiou during his stay with the de Jouvelles, and gave him clothes, cigars and even money. Why? In my turn, I cultivated Gassiou. I got bits of confession from him in which he tried to tell me about a woman who sang . . . and she fell down while she was singing! Incomplete, incoherent confidences . . . . Then one day I came upon Gassiou by surprise just as he was aiming with a clumsy sling at a bird flying over his head. The stone was propelled from his sling, killing the bird. It was a revelation. The whole thing became clear as daylight.”
There was a long silence, which Raoul broke.
“What else?”
“What else? The truth was out. Gassiou, primed and paid by the Marquis, perched that day on a wall in the ruins, and his projectile mortally wounded Elisabeth Hornain. He jumped clown and fled.”
“All guess work!”
“It’s the truth.”
“Can you prove it?”
“Irrefutably!”
“Meaning?” enquired Raoul in distressed tones.
“Meaning that if ever I’m arrested, I shall accuse the Marquis of having murdered Elisabeth Hornain. I’ll give the police my dossier of the case, I’ll prove that at the time d’Erlemont was badly in need of money, that he was already negotiating with an enquiry agency for the recovery of an inheritance he had lost, furthermore, that he could never have gone on living in his accustomed style had it not been for the proceeds of his theft. And as the murdered woman’s nephew, I shall demand the restitution of her jewels or at least their value in cash.”
“You won’t get a penny.”
“Perhaps not. But d’Erlemont will be dishonored and go to prison. And he’s so scared, even though he doesn’t know all I’ve got against him, that he’s never yet refused me money.”
Raoul paced the room, lost in thought. Clara stayed where she was, her face still hidden in her hands. Valthex stood, arms folded, looking arrogantly on.
Raoul came to a halt in front of him. “So you’re just a common blackmailer, after all?”
“My first intention was to avenge Aunt Elisabeth. Now the documents in my possession are my safeguard. I’m simply making the most of them. Now let me pass!”
Keeping his eyes on him, Raoul demanded:
“And what next?”
“What next?”
Valthex was positive he had won the day, that his threats had been effective, and he could now enjoy his triumph to the end.
“Clara,” said Valthex, “will become my associate again. I command her to come in an hour’s time to the address I shall give her.”
A low moan from the divan.
“You’ve got a nerve,” said Raoul, dangerously calm. “And what grounds have you for this impious hope?”
“It’s not a question of hope,” said Valthex warmly. “It’s a command. Clara has worked for me in the past and I need her back. I’m master and the sooner she realizes that, the better!”
So frightful was Raoul’s expression, that Valthex stopped speaking. His hand felt for the revolver in his pocket.
The two men challenged each other with their eyes. The moment had come. Suddenly springing up, Raoul dealt Valthex a violent kick just above his ankles, then pinioned his arms in a grip of iron.
The other lost his balance with the pain, and before he could recover, fell to the floor.
“Raoul! Raoul!” cried Clara, jumping off the divan and running to him. “Please don’t fight! Don’t, don’t!”
For Raoul’s anger was so terrible that he was belaboring his prostrate foe, giving him fearful punishment. No threats or explanations could hold him now. Valthex was at his mercy, and in the white heat of his rage he felt that only kicks and blows could square the account between them.
“Stop, Raoul! Please stop!” moaned Clara. “Let him go! Don’t give him up to the police! For my sake . . . for my father’s sake, spare him!” But Raoul, still laying on, answered her:
“Don’t worry, Clara. He’ll never split on the Marquis. And what proof is there that his story is true? And even if it were . . . he’ll hold his tongue . . . in his own interests.”
“No, he won’t,” she sobbed. “He’ll revenge himself, I know!”
“Then let him! He’s like a wild animal . . . that must be put out of the way, or one of these days he’ll get you!”
Clara did not give in, but hung onto Raoul, staying his hand. She spoke of Jean d’Erlemont, of the danger to which they had no right to expose him.
In the end, Raoul gave in. His anger had cooled.
“All right, we’ll let him go,” he said. “Now then, Valthex, get out of here! But if ever you lift a finger against Clara or the Marquis, you’re a dead man! Get up and clear out!”
For a moment, Valthex did not stir. Had Raoul so knocked him about that he needed time to recover himself? He leaned on one elbow, then sank back again, made another effort that brought him closer to the armchair, tried to rise, but seemed to lose his balance and fell on his knees. But it was all feigned. His one object was to reach the table. Suddenly, he thrust his hand into the drawer and seized the revolver lying there. With a hoarse cry, he took arm at Raoul.
But, swift and unexpected as his action had been, he was not given time to accomplish his design. Someone else was swifter still: it was Clara who threw herself between the two men and plunged a knife drawn from the bosom of her dress, straight into Valthex’s chest, so that he was unable to parry the trust, nor could Raoul do anything.
At first Valthex did not seem to have felt the blow nor to feel any pain. But his face, always very sallow, grew deathly pale. Then his long body straightened out, vast, unwieldy. And then he collapsed in a heap, head and arms stretched upon the divan, and gave a deep sigh, followed by terrible choking. Then all was still as death.
Still clutching the blood-stained knife, Clara looked on with her eyes starting out of her head as she watched him sway and fall. When Valthex crumpled up, Raoul had to support her, as she stammered, terrified and completely unnerved:
“I’ve killed him! I’ve killed him! You’ll never speak to me again! What a terrible thing!”
Raoul consoled her:
“You know I’m your friend . . . nothing makes any difference . . . but what made you do that?”
“He was going to shoot you . . . he had the revolver . . .”
“But you silly child, it wasn’t loaded! I’d left it there on purpose to tempt him so that he shouldn’t use his own.”
He placed her in the armchair, turning her so that she could not see Valthex’s body. Then he bent over the wounded man, examining him, and listening to the heart beats.
“It’s still beating,” he muttered between his teeth, “but he won’t last long.”
Then, thinking only of Clara whom he must get away from the flat at all costs, he said sharply:
“Go, at once, Clara! You mustn’t stay here . . . someone will come . . . . “
“What, go and leave you alone?” she protested with sudden energy.
“But, think! If someone should find you here!”
“What of it? What about you?”
“I can’t leave this man.” Raoul was undecided. He knew Valthex to be a dying man, but he could not make up his mind to abandon him there; he was worried and upset.
Clara would not hear of his remaining.
“I shan’t go without you . . . I did it! I killed him! I’m going to stop and let them arrest me!”
The mere idea spurred Raoul to action.
“Arrest you! Never! I shan’t let that happen . . . I won’t hear of it! The man was a brute, he got what was coming to him. Come on, let’s get out of here . . . . You can’t stay.”
He ran to the window, raised the curtain, then drew back into the room.
“Gorgeret!” he said grimly.
“What?” cried Clara, terrified. “Gorgeret? Is he coming up?”
“No he’s got two men and he’s watching the house. We can’t possibly get away.”
There followed a few minutes of tragic silence. Raoul had flung a tablecloth over Valthex’s body. Clara was pacing the room, only half conscious, unaware of what she was doing or saying. Under the tablecloth, Valthex’s body gave occasional shudders.
“We’re done for . . . it’s all up with us,” Clara was muttering.
“What are you blethering about?” demanded Raoul, who had now completely recovered his customary calm and lucidity.
He glanced at his watch, then snatched up the telephone, and called harshly:
“Hello! Hello! Can’t you hear me, Mademoiselle? No, I don’t want a number, give me the supervisor. Hello! Is that you, Caroline? What splendid luck! How are you, my dear? . . . Now, listen, I want you to ring up this flat without stopping for five minutes . . . . There’s someone been hurt here, and I want the concierge to hear the telephone and come up. Got that? No, no, Caroline, nothing to worry about, everything’s O.K . . . . Just something quite unimportant . . . . Bye-bye.”
He hung up, and almost immediately the telephone bell started ringing. Then he grabbed Clara’s hand, saying:
“Come on! In two minutes the concierge will be here and will see to things. She knows Gorgeret, and she’s sure to fetch him. And we shall escape from the housetops!”
His voice was so steady, his grasp so firm, that Clara did not dream of resisting.
Raoul took up the knife, wiped the telephone so that there would be no finger prints, uncovered Valthex’s body, disconnected the mechanism of the luminous screen, and they left the flat, leaving the door wide open behind them.
The telephone bell shrilled on, loud and persistent, while they went up to the fourth floor, which was occupied by the servants over the Marquis’s flat.
Raoul prized open the door, an easy matter as it was neither locked nor bolted.
Just as they entered, and before they had shut the door, they heard a shout downstairs. It was the concierge, who, attracted by the ringing of the telephone, had gone to see what was the matter, and on looking into Raoul’s flat had seen everything upside down, and Valthex’s body near the divan.
“Couldn’t be better,” said Raoul, with his usual ironical calm. “Now the concierge can look after things. She’s the responsible person; it’s nothing to do with us!”
The fourth floor, being the servants’ quarters, was empty at this time of day, and the attics were full of trunks and old lumber. They were locked. Raoul forced one open. It was lighted from a window in the roof which he reached easily.
Silent and tragic, Clara obeyed mechanically all that he told her to do, occasionally murmuring:
“I’ve murdered him . . . I’m a murderer . . . you’ll cast me off . . . . “
She was terrified that her one friend, the man in whom she trusted, to whom she pinned her hope, would leave her. She had no thought of the possibility of pursuit by Gorgeret; she did not stop to think what it would be like fleeing across the roofs.
“Here we are,” said Raoul, who had only one thought–to make the most of every chance circumstance that would help him to success. “We’re in luck. The fifth floor of the next-door house is right on a level with the roof of this one. Now you must admit . . .”
But as Clara admitted nothing, Raoul changed the subject.
“We’re quite all right, you know. Valthex attacked us first–it’s a case of self-defence if ever there was one! He started it.”
But however good their justification, the first thing was to get safely away, and Raoul proceeded to strain every nerve. He went through a little passage that gave onto an empty room, and helped Clara in. Luck was with them: the flat they had just entered was also empty. There were only a few sticks of furniture, evidently the tenants had not quite finished moving out.
They passed through to the front door, and then out onto the staircase. They went down one flight, then another, and when they reached the first floor landing, Raoul whispered:
“Now let’s think what we’d better do. There’s bound to be a concierge. I don’t know if the one here can see us going out of the house. Anyhow, we’d better be on the safe side and go out separately. You go first. You’ll find yourself in a street at right angles to the Seine. Turn to the left, keeping your back to the river. In the third street on the right, you’ll find a small hotel called the Suburban and Japanese Hotel. Go into the lounge and I’ll be with you in a minute.”
He put his arms round her, and kissed her good luck.
“Now then, cheer up, don’t look so miserable. Remember, you’ve just saved my life. I mean it. You see–that revolver was loaded!”
He lied to her with perfect composure. But nothing he could do or say could console Clara, and she left him with bowed head, a picture of misery.
Raoul, looking down over the banisters, saw her turn to the left.
He counted a hundred; then another hundred, to make quite sure. Then he, too, left the house, wearing dark glasses and keeping his hat rammed down over his face.
He went along the narrow, busy street till he reached the third turning on the right. To the left of this, he could see the sign of the Suburban and Japanese Hotel, outwardly of modest appearance, but containing, as he knew, a glass-roofed lounge, comfortably and artistically furnished.
He looked all round the lounge.
Clara was not there. Nor could he find her in the hotel or the surrounding streets.
Feeling very worried indeed, he hurried back to the house they had just left, then returned again to the hotel.
Still she had not come.
“Queer!” he muttered. “Better wait a bit.”
He waited half an hour, an hour, every now and then dashing out and looking in the neighboring streets.
No sign of Clara.
Then, suddenly, he decided to leave the hotel, imagining that Clara must have returned to the house at Auteuil.
In her over-excited, nervous state, she must either not have understood where she was to meet him, or she had muddled things up and was now anxiously awaiting him at Auteuil.
He leapt into a taxi, taking the wheel as was his custom when in a hurry.
In the garden, he met his servant. Then he found Courville indoors.
“Where’s Clara?” he gasped.
“I haven’t seen her.”
It was a terrible blow to Raoul. Where should he search for her? What could he do? Enforced inaction added to his anxiety. Moreover, he was haunted by a terrible thought, so logical that he felt it would be only the natural consequence of the fearful strain Clara had undergone. She felt herself to be a murderer; she was convinced that she had thereby become an object of horror to Raoul. What more likely than that she should commit suicide? Did not that explain her sudden disappearance? Did it not mean that she could not face Raoul again?
He pictured her wandering alone in the night beside the river. The dark waters, reflecting a thousand lights, drawing her, until she threw herself in.
Raoul passed a sleepless night. His iron self-control even made things worse for him: he saw it all so lucidly. He was filled with remorse–at having failed to forestall Valthex’s cunning plot, at having left Clara alone in the house.
Towards morning, he fell into a troubled doze. At eight, he sprang from bed, as though urged by something to immediate action. But what should he do?
He rang the bell, and his servant came in.
“Is there any news?” he asked. “Has Madame returned?”
“No news at all,” replied the man. “But I think Monsieur Courville wants to speak to you.”
At that moment, Courville appeared.
“Well . . . any news of her?”
“None?
“You’re lying! I know you are!” cried Raoul, taking Courville by his venerable beard. “Yes, you may well look ashamed. Tell me, quickly, what is it? Speak, can’t you? I’m not afraid to hear the truth.”
Courville drew a newspaper from his capacious pocket. Raoul unfolded it, and swore as he read the heavy headlines on the front page:
BIG PAUL MURDERED!
Dead Man’s Former Confederate Arrested.
Chief Inspector Gorgeret arrested the girl, known to the police as Blonde Clara outside the house on the Quai Voltaire where Big Paul was found stabbed last night. The police are convinced that she is guilty, with her new associate, a man known as Raoul, who carried her off when she danced at the opening of the Blue Casino club. Raoul is still at large, but the police hope to make an arrest shortly.
For once, Gorgeret’s luck was in. When Big Paul’s telegram was handed in, at headquarters, he was keeping his usual watch on the Quai Voltaire at the time when he expected the blonde girl to call. Therefore he was on the spot to answer the concierge’s cries of alarm from the window of Raoul’s flat.
He rushed up, and in. Then stopped suddenly short. Nor was it the sight of Big Paul lying there in his agony that disturbed the detective. But he had caught sight of the diabolical armchair facing the windows, thanks to which Raoul had so grievously duped him.
“Wait!” he cried to the two men with him.
Then slowly and with infinite precaution, revolver in hand, he crept up to the chair. He intended to fire at the slightest movement from its depths.
His men looked on in astonishment. When Gorgeret found the chair empty, he turned, and remarked complacently:
“Always go carefully, and you won’t be taken off your guard!”
Then, and only then, he turned his attention to the inert body on the floor.
“The heart’s still beating faintly . . . but he won’t last long. Get a doctor at once . . . there’s one next door.”
He telephoned to headquarters, asking for instructions and adding that he did not think the wounded man would stand being moved. Anyhow, they would need an ambulance. He also telephoned the superintendent, and began questioning the concierge. It was her replies and the information she volunteered that made Gorgeret certain that Blonde Clara and Raoul were guilty.
