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INTRODUCTION


More than one scholar has suggested an analogy between magic and mystery novels with respect to each one’s use of deception to fool an audience or readership. It appears to be a fair comparison.


A magician takes the stage and changes a tiger into a woman, makes an elephant disappear, pulls a rabbit from a hat, and saws a woman in half. The entire success of the performance relies on the ability to create the illusion that the feats performed are credible. Somewhere in the back of our brains we know that, no, the magician did not actually run a buzz saw through the midsection of his assistant. All the evidence indicates that that is precisely what he did do. We saw it with our own eyes.


Or did we? In most cases, such illusions depend on the magician’s ability to misdirect the attention of the audience away from the action of the trick. Perhaps a cloud of smoke distracts viewers while a lever is pulled, or a hand calls attention to its waving as the other pockets a card for later. It happens so quickly that the eye doesn’t even notice it has been misguided, thus producing the seamless experience that produces the audience’s disbelief.


In many ways, the writer of mystery stories works in a similar realm. To say nothing of the illusory nature of fiction in general and its ability to conjure imaginary worlds from thin air, mystery stories, like magic tricks, depend upon misdirection to give structure to their plotlines. The story doesn’t begin with a solution; instead, it begins with an act whose perpetrator, in league with the author, has worked to obscure his or her motives and methods. The narrative winds its way through false clues and red herrings, each precisely placed to take the eye away from the truth of the crime committed.


But there is a stark difference between the mystery writer and the magician: while the magician profits from the befuddlement of his audience, the author must also eventually reveal the truth behind the trick’s misdirection. No reader of mysteries would be satisfied by a novel that did not ultimately reveal the criminal, and so the author must also include, alongside the illusion they construct, the tools of its own dismantlement. For every false clue, they must include a real one. 


As a magician and an author of instructional books on the topic, Clayton Rawson was well-prepared to juggle these opposing elements and blend them into a series of outstanding mystery novels and short stories. His fiction featured a magician, The Great Merlini, whose help was often sought by the New York Police Department when a seemingly impossible crime had been committed.


Merlini’s name, obviously, was an homage to Merlin, the master of ancient wizardry, just as Houdini had chosen his name in honor of the father of modern conjuring, Robert-Houdini. Rawson gave his character a backstory worthy of the illustrious lineage suggested by his name: Born in a Barnum and Bailey circus car, Merlini worked as a carnival and circus magician for four years before developing his own show and touring the world. Eventually, he settled down in New York City to open a magic shop called Miracles for Sale, which is where readers first encounter him in Death From a Top Hat.


Like Merlini, Rawson was one of the country’s most famous illusionists and a member of the Society of American Magicians. Before turning to writing, he was an artist, specializing in magazine illustration and advertising. Rawson was also a distinguished editor for such publications as True Detective Magazine, Ziff-Davis Publications, Unicorn Books, Simon & Schuster’s Inner Sanctum Mysteries, and Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. In 1945, alongside Anthony Boucher, Brett Halliday, and Lawrence Treat, he founded Mystery Writers of America.


Few writers of his time were more beloved than Rawson, a quality that my own experiences with the author helped me understand. As a reasonably young fan of twenty-eight, I was able to attend my first Edgar Awards banquet in the spring of 1970. Before the ceremonies began, Rawson invited a friend and me up to his hotel room where he performed one astonishing magic trick after another. That year ended his tenure as editor of EQMM (he died a year later), so he was training Eleanor Sullivan to take over. She tells of coming to work one morning and finding a telegram on her desk: THERE IS A BOA CONSTRICTOR IN YOUR BOTTOM DRAWER. STOP. DON’T OPEN UNTIL CHRISTMAS.


A trickster at heart, Rawson’s playful sense of humor is displayed throughout the four Great Merlini novels and twelve short stories; at the same time, the author was utterly serious about constructing plots, all of which are “impossible” locked-room crimes.


In his first novel, Death From a Top Hat (1939), magicians are the victims in a series of murders and some of their colleagues, expert at deception and illusion, are the key suspects. In the second Merlini novel, The Footprints on the Ceiling (1939), the police are baffled by the murder of a man found in a room that has, yes, footprints on the ceiling, seemingly possible only by magic. In The Headless Lady (1940), the ruthless killer performs his deadly tricks under the circus big top. In the fourth and final Merlini novel, No Coffin for the Corpse (1942), the retired prestidigitator is called to investigate the murder of a neurotic millionaire who was apparently killed by a man everybody “knew” to be dead and buried.


Rawson’s short stories are no less inventive. In “From Another World,” a man is found stabbed to death in a locked room in which all the doors and windows were sealed with tape. An unconscious man who happens to be naked is discovered in a locked room in which a man has been shot to death in “Nothing Is Impossible,” but there is no murder weapon. In “Off the Face of the Earth,” a man disappears from a phone booth that has been under constant observation.


Given Rawson’s mastery of the locked room story, it comes as no surprise that the most famous author of impossible crime fiction, John Dickson Carr, ranked Rawson as one of the six greatest writers of detective fiction of all time. Death From a Top Hat ranks among the most distinguished examples of the form; in it, the magician’s expertise finds its perfect fictional application.