The mere thought agitated him greatly. When the doctor arrived, he spoke quickly and almost incoherently.
“It’s too late . . . he’s dead. But do what you can–Big Paul alive would mean a lot to the police and to me in particular . . . and it would mean something for you, too, doctor.”
Then something happened to bring his agitation to the boil. His chief subordinate, Flamant, rushed in, crying:
“I’ve got Clara!”
“What’s that? What did you say?”
“I’ve got Blonde Clara I’ve caught her. I found her wandering about on the Quai.”
“What have you done with her?”
“She’s locked in the concierge’s lodge.”
Gorgeret raced downstairs, grabbed hold of Clara, and rushed her up to Raoul’s flat, propelling her roughly in front of him. He thrust her with brutal violence in front of the divan onto which they had lifted Big Paul.
“Look at that, that’s your foul work . . . .”
She recoiled in horror. Gorgeret forced her down her knees and ordered Flamant to search her.
“Search her! She must have the knife on her . . . . Got you, this time, my lady . . . and your accomplice, Mr. Smarty Raoul . . . . So you thought you could get away with murder, did you?”
The knife was not to be found, which increased Gorgeret’s rage. He searched Clara himself. The terrified girl struggled with him, broke down, and fainted.
Gorgeret, driven by his fury, was pitiless.
He seized her in his arms, and said:
“You stop here, Flamant. The ambulance should be here by now. I’ll send it back for you and Big Paul in ten minutes . . . . Ah, here’s the superintendent,” as a new arrival stepped into the room. “I’m Inspector Gorgeret. My colleague, Flamant, will give you all the details. You’ll have to arrest a man called Raoul, this woman’s confederate; and the instigator of the crime. I’m taking her along with me.”
The ambulance had arrived, and three other inspectors had come by taxi. He sent them up to Flamant, then, placing Clara on the cushions of the ambulance, took her along to the Department of Criminal Investigation. Clara, still in a dead faint, was thrust into a small cell-like room furnished with a camp bed and two chairs.
Gorgeret wasted quite two or three hours waiting for her to come round so that he could begin the cross-examination over which he gloated in anticipation.
After a hasty snack, he wanted to begin at once, but the nurse in charge refused to let him come near her patient, saying the girl was in no state to stand being questioned.
So Gorgeret went back to the Quai Voltaire, but heard nothing fresh there. Jean d’Erlemont, whose address no one knew, was due to return home the day after the next.
At nine that evening, he was allowed to go to Clara’s bedside. But his hopes were dashed. She refused to say a word. Although he plied her with questions, giving his own reconstruction of the tragedy, loading her with accusations, accusing Raoul, swearing the police were about to arrest him, nothing could break her obstinate silence. She did not even weep. Her countenance was stony, a mask for her thoughts.
And the next morning and all the next afternoon, it was the same. Clara would not speak. An examining magistrate was appointed and the next day fixed for his first interrogation. When told this, she spoke to Gorgeret for the first time, declaring her innocence, and protesting that she did not know Big Paul and understood nothing at all about anything. She declared that she was certain to be released before they brought her before the examining magistrate.
Could it mean that she was counting on the all-powerful intercession of Raoul? Gorgeret felt most uneasy, and ordered the guard to be doubled. Two policemen were on constant duty before the door of Clara’s room while Gorgeret went to dine. At ten he said he would come back and make a final attempt to question her. He felt sure that, worn out as she was, Clara would never be able to stand up against third degree through which he proposed putting her. She would give in at last.
Chief Inspector Gorgeret lived in an old house in the Saint Antoine district, where he had three nicely furnished rooms whose arrangement testified to a woman’s touch. Gorgeret had been married ten years.
It was a love match that might have turned out badly, for the detective had a vile temper. But Madame Gorgeret, a dainty little redhead, had lorded it over her husband from the first. She was an excellent housewife, though inclined to frivolity outside the domestic round. Pleasure-loving, she often went to local dance halls, and did not allow Gorgeret to question her right to enjoy herself. In other respects, she allowed him to stamp and rage his fill, and always fed the brute.
On that particular evening, when Gorgeret returned home to snatch a hasty meal, his wife was still out; this was exceptional for her, and infuriated Gorgeret who had a mania for punctuality.
Seething with rage, he waited for her on the doorstep, gloating over the scene he would make and the reproaches he would heap on her as soon as she appeared.
But at nine o’clock there was still no sign of her.
By now in a towering temper, the Inspector started questioning the little maid, and learned that Madame had put on a dance frock.
“So she’s gone dancing?”
“Yes, Monsieur.”
“Where?”
“The place in the Rue Saint Antoine I think, Monsieur.”
In an agony of mingled annoyance and anxiety, Gorgeret waited.
At half past nine, quite overwrought, he suddenly decided to go and look for his wife at the dance hall in the Rue Saint Antoine. There was no dancing going on when he arrived, but people were dining.
On being questioned by the detective, the head waiter remembered perfectly well having seen the charming Madame Gorgeret with different swains, and offered to show him the table where she had drunk her final cocktail before leaving.
“She was sitting over there, Monsieur, with that gentleman.”
Gorgeret looked in the direction in which the waiter pointed, and suddenly felt his heart stand still. The man seated at the table had his back turned to them, but that back and the general silhouette seemed only too familiar. A glance sufficed: there was no doubt in Gorgeret’s mind.
He was on the point of sending for police. It seemed the obvious retort to the other’s insolence. But something within him for once overrode his strict sense of duty; that something was his burning desire to learn what had become of Madame Gorgeret. Unhesitatingly, inwardly raging, outwardly chastened, Gorgeret went and sat down beside the solitary diner.
He waited, controlling himself with difficulty from springing at the other’s throat and breaking into virulent invective.
At last, as Raoul did not stir, Gorgeret growled:
“Blackguard!”
“Scoundrel!”
“Swine!” continued Gorgeret.
“Hound!” retorted Raoul.
After which exchange of courtesies, there was a long silence, only interrupted by the appearance of the waiter.
“Two coffees,” ordered Raoul.
The coffees were brought, and Raoul promptly proceeded to toast Gorgeret in his.
Gorgeret with difficulty restrained himself, though longing to take Raoul by the throat, or to thrust a revolver in his face. But, though such tactics were habitual in his profession, he felt incapable of employing them just then.
In fact, Gorgeret felt paralyzed in Raoul’s company. He recalled their strange meeting in the ruins at Volnic, and the other times they had come face to face, at the Gare de Lyon and at the Blue Casino. The act of recollection plunged him in a kind of torpor from which he could not seem to rouse himself; he was utterly nerveless, as though bound hand and foot.
Raoul turned to him, and spoke confidentially:
“She made an excellent dinner . . . mostly fruit . . . she’s awfully keen on fruit.”
“Who do you mean?” demanded Gorgeret, convineed that Raoul was speaking of Clara.
“Oh, I don’t know her name.”
“You don’t know whose name?”
“Madame Gorgeret’s Christian name.”
Gorgeret almost fell across the table in a swoon.
At last he choked out:
“So she was with you, you blackguard? You dared to speak to her? And now have you spirited away my Zozotte?”
“Zozotte?” Raoul beamed. “What a delicious name! A pet name, I presume? Zozotte! How well it suits her!”
“Where is she? Where have you taken her?” cried Gorgeret, in a terrible state of agitation. “How did you kidnap her?”
“But I haven’t kidnapped her,” objected Raoul calmly. “I merely offered the lady a cocktail, which she accepted; and another little drink, and then we had a dance together, and after that she said she wanted some air, so I took her for a short drive in the Bois de Vincennes in my car . . . and then we came back and dropped in at the apartment of a friend of mine for a third cocktail!”
Gorgeret was almost beside himself.
“But where is she now? What have you done with her?”
“Done to her? Why, nothing, of course! Do you think I’d harm the wife of my old friend Gorgeret? I wouldn’t hurt a hair of Zozotte’s little red head!”
Gorgeret was in a difficult predicament. If he arrested Raoul and let the law take its course, he himself would be a figure of ridicule, and, moreover, he might never see his Zozotte again. He realized that he must bargain with the enemy, and began:
“Well? What’s your game?”
“Tell me,” purred Raoul, “when are you going to see Blonde Clara again?”
“In a few minutes from now.”
“You mean to go on questioning her?”
“I certainly do.”
“Well then, don’t!”
“Why not?”
“Because I know all about your damnable third degree methods. They’re barbarous. The examining magistrate ought to be the only person to ask questions. You let the girl alone!”
“Is that all?”
“Not quite,” was Raoul’s suave reply.
“What else, then?” Gorgeret was cornered and knew it.
“The papers say Big Paul is recovering. Is that true?”
“It is.”
“Does Clara know?”
“No.”
“So that she believes he’s dead?”
Gorgeret nodded.
“Why are you keeping the truth from her?”
Gorgeret’s expression was far from pleasant.
“Because that’s her weak point–she’ll confess to the stabbing if she thinks he’s dead.”
“Swine!” said Raoul under his breath, adding:
“Go and see Clara, but don’t ask her any questions. Just say to her, ‘Big Paul isn’t dead. He’s going to live.’ Not another word.”
“And after that?”
“After that, come back here and swear to me that you’ve done exactly what I told you. An hour later, Zozotte shall be restored to you.”
“And if I refuse?”
Raoul’s tone became quietly sinister.
“If you refuse, I cannot answer for the consequences!”
Gorgeret clenched his fists in fury, but after a moment’s reflection, he said gravely:
“You’re asking something difficult. It’s my duty to get to the bottom of this stabbing business, and if I let Clara alone, I’m guilty of a breach of duty.”
“It’s up to you to choose, my friend–Clara . . . or Zozotte!”
“But—–“
“You can take it or leave it.” Raoul finished his coffee, while Gorgeret’s remained untouched.
“But why do you insist on my telling her that about Big Paul?” urged Gorgeret.
And then Raoul made the fatal mistake of failing to keep the anxiety out of his voice when he replied:
“I’m afraid for her–she’s sunk in utter despair . . . the mere idea of having killed him . . .”
“You really care what happens to Clara?”
“I most certainly do,” Raoul assured him, unable to keep his voice unemotional.
“Very well,” said Gorgeret. “It’s a bargain. You stay here. I’ll be back in twenty minutes, and tell you what’s happened, and you . . .”
“I will release Zozotte.”
“You swear that?”
“I swear it.”
Gorgeret rose and summoned the waiter. He paid for his untouched coffee and hurried out into the street.
From the moment when he had heard of Blonde Clara’s arrest right up to the time of his meeting with Gorgeret in the dance hall, the hours had been slow torture to Raoul.
He felt he should be doing something . . . but what?
And yet immediate action was essential.
His rage gave way to terrible depression, quite contrary to his usual buoyancy. He was obsessed with the idea that Clara would try to kill herself.
Fearing that Big Paul’s confederates, and more particularly his portly chauffeur, might tip the police off to his house at Auteuil, Raoul went to stay with a friend in the Ile Saint Louis, in the shadow of Notre Dame. This friend always kept half the flat ready for Raoul’s use in case of emergency. Being quite close to police headquarters here, he could get news quickly, for like others of his profession he had friends at court. That was how he had got to know where Clara was being kept.
But her presence so near to him held out little hope. How could he rescue her? It would be a hazardous, well-nigh impossible undertaking, requiring lengthy preparations. Meanwhile Courville, who had been set to read every newspaper procurable–and who showed wonderful zeal in his task, for Raoul had bitterly upbraided him for the imprudence that had put the police on his track at Auteuil–had brought Raoul that day a cutting from the Feuille du Jour headed “Stop Press News”:
Contrary to this morning’s reports, Big Paul, the notorious bandit, is still alive. Although he is not yet out of danger, there is every reason to suppose that, thanks to his amazing constitution, he may survive the terrible knife wound he received yesterday.
On reading which, Raoul immediately cried:
“Clara must be told that at once!”
It was imperative to relieve her mind without delay, since her belief that she had killed Big Paul was certainly the main factor in her present unbalanced mental state. If necessary, she must be told even more favorable news than the bare truth warranted.
At half past three Raoul had a clandestine meeting with one of the clerks of the Department of Criminal Investigation, with whom he had been in touch for years, and whose services he repaid generously. This man consented to deliver a message to Clara through one of the women attendants on duty in the prisoner’s room.
At five o’clock, Raoul knew all about Gorgeret’s home life.
At six, not having heard from the clerk who had borne his message, Raoul went to the dance hall in the Rue Saint Antoine and was easily able to identify the charming Madame Gorgeret from the description he had already obtained.
An hour later, he had succeeded in ingratiating himself with her over a couple of cocktails; a drive in his car followed, and the next thing was that the too-trusting Zozotte found herself a prisoner at the flat of Raoul’s friend in the Ile Saint Louis. By half past nine, Gorgeret had walked into the trap laid for him and come to Raoul’s table in the dance hall.
So far, all had seemed to run smoothly for Raoul. Nevertheless, his meeting with Gorgeret left him feeling very worried. He had gained nothing from it but what he could easily have obtained without the Inspector’s aid. He had had Gorgeret in his power, and had let him go. He had confided in him to a dangerous degree, and had no means of controlling the Inspector’s fulfilment of his part of the bargain. After all, what proof would Raoul have that Gorgeret had delivered the message to Clara? The Inspector’s word? But what if Gorgeret considered that his promise had been extorted under threat, and was not binding?
It had been easy for Raoul to analyze the workings of Gorgeret’s mind, to see what had obliged the man to remain sitting at the table and to parley with his sworn foe. But what was there to prevent the inspector, once outside, from regaining his self-control and becoming the stern policeman, whose duty was to arrest the evildoer?
“How ridiculous! Why didn’t I think of it before,” mused Raoul. “Of course, he’s gone for reinforcements. Well, friend Gorgeret, since you’re bent on pulling me in, you shall spend a horrid night! Waiter, bring me writing paper, please!”
Without a moment’s hesitation, Raoul scribbled a single line:
“Having thought things over,
I’ve gone to talk to Zozotte.”
and addressed the envelope to “Chief Inspector Gorgeret.”
He entrusted his note to the manager, then sought for his car, which stood a little way off. He sat in it, keeping his eye on the entrance of the dance hall.
His foresight stood him in good stead. At the appointed time, Gorgeret appeared with a posse of police whom he posted all round the dance hall. Then he went in, accompanied by Flamant.
“A poor show,” Raoul had to admit as he drove off. “The most I’ve gained is that he’ll leave Clara in peace at this late hour.”
He went a long way round to the Ile Saint Louis, where he learned that Zozotte, after weeping loudly and raging for quite a long time, had finally become resigned to her fate; judging by the silence which prevailed, she must have fallen asleep.
Raoul had no news from police headquarters to tell him whether he had been successful in communicating with Clara.
“Whatever happens,” he told his friend, “we’ll keep Zozotte here until midday tomorrow at least, if it’s only to frighten the life out of Gorgeret. I’ll come and fetch her and we’ll draw the curtains in the car so that she shan’t see where she’s been taken from. If you’ve anything to tell me tonight, just ring me up at Auteuil. I’m going there now as I want to think things over.”
Raoul returned to the empty villa, and installed himself in an armchair in his room. He slept for an hour, which was all he needed to rest him, and to restore his mental lucidity.
He was awakened by a nightmare in which he saw Clara walking by the river, gazing into the murky waters.
He jumped up and began pacing the room.
“Come, come! It’s no good giving way like this. Better see what can be done. Let’s see, how do we stand? Nothing doing with Gorgeret, obviously. I went at that far too quickly, didn’t prepare it properly. I was too worried about Clara to think the thing out. Well, no use worrying about that now. I must keep calm and make a plan.”
But logic failed to bring comfort in its train. Raoul never doubted that he would hit upon a plan to deliver Clara, and that sooner or later she would be out of trouble. But the future could take care of itself: it was the present that mattered, and the menace of the present that he must dispel.
And that menace threatened Clara every minute, every second of that ghastly night, and would only end with the advent of the examining magistrate taking things over. That would mean deliverance for Clara, since she would then be informed of Big Paul’s recovery. But would she have the strength to hold out until then? . . .
And once again Raoul was tortured by the possibility of her taking her life. All day his one idea and effort had been to let her know the truth about Big Paul, either through the clerk at headquarters or through Gorgeret. As he had failed, it was easy to imagine her abandoning hope, utterly overwhelmed . . . . Clara would be capable of enduring anything–prison, trial, sentence–but not the thought that her hand had dealt death . . . .
Raoul remembered her agonized recoil from that tottering, swaying figure:
“I’ve killed hlm! I’ve killed him! You’ll never speak to me again!”
And he felt that the unhappy girl’s flight had been to seek death and oblivion. And the fact that she had been arrested and imprisoned would only add to her mental anguish, convincing her that she had indeed committed murder and was an outcast among men.
The thought was torture to Raoul. As the night wore on, and midnight struck, then one, then, half-past, he felt more and more convinced that Clara would destroy herself if she had not already done so. He imagined all sorts of terrible and secret ways of committing suicide, all fatal, and having rehearsed her dying groans and agonies, he would go over it all again, till his forehead and the palms of his hands were wet with cold sweat.
Later, when he learned the simple truth of the matter and the key to the enigma, Raoul was astounded at his own lack of perspicacity over the whole thing. He could not help feeling then that he, with his great knowledge of human nature and his almost second-sight, should have jumped to the right conclusion from the start, and pieced the puzzle together correctly. There are times when problems are set forth so clearly that one cannot fail to see the obvious solution—once one knows the truth!
But just as he was nearest that moment of revelation, Raoul was lost in abysmal night. His mental agony prevented him from seeing things as they really were; he was enmeshed in a web of despair. He did not even attempt to fight off his depression, but seemed rather to rejoice in piling agony on agony throughout the interminable hours of that terrible night!
Two o’clock struck . . . then the half hour . . . .
Raoul could see the first streaks of dawn showing above the trees. He persuaded himself, childishly, that if Clara were not already dead, she would never have the courage to kill herself at the beginning of a new day. Suicide needs the complicity of night!
Then a church clock struck three.
Raoul took out his watch and followed the second hand in its labouring journey.
Then he suddenly shivered.
Someone was ringing at the gate.
Could it be someone bringing him news?
At any ordinary time, he would have made sure who was there, coming at such an hour, before pressing the button that opened the gate. But now he merely opened it from his room.
He could not distinguish in the gloom who was coming up the garden path and into the villa.
Slow, very faint steps were mounting the stairs. Then a sudden anguish seized Raoul, and he felt powerless to take a single step to meet this unknown visitor, who might be the bearer of fatal news.
A feeble hand was slowly pushing open the door of the room.
Raoul’s eyes were strained upon the figure that entered.
It was Clara!
Chapter XVIII: THE DUAL SMILE EXPLAINED
Raoul’s life the life of Arsène Lupin–was certainly one full of shocks, mysteries and surprises: he was accustomed to living the impossible. But of all that ever happened to him, he was emphatic in his assertion that the totally unexpected apparition of Blonde Clara at dawn at the door of his room caused him the greatest surprise and shock–not to mention its being a complete mystery–of his whole career.
Clara’s dramatic appearance, deathly pale, her face a tragic mask of despair and fatigue, her eyes burning with fever, her dress torn and dirty, seemed to Raoul a nightmare hallucination. That she should still be alive seemed possible, but that she could have escaped from the police was manifestly impossible! The police, as Raoul knew only too well, were not in the habit of thus lightly relinquishing their prey; there was no known instance of a woman having escaped from police headquarters, especially one guarded by Inspector Gorgeret. What could it all mean?
Raoul and Clara gazed at one another, speechless–he, dumbfounded, trying to grasp the fact of her presence; she, wretched, bowed with shame, her whole appearance seeming to say:
“Don’t you want me back here? Can you welcome a murderer? Will you send me away?”
At last, trembling with anguish, she managed to falter aloud:
“I hadn’t the courage to kill myself . . . . God knows I wanted to . . . several times I leaned out over the water . . . but my courage failed me!”
Raoul gazed at her in breathless astonishment, scarcely seeming to hear what she said, so engrossed was he in thinking, thinking . . . . The problem was absurd in its mere statement: Clara stood there, facing him; yet Clara was in a prison cell at police headquarters. Beyond that he could not see–he must not try to see.
But Arsène Lupin could not long remain confounded by a tangible fact. If the truth had remained obscure on account of its very simplicity, now was the time to tear aside the veil.
Dawn touched the trees in the garden, the wan light mingling with the electric light in the room. Clara’s face was strangely illuminated as she kept repeating monotonously:
“I hadn’t the courage to kill myself . . . I ought to have, oughtn’t I? . . . You’d have forgiven me then . . . but my courage failed me.”
Raoul remained gazing upon that vision of terror and suffering, and as he gazed his expression gradually lost its tenseness and bewilderment, and he even smiled faintly. Then, suddenly, without any warning, he burst out laughing. Nor was it a mirthless, nervous laugh, but a hearty laugh that doubled him up as though he could never stop.
And Raoul besides laughing so hilariously was capering about delightedly in the most spontaneous fashion as though he must express in every possible way his appreciation of a superb jest.
Clara, sunk in her misery, looked so utterly dejected at his unseemly exhibition that Raoul rushed at her and, seizing her in his arms, whirled her round in his mad dance like a child, finally depositing her on the divan, saying:
“Now, honey, you may cry as much as you like, and when you’ve had your cry out, and decided there’s no reason to kill yourself, we’ll talk.”
But Clara jumped up, seizing Raoul by the shoulders:
“Do you forgive me, then? Do you forgive me?”
“My dear, there’s nothing to forgive–you’ve no cause to blame yourself.”
“Yes, I have. I’ve committed a murder.”
“Oh, no, you haven’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“You can’t have a murder without a corpse, my child!”
“But Big Paul’s dead!”
“No, he’s not.”
“Oh, Raoul, what do you mean? Didn’t I stab him?”
“Yes, you struck Valthex, bat villains of his kind have nine lives. Haven’t you read the papers?”
“No. I didn’t dare. I was so afraid of seeing my name . . . .”
“Your name’s in the headlines all right. But that doesn’t mean Valthex is dead.”
“Do you really mean that? You’re not pretending to comfort me?”
“Only this evening–or rather last night, as it’s morning now–my old friend Gorgeret declared that Valthex was out of danger.”
Then, and only then, did Clara release her grip of him and give way to the storm of tears Raoul had foreseen, sobbing as though she could not stop. She had thrown herself on the divan and went on and on, sobbing and groaning, until her grief had spent itself, and she gradually grew calmer.
Raoul made no attempt to check her outburst. He let her cry on, and remained preoccupied, striving to unravel the threads of the mystery that was gradually becoming clearer in his mind. But many points still remained obscure to him.
He got up and paced the room for a long while. Once again, he went over in memory his first sight of that little country girl who had come to his flat by mistake. How charming she had looked! How frank and open! And what worlds separated that little country girl from the woman lying there on his divan, wrestling with her fate! The two stood out now in startling relief, absolutely distinct from one another. The dual smile became two distinct smiles. There was the little country girl’s smile, and Blonde Clara’s smile. Poor Clara! Her smile had more art, but far less innocence!
Raoul seated himself on the edge of the divan, gently stroking Clara’s hot forehead:
“You must be terribly tired.”
“No.”
“Are you sure it wont worry you to answer questions?”
“No.”
“Then, the first question I want answered, which will give me the key to all the others, is: You know what I’ve just discovered, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Then, Clara, if you knew all along, why didn’t you tell me before? Why did you take so much trouble to deceive me? Do tell me why!”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“There are several things I don’t understand, but I shall when you’ve told me everything from the beginning. And then you’ll see how wrong it was of you to deceive me. All our troubles, all that we’ve been through, was due to your silence . . . . Now, I want you to tell me everything, please . . . .”
Clara obeyed, speaking very low, and pausing to wipe away the tears that would continue to fall.
“Very well, Raoul, I will tell you everything. I won’t lie. I won’t try to make anything out other than it was. I was a very unhappy child. My mother, whose name was Armande Morin, was very fond of me . . . but she had a difllcult life. I suppose one would call her an adventuress. At first, we had a grand flat and plenty to eat and drink, and servants. Some of mother’s friends were kind to me and gave me presents: some I hated. Then, we kept moving from flat to flat, each smaller and less luxurious than the last, until finally we were living in a single room.”
She broke off, and continued in still lower tones:
“My poor mother was ill. She seemed to have aged suddenly. I looked after her . . . I did the housework . . . and I read my schoolbooks alone, as I couldn’t go to school any more. Mother would watch me working. One day, when she was half delirious, she told me about my father . . . . When my mother was quite a girl, she lived in Paris and went out sewing by the day to a family where she met a man who won her love and deceived her. He made her very unhappy, and left her a few months before I was born. After that, he sent her money for a time, and then he went abroad. She never tried to trace him, or to communicate with him. He was very wealthy. My mother told me also that my father had broken the heart of another girl, shortly before he met her. This girl was a governess in the country, whom he abandoned before he knew that she was expecting a child. When my mother was going from Deauville to Lisieux, she met a little girl who bore an extraordinary resemblance to me. She made enquiries and found that the child’s name was Antonine Gautier . . . . That was all mother ever told me about myself. She died without revealing my father’s name. I was seventeen at the time of her death. Among her papers the only clue that I found was the photograph of a Louis XVI desk, with the position of a secret drawer and the way to open it marked in her handwriting. At the time, I paid no attention to it. As I told you, Raoul, I had to work for my living. So I went in for dancing . . . . And eighteen months ago I met Valthex . . . .”
Clara paused, looking all-in, but made an effort to go on:
“Valthex was not communicative, and seldom referred to his own concerns. One day he told me about the Marquis d’Erlemont with whom he was intimate. He had just left him, and was full of admiration for a very fine Louis XVI desk belonging to the Marquis. I pressed him for details, and soon I felt sure that it was the same desk whose photograph I had found among mother’s papers. I also felt that the Marquis might be the man who had wooed my mother, and all that I managed to learn about him and his past life only confirmed me in my intuition.”
“But I had no definite plan in mind at that time, and acted more out of mere curiosity than anything else. That was why, when Valthex once showed me a key, and said with a strange smile: ‘That is the key of the Marquis’s flat, he left it in the door and I must return it to him,’ I almost without knowing why, got hold of that key. A month later, Valthex was being shadowed by the police: I broke away from him and hid in Paris.”
“Why didn’t you go at once to see the Marquis?” asked Raoul.
“If I had known for certain he was my father, I should certainly have gone to him for help. But to be certain of that, it was necessary for me to get into his flat, and look in the secret drawer of his desk. I used to wander on the Quai Voltaire and watch the Marquis come out of the house without daring to speak to him. I knew his habits, just as I knew you and Courville by sight, and all the servants . . . and the Marquis’s key was always in my pocket. But I couldn’t make up my mind to use it; the whole idea was foreign to my nature. And then, one afternoon, compelled by circumstances–the same circumstances that caused us to meet on the following night . . .”
She paused for the last time. Her story was nearing its climax, the mysterious core of the enigma. She half whispered:
“It was half past four. I was walking on the Quai, disguised so as to be unrecognizable, with my hair hidden under a veil. I saw Valthex come out of the Marquis’s and go away, and as I approached the house I saw a taxi drive up and stop. A girl carrying a suitcase got down; she had fair hair like mine, and seemed rather like me; her face was the same shape, and her expression was similar. It was an unmistakable likeness, a sort of family resemblance that was quite remarkable. Suddenly, I remembered my mother finding a girl exactly like me on her way to Lisieux. Surely this must be the same girl, grown up! And the fact that the girl who looked like my twin, or rather, my half sister, was going to visit the Marquis seemed to me proof that the Marquis d’Erlemont must be the father of both of us. That very evening, knowing the Marquis to be out and unlikely to return till late, I hesitated no longer. I went up to his flat, found the desk, opened the secret drawer, and found my mother’s photograph. Then I knew all.”
Raoul objected:
“But why did you say your name was Antonine?”
“It was you who said it.”
“I said it?”
“Yes . . . you called me Antonine . . . and it was you who told me of her visit to you earlier in the day, the visit you thought I had made. You mistook me for her.”
“But why didn’t you tell me of my mistake, Clara? That’s what I can’t understand.”
“I know,” she agreed. “But don’t forget I had broken into a flat, at night. You had surprised me there. Wasn’t it natural to let you believe I was another woman? I never dreamed I should ever see you again.”
“But you did see me, and you could have told me then. Why didn’t you explain that there were two of you–Antonine and Clara?”
Clara flushed.
“I know. But when I saw you again that night at the Blue Casino, you had saved my life, saved me from Valthex, from the police, and I felt you were my only friend . . . .”
“But that should have led you to confide in me.”
“But, don’t you see, I thought it was the other girl you wanted to help, who interested you, not me. The little country girl, all fresh and innocent. It was not I, with my chequered life, whom you wanted to befriend . . . . For you, Antonine and Clara were the same woman: Clara was Antonine!”
Raoul did not argue with her, but said thoughb fully:
“How strange, though, that I should have mixed you both up!”
“Not so very strange, really,” said Clara. “As a matter of fact, you had only seen Antonine once, in your flat, and the same evening you saw me, Clara, in very different circumstances! After that you only saw Antonine once again, at the chateau at Volnic, and then you didn’t look closely at her. It was not so very odd that you could not distinguish us apart, since you really only saw me. And I was very careful. I asked you lots of questions, so that afterwards I could speak of Volnic as though I had really been there and knew all about it! And I took great pains to dress just as Antonine had on the day she arrived in Paris.”
Raoul said slowly:
“Yes, you’re right . . . it’s not strange, really”; and added after a moment’s reflection in which he reviewed the whole adventure: “Anyone might have been deceived . . . why, Gorgeret himself, at the station, mistook Antonine for you, and the day before yesterday he arrested her thinking it was you.”
Clara began to tremble as though with ague.