—OTTO PENZLER



Chapter 1
The Voice in the Hall


But see, his face is black and full of blood, His eyeballs further out than when he liv’d, Staring full ghastly like a strangled man …


Shakespeare: King Henry VI, Part II


There were times during the investigation of the case of the Dead Magicians when the New York Police Department’s official attitude toward the infernal arts of witchcraft and sorcery was damnably inconvenient. It had the annoying disadvantage of leaving us with no explanation at all.


Some of the evidence in the case would have seemed vastly more appropriate had it been reported from the forbidden interior of Tibet or from that other famous home of magic, mystery, and tall stories—India. A murderer who apparently leaves the scene of his crimes by walking straight through solid walls of brick and plaster and by floating in midair out of second story windows would, however, be uncanny enough even in Lhassa or Hyderabad. In modern Manhattan he becomes doubly incredible and rather more frightening.


As recently as two hundred and fifty years ago the authorities would have ended the matter by simply applying those bloody and infamous instruments for crime detection, the pincers and the rack, and obtained a confession of sorcerous activity from the nearest innocent bystander. But this easy technique was denied us, and we were left, armed with logic alone, to do battle with irrational dragon shapes….


Inspector Gavigan’s ordinarily jovial and assured blue eyes held an angry worried look that stayed there until Merlini finally exorcised the demons and produced a solution that satisfied the Inspector except as to one thing: he couldn’t understand why he hadn’t seen it all along. I knew exactly how he felt. I was in the same boat. All we need have done, as Merlini pointed out, was to realize exactly what it was that all the suspects had in common and just what the two things were that one of them was able to do that no one else could possibly have done.


Except for a number of things the murderer had already accomplished, the action began on a Monday evening. I had worked all week-end and through Sunday night until five in the morning on a free-lance job of advertising copy at Blanton, Dunlop & Hartwick’s, one of those madhouse advertising agencies in the Graybar Building. Their star client, after a full week of agonizing indecision, had made up his mind at 4:30 on Friday afternoon that the proposed national campaign for Sudzex Soap Flakes was lousy. He didn’t know what was wrong with it—clients never do—but his wife said it wouldn’t sell her any soap flakes, and his secretary didn’t like the illustrations. So would B. D. & H. please show him a new set of comprehensives on Monday morning.


My phone rang as I was dressing for a dinner date, and Paul Dunlop had to jack his price twice before I said yes. Always after one of those incredibly hectic and sleepless jobs I promised myself it would be the last time, yet always, somehow, I managed to think of something I could do with that much money.


When I left the agency, a crew of bleary-eyed layout men and artists were still at it, putting a bit of everything into those damned ads, including, in this case, that usually excluded item, the kitchen sink. After toast and coffee at an all-night cafeteria I walked the few blocks to my apartment on East 40th Street, took a warm shower, drew the shade against the first gray streaks of dawn, and got into bed.


I awoke to see the alarm clock scowling at me reproachfully, the corners of its mouth turned down and indicating 5:40. Reaching out an arm, I flipped up the shade and then lay there for a moment enjoying the warmth of the bed, reluctant to face the cold air breezing in at the window. Warm squares of yellow light shone out from the dark face of the apartment house opposite. I heard the deep moan of a foghorn from the near-by river that moved, dark and silent, between Manhattan and the twinkling wilderness of Long Island. In the northwestern sky a faint blur of red glowed sullenly where low-lying clouds reflected the neon brilliance of Times Square.


Presently I got up, showered, shaved, dressed, and went to the corner restaurant where I ate leisurely with a book propped up against the sugar bowl. Returning to the apartment, I folded myself up in the big armchair and tried to enjoy having nothing to do but read. I soon found, however, that I couldn’t relax comfortably so soon after the nervous, driving pace of the past few days. The book seemed pallid and dull. I dropped it, went to the kitchen and put together a Scotch and soda.


In the living room once more, I switched on the light at my desk, placed my glass on a coaster beside the typewriter, and tore open a new package of copy paper. I twisted a sheet into the machine and lit a cigarette. From the top drawer I took out a small loose-leaf notebook and removed the half dozen pages on which I had scribbled notes for a magazine article. Luncheon the week before with Dave Merton, editor of Greenbook, had resulted in a commission to do two thousand words on the state of the modern detective story. At the top of the sheet I typed off a tentative head, Death Takes a Holiday, x’d it out, and wrote two more, Murder Is Hackneyed and The Corpse on the Publisher’s Hands. I left them to age a bit and began to click off a rough outline of my main argument, a listing of my reasons for not writing detective fiction.


The detective story is a unique literature form, a complicated species of jigsaw puzzle that is not so much written as constructed; and that, according to almost mathematical formulae. It is a mental contest between reader and author that has evolved its own private code duello; a set of rules now so familiar to every detective story fan that the sales of the authors next book suffer if he so much as infringes a minor ordinance.


These rules require that the story of detection be cast in a regulation mold, fashioned according to a standard pattern that once may have seemed capable of kaleidoscopic variation, but which is now sadly worn.


The essential jigsaw pieces are these: the detective, the murder device, the clues, and the surprise solution. These elements are few, and their individual permutations rather less than infinite. The detective story has been a gold mine for many writers, but the steady demand of the last decade or so has almost entirely depleted the mother lode. Why write a detective story when all the good plots have been used, all the changes rung, all the devices made trite?


Take the detective, for instance. Take, in more or less chronological order, such characters as Dupin, Inspector Buckett, Sergeant Cuff, Lecocq, Ebenezer Gryce, Sherlock Holmes, Martin Hewitt, Dr. Thorndyke, Violet Strange, Craig Kennedy, Prof. F. X. Van Dusen, Father Brown, Dr. Priestley, Dr. Reginald Fortune, Eugene Valmont, Hercule Poirot, Hanaud, Colonel Gore, Max Carrados, The Old Man in the Corner, Frank Spargo, Dawson, Rouletabille, Uncle Abner, Arsène Lupin, Philo Vance, Lord Peter Wimsey, Anthony Gillingham, Philip Trent, Pagglioli, Mr. Tolefree, Perry Mason, Mr. J. G. Reeder, Inspector French, Superintendent Wilson, Ellery Queen, Charlie Chan, Anthony Gethryn, Roger Sheringham, Dr. Fell, Thatcher Colt, Sam Spade, Lieutenant Valcour, Hildegarde Withers, Henry Merrivale, Mr. Pinkerton, Nero Wolfe, etc., etc. Now try to invent a detective whose personal idiosyncrasies (the formula says they are necessary) are unique without being fantastic, a sleuth whose manner of deduction is original and fresh.


I stopped for a moment and, drink in hand, reviewed my listing of detective talent. With a pencil I made several additions in the margin: Nick Charles, the Baron Maxmilian Von Kaz, and Drury Lane. Lighting a new cigarette, I continued.


Consider the murder device. All the garden varieties of homicide have been exploited: shooting, stabbing, bludgeoning, drowning, suffocating, gassing, strangling, poisoning, decapitating, pushing from high places. The variations on these basic methods of dealing death have reached fantastic heights: icicle stilettos, rock salt bullets, air bubbles injected into the veins, daggers fired from air guns, tetanus lurking in the toothpaste, and all that huge assortment of concealed automatic mechanisms, the mere description of some of which is enough to scare a person to death—which, incidentally, has also been done!


And the clue. The author can ring more changes with this element, since clues depend upon time, place and circumstance. The clues of the gas tap and the missing bustle have been superseded by the clue of the electric cigarette lighter and the stolen brassiere. The list of clues, however, that have served a useful life and should be allowed a peaceful retirement is a staggering one. The clue of the barking dog, the cigar ash in the fireplace, the lipstick on the cigarette, the burned documents, the cipher letter, the missing pants button, the (collect more examples) …


Any writer’s ingenuity may be excused from balking when it surveys the depleted forest of clues, but the surprise solution—there’s the big headache. The problem consists in achieving it without leaving the reader feeling as though he had just lost his roll in a three-shell game. You’re allowed seven or eight suspects, not more, and at one time or another each and every one of them has committed the foul deed. The helpless looking baby-faced blonde; the curly haired, forthright young hero; the victim’s strait-laced maiden aunt; the doctor; lawyer; merchant; chief; even Grandma, who has been a paralyzed invalid for time out of mind; not to mention little Ethelinda, age 9, nor her pet kitten with the poisoned claws.


They’ve all done it, separately and together, and the reader knows it. In trying to escape this dilemma of exhaustion, many authors have slyly ventured outside the ordinary list of suspects, and foisted off the dirty work on the detective and the prosecuting attorney, the judge, the foreman of the jury, and, finally, in the last desperate attempt at novelty, the story teller himself. After that, there seems to be little left, except—if you can do it—the publisher of the book—or the reader!


As I see it, all that remains to be done is …


I broke off and glanced up from my typewriter with a frown. Someone out in the corridor was pounding on the door of the apartment across from mine; and now and then I could hear the low buzz of a doorbell. Two or three voices, fusing in a jumbled excited chatter, filtered through my door. I sat back helplessly to wait until they would decide to give it up and go away. Once, when I had worked on a newspaper, I had been able to write under all sorts of conditions, most of them noisy. There is something about the rhythmic clatter of a newsroom that is conducive to work, but this disturbance was merely aggravating.


Someone was evidently anxious to see the occupant of the apartment which shared the third floor with my own, though I couldn’t quite understand why. The tenant was a crusty, antisocial old so-and-so who never seemed pleased to see anyone, as far as I knew. After a tentative “good morning” once that elicited a black scowl as its sole response, I gave up trying to be neighborly. New York isn’t the town for that, anyhow. And this bird was probably as unneighborly a specimen as could be found in the whole metropolitan area.


He was tall and had Cassius’ lean and hungry look. His slicked dark hair came forward to a sharp V above his high forehead, and his eyes, wet and shiny black like an insect’s, peered coldly from a face that might have been carved from soap. In spite of all that, his erect carriage and the incisively hewn symmetry of his face made him almost handsome in a strange foreign way. He had an annoying habit of looking suspiciously back over his shoulder when I passed him in the dark hall that made me think of Count Dracula. He was, somehow, just a shade too fantastic; and his name, which I had noticed on a card at the bell push, was equally odd. It was Dr. Cesare Sabbat.