“What? Has Antonine been arrested?”
“Didn’t you know?” cried Raoul in astonishment. “Oh, I keep forgetting you know nothing of what’s been happening. Well, half an hour after you went off, Antonine arrived on the Quai, doubtless intending to go to the Marquis’s flat. Flamant saw her, and turned her over to Gorgeret who took her to headquarters where he has been putting her through the third degree. You see, Gorgeret still thinks she’s Clara.”
Clara knelt up on the bed. Her color faded, leaving her face deathly pale. Trembling violently she stammered:
“She’s been arrested by mistake for me? Do you mean she’s in prison?”
“Well, what of it?” said Raoul gaily. “You’re not going to make yourself ill over her?”
Jumping to her feet, Clara started smoothing her dress and putting on her hat with feverish haste.
“What are you going to do?” asked Raoul. “Where are you going?”
“I’m going straight there.”
“Where?”
“Where she is. She never stabbed Vaithex, I did . . . . She’s not Blonde Clara, I am. Do you imagine I’d let that girl suffer instead of me, be sentenced for a crime she didn’t commit?”
“Sentenced for a crime?”
Raoul was again convulsed with mirth. Laughing heartily, he made Clara take off her hat and coat, saying:
“You’re priceless! Do you really imagine they’ll keep her there? Don’t be a little idiot! She’s quite capable of looking after herself, she can explain everything and produce an alibi; she can send for the Marquis . . . . However much of a fool Gorgeret is, he’ll have to end by realizing the mistake.”
“I must go,” said Clara obstinately.
“All right. Let’s go. I’ll come with you. After all, it’ll look rather noble. ‘Monsieur Gorgeret, we are the ones. We did it. We’ve come to take that poor girl’s place.’ And you can almost hear Gorgeret replying: ‘The girl’s gone home. There was a mistake. But since you’re both here, come along in, dear friends.’”
Clara let Raoul overrule her. He made her lie down again, rocking her gently like a child, until, utterly worn out, she fell asleep, saying as she dropped off:
“Why didn’t she clear herself and explain at once? . . . She must have had some reason.”
While she slept, Raoul dozed off in the armchair, and he too wondered when he woke, while sounds outside proclaimed the advent of a new day:
“Yes, why hasn’t Antonine spoken? It would have been so easy for her to clear things up. She must know by now that there’s another woman who resembles her like a twin sister, and that I’m associated with that woman . . . . It looks as though she hadn’t even protested against her unjust arrest. What can she be waiting for?”
And he thought with something like compunction of the little country mouse, so gentle and appealing, who would not speak . . . .
At eight, Raoul telephoned his friend in the Ile Saint Louis.
“Any news?”
“Yes, the clerk from the criminal investigation is here. He’ll be able to communicate with the prisoner this morning.”
“Good. Now, just write this note in as good an imitation of my writing as you can manage:
“Mademoiselle, I thank you for having kept silent. No doubt Gorgeret told you I was in prison and Big Paul was dead. A pack of lies. Everything is O.K. In your own interests, you must speak now, and get released as soon as possible. I beg you not to forget our rendezvous for July 3rd.
Respectfully yours,
R .”
“Got that?”
Completely mystified, his friend replied at the other end:
“Yes, but—–“
“Disband the boys. Everything’s settled, and I’m just off somewhere with Clara. Restore Zozotte to her abode, with all precautions as before. Goodbye!”
He hung up, and called Courville to him.
“Get out the big car, pack, and remove all papers. Things are warming up. As soon as the girl’s awake, we must all clear out of here!”
Chapter XIX: GORGERET LOSES HIS HEAD
The meeting between Gorgeret and his wife was a stormy one. Zozotte took peculiar pleasure in praising the remarkable qualities of her gallant captor, and enlarged upon his verve and personal charm.
“Why not label him Prince Charming and have done with it?” snorted the Chief Inspector.
“He’s even better than that!” she replied aggravatingly.
“But I keep telling you, your Prince Charming is really a crook called Raoul, who murdered Big Paul and is in league with Blonde Clara. Your nice new friend is a murderer!”
“A murderer? But how exciting! I’m too thrilled!”
“Oh, you’re impossible!”
“Well, it wasn’t my fault. He kidnapped me,” was Zozotte’s defence.
“Women aren’t kidnapped in a public place unless they’re ready and willing to go. Why did you go for that drive with hlm? Why did you let him give you cocktails?
“I don’t really know,” she admitted. “He’s got a way with him. Somehow, it’s difficult to refuse him.”
“Fine sort of wife you are!” was Gorgeret’s verdict. “Well, someone’s going to pay for this, and that someone is Clara. I’ll put her through it all right.”
Gorgeret went out in a state of utter exasperation, and strode along gesticulating and talking aloud so that passers-by gently tapped their foreheads. Raoul’s activities roused him to a fury no other criminal could excite.
On arrival at the Criminal Investigation Department, he found Flamant awaiting him, and was told that Clara’s examination would not proceed before noon that day, when Gorgeret had furnished the prosecution with further information.
“Fine!” he exclaimed. “That’s official, eh? Let’s have another go at the girl, Flamant! She must be made to talk, or else . . .”
But Gorgeret’s fighting spirit was doomed to disappointment, as on entering the room where Clara was being kept a most unforeseen and extraordinary spectacle greeted his eyes: the prisoner was transformed, gay, smiling, and so tractable that he wondered whether on the preceding night she had merely acted the part of the prostrate, fainting damsel. For she was now tidily dressed, her hair prettily done, and sitting on a chair from which she greeted him in the most friendly manner:
“And what can I do for you, Monsieur Gorgeret?”
Had she remained sullenly silent, Gorgeret’s fury would have impelled him to threaten and blackguard her, but her submissive readiness to answer his questions disconcerted him.
“I’m entirely at your disposal, Inspector. Since I shall be set at liberty in a few hours, I don’t want to cause you any further trouble. First of all . . .”
A terrible thought struck Gorgeret. He glared long and earnestly at the girl, then said solemnly:
“You’ve been in communication with Raoul! You know he hasn’t been arrested! You know Big Paul isn’t dead! Raoul has promised to rescue you!”
He was horribly upset, and almost pleading with her to contradict him. But she did nothing of the kind. She replied gaily:
“That’s passible . . . all things are possible . . . . He’s such a remarkable person!”
“However remarkable he may be,” sneered Gorgeret angrily, “that doesn’t alter the fact that you’re in my power and it’s all up with you, Clara!”
The girl did not at once reply, but looked at him with great dignity as she at last answered gently:
“I must beg of you, Inspector, not to be so familiar in your address, and not to abuse your present authority over me. You are under a grave misapprehension, which must now be removed. I am not the person you call Clara. My name is Antonine.”
“Antonine or Clara, it’s all the same to me! They’re probably both aliases.”
“It may be all the same to you, Inspector, but it makes a very great difference to the truth.”
“Oh, come! You don’t ask me to believe that Clara doesn’t exist?”
“She exists, but, you see, I’m not her!”
Gorgeret failed to see the distinction, and burst out laughing:
“So that’s your new defence, is it?” he jeered. “Well, it won’t wash, my poor girl! Now, see here, we simply must come to an understanding. Tell me, was it you or someone else that I followed from the Gare Saint Lazare to the Quai Voltaire?”
“It was me.”
“Good. And was it you I saw near Raoul’s flat?”
“Yes, it was.”
“And was it you I met in the ruins at Volnic?”
“Yes.”
“Well then, do you mind telling me, is it you sitting here or just a figment of my imagination?”
“Oh, I’m here, Monsieur Gorgeret, and I’m myself.”
“Then, I may conclude—–“
“You may conclude,” she interrupted, “that it’s not Clara, because I am not Clara!”
Gorgeret hid his face in his hands in despair, crying:
“I don’t understand! What do you mean?”
Antonine smiled:
“You don’t understand, Inspector, because you won’t recognize the facts. Ever since I’ve been here, I’ve been thinking things out, and I understand your mistake perfectly well. That’s why I remained silent.”
“But whatever for?”
“So as not to injure the man who saved me from your inexplicable persecution twice in one day, and then again in Volnic.”
“And a fourth time at the Blue Casino, eh?”
“Ah!” laughed Antonine. “That’s Clara’s affair, not mine. And so is the knifing of Big Paul!”
A gleam of understanding flashed on Gorgeret’s mind. A feeble gleam. But he was not ready for the truth, and Antonine, one must admit, did little to help him out with her mysterious explanations.
“Let’s go over things quietly,” she continued more seriously. “Since my arrival in Paris I’ve lived at a boarding house called the Deux Pigeons, in the Avenue de Clichy. At the time Big Paul was wounded–that is, at six in the evening–I was talking to the manageress of my boarding house before I went out and took the metro. I shall call this woman’s evidence, and that of the Marquis d’Erlemont.”
“But he’s out of town.”
“He comes back today. That’s what I had gone to his house to tell his servants when you arrested me half an hour after the crime.”
Gorgeret was beginning to feel most uneasy. Without another word, he went straight to his Chief and briefly outlined the situation.
“Telephone the Deux Pigeons at once, Gorgeret,” he was told, and obeyed promptly. He and the Chief each took a receiver as Gorgeret spoke:
“Is that the Deux Pigeons? This is Police Headquarters speaking. I want to know if you have among your boarders a Mademoiselle Antonine Gautier?”
“We have, Monsieur.”
“When did she arrive?”
“Hold the line a minute . . . let me see . . . she came here on Friday June the fourth.”
“That’s the date, all right, Chief!” he murmured aside.
“Has she been away at all?” he continued.
“Once, for five days. She came back on June the tenth.”
Gorgeret muttered:
“The date of the Blue Casino business . . . . And did she go out on the night of the tenth?”
“No, Monsieur. Mademoiselle Gautier hasn’t been out a single night since she came here. She sometimes goes out before dinner. The rest of the tune she sits sewing in my office.”
“Is she at home now?”
“No, Monsieur, she went out the day before yesterday to go somewhere by metro, and she hasn’t been back since nor sent me any word. I’m rather worried.”
Gorgeret hung up without relieving the good lady’s anxiety, and sat there looking distinctly foolish.
After a moment, his Chief said:
“I’m afraid you’ve been rather hasty, Gorgeret. Go along to that boarding house and search her room. I’m going to send for the Marquis d’Erlemont.”
Gorgeret’s search was unproductive. The girl’s very modest wardrobe was marked with the initials A. G. There was a birth certificate bearing the same name, Antonine Gautier, of unknown parentage, born at Lisieux.
“Curse and blast!” growled the Inspector.
Gorgeret spent three wretched hours. He could not eat a mouthful of his lunch with Flamant, could not utter two consecutive sentences. All Flamant’s attempts to cheer him were in vain.
“See here, now, you’re talking sheer applesauce. If Blonde Clara didn’t do the job, just let her go!”
“Fool, do you believe she didn’t do it?”
“Of course she did!”
“And was it or wasn’t it Clara who danced at the Blue Casino?”
“I’ll swear it was!”
“Then I’d like to know how you explain that she was asleep in her bed on the night the Blue Casino opened: and sitting peacefully with the manageress of her boarding house when Big Paul was knifed!”
“I don’t explain it. I merely state the facts.”
“And what do you deduce from them?”
“That there’s no explanation!”
Not for one moment did it dawn on Gorgeret or Flamant that there might be two distinct and separate people, Clara and Antonine.
At half past two, the Marquis d’Erlemont was ushered into the office of the Chief of Criminal Investigation, where Gorgeret was present.
It was only on his return from Switzerland that the Marquis had read in the papers of the drama that had taken place in his house, and learned that there was a warrant out for the arrest of one of his tenants, Monsieur Raoul, and that a certain Blonde Clara had been arrested.
After the preliminary introductions, the Marquis began:
“On my arrival at the station just now, I expected to see a girl called Antonine Gautier, who has been my secretary for some weeks, and who knew the exact time of my train. From what I can gather from my servants, I understand she is somehow mixed up in this affair.”
It was the Chief who replied:
“This woman is actually being held in custody.”
“Do you mean she’s under arrest?”
“No, merely under detention.”
“But whatever for?”
“According to Chief Inspector Gorgeret, who is in charge of the investigation of the case concerning Big Paul, Antonine Gautier is none other than Blonde Clara!”
The Marquis was dumbfounded.
“What?” he exclaimed indignantly. “Antonine is Blonde Clara! You must be mad! What does all this mean? I demand the immediate release of Antonine Gautier, with full apologies for this terrible mistake on the part of the police which must have caused the poor child untold suffering.”
The Chief looked enquiringly at Gorgeret. The detective never moved a muscle. Under the rather scornful gaze of his superior, he went up to the Marquis, and said airily:
“So you know nothing about the crime itself, Monsieur?”
“Nothing.”
“And you don’t know Big Paul?”
Believing Gorgeret to be still ignorant of Big Paul’s real identity, the Marquis shook his head.
“And you don’t know Blonde Clara?” persisted Gorgeret.
“I know Antonine, but not Blonde Clara.”
“And aren’t Antonine and Clara one and the same?”
The Marquis for all reply shrugged his shoulders disdainfully.
“One word more, Monsieui. When you went to Volnic chateau with Antonine Gautier, were you together all the time?”
“We were.”
“So that when I met Antonlne Gautier in the grounds of the chateau, you were with her that day?”
Feeling himself cornered, d’Erlemont could not avoid answering: “I was there.”
“Now could you tell me just what you were doing there?”
The Marquis appeared somewhat embarrassed as he finally said:
“I, was there as the owner of the chateau.”
“What?” exclaimed Gorgeret. “You are the owner?”
“Certainly. I bought the chateau about fifteen years ago.”
Gorgeret could scarcely believe his ears.
“You bought the chateau . . . But nobody knew . . . . Why did you buy it? Why were you so secret about it?”
Gorgeret asked for a few minutes’ private conversation with his chief, and edging him towards the window, said in an undertone:
“They’re all in league together, Chief! It’s a conspiracy! The girl wasn’t the only one in the chateau. Raoul was there too!”
“Raoul!”
“Yes, I found them there together. So you see, Chief, how it all fits together–the Marquis d’Erlemont . . . the girl . . . and Raoul! All confederates! But there’s better still to come!”
“What?”
“The Marquis was one of the chief witnesses in the Volnic drama, when the singer Elisabeth Hornain was murdered and robbed, fifteen years ago!”
“Good heavens! That’s serious!”
Gorgeret waxed still more expansive:
“There’s more than that. I’ve succeeded in finding the hotel where Big Paul was stopping at the time he was stabbed. He left his things there, and I’ve made two very important discoveries among his papers. I was only waiting to have them examined before telling you. First, I’ve discovered that the Marquis was intimate with Elisabeth Hornain–a fact he concealed at the inquest. Why? Secondly, Big Paul’s real name is Valthex! Now, Valthex was Elisabeth Hornain’s nephew, and Valthex, so I am told, frequently visited the Marquis. What do you say to that?”