Suddenly I swung around in my chair. The voices outside took on a quickened tempo, a new throb of excitement—one of them, a woman’s, lifted above the rest. It was a curiously flat voice, charged with hysteria, a slow hypnotic tenseness, and a touch of what, oddly enough, sounded like studied horror. Six words came wading through the silence that instantly ensued and hung trembling in the air over my desk.


“There is death in that room!”


It was too much. I got up, scowling, and jerked open my door.


“What is this?” I protested. “A game?”
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Chapter 2
Death of a Necromancer


Facing to the northern clime,
Thrice he traced the Rhumic rhyme;
Thrice pronounced in accents dread,
The thrilling verse that wakes the dead …


—The Samundic Edda


In the dim light of the hall I saw three people. A man and a woman stood with their backs toward me, peering over the shoulder of another man who was down on one knee looking into the keyhole of Sabbat’s door. When I spoke they pivoted together like precision dancers. A monocle tumbled out of the crouching man’s right eye, bobbed twice at the end of its black cord, and was promptly replaced.


For a second no one spoke. The man with the monocle examined me closely, a cold scrutiny in his eyes that was vaguely disturbing. Finished with this leisurely, impudent survey, he turned a sudden disdainful back and again applied his eye to the keyhole.


“Scram!” he said. The acid in his voice made my annoyance boil over into anger.


“You took the word right out of my mouth,” I replied with feeling. Before I could expand on that theme, there was a prefatory cough at my elbow, and the other man edged in front of me, hat in hand, an ambassadorial smile on his face.


“Excuse me,” he said in a silky, oratorical voice. “I’m Col. Herbert Watrous. We have an appointment with Dr. Sabbat. Perhaps you know if he’s in?”


Stepping back so that the light from my room caught his face, I took a good look at him. He was a small, gray-haired man whose short legs were oddly inconsistent with a wide-shouldered muscular torso. There was a cropped military mustache in the exact geographical center of his fat face. Pince-nez glasses perched astride the bridge of his nose and were fastened to a slight gold chain that looped back over one ear and swung in uneven time to his movements. His chin waggled above a white muffler which was tucked neatly into a sprucely fitted dark overcoat.


I stared with frank, ill-mannered curiosity at this unexpected personal appearance of a figure whom until now I had always half believed to be an invention of the Sunday Supplement feature writers. I began, with some interest, to wonder what “the foremost psychical scientist in America” could be doing here, pounding on Sabbat’s door.


“How do you do,” I returned, with minimum politeness. “I don’t know if your friend Sabbat is in or out. Considering the racket you’ve been making, the latter seems indicated. And now, why don’t you people be considerate and go away—quietly? I’m trying to work.”


“I’m sorry if we’ve disturbed you,” he said, his hands fiddling with the ivory top of his walking stick. “But we … ah … that is, Dr. Sabbat was expecting us, and it does seem a bit odd, I might even say …” He hesitated, casting a nervous glance at the woman who stood beside him in what seemed to me an unnaturally rigid position.


“Alarming!” he finished abruptly. “Our host was quite insistent upon our arriving no later than 6:30.” He turned to the other man as if for confirmation, got none, and continued: “It’s not at all like him to …”


The woman swayed stiffly, and Watrous, with a swift motion, caught her arm. He looked at her anxiously and seemed to have forgotten about completing his sentence. The woman remained trance-like and soundless.


Stalling, and trying to fathom the queerness which hung around this group in the hall, I made conversation, inquiring, rather pointlessly, “What is Sabbat anyway, a chemist?”


The Colonel, eyes still on the woman, echoed absently, “A chemist?” Then after a pause he brought his attention back to myself.


“A chemist?” he repeated. “No, not … exactly. Why do you ask?”


“I just wondered. It smells that way now and then.” I became aware, as I said it, that the hall smelled that way now.


Watrous smiled faintly. “The hermetic art,” he said, half to himself, “is an odorous pursuit.” And then more directly: “The Doctor’s field is anthropology, with special emphasis on primitive magic and religions. He is not only a widely recognized authority on cabalistic theory, but also a practical student of many of the occult sciences. Furthermore …”


“Furthermore,” said the kneeling man quietly, “you talk too damned much.”


As he stood up and faced us I got a better look at him, though the light in the corridor was too shadowy for details and he seemed to avoid the additional illumination which came from my doorway. He was a man of medium height, in his late thirties. His body was admirably proportioned, and there was an unmistakable look of tense, willowy strength and trained coordination in his movements. I was puzzled by his clothes until I discovered who and what he was. His top hat was as shiny as they look in the advertisements, and an opera cape hung from his shoulders over evening dress that was obviously Bond Street. His face, twisted into a sardonic slant by the monocle he was wearing, had a taut, hair-trigger look. An inch-long strip of adhesive tape angled along his left lower jaw, strikingly out of key with his otherwise impeccable appearance.


Watrous pulled up momentarily, frowned, and then went on quite amiably as if nothing had happened.


“Allow me to introduce Mr. Eugene Tarot, of whom you have doubtless heard. Mr. Tarot—Mr.—” He glanced at the card tacked to my door “Harte, I think.”