The Chief, who seemed most intrigued by these revelations, said to Gorgeret:
“The case is taking on quite a new aspect. We must change our tactics. It would be fatal to accuse the Marquis now. For the time being, Antonine Gautier must be set at liberty. Then you must get to work to investigate the whole business thoroughly, particularly the part played in it by the Marquis. Don’t you agree with me?”
“Absolutely, Chief. We shall only get Raoul if we make a pretence of giving in. Moreover . . .”
“Yes?”
“I may soon have something more to tell you.”
Antonine was set free immediately. Gorgeret informed the Marquis that he would call on him before another week had passed to ask for further information, and then took him to Antonine’s cell.
On seeing her godfather, the girl ran to his arms, laughing and crying at once.
“Little humbug!” growled Gorgeret, and turned away in disgust.
But in spite of all, Gorgeret had come into his own again that day. As the puzzle was pieced together, and he kept his Chief informed, he regained control of his brain, and was once more able to reason things out in his usual fashion.
But his peace of mind was of short duration. Something fresh happened to demolish the hastily erected cardhouse. Suddenly, Gorgeret burst into his Chief’s office without warning or ceremony. He seemed to have gone quite mad. He was brandishing a little green notebook, in which he tried vainly to point out certain passages in his excitement.
“Here it is?” he spluttered. “But who would ever have imagined—? And yet it makes everything clear!”
His superior calmed him down, and he ended by regaining some sort of self-control, and saying:
“I told you there might be something in store . . . . Just look at this. I found this notebook in Big Paul’s suitcase, or rather, Valthex’s suitcase . . . just jottings of no importance, figures, addresses . . . and then, here and there, sentences half obliterated, like these . . . . I handed them in yesterday to the identification bureau . . . . One of them is of special value. Here it is, the bureau people have transcribed it below–as a matter of fact, it’s quite easy to decipher, if you look carefully . . . .”
The Chief seized the notebook and read the following:
“Raoul’s address: 23 Avenue du
Maroc, Auteuil. N.B. The
Garage opens outwards.
Convinced Raoul is Arsène
Lupin. Must prove this.”
“There can be no doubt about it, Chief!” cried Gorgeret. “That’s the answer to the riddle! The clue to the mystery! With that clue in our possession, the rest is easy. Nobody but Arsène Lupin could engineer a thing on this scale. Nobody else could fool the police all along the line like that. Raoul is Arsène Lupin.”
“Well, what are you going to do about it?”
“I’m going there at once, Chief. Mustn’t waste time where he’s concerned. The girl’s free, and he probably knows it by now. He’ll make a getaway . . . . I’m off!”
“Take some men with you.”
“I shall need ten besides my own.”
“Take twenty if you want ‘em!” cried the director, just as excited as his subordinate. “Off you go, Gorgeret!”
“Right, Chief!” and Gorgeret went out hurriedly. “Over the top–surprise attack–that’s the stuff!”
He grabbed hold of Flamant, and taking four policemen along with him jumped into a waiting taxi.
Another car left with six men, closely followed by another and then another . . .
It was a grand sortie. Bells, drums and trumpets should have accompanied their progress through the streets of Paris.
Throughout Headquarters, all was hustle; men cried to each other: “Raoul is Arsène Lupin . . . Arsène Lupin is Raoul!” Four had just struck.
It takes only a quarter of an hour to drive at top speed from Police Headquarters to the Avenue du Maroc, even allowing for traffic jams . . . .
Chapter XX: TO BE OR NOT TO BE
Blonde Clara was still asleep on her bed in the villa at Auteuil at four o’clock in the afternoon. She had wakened at midday, eaten a snack and fallen asleep again.
Raoul was beginning to get restive. Not that he felt the least alarm, but he never liked delay in the execution of his decisions: once his mind was made up, action spelt security. He fully realized that Big Paul’s return to health would increase the danger of his own position, and that the Marquis’s evidence and Antonine’s sworn statement could but add to his difficulties.
Everything was ready for departure. Raoul had dismissed the staff, preferring to be alone when danger threatened. The luggage was strapped on the car.
At ten past four, a sudden thought struck him.
“Good heavens! I can’t leave Paris without saying goodbye to Olga! Whatever must she think of me? Has she read the papers, I wonder? Does she know I am the famous or infamous Raoul? I must look into this at once!”
He took up the telephone and called the Trocadero Palace.
“Hello! Her Majesty’s suite, please.”
Being in a hurry, Raoul made the fatal mistake of not enquiring first who was at the other end of the line. Not recognizing either the secretary’s or the masseuse’s voice, and imagining that the King of Borostyria had left Paris, he concluded that he was talking to the Queen, and in his most honeyed accents continued without waiting:
“Is that you, Olga? How are you, my lovely one? I expect you’re furious with me, think I’m a complete skunk, but I’m not really, Olga, only I’ve had so much business to attend to, and so many worries, I haven’t known which way to turn . . . . I can’t hear you, Olga! . . . why do you speak in that gruff, deep voice? . . . Now listen, I’ve got to leave Paris at once . . . . Yes, I’m going on a trip up the Swedish coast. Bad luck, isn’t it? But why don’t you answer me? Are you still angry? Speak to poor Raoul!”
Poor Raoul drew back startled! He could distinctly hear a man’s voice now, the voice of the King of Borostyria, furious, rolling his R’s even worse than the Queen did, and calling him a number of impolite names.
Raoul could feel the sweat break out on his brow. The King of Borostyria! Turning round, he perceived Clara, wide awake, hanging on his words.
“Who are you telephoning to?” she asked anxiously. “Who’s Olga?”
Raoul was rather taken aback.
“Olga?” he repeated vaguely. “Oh, a cousin of mine–funny old cousin with pots of money that I have to be nice to! Come on, are you ready?”
For a moment she was silent.
“Hurry up, Clara, Please!” urged Raoul. “There’s nothing more to do here. It’s dangerous to delay.”
Clara pulled herself together and was quickly ready.
Courviiie, who had the garden keys, came in at that moment with the afternoon papers. Raoul glanced through them hastily:
“All’s well,” he muttered. “Big Paul’s wound is healing, but he won’t be able to give evidence for another week . . . . The Arab still refuses to speak.”
“And what about Antonine?” asked Clara anxiously.
“She’s free!” announced Raoul coldly.
“Do they say so?”
“Yes. The Marquls’s evidence was conclusive. She was set free at once.”
He spoke so convincingly that Clara’s doubts were dispelled.
Courville bade them farewell.
“Nothing compromising left behind?” Raoul asked him. “Nothing must be there for the police to find.”
“Absolutely nothing, Monsieur.”
“Well then, just take a last look round, and be off, old chap. Don’t forget, you’ve all got to meet every day at our headquarters in the Ile Saint Louis. But I’ll be seeing you again presently with the car.”
Clara was putting on her hat. When she had fixed it to her satisfaction, she turned on Raoul, looking him in the eyes.
“Well, what is it?” he asked.
“That Olga . . .”
“Clara, I’ve told you she’s an old aunt who’ll leave me some money.”
“Just now, you said she was an old cousin.”
“Well, she’s both. On different sides of the family. Much too complicated to explain.”
Clara smilingly placed a hand over his mouth. “Don’t perjure yourself further,” she told him. “It’s of no consequence. The only person in your life whom, unknown, I fear is—–“
“Your own image,” said Raoul. “Your other self!”
“An image,” she reminded him, “with younger eyes and a different smile.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Raoul. “You must learn to laugh, and let me teach you.”
“Wait a moment. Raoul, do you know why Antonine kept silent for two whole days when she was under arrest?”
“No.”
“It was because she was afraid of saying something that might injure you.”
“But why should that worry her?”
“Can’t you see—?”
But before Raoul could guess the answer, the telephone suddenly started ringing in the room. Raoul answered it. It was Courville . . . terribly out of breath, gasping:
“Gorgeret’s here . . . with two men . . . . I saw them in the distance when I was outside. They’re forcing the garden gate now. I’m speaking from a café . . . .”
Raoul hung up and for a second or so remained perfectly motionless. Then he gathered Clara up in his arms, and, carrying her flung over his shoulder as on that night at the Blue Casino, made for the door.
“It’s Gorgeret!” he told her calmly, and ran downstairs with his burden.
He stopped at the front door to listen. He could hear footsteps on the gravel path outside. Through the heavily barred glass panel of the door, he could see the silhouettes of several men coming up to the house. He gently set Clara down.
“Go back to the dining-room,” he told her.
“What about the garage?” she asked.
“No, there are police on guard everywhere, otherwise there would be more than three of them at the front . . . . I’d soon settle three!”
Raoul did not even trouble to bolt the front door. He backed step by step, keeping his face towards the attackers who were trying to break the door down.
“I’m frightened,” said Clara.
“When people get frightened, they do stupid things,” Raoul told her. “Remember what you did with that knife. Antonine was not frightened in prison.” Then he added more gently: “If you’re frightened, I’m not. I’m enjoying myself thoroughly. And you needn’t think I shall let anyone touch you. Laugh, Clara! Imagine you’re at the theatre, watching a screaming farce!”
The door flew open. In three bounds, Gorgeret stood on the threshold of the room, his revolver levelled.
Raoul had placed himself in front of Clara, concealing her.
“Hands up!” shouted Gorgeret, “or I fire!”
Raoul, who was only five feet off, started grinning:
“Dear quaint old Gorgeret!” he mocked. “The same old line! Do you really think you’ll fire on me? On your friend Raoul?”
“I shall fire on you–Lupin!” cried Gorgeret in triumph.
“What, you know my name?”
“Then you admit it?”
“I wouldn’t dream of denying it!”
Gorgeret thereupon repeated:
“Hands up or I fire!”
“What, on Clara too?”
Raoul stepped gracefully aside.
“There’s the lovely lady,” he told Gorgeret, with all the magnanimity of a successful conjurer.
Gorgeret’s eyes were popping. His arm fell to his side. Clara! The girl he had just delivered to the Marquis d’Erlemont! Was it possible? . . . No, it was impossible! If it were really Clara who stood there–and of that he had no doubt–then it meant that the other girl . . .
“Come on,” jeered Raoul. “You’re getting warmer . . . one more effort and you’ll–ah, more effort and you’ll–ah, you’ve got it! Yes, you dolt, there are two of them, one up from the country, whom you promptly labelled Clara, and the other–by the way, before I dot all the I’s for you, do tell me, how is that very sparkling person, Zozotte?”
This was too much for Gorgeret. Without waiting for Raoul to complete his explanation, he called to his men:
“Seize him, seize the blackguard. If you move a finger, I’ll shoot you down, I swear it!”
Both Gorgeret’s men dashed forward. Raoul sprang into the air, and both received violent kicks in the stomach. They drew back.
“My special trick!” exulted Raoul. “I call it Goody Two-Shoes!”
A report rang out but Gorgeret had only fired in the air.
Raoul laughed scornfully:
“Now you’ve done my ceiling a bit of no good. What a bore you are! And, let me tell you, you were most ill-advised to stage this little drama without proper preparations. I think I can guess what happened. They gave you my address and you came straight along–the same old blunderbuss! You should have brought a little platoon of policemen with you, my poor friend!”
“There’ll be plenty–a hundred, a thousand if necessary!” thundered Gorgeret, turning his head at the sound of a car outside.
“Fine!” said Raoul. “I was beginning to get bored.”
“Skunk, your number’s up!”
Gorgeret’s intention was to go out and join his reinforcements, but strangely enough the door had miraculously shut, and he could not get it open.
“Don’t exhaust yourself,” advised Raoul. “The door is self-closing and it’s solid! Coffin wood!”
Then in a whisper to Clara:
“Keep your eyes open, and watch out!”
He ran towards the place where a partition wall had been done away so as to make a single room.
Realizing that he was only wasting time, and determined to end things at all costs, Gorgeret rushed back to the attack, yelling:
“Kill him! Kill him, I tell you. He’ll escape! Kill him!”
Raoul pressed a button in the wall, and as the policemen whipped out their revolvers, a steel curtain fell from the ceiling, completely dividing the room into two, while at the same time all the shutters closed.
“Snap!” laughed Raoul. “Exit Gorgeret!”
He took two glasses from the sideboard and filled them with water.
“Drink this,” he told Clara, who cowered beside him. “Oh, let’s get out of here,” she implored tearfully.
“Now then, don’t give way–you be a brave girl!”
He forced her to drink, and emptied his own glass. He was perfectly calm and apparently in no hurry at all.
“Can you hear them on the other side? They’re boxed up like sardines! When that curtain falls, the shutters close hermetically, the electric light is cut off, and it’s pitch dark. An impenetrable fortress from without, a prison from within. Not bad, eh? Raoul’s the boy!”
But Clara did not seem at all enthusiastic.
“And now,” continued Raoul, “now for green fields and freedom and the repose all honest citizens have the right to enjoy when they’ve done their work!”
He went into a tiny room that served as a pantry. There was a space between the pantry and the kitchen, holding a cupboard which Raoul proceeded to open. It led to the cellar stairs. They went down.
“Now, for your information, you should know,” said Raoul pompously, “that a self-respecting house always has three exits: an official, another visible but concealed, and a third both concealed and invisible, to serve as a retreat for honest folk continually persecuted by the police. Thus, while Gorgeret’s merry men are looking out for us at the garage, we’ll emerge from the very bowels of the earth. What do you think of that, eh? I bought this house from a banker.”
They went along underground for about three minutes, then went up a flight of stairs, coming up in a little empty house, with shuttered windows, standing in a busy street.
A large touring car was at the curb outside, with the engine running, under Courville’s vigilant eye. The back was loaded with luggage.
Raoul gave final instructions to Courville, handed Clara in, took the wheel, and the car purred on its way.
An hour later, a crestfallen Gorgeret reported to his Chief. They agreed to keep everything concerning Arsène Lupin secret, and should anything leak out in the press, to deny it.
Next morning, Gorgeret turned up very pleased with himself, to announce that the girl who had been arrested–not Clara, but the one who had been arrested and then set free–had spent the night at the Marquis’s flat, and that both had left Paris that morning.
Next day, the police heard that both had arrived at Volnic chateau. From very reliable sources, it was known that Jean d’Erlemont, who had owned the chateau for the past fifteen years, had just repurchased it through the intermediary of a stranger whose appearance corresponded to that of Monsieur Raoul.
Gorgeret and his Chief immediately drew up a plan of campaign.
Chapter XXI: RAOUL TAKES THE STAGE
Maitre Audigat said Antonine, “what you say is very flattering, but . . .”
“Don’t call me Maitre Audigat, Mademoiselle.”
“But you don’t suppose I’m going to call you by your Christian name, surely?” laughed the girl.
“I should be overjoyed,” he said pompously. “It would prove you had granted my heart’s desire.”
“I can’t grant or refuse that so soon. I’ve only been here four days–I scarcely know you.”
“When do you consider you will know me sufficiently well to give me an answer, Mademoiselle?”
“In three or four years’ time, perhaps . . . . Is that too long to wait?”
Audigat looked desperate. He knew perfectly well that he would never get the longed-for answer from this vision of beauty, who, had she so wished, could have considerably brightened his dreary existence at Volnic.
There was nothing more to be said, and Maitre Audigat took his leave, draped in his dignity and looking crestfallen.
Antonine was alone. She went out and strolled round the ruins, the park and the woods. She walked briskly, her mouth upcurved in her usual charming smile. She was wearing a new frock, and the big summer hat drooped on her shoulders. From time to time she broke into song. At last, she picked a bunch of wild flowers and took them to the Marquis d’Erlemont.
He was waiting for her on the stone seat they both loved, at the end of the terrace.
“How pretty you are, my dear!” he exclaimed. “You’ve quite lost that tired look, and you no longer look worried either. And yet you’ve been through a lot!” “Don’t let’s talk about it any more, Godfather. It’s ancient history already, and I’ve quite forgotten it.”
“So you’re quite happy now?”
“Quite, Godfather. I’m with you . . . in this place I love.”
“A chateau that no longer belongs to us, and that we’re leaving tomorrow.”
“That belongs to you and that we shan’t leave.”
He gently mocked her:
“So you really believe in that man!”
“More than ever!” she told him gaily.
“Well, that’s more than I do.”
“Now, Godfather, you believe in him so much that you’ve told me four times already not to count on his coming?”
D’Erlemont folded his arms.
“So you really imagine he’ll keep a rendezvous he made quite casually nearly a month ago, after so many things have happened in between?”
“It’s the third of July today. He confirmed that rendezvous in the message he sent me that day when I was under arrest.”
“A mere promise.”
“But he always keeps his promises.”
“So you think he’ll be here at four?”
“He’ll be here at four–that’s in twenty minutes’ time.”
The Marquis shook his head sceptically, and ended by saying cheerfully:
“Listen. If you want to know the truth, I’m hoping he’ll be here, too. What a curious thing confidence is. When I think I’ve placed confidence in that man! Why, he’s nothing better than an adventurer, prying into my affairs without being asked to, and doing it in the strangest possible manner, by setting the whole of the police force at his heels! Surely you’ve seen in the papers–they say that my tenant Monsieur Raoul, the associate of this mysterious Blonde Clara who so closely resembles you–is none other than the famous Arsène Lupin. The police deny it. But the police who used to see Arsène Lupin anywhere and everywhere now refuse through fear of ridicule to see him in Raoul. And that’s the man we’re mixed up with!”
Antonine looked thoughtful, then said very gravely:
“We believe in the man who came here, Godfather. It’s impossible to doubt him.”
“True . . . true . . . . He’s a clever fellow, I admit . . . and I must own he made a great impression on me.”
“So great, that you’re hoping to see him again, and learn the truth about all the things you don’t understand. What does it matter whether he calls himself Raoul or Arsène Lupin if he gives us our wish?”
She spoke with animation. The Marquis watched her in surprise. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes shining.
“You won’t be angry with me for what I’m going to say, Antonine?”
“No, Godfather.”
“Well then, I’m wondering whether you wouldn’t have been kinder to Maitre Audigat if circumstances had not brought a certain Monsieur Raoul on the scene . . . .”
He broke off suddenly. Antonine’s rosy cheeks had now flushed scarlet, and her eyes refused to meet his.
“Oh, Godfather,” she exclaimed, trying to laugh,”what absurd ideas you have!”
The Marquis rose. The time was five minutes to four. Followed by Antonine, he took up his station on the right wing of the chateau, from where he had a view of the massive nail-studded door at the end of the tunnel under the entrance tower.
“That’s where he’ll ring,” he said, adding laughingly: “Have you read Monte Cristo? D’you remember how he makes his appearance? Some people who’ve met him in different parts of the globe are assembled waiting for him to lunch with them. Several months previously he had promised them he’d be there that day for lunch, and their host swears that he feels certain Monte Cristo will turn up. Then twelve o’clock strikes. As the last note dies away, the butler announces: ‘The Count of Monte Cristo.’ We are waiting with the same faith, and the same anxiety!”
The bell under the tunnel rang. The caretaker went down the terrace steps.
“I wonder if it’s Monte Cristo?” wondered Jean d’Erlemont. “But he’d be early, which is just as bad as being late!”
The door opened. It was not the awaited visitor, but someone whose apparition took them utterly by surprise: it was Chief Inspector Gorgeret!
“Oh, Godfather,” murmured Antonine faintly. “I’m afraid of that man . . . . What has he come here for? . . . I’m so frightened.”
“For whom are you afraid?” demanded Jean d’Erlemont, who seemed just as disagreeably surprised. “For me? But it’s no concern of ours!”
Antonine did not reply. The chief inspector, after parleying with the caretaker, had just perceived the Marquis and was hurrying towards him.
Instead of a walking-stick, Gorgeret carried a heavy iron-tipped bludgeon. He lumbered up, stout and clumsy, but it was obvious that he was making every effort to look pleasant. The bells of the village church were ringing four. With exaggerated politeness, Gorgeret asked:
“May I ask you, Monsieur, to grant me a few minutes’ private conversation?”
“What about?” demanded the Marquis haughtily.
“About our . . . our affair.”
“What affair? Everything there was to say has been said between us, and your disgraceful conduct towards my goddaughter here gives me no desire to continue our acquaintance.”
“But all has not been said between us,” objected Gorgeret sharply, “and our acquaintance has only just begun! I mentioned that fact in the presence of the Chief of Criminal Investigation, I must ask you for further details.”
The Marquis d’Erlemont turned towards his caretaker, who was standing about thirty yards away, under the tunnel, and called to her:
“Lock that door. If anyone knocks, I forbid you to open it . . . to no one, understand? Here, give me the key.”
Antonine squeezed his hand in approval. Once the door was locked, it would prevent a meeting between Gorgeret and Raoul, should the latter turn up.
The caretaker handed the key to her master and left them.
The inspector smiled:
“I see you are expecting quite another visit than mine, and that you want to forestall it. It may possibly already be too late.”
“I happen to be in the mood, monsieur,” rejoined the Marquis, “when I look upon all visitors as intruders.”
“Beginning with myself.”
“Beginning with you, monsieur. So please be brief, and come to my study.”
The Marquis walked round by the courtyard, followed by Antonine and the chief inspector.
But as they turned the corner of the chateau, they noticed a man siting on the terrace seat smoking a cigarette.
So astounded were the Marquis and Antonine, that they stopped dead.
Gorgeret also stopped, but more calmly. Had he known of Raoul’s presence at the chateau?
Raoul, seeing them, threw away his cigarette, and getting up called gaily to the Marquis:
“I must remind you, Monsieur, that our rendezvous was on this seat. As the last stroke of four struck, I was here.”
He was elegantly dressed in a grey suit that showed off to advantage his fine build and smiling countenance. Head bare, he bowed low to Antonine.
“Accept my apologies, Mademoiselle. I feel I am greatly to blame for all the suffering you have had to endure, thanks to a pack of clumsy louts. I trust you will forgive me, since my conduct was only dictated by my interest in the affairs of the Marquis?”
Raoul utterly ignored Gorgeret. It looked as though he did not even notice the inspector’s presence, and that the man’s grotesque bulk was invisible to him.
Gorgeret did not stir. He, too, but in clumsier fashion, though with the same calm, assumed an attitude of easy nonchalance, as though the situation were perfectly ordinary. He was biding his time. So were the Marquis and Antonine. As a matter of fact, the principal actor in the scene appeared to be Raoul, the others being merely the audience of the play about to be staged, who would not take any part until he should have given them their cue.
Raoul was enjoying the situation. He loved showing off and speechifying, particularly in moments of danger, when common-sense would seem to point to conciseness and sobriety as essential. Now, pacing the terrace with his hands clasped behind his back, he appeared alternately cockahoop, pensive, frivolous, serious or joyful. Then, suddenly ceasing his pacing, he said to the Marquis:
“I was hesitating whether to speak, Marquis. It seemed to me that since our rendezvous was private, the presence of certain outsiders would prevent our discussing with complete frankness and freedom the objects of this meeting. But, on reflection, I see I was mistaken. What we have to say can be said before anyone, even before some inferior represenative of that police force which suspects you yourself, Monsieur, and presumes to question you. I am going, therefore, to set things straight, with no other personal object than truth and justice. Honest people have a perfect right to look the whole world in the face.”
Raoul paused. Despite the extreme gravity of the moment, anxious and upset as Antonine felt, it was all she could do to refrain from smiling. There was something so humorous and assured about Raoul’s pompous intonation, his twinkling eyes, and curving mouth; the very way he held himself was an earnest of success. He gave one such a sense of security! He was so cool in the face of danger! One felt that every word he uttered would reach its mark, and that each sentence was spoken with the deliberate intention of rousing his enemy!
“We’ve nothing further to say about what has so recently taken place,” he continued. “The dual personality of Blonde Clara and Antonine Gautier, their resemblance, their doings, Big Paul’s doings, and those of a certain gentleman called Raoul, the clash between this perfect gentleman here and detective Gorgeret, the former’s vast superiority over the latter, are all matters that have been settled once and for all, and that no power on earth can rake up again. What we are here for today is to enquire into the Volnic tragedy, the death of Elisabeth Hornain, and the recovery of the Marquis’s lost inheritance. Please pardon this somewhat lengthy introduction. It will help in rapidly solving the various problems with which we are faced. We shall thus forestall any humiliating questions from a certain person.”
The Marquis seized the occasion to interrupt:
“But no one has any right to question me,” he declared.
“But I can assure you, Monsieur,” said Raoul, “that the Law, having been baulked over this Volnic business, will now endeavor to institute proceedings against you, and without any definite grounds, will pester you to try to find out what you may have had to do with it.”
“But I had nothing to do with the tragedy!”
“I’m quite convinced of that. And that being the case, the Law wants to know what your object was in concealing your close association with Elisabeth Hornain, and why you took such care not to let anyone know you had bought the chateau, and why you returned here from time to time at night. And above all, since the discovery of some rather disconcerting evidence, you are accused of . . .”
The Marquis started:
“What! They dare to accuse me? What’s this nonsense you’re talking? Who accuses me? And of what?”
He addressed Raoul with great irritation, as though all at once he saw him in the light of an enemy about to attack him.
He repeated harshly:
“I’m asking you–who dares accuse me?”
“Valthex.”
“What! That scoundrel?”
“That scoundrel is holding over your head an imposing array of documents which he intends handing over to the police as soon as he is well enough.”
Antonine had grown very pale and looked worried.
Gorgeret’s mask of passivity had slipped aside, and he was listening eagerly.
The Marquis d’Erlemont commanded Raoul haughtily:
“Speak, Monsieur . . . I command you to speak . . . . What does that rogue dare accuse me of?”
” . . . Of having murdered Elisabeth Hornain!”
A dead silence followed these terrible words. But the tension on the Marquis’s face had suddenly relaxed, and he laughed lightly.
“Please explain,” he said.
Raoul began:
“It seems that fifteen years ago you knew, Monsieur, a certain shepherd of Volnic called Gassiou, a half wit, and that you used to go and chat with him when you were staying with the de Jouvelles. Now Gassiou had one talent–he was a remarkable shot. He could bring down game with a stone from his sling, and everything fitted in with your having paid that half-demented man to kill Elisabeth Hornain with a stone from his sling while she, at your express request, was singing in the ruins.”
“But it’s preposterous,” expostulated the Marquis. “I should have had to have a reason to commit such a crime! Why should I have killed the woman I cared for?”
“To keep the jewels she had entrusted to you just before she sang.”
“But her jewels were imitation!”
“No, they were real. And that’s just the one point in your conduct that’s obscure, Monsieur. They had been given to Elisabeth Hornain by an American millionaire.”
That was too much for the Marquis d’Erlemont. He leapt up in a towering rage:
“It’s a tissue of lies!” he cried. “Elisabeth was true to me! And that’s the woman I’m supposed to have murdered! A woman I worshipped, whom I’ve never forgotten! Wasn’t it for her, out of memory for her, that I bought this chateau, so that the spot where she died should belong to no one but me? And if I came here from time to time, wasn’t it to pray for her among those ruins? Had I murdered her, was it likely I should have returned to a spot haunted by ghastly memories of my crime? No, the accusation is abominable!”
“Bravo!” exclaimed Raoul, rubbing his hands together in satisfaction. “Ah, if you’d only replied like that a bit earlier, what a lot of useless suffering might have been saved! Bravo, again! And please don’t forget, Monsieur, that I for one never for one moment believed the vile accusations of that scoundrel Valthex, nor the tissue of lies he had woven together. Gassiou!–and his famous sling! It’s blackmail, nothing but ingenious blackmail, that might oppress you terribly, and that we must fight with all our might. And there’s only one remedy against it, and that is the truth, and nothing but the truth with which we must be able to confront the law today.”
“But I don’t know the truth of the matter!”
“Neither do I. But as matters stand today, it seems to me that everything depends entirely on the frankness of your answers. Really and truly, were the jewels that disappeared real or imitation?”
There was no longer any hesitation in the Marquis’s reply.
“They were real.”
“And they belonged to you? You entrusted an enquiry agency to recover an inheritance for you? Am I right in supposing that the origin of the d’Erlemont fortune was derived from an ancestor who had been a Nabob in India, and who converted his vast wealth into diamonds and precious stones of rare beauty? Isn’t that right?”
“Perfectly true.”
“And I further conclude that if the heirs of Nabob d’Erlemont never mentioned the existence of those necklaces and rare gems, it was to avoid paying the tremendous duties entailed?”
“I imagine so.”
“And you, I take it, lent them to Elisabeth Hornain?”
“Yes. For I was going to marry her when she got her divorce. I was so proud and fond of her, that I loved to see her wearing them.”
“Did she know their real value?”
“Yes.”
“And did every jewel she was wearing on the day of her death really belong to you?”
“All but one string of pearls that I had given to her for her own, and that was extremely valuable.”
“You had made her a present of it?”
“I sent it to her through my jewellers.”
Raoul nodded.
“Don’t you see how easy it was, Monsieur, for Valthex to get a hold over you? Just suppose Valthex had found a document declaring the pearls to be his Aunt’s exclusive property, what a terrible thing it would have been for you!” and he added: “Now, all that remains to be done is to find those pearls and the other jewels. One thing more–tell me, on the day of the tragedy, did you yourself take Elisabeth Hornain to the bottom of the steps leading to the upper platform of the ruins?”
“I took her rather higher up than that.”
“Exactly, you went with her as far as the horizontal alley of laurels that we can just see from here, didn’t you?”
The Marquis nodded
“And you both remained hidden from sight slightly longer than it took you to cover so short a distance?”
“Yes. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Elisabeth alone during the fortnight we had spent at the chateau together–we stopped and kissed.”
“What happened after that?”
“As Elisabeth intended to sing certain songs demanding great simplicity, she asked me to took after the jeweIs for her. I would not take them. She did not insist, and watched me leave the ruins. When I had reached the end of the laurel walk, she was still standing there motionless.”
“Had she still got the jewels on when she reached the upper terrace of the ruins?”
“That I can’t say for certain. None of the eye-witnesses was able to speak with any certainty on that point. We only discovered that the jewels were missing after the tragedy.”