I nodded coldly. The Great Tarot, of whom I had heard, was busily scowling at Watrous and didn’t even bother to nod coldly. Along with a considerable share of the public, I knew of him as the Card King, a sleight-of-hand performer of polished excellence, whose clever dexterity, chiefly in the manipulation of playing cards, had won him top theatrical bookings. He was, currently, garnering national publicity and pocketing a fat pay check for playing the title role in Xanadu, the Magician, a radio serial of his own devising that was presented nightly by a prosperous automotive sponsor.


Watrous blandly continued: “And this is Madame Rappourt, who is on her way to being recognized, if I may say so, as the greatest psychic personality of our day. The press has been so kind of late as to give her some of the attention which she so rightly merits. You have probably read …”


The Colonel’s introduction, continuing for another paragraph or so, began to sound like a side-show barker’s build up, and he lost my attention. The woman’s name was one that I half expected. Madame Rappourt was the Colonel’s discovery and protégée, a spirit medium who had created no little scientific and quite a lot of journalistic fuss in European circles. For the past two weeks, since her arrival in this country, the newspapers had showered the pair with publicity, largely favorable, which, paid for at line rates, would have amounted to plenty. I suspected that this was due partly to a prevailing lack of colorful news and partly to a smart press agent. When I discovered later that it was Watrous who had managed to induce the notices, I began to respect his flair for showmanship.


According to what he had given the papers, Madame Rappourt was a native of Hungary. A large, huskily built woman, with swarthy masculine features, she almost towered over the abridged Colonel at her side. Her eyes, imbedded in a blunt, yet somehow handsome, face were black holes, in each of which a tiny spark of light burned fiercely. She had an immense amount of jet-black hair which possessed an astonishing look of vitality and almost seemed to be growing before my eyes, in slow burnished movement. She wore a black evening wrap which she clutched around her awkwardly, as if she were cold.


I knew that she must be the owner of that oddly haunted voice, which, coming through my door, had talked of death.


Tarot shattered the Colonel’s rush of incipient oratory with simple directness. Without my noticing it, he had resumed his kneeling position at the keyhole, and I now saw that he held in his hands a key ring on which were a number of queerly shaped, angular bits of metal. I knew, intuitively, that they were picklocks.


“Turn off the spiel, Watrous,” he cut in, “and go see if that kitchenette door is locked.”


The Colonel stuttered in mid-sentence and then quickly did as he was told, going toward another door some twenty feet down the hall. Tarot caught my look of surprise as I saw the implements in his hand.


“You think,” he said, “that Sabbat is out. I don’t.”


“Nor do I!” As Madame Rappourt spoke I was looking full at her. Her lips did not move.


“That milk bottle,”—Tarot pointed at a pint of coffee cream standing near the door—“has presumably been there since early this morning. It is now six-thirty P.M. He hasn’t been out today, and besides …” He sat back on his heels and announced, with measured intonation, “This keyhole has been stuffed up from the inside!”


I watched the vague ghost of a smile materialize around Madame Rappourt’s mouth.


Watrous exclaimed loudly, “What!” and began pounding noisily on the kitchen door.


“Here, take this.” Tarot drew one of the picklocks from the ring and flung it toward Watrous. It rattled along the floor. “See if that keyhole’s stuffed too.” Tarot started probing again at the lock, one of the mortise-knob type with the large keyhole such as is ordinarily found on connecting doors.


Involuntarily I sniffed, and was again conscious of a vague laboratory odor. “I’d better call the police,” I said, turning.


Tarot whirled on me.


“You’ll do nothing of the sort—yet!” he said threateningly. “Watrous!”


“This lock’s stuffed up too!” Watrous shouted, his voice pitched high. His velvety bumbling gone, he almost squeaked, “I think I may be able to push it out, though.” He fumbled at the lock.


“Try it.” Tarot scowled and then added quickly, “Hell, no! Don’t be a fool. If he’s stuffed the keyhole, he’s probably thrown the bolts he has on these doors. Picking the locks won’t do us a damn bit of good. We’ll have to break in.”


Watrous came running back to where we stood. His face had taken on a purplish hue. He quavered breathlessly, “Perhaps Mr. Harte here has something we can smash a panel with.” He looked at me.


I was still glaring angrily at the officious Tarot. I turned without answering, went into my apartment and got the heaviest stick of firewood I had. Returning, I ignored Tarot’s outstretched hand and shoved it at Watrous. Then I walked back in to the phone and dialed Operator. “To hell with Tarot,” I was thinking, “he can’t push me around.” I told the operator to get me Police Headquarters and to snap into it.


Outside I could hear the battering of wood upon wood as I explained to an official, somewhat bored voice at headquarters that someone at 742 East 40th Street had possibly committed suicide by gas. I went back to the corridor and found that Watrous had succeeded in splintering one panel of the door. Another powerful swinging blow cracked it open, and a heavy cloying odor came out.


“Can you reach the bolt?” Tarot demanded.


Watrous crooked an arm through the opening, and we heard the sound of sliding metal. His hand was busy an instant longer, and then he withdrew his arm.


“This was in the keyhole.” He held up a wrinkled square of blue cloth and stood looking at it a bit uncertainly. I reached over and took it from him. It was the torn quarter of a man’s blue linen handkerchief.