“I see. But Valthex’s story runs differently. He says that at the time of the tragedy Elisabeth Hornain was definitely not wearing her jewels.”
“Then they must have been stolen when she went from the laurel walk to the upper terrace,” concluded the Marquis.
There was a silence; then Raoul said slowly, emphasizing each word:
“Those jewels were not stolen!”
“What! Do you really mean she was not robbed? Why was she murdered, then?”
“Elisabeth Hornain never was murdered!”
It was Raoul’s pleasure to dole out his revelations and watch the expressions of his listeners. His eyes were sparkling.
“But what can you mean?” asked the Marquis, “I myself saw the wound with my own eyes! . . . There was never any doubt that she was murdered. Who did it?”
Raoul raised a hand heavenwards, and replied:
“Perseus!”
“What the devil do you mean?”
“You asked me who committed the crime. I reply in all seriousness: Perseus!” And he added: “Now, please be good enough to follow me to the ruins.”
Chapter XXII: THE CRIME OF PERSEUS
Jean D’Erlemont did not immediately comply with Raoul’s request. He seemed to hesitate, and was visibly upset.
“Are we really nearing the end of the mystery?” he wanted to know. “I’ve spent so much time trying to solve it–I’ve suffered agonies at not being able to avenge Elisabeth! . . . Can we really be going to learn the truth about her death?”
“I’ve discovered it,” asserted Raoul convincingly. “And I fancy I can clear up the matter of the lost jewels as well . . . .”
Antonine felt certain he could. Her trusting expression proclaimed her perfect faith in Raoul. She squeezed d’Erlemont’s hand so as to imbue him with her own confidence.
As for Gorgeret, his face was contracted to a mask of hatred. His mouth was set. This was a bitter moment for him after all the years he had vainly tried to solve the mystery, and now to have to bow to the superior knowledge of his odious rival! He both hoped for and dreaded the success that would mean his own humiliation.
Jean d’Erlemont once again trod the same ground he had traversed with Elisabeth Hornain on that day fifteen years ago. Antonthe followed close behind him, while Raoul and Gorgeret brought up the rear.
By far the calmest of them all was Raoul. He liked to watch the charming girl who walked in front of him, and noticed certain details that distinguished her from Clara: Antonine’s carriage was less supple and less graceful, but more natural and unstudied: what it lacked in sinuous grace it gained in general harmony.
And what he noticed in her bearing he knew he would also find in her whole manner and even in her features seen close to. Twice, when the path was impeded by undergrowth, Raoul caught up with Antonine and for a moment they walked abreast, but they did not speak.
The Marquis ascended the steps leading from the garden up to the first terrace, that led right and left to the laurel walk, and was dotted here and there with antique urns standing on their time-worn pedestals overgrown with moss. He turned left to reach the steep paths and steps that wound in and out of the ruins.
Raoul stopped him.
“Is this the exact spot where you and Elisabeth Hornain stopped that day?”
The Marquis nodded.
“Show me exactly.”
“Here, just where I stand now.”
“Could they see you from the chateau?”
“No. The shrubs have thinned out now through lack of being properly tended, but at that time they were quite impenetrable.”
“So this is the exact spot where Elisabeth Hornain stood watching you when you turned round at the end of the laurel walk to look back at her?”
“It is.”
“Can you swear to it?”
“Certainly. I can still picture her as she stood there that day, leaning against this old pedestal, the curtain of greenery falling all round her. I can see it clearly–I have forgotten nothing!”
“And as you returned to the garden, did you turn round a second time?”
“Yes, to see her when she should appear out off the avenue.”
“And did you see her?”
“Not immediately, but very soon.”
“But normally you ought to have seen her at once? She ought to have come out of the avenue by then?”
“Why, yes, I suppose so,” said the Marquis.
Raoul laughed softly to himself.
“Why are you laughing?” demanded the Marquis. And Antonine leaned forward, tense with anxiety.
“I’m laughing because the more complicated a problem is, the more complicated everyone imagines its’ solution must be. We never look for a simple explanation, but always pursue the wild and extraordinary. When you came here on your periodical visits, what were you looking for? The jewels?”
“No, for I knew they had been stolen. I was trying to find some clue that might help to lead me to the murderer.”
“And it never by any chance occurred to you that the jewels might not have been stolen?”
“Never!”
“And it never occurred to Gorgeret or the police either! Funny how people never will ask themselves the right question!”
“But what was the right question?”
“The very elementary one you have obliged me to ask myself: since Elisabeth Hornain preferred to sing without her jewels, did she not hide them somewhere?”
“Impossible! No one would hide valuable jewels like that out of doors, where anyone passing might take them.”
“But who would be passing? You know perfectly well, just as she knew, that everyone was gathered outside the chateau to hear her sing.”
“So you think she might have hidden the jewels somewhere?”
“Yes, intending to retrieve them when she came down from the ruins after singing.”
“But when she was killed, when we all rushed to her, surely we should have found them?”
“Not necessarily . . . if she had hidden them somewhere where they were invisible.”
“But where?”
“In this old urn, for instance, which was just beside her, and filled with growing plants. She had only to stand on tiptoe, stretch up, and let the jewels fall inside on the earth at the bottom. A very normal thing to do–the urn furnished a temporary cache for the jewels, one that only fate and human stupidity rendered so final.”
“What do you mean by final?”
“Why, the plants that grew in the urn have withered away, their leaves rotted until a layer of vegetable mould has covered up the secret, rendering it the safest possible hiding place.”
Both d’Erlemont and Antonine remained silent, much impressed by his calm assurance. Then the Marquis spoke:
“You seem very positive.”
“That’s because I’m sure of what I say–anyway, it’s easy enough for you to verify my words.”
The Marquis hesitated for a moment. He had grown very pale. Then he stood on tiptoe, and stretching up, thrust a hand inside the urn, searching the sodden mould that time had deposited at the bottom of it. At last he murmured in a trembling voice:
“Yes . . . they’re here . . . I can fed the necklaces . . . . Oh, God, when I think that she once wore these things!”
His emotion was so great that he was scarcely able to go on with his search. One by one he drew forth the necklaces. There were five of them. Despite the dirt that clung to them, the red of the rubies, green of emeralds, and blue of sapphires shone forth, while gold settings flashed in the afternoon light.
“There’s one missing,” he muttered. “There were six of them . . .” and added after a moment’s reflection: “Yes, I’m certain one is missing . . . . . the pearl necklace . . . . That’s strange, isn’t it? Surely it can’t have been stolen before she hid these in the urn?”
He did not seem to attach much importance to the question, so impossible of solution did the problem appear to him. But Raoul and Gorgeret exchanged looks. The inspector was thinking:
“He took the pearls . . . . He’s playing the conjurer for our benefit, while really he searched that urn previously and took his share of the spoils.”
And Raoul nodded back with a meaning look, as who should say:
“Right in one! That’s just what I did. But what can you expect? One must live!”
Guiltless Antonine supposed nothing. She was helping the Marquis to clean the jewels and wrap them up in a couple of silk handkerchiefs. This done, the Marquis led Raoul to the ruins.
“Go on,” he said. “Tell me what happened? How was she killed? Who killed her? I’ve never got over her horrible death . . . never got over my grief. I’d give anything to know the truth! Tell me all!”
He flung questions at Raoul as though he alone possessed the truth about all things, as though Raoul at a word could change night into day.
They had reached the upper terrace, and the spot where Elisabeth Hornain had met her death. From here they could see the whole of the chateau, the park and the entrance tower.
Antonine, close beside Raoul, whispered:
“I’m so glad for Godfather’s sake. Thank you so much. But I’m afraid . . .”
“You! Afraid?
“Yes of Gorgeret . . . . You ought to get away quickly!”
He answered gently:
“You can’t think how happy you make me! But there’s nothing to fear so long as I’ve still something to reveal, something that Gorgeret’s dying to hear. You surely don’t want me to leave before I’ve finished?”
He saw she was calmer, and as the Marquis plied him with questions, Raoul continued:
“How did the tragedy happen? Now, to discover that, Monsieur, I took exactly the opposite direction from that which I made you follow. Since I had concluded that there had been no theft committed, I likewise imagined from the very first that there might also have been no murder. And my reason for supposing that was that the circumstances were such that it would have been impossible for the murderer to have gone unseen. It would be impossible to kill someone in front of forty people, in broad daylight, without these forty people seeing one commit the murder. A revolver shot would have been heard. A blow would have been seen. They would have noticed if a stone had been thrown. Therefore it was my business to look outside the realm of purely human causes of death that is, death brought about by the will of man.”
“Then her death was accidental?” interrupted the Marquis.
“Exactly, and therefore it was a chance occurrence. Such occurrences are unlimited and can happen in the most extraordinary and exceptional manner. I was once concerned in a case where the life and honor of a man depended on his finding a certain document hidden on the summit of a very high tower without a staircase. One morning he discovered the two ends of a very long rope hanging down on each side of the tower. I was able to prove that this rope came from a balloon whose passengers had thrown it overboard the preceding night, and fate had so decreed that the rope had fallen exactly in the position necessary to enable the man to climb up his tower in safety. A miracle, certainly, but there are millions of such miracles happening on the earth hourly.”
“Then you mean to say that—–“
“Elisabeth Hornain’s death was caused by a natural phenomenon which is extremely frequent, but which rarely has fatal consequences. This explanation occurred to me when Valthex accused the shepherd of having shot a stone from his sling. It seemed to me impossible for the shepherd to have been there without being detected, but quite possible that Elisabeth Hornain might have been struck by a stone, and that it was, in fact, the only plausible explanation of her death.”
“A stone from heaven?” exclaimed the Marquis ironically.
“Why not?”
“What nonsense! Who could possibly have sent it?”
“I’ve already told you, monsieur–Perseus!”
“Please don’t joke,” implored the Marquis.
“But I’m not joking,” affirmed Raoul seriously. “I’m speaking with proper knowledge of my subject, basing my conclusions on facts, not theories. Every day sees millions of these stones–fireballs, aerolites, meteorites, fragments of dispersed planets–traverse space at a tremendous rate, ignite on their course, and fall to earth. They’ve been picked up by the million in every shape and size. Every day there are tons and tons of them flying about. If one of them should, through a terrible misfortune, but perfectly possible, strike down a human being, it causes death, pointless and often incomprehensible.”
Raoul paused, and then continued:
“Now, these projectiles fall all through the year, but more frequently at certain definite periods, and the period best known for frequency is that which falls in August between the ninth and the fourteenth exactly, and which seems to have originated from the constellation Perseus. Hence my little joke when I say Perseus was the criminal.”
Without giving the Marquis time to express either doubt or objection, Raoul continued:
“For the last four days, a trusty man of mine has been coming over this wall at night, and searching the ruins until dawn, all round here. I myself searched here today and yesterday in the early hours.”
“And did you find anything?”
“Yes.”
Raoul held up a small round object the size of a walnut, with a jagged surface pitted with holes which had been made by the combustion that had covered the surface with what looked like brilliant black enamel. Raoul went on:
“I’ve not the slightest doubt that the police saw this projectile when they first searched the place, but that none of them noticed it, because they were all looking for a bullet or some other human contrivance. For me, the presence of this projectile is absolute proof of the truth. But I have other proofs as well. First, the date of the tragedy: August the thirteenth, which is one of the days when the earth passes under the shower of shooting stars from Perseus. I may mention that the date was one of the first rays of light on the problem for me!
“Then I have another irrefutable proof, which is not merely the outcome of logic and reasoning, but is also a scientific fact. I took this stone yesterday to a research laboratory . . . . They discovered fragments of carbonized human skin adhering to the outer glaze . . . yes, minute fragments of skin and flesh, torn from a living human being, fragments that were scorched at contact with the burning projectile, and stuck to it so closely that they have been there ever since. Those fragments are at the laboratory, and will form part of a more or less official report which will be handed to you, Monsieur d’Erlemont, as well as to friend Gorgeret, if it interests him.”
Here Raoul turned to Gorgeret:
“The case has been closed for over fifteen years and cannot now be reopened. Friend Gorgeret may have observed certain coincidences, and found out your connection with the case, but his only proofs are the false ones with which Valthex might furnish him, and he’ll take good care not to draw attention to a case in which he has played so pitiable a part. Aren’t I right, Monsieur Gorgeret?”
Raoul faced the detective, as though aware of his presence for the first time, and said to him:
“What do you make of it all, eh? Do you think my arguments are sound, do you think I’ve hit on the, truth, and that there was neither robbery nor murder? Then you’re not really much use, are you? The law, and the police, all a washout. A nice, modest chap like me goes slick through the case you’ve been floundering in, unravels the threads without even taking his hands out of his pockets, finds the missing weapon, returns the missing necklaces . . . and goes off, head in air, a smile on his lips, and the satisfaction of having done his duty. Well, goodbye, old chap. Remember me to Madame Gorgeret and tell her all about this business; it’ll amuse her and add to my worth in her bright eyes.”
Very slowly the inspector raised his arm, and let fall a heavy hand on Raoul’s shoulder. Raoul seemed most surprised, and exclaimed:
“Here, what’s this mean? Are you arresting me? Of all the nerve! I do your work, and you thank me with handcuffs! Well, well, I wonder what you’d do if you had a burglar to deal with instead of a gentleman!”
Gorgeret said not a word. He wore an air of complete indifference and disdain; he was supremely sure of himself, and did not care what anyone thought or said. If it amused Raoul to talk . . . let him! Gorgeret had everything to gain by listening to his harangues.
The inspector seized a large whistle, raised it calmly to his lips and blew a shrill blast that re-echoed in the rocks around and the valley below.
Raoul could not conceal his astonishment.
“Do you really mean it?”
Gorgeret grinned condescendingly:
“Do you need to ask?”
“Then it’s war between us?”
“Certainly. But this time I’ve taken my precautions–I’ve been guarding this place since yesterday; since this morning I’ve known you were in hiding here. All the approaches to the chateau, the walls which come up right and left to the ruins and are joined by the precipice, are guarded. The local police and my men from Paris are all there.”
The bell of the entrance tower rang.
Gorgeret announced:
“That’s the first lot. As soon as they’re in, a second blast of my whistle will give the signal for a general attack. If you make any attempt to escape, you’ll be shot like a dog. I’ve given strict orders.”
Here the Marquis intervened:
“Inspector, I will not tolerate people entering my grounds without my consent. This gentleman had an appointment with me. He is my guest. He has rendered me a service. I refuse to open my gates, and I have the keys.”
“Then they’ll have to he broken down, Monsieur.”
“With a battering ram,” sneered Raoul, “or an axe? You won’t finish before nightfall, and where shall I be by then?”
“I shall use dynamite!” growled Gorgeret.
“Got some in your pockets?”
Raoul led him aside.
“A word with you, Gorgeret. After what I’ve done in these last two hours, I had hoped you and I would leave here arm in arm, like friends and brothers. Since you refuse, I beg of you to renounce your plan of attack, and not to ruin those historical doors, and also not to humiliate me before a lady whose esteem I value most highly.”
But Gorgeret was firm.
“You don’t get round me,” he said grimly.
Raoul shrugged his shoulder, then turned to Jean d’Erlemont:
“Monsieur,” he said, “I beg you to accompany Gorgeret and have the doors opened. I give you my word of honor that no blood shall be spilt and that all shall take place decently and in order.”
Raoul’s prestige with the Marquis was too high for the latter to refuse this opportunity of getting out of the difficulty.
“Are you coming, Antonine?” he asked, leading the way.
Gorgeret insisted on Raoul’s accompanying them.
“No,” said Raoul, “I’ll wait here.”
“Going to try to escape while I’m out of the way?”
“You’ll have to risk that, Gorgeret!”
“Why, then I’ll stay here too . . . I’m not letting you out of my sight for a minute.”
“Then I’ll bind and gag you as I did before. How does that strike you?”
“But what do you want to do here, alone?”
“Smoke a last cigarette before I’m arrested.”
Gorgeret appeared to hesitate to grant Raoul’s request. But, after all, what had he to fear? Everything was provided for. Escape was impossible. He followed the Marquis.
Antonine wanted to go with them, but had not the strength to move. Her pallor betrayed her anguish. There was no shadow of a smile on her lips.
“What is the matter, Mademoiselle?” asked Raoul very gently.
“Get to safety, hide somewhere,” she begged him with imploring eyes. “There must be some safe hiding place here!”
“But why should I hide?”
“But you must! They’ll get you if you don’t!”
“Oh no they won’t! I’m leaving here.”
“But you can’t, there’s no way out!”
“That’s no reason why I shan’t get away.”
“But they’ll kill you.”
“And would you mind? You’d feel some sort of regret if anything happened to me? No . . . don’t speak . . . we’ve so little time to be together . . . only a few seconds . . . and I’ve so much to say to you!”
Raoul led her a little way off so that they could not be seen from anywhere in the grounds.
Between the ruin of the old dungeon and a mass of crumbling stone was an empty space, about ten yards wide, overlooking the precipice, and edged by a low wall of loose stones. It formed a kind of isolated embrasure whose large window opened over the abyss where the river flowed, and over a beautiful vista of undulating plains.
Antonine was the first to break the silence, and her voice was firmer now:
“I can’t see what’s going to happen . . . but I don’t feel quite so frightened . . . and I want to thank you in my godfather’s name for all you’ve done for him . . . . He’s going to keep the chateau, isn’t he, as you suggested?”
“Yes.”
“There’s one other thing–something I want to know, and you’re the only person who can tell me . . . Is the Marquis d’Erlemont my father?”
“Yes, I got hold of the letter written to him by your mother. It was quite explicit.”
“I guessed as much, but I had no proofs. I’m so glad to know for certain. Now I shall be able to show him all my affection. He’s Clara’s father too, isn’t he?”
“Yes, Clara is your half sister . . . .”
“I must tell him that.”
“I expect he’s guessed it already.”
“I don’t think he has. Anyhow, whatever he does for me, I want him to do the same for her. One day I shall meet her, shan’t I? Please ask her to write to me . . . .”
Antonine spoke with great simplicity, unaffectedly, and not too seriously. Her mouth once more wore her adorable smile. She murmured in low tones:
“You are very fond of Clara, aren’t you?”
And Raoul replied, looking steadily at her:
“I’m fond of her because of you. What I love in her is that first vision I had of the girl who came to my flat the day she arrived in Paris; that girl had a smile I can never forget, something about her that touched me deeply the very first time I saw her. That’s what I was always trying to find again when I thought there was only one girl, calling herself alternately Antonine and Clara. Now that I know there are two of you, I shall carry away with me that lovely vision . . . . You and I will never meet again. An accidental resemblance has forged bonds of affection between us. I love two girls in one–you in Clara, but you most of all!”
“Oh, you must go, you must go?” she cried in great agitation.
Raoul took a step towards the low parapet. Antonine was terrified:
“Oh, no, no! Not that way!”
“There’s no other way out.”
“But it’s too dreadful! I can’t bear it! No, no! Oh, please don’t!”
Antonine stood there like one transfigured in the presence of danger. She was a different person: her face reflected feelings of whose existence she had hitherto been ignorant.
Meanwhile, voices could be heard coming from the chateau, perhaps from the garden itself. It must be Gorgeret and his men closing in on the ruins.
“Stop, stop!” she gasped. “I’ll save you! Oh, it’s too dreadful!”
For Raoul had thrown one leg over the low wall.
“Don’t be frightened, Antonine . . . . It’s quite all right. I’ve thoroughly examined this cliff, and I’m probably not the first person to go down it. I assure you, it’ll be child’s play to me.”
Once again his influence was upon her; she grew calmer.
“Smile for me, Antonine!”
She forced a sad little smile.
“Ha!” exclaimed Raoul triumphantly. “Now nothing untoward can happen to me. I carry your smile in my eyes! To carry me safely through, give me your hand, Antonine.”
She was close to him. She gave him her hand, but before he could kiss it, she withdrew it, and bending down, suddenly kissed him softly, with charming naïveté, like a little sister bidding her brother farewell.
Then, drawing back hurriedly, she whispered:
“Go now. I’m not afraid any more . . . . Go . . . . I shall never forget.”
She turned, facing the ruins. She felt quite unable todook down the precipice where Raoul must now be clinging to the crumbling cliff side.
As she listened to the sound of voices approaching, she waited breathless for the signal she knew Raoul would send her to let her know he was safely down. She was convinced he would succeed.
Looking down from the height on which she stood, she could see several men stooping down to examine the undergrowth.
She could hear the Marquis calling her:
“Antonine! Antonine!”
A few minutes elapsed. Her heart was beating wildly. Then she heard the sound of a car in the valley below, while the notes of a motor horn gaily woke the echoes.
Her eyes filled with tears. Her lovely smile trembled. And she murmured:
“Adieu! Adieu!”
Twelve miles away, Clara was waiting in her room at a little wayside inn. She flung herself on Raoul in a fever of anxiety:
“Did you see her, Raoul?”
“Ask me first whether I saw Gorgeret and how I managed to escape from his clutches,” he told her laughingly. “It was no easy matter, I can tell you, but I worked things well . . .”
“Tell me about her!”
“I found the jewels . . . and the projectile . . . .”
“Yes, but the girl? You saw her, didn’t you?”
“Who do you mean? Oh, Antonine Gautier! Why, of course she was there–the merest chance . . . .”
“Did you speak to herP”
“Er—no, no. She spoke to me.”
“What about?”
“Oh, about you, it was all about you; she guessed you were her sister and she wants to meet you . . . .”
“Is she like me?”
“Yes and no . . . . There’s really only a very slight resemblance, you know. Now, we must stop chatting or we shall have Gorgeret dropping in on us. Get into the car!”
They sped away en route for Spain. From time to time, Clara would question him:
“Is she pretty? Prettier than me, or not quite so pretty? She’s rather a rustic beauty, isn’t she?”
Raoul replied as best he could, but rather absentmindedly. He was conjuring up visions of his escape from Gorgeret, and was filled with exultation thereat. Fate had been uncommonly kind to him. He had certainly not prepared that highly colored getaway, since he had known nothing of Gorgeret’s plans. The vanishing into space had something rather magnificent about it! And that kiss that had sped him on his way . . .!
“Antonine! Antonine!” he kept saying over and over to himself as the car sped on to Spain.
There is nothing much more to tell. Valthex never divulged his promised sensational revelations. Moreover, Gorgeret had discovered his guilt in connection with two murders in his character of Big Paul, and the bandit suddenly lost his nerve and hanged himself in his cell. His accomplice, The Arab, never received the price of his betrayal. He was condemned to be deported, and died while attempting to escape.
Gorgeret was a much meeker person after all the excitement. In fact, he hardIy ever quarrels with Zozotte now, and she rules him without difficulty. If he begins to bully her, she has but to murmur the magic name of Raoul . . . .
And Raoul himself? He is once again shrouded in mystery, but it is just possible he may appear one day at the great gate of Volnic, if only to confront Clara with Antonine, and for the first time contemplate their two smiles at the same moment.
THE END
APPENDIX: THE JUICY STUFF (TRANSLATION ERRORS AND OMISSIONS)
Translation by W,
Design by A.
CHAPTER 8: A STRANGE ALLY.
(English version, p. 84)
“Come, come, what’s the matter now?” he bantered. “Why do you so soon seek to shun me? Here am I always doing doughty deeds for you–Gorgeret put out of action just now, Big Paul manhandled the other night, and all that goes for nothing with mademoiselle?”
(The Original French version continues this bit)
He wanted to kiss her neck, but only got as far as the collar of her blouse.
(English version)
“Oh, can’t you understand?—I won’t have anything to do with you. Leave me alone.”
(Original French version continues from here)
Obstinately turning swiftly to the door which she tried to open, she fought him with fury. Raoul, much irritated by her attempts to flee, passed his arm around her neck, and then turned her face towards his whereupon he sought the mouth which tried in vain to resist him with sudden passion.
“Oh, how dare you!” she cried out. “I shall scream! How dare you!”
He drew back suddenly. The footsteps of the marquis could be heard clearly in the hallway. Raoul burst into a fit of laughter:
“You’re in luck this time! I was not expecting such a rebuff! He-e-e-avens! The other night in the marquis’ library, you were far more welcoming! We’ll meet again you know, my sweet!”
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 11: THE BLUE CASINO.
(This is from the English translation posted . . . )
A cry of joy escaped him:
“Antonine!”
There was a moment’s silence. He held smelling salts to her nose, bathed her temples in cold water until she opened her eyes and gazed languidly upon him. Consciousness was slowly returning.
(This is from the original French version . . . )
“Antonine! Antonine!” he repeated ecstatically.
She smiled at him with tears in her eyes and with bitterness in her smile, but with such profound tenderness! He sought her lips. Would she push him away as she had in the salon at Volnic or would she welcome him with open arms?
She did not resist him.
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 12: THE TWO SMILES.
(English version, p. 128)
“No, no, Raoul, please, please don’t ask me anything! My life, my thoughts are of so little importance . . . accept me just as I am.”
(The original French is very different . . . )
“No, no, Raoul, I beg you, don’t ask me anything. My life and my thoughts do not matter . . . love me as I am.”
(English version, end of p. 130)
“Oh, nothing . . . nothing at all . . . . Just a comparison . . . . But you’re right. We mustn’t blame ourselves, you and I. As Clara or Antonine, you are equally charming and good. As for me, I may be a bad hat, but you’ll find me a good friend, and full of excellent qualities.”
(The French version continues from there . . . )
Raoul laughed all the while as he kissed her, and with each kiss he fervently repeated:
“Clara . . . Sweet Clara . . . Poor unhappy Clara . . . Dear mysterious Clara . . .”
“Yes, you love me,” she said, slowly nodding her head. “But you’re just saying that. You’re so unpredictable. God, how I will suffer because of you!”
“But you will be happy,” he answered with gaiety. “Come now, I’m not as unfaithful as you think. Have I ever failed you yet?”
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 15: MURDER!
(English version, p. 60)
“I’ve killed him! I’ve killed him! You’ll never speak to me again! What a terrible thing!”
Raoul consoled her:
“You know I’m your friend . . . nothing makes any difference . . . but what made you do that?”
(The French version translation)
“I’ve killed him! I’ve killed him! You’ll never love me again! Oh, how horrible!”
“You know that I will still love you . . . that I do love you . . . But why did you do that?”
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 16: ZOZOTTE.
(English version, p. 174)
At last, as Raoul did not stir, Gorgeret growled:
“Blackguard!”
“Scoundrel!”
“Swine!” continued Gorgeret.
“Hound!” retorted Raoul.
*The language is too controlled and too watered down in my opinion, so here’s the translation of the original French.
At last, as Raoul did not stir, Gorgeret growled:
“Bastard!”
“Boor!”
“Bastard of all bastards!” continued Gorgeret.
“Boor of all boors!” retorted Raoul.
*Given that Raoul/Lupin sees Gorgeret as a man who is beneath him, and who is certainly less than civilized, “boor” seems to be more appropriate. The original slur that Gorgeret flings at Raoul is “salaud,” which is French for “bastard.” Quite offensive indeed. “Blackguard” is too restrained, and would certainly not be conveyed by “salaud!”
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 18: THE DUAL SMILE EXPLAINED.
(English version, p. 185-186)
Raoul and Clara gazed at one another, speechless–he, dumbfounded, trying to grasp the fact of her presence; she, wretched, bowed with shame, her whole appearance seeming to say:
“Don’t you want me back here? Can you welcome a murderer? Will you send me away?”
(The French translation of this last bit is in fact:)
“Don’t you want me? Can you accept the fact that I am a murderer? Dare I fling myself into your arms, or should I flee?”
*on the next page, where he’s whirling her around madly like a doll, the French version says that he’s kissing her passionately while doing so. ;)
———- snip! ———-
CHAPTER 22: THE CRIME OF PERSEUS.
(English version; End of page 250:)
She was close to him. She gave him her hand, but before he could kiss it, she withdrew it, and bending down, suddenly kissed him softly, with charming naïveté, like a little sister bidding her brother farewell.
(French original)
The guesture was one of charming naivete, and of such chastity, that Raoul understood to be a fraternal one, like that between brother and sister, whose profound cause she did not fully understand. He touched the sweet, smiling mouth and breathed the pure breath of the young girl.
And the surprise ending!
Now THIS part* is in the original book:
*There is nothing much more to tell. Valthex never divulged his promised sensational revelations. Moreover, Gorgeret had discovered his guilt in connection with two murders in his character of Big Paul, and the bandit suddenly lost his nerve and hanged himself in his cell. His accomplice, The Arab, never received the price of his betrayal. He was condemned to be deported, and died while attempting to escape.
But THIS stuff** which follows what’s above isn’t in the original.
** Gorgeret was a much meeker person after all the excitement. In fact, he hardIy ever quarrels with Zozotte now, and she rules him without difficulty. If he begins to bully her, she has but to murmur the magic name of Raoul . . . .
And Raoul himself? He is once again shrouded in mystery, but it is just possible he may appear one day at the great gate of Volnic, if only to confront Clara with Antonine, and for the first time contemplate their two smiles at the same moment.
So here’s how the original ends:
(after *)
Perhaps it is worth mentioning that three months later, Zozotte Gorgeret ran away for fifteen days, after which she returned home to Gorgeret without any explanation.
“Take it or leave it,” she told him. “Do you still want me?”
Never had she appeared so seductive to him as she did after her little expedition. Her smiling eyes shone with brilliance and tenderness. Won over, Gorgeret opened his arms to her and asked her forgiveness.
Another fact, of little but related interest: Several months afterwards, exactly six months after Queen Olga left Paris in the company of the king, all of the bells of the Danubian royal house of Borostyrie rang to herald a blessed event. After six years of waiting, as one would hope, Queen Olga brought an heir into the world.
The king appeared on the balcony to present the child to the deliriously happy crowd. Her Majesty was radiant with joy and fierce pride. The royal bloodline was now secure . . .
And there you have it!
THE REAL END