Tarot meanwhile had gone into action with his picklocks. He tried one, and almost immediately we heard the catch click over. I shoved the cloth into my trouser pocket and stepped forward. Tarot, hand on the knob, was pushing at the door. It gave an inch or so, then stopped as if impeded by some heavy object. Tarot applied his shoulder, and the door moved slowly. He threw his whole weight against it, and we heard something scrape across the floor inside as the door swung inward far enough to allow an entrance. Tarot squeezed in and was silhouetted against a flickering yellowish light.


“You’d better stay here, Eva,” Watrous advised the woman and disappeared after Tarot. I started in. Madame Rappourt stood, tensely expectant, against the corridor wall, watching. Then she moved after us.


The others, having gone five or six feet into the room, had rounded the end of a davenport that had blocked the door but now slanted inward, angling away from the wall. They stood motionless, staring toward my left, within the room.


I jerked my head in that direction.


The air was misty with smoke. Four ovoid shapes of light that were tall candle flames wavered in the haze. They balanced delicately above the stubby ends of thick, black candles that stood in massive candlesticks of wrought iron. These, with a fifth in which the shortened candle had guttered out, were circularly arranged in the middle of the floor. The darkness, held off by their uncertain gleaming, lay thick around the walls and was heaped up in the corners of the room.


I saw only this at first. Then Tarot moved forward quickly, deeper into the room. Madame Rappourt behind me made a queer choking sound in her throat. On the bare, polished floor I saw the body of a man. He was clad in pajamas and dressing gown. His puffy, congested lips were drawn back from the jutting teeth in a fixed, distorted grimace; his eyes bulged hideously from their sockets and stared with an unblinking, fish-like intensity at the ceiling; his face, swollen and livid, was contorted into a grotesquely carved mask that bore not the slightest human expression. With difficulty I recognized Cesare Sabbat.


He lay on his back, symmetrically spread-eagled in the exact center of a large star shape that had been drawn on the floor with chalk, his head, arms, and legs extending out into the points. At the tip of each point stood one of the candles, and around this whole fantastic tableau ran a scribbled border of strange words, also in chalk.


Tetragrammaton … Tetragrammaton … Tetragrammaton—Ismael … Adonay … Ihua—Come Surgat … Come Surgat … Come Surgat!


The candle nearest Tarot, which had burned down to its socket, gave a final dancing flicker and went out. The darkness against the walls came closer.



Chapter 3
Suspects in the Dark


Faustus sold himself to the Devil,
Slashed his wrist and wrote in blood.
Pledged his soul to the Prince of Evil,
	Old Dr. Faustus.
	Bold Dr. Faustus—
Turned his face from the good.


—George Steele Seymour: Faustus


Time stretched itself out intolerably while we stood there, staring. The draught from the open door snatched at the candle flames, and the body almost seemed to move as the dark shadows beneath it crawled on the floor. At last Watrous broke the straining silence.


“Sabbat!”


His voice now was harsh, cracked, and his hands trembled. No one else spoke.


I rubbed my palms against my trousers, wiping away the dampness, and glanced quickly around the room. On the left, beyond Sabbat’s feet, a heavy marble fireplace towered, dominating that end of the room. Above it dull gleams of coppery light picked out the raised portions of a great circular plaque and traced a complex design of intersecting circles and unfamiliar symbols. To the right of the hearth a folding screen partially concealed what appeared to be a large worktable bearing the scattered glint of glassware.


On the floor near me, against the high, carved legs of the davenport, lay a black carpet, neatly rolled. On the side of the room opposite the door dark hangings, closely drawn before a large studio window, reached from ceiling to floor. The right half of the room was lined shoulder high with solidly filled bookshelves. The savage, eyeless faces of half a dozen ceremonial masks peered with feverish distortion from the walls and contrasted violently with the businesslike desk and steel filing cabinets in one corner, which, with several chairs, low tables, and a floor lamp or two comprised the remaining furniture. In the center of the right hand wall, slicing into the rampart of shelves, I saw the black rectangle of an arched doorway that led, I suspected, as did my own, into a short inner hall from which opened the entrances to kitchenette, bedroom, and bath.


Watrous was incredulous. “Is—is he—dead?”


Tarot took his eyes from the body and narrowed them on the Colonel. His voice, except for an incisive sarcasm, was emotionless.


“What do you think? ’S a damn funny place to sleep!”


“But I,” Watrous jerked, “I don’t … understand. There’s no gas.”


“Gas?” Tarot looked puzzled.


“Yes—the stuffed keyholes. This smell is incense—from that burner.” He indicated a squat bronze object on the mantelpiece. “It’s not—”


“Use your eyes, man!” Tarot snapped. “Look at that face. Asphyxiation, yes. But not gas. He’s been strangled.”


The thought had crossed my mind, yet I started when I heard the words. Rappourt moved and caught my attention. I saw that her rigidity and labored respiration had gone. She was bending forward, keenly alert, her eyes wide, with white showing beneath the black staring pupils.


I said, “There’d be marks of some sort on his throat, wouldn’t there?”


Tarot stepped over the chalked circle closer to the body and looked down. “There should be—and there aren’t. But that’s no queerer than the rest of this …” He was starting to kneel.


“Maybe you’d better not touch him,” I warned. “The police are on their way.”


Tarot straightened. Somehow I felt that I had put a dent in that colossal self-confidence of his which was so annoying. His monocle flashed at me.


“While we were smashing in the door, eh?”


I nodded, watching him.


“But,” Watrous argued doubtfully, “you’re saying that Sabbat—”


“Was murdered!” Tarot finished. “And since these windows look directly on to the river, it’s quite possible that the murderer …” His voice had lowered and was speculative. Leaving his thought half expressed, he turned to face the now forbidding darkness of the inner doorway. Together with his turning I saw a smooth motion of hand to pocket, and then blue metal highlights glittered in his hand. He held a square-nosed automatic.


“Get some lights, somebody! That switch by the door.”


I jumped at it. I flicked it with my thumb … once … twice … Thin metallic clicks came, but that was all. Tarot yanked a candle from its socket and moved toward the black hall. I grabbed the next nearest and started after him. He looked over his shoulder, stopped short and spun around. His gun, held stiffly before him, seemed to point at me.


“You stay where you are!”


I kept on going, partly because I disliked Tarot’s self-appointed leadership, partly because I felt that he was being a bit too melodramatic. The odds were against finding a murderer hidden on the scene of his crime.


“All right, sap!” he said. “Take the bedroom.”


He slipped into the doorway ahead of me, turned right, and vanished through a swinging door into the kitchen. I went on several paces and stopped before the single door on the left. Kicking it open, I held my candle high and fumbled inside for the switch. I found it and got another empty, ineffective click. I hesitated for an instant on the black brink, and then stepped in, suddenly, as if entering a cold shower.


My candle flame dipped precariously at the quick motion, and I slowed cautiously. The room contained a bed, dresser, and chair. The bed was made. I looked under it and then investigated a clothes closet. That exhausted the hiding places. There were two windows; one faced the blank rear wall of another apartment house and overlooked a bare stone court three stories below; the other, on the river side, dropped sheer to the water. Both were securely fastened.


“Tarot!”


I had one hand on the window catch, trying it, when I heard Watrous yell. I turned around so fast my candle flapped out. One bound took me through the door into the hall where I smacked solidly against Tarot as he shot out of the bathroom. We both swore.


Watrous ran at us, blurted excitedly, “She’s fainted! Give me that.” He snatched Tarot’s candle, which was miraculously still alight, and popped into the kitchen. I heard running water splash in the sink as we hurried back into the living room.


Darkness had moved in threateningly on the two remaining candles. Madame Rappourt was a limp huddle on the floor. We lifted her into a large armchair. Her head rolled, mouth open. Watrous came with a glass of water, and Tarot leaned forward to support the medium’s head as the Colonel tipped the glass against her pale lips. Water dribbled down the side of her face and neck, and she began to come out of it, choking.


She moaned slightly and mumbled indistinguishably in a blurred, fuzzy voice. Her eyelids fluttered and then stayed open. She looked at the Colonel, who had put aside the glass and was bent over, awkwardly rubbing her wrists.


“I’ll be all right in a moment,” she said thinly. “Then you must take me home.”


Watrous nodded and opened his mouth.


Tarot spoke first. “Mr. Harte’s friends, the police, won’t like that, you know, Watrous.”


I let that crack pass and spoke to Watrous. “You might take her across to my room where it’s light, and there isn’t any …” I gestured at the body.


“Perhaps I’d better,” he assented. But he made no move. He frowned thoughtfully and inclined his head toward the inner hall. “In there, you found nothing?”


I shook my head. Tarot put the gun back in his pocket and said, “No.”


Watrous nodded, one hand holding Rappourt’s arm, and looked across at the body. “That would have been disappointing. You know, this business is beginning to interest me highly. The authorities all state that unless very precise and proper precautions are taken during an evocation the demon may turn on the sorcerer and wring his neck. Many such instances have been recorded, though I haven’t yet found any well-authenticated modern ones. I’m beginning to think that maybe the police are going to have a bit of a job on their hands.”


“Slow down for the corners, Colonel,” Tarot said cynically. “Your imagination’s running wild again. Maybe the dead can return to jiggle tables and blow trumpets, though I should think they’d feel damned silly doing it. But when you insinuate that some demon twisted Sabbat’s neck for him … eyewash! And you know it.”


That was the wrong way to rub the Colonel’s fur. He argued, “But if there’s no one else here, and the doors were all locked and bolted, and the windows …”


I walked over and pulled back the velvet hangings. A pale hint of moonlight filtered in. I glanced at the window fastening. “The windows in the other room and in here,” I announced, “are all locked.”


“You see,” Watrous said. “What else …”


“At the moment I don’t know what else,” Tarot snorted. “But there’s some way out of here. Duvallo should be able …” He stopped thoughtfully.


“Duvallo!” Watrous exclaimed. “I wonder what’s delaying him. He should be here by now.”


“That is queer.” Tarot pushed back his cuff and glanced at a silver wrist watch. “It’s six-forty-five.”


“Is Duvallo expected?” I asked, moderately thunderstruck.


Watrous nodded. “He was to meet us here.”


This was getting “curiouser and curiouser.” The Society of American Magicians would shortly have enough members present to constitute a quorum.


With Watrous’ help, Rappourt rose. He had started with her toward the door when a voice said:


“Hello, folks. What’s up? Why all the dim religious light? Sabbat giving one of his séances?”


A man in evening clothes, topcoat on arm, hat tipped far back on his head, stood just inside the door at the end of the davenport. A woman stood beside him. She wore an evening gown that shimmered in the light and a white fur jacket with a high collar. The slightly foolish smiles on their faces indicated that they were both half seas over. The woman rocked a bit and hung more tightly to her companion’s arm. “LaClaire!” Watrous piped. “What are you doing here?”


“Well, why not? We—er—thought there might be a cocktail in the shaker.” His eyes strayed unsteadily around the room. “Where’s Sabbat?” Then he saw the thing on the floor, and the bottom dropped out of his voice. A blank look of consternation washed the alcoholic grin from his face. The woman said, “Oh!” and I could hear her suck in her breath.


“Strangled!” Watrous said, with a consummate absence of tact. As they stood there, staring, he blurbled a quick, condensed story of our breaking in. Tarot walked to the window and stood with his back to us looking out. His fingers tapped impatiently on the pane. Rappourt dropped back into her chair. A vague psychic sense I didn’t know I had responded to a faint hint of some new quality in the room’s atmosphere and sent an uneasy shiver wavering within me, a cold feeling of danger near-by and waiting.


I looked at the newcomers and saw the bleached platinum blondness of the woman and the dark, long-lashed eyes that were now almost perfect circles. I saw the man’s oddly disturbing combination of green eyes and blond hair, and noticed, when he nervously drew his right hand across his jaw, that the forefinger was missing and that the others were strangely twisted. He turned, his uncertainty suddenly gone.


“Come on, Zelma, let’s get the hell out of here.”


Zelma, however, had been oppositely affected by the sight. Hand at her mouth she ran quickly toward the bathroom. Her face had a pallid sickly color. LaClaire blinked at her comprehendingly and followed.


“Aren’t there any lights in this joint?” he threw back.


“They’re out of order,” Watrous explained. We heard them fumble at the bathroom door, and then it slammed.


“You’d better stick around, Alfred,” Watrous began, as LaClaire came back into the room. “Harte here has called the police.”


“Harte?” LaClaire asked, giving me a suspicious scowl.


“Mr. Harte, Mr. LaClaire,” the Colonel officiated. He was a sucker for etiquette, and it occurred to me that he’d probably go around introducing people at a fire. “Harte lives across the hall.” And to me, “The LaClaires have a most interesting mental routine presenting Mrs. LaClaire as The Woman with the Radio Mind. I doubt if anyone, even the Zancigs, have ever attained as high a degree of skill in the presentation of the second-sight trick.”


The Colonel was a natural public relations counsel. I groaned inwardly when I heard this bit of ballyhoo. Another brace of magicians! If Duvallo, when he showed up, would only bring along a couple of acrobats and a man who could play Humoresque on the saw, we could go to town with a full evening’s show. I could do my trick with the matches.


“Listen,” LaClaire said to Watrous. “We’re going to beat it. We’re playing a date tonight and if the cops get here …”


We all heard it. The muted wail of a siren from the street outside.


“Well, that’s that,” LaClaire said and was silent. A moment later there were running footsteps on the stairs. We watched the door. Two red-faced cops came through it. The scent of cold air still clung to their uniforms. Halting just inside, they looked at us, their badges and buttons winking like stars in the candlelight.


I heard a second siren, its pitch rising as it came nearer.



Chapter 4
The Locked Room


From goolies and ghosties,
From long-legged beasties,
From things that go bump in the night,
Good Lord deliver us.


—Old Scottish Prayer


There was a small click, and we blinked stupidly at the light which an electric torch poured into our faces. The policeman that held it said nothing, but swung it in a slow circle, washing the walls with brilliance. The masks on the wall jutted out in sharp relief and revealed details of caricatured line, form, and color that were starkly exotic. Hanging with them, I now saw framed reproductions of Peter Breughel’s Mad Meg and Hieronymus Bosch’s The Mouth of Hell, two painted medieval imaginings that would make any psychiatrist stop and think twice—uneasily. In another place, near the faded colors of a Tibetan prayer flag, the light glowed yellow as it touched upon a gold crucifix whose inverted position was distinctly ominous.


The light reached the floor, jerked and stopped. The straining lifeless face centered in that bright theatric circle might have been a mask fallen from the wall.


The cop, moving swiftly, knelt by the body and touched the cheek. Again he turned the flashlight on us.


“What’s wrong with the lights?” he demanded.


The Colonel, somewhat shakily and with an uncharacteristic lapse into understatement, explained that they didn’t seem to be working. He started to plunge from there into an account of what had happened, but his introductory sentence was cut short by the arrival of a white-coated intern carrying a pulmotor. Outside another siren screamed hoarsely.


The man with the flashlight stood up. “We won’t need you, Doc. You’re way too late. The medical examiner can handle this one. Joe, you run down and tell one of the boys who just rolled in to keep an eye on the door. Phone the station and get the Homicide Squad started. Then see about these lights.”


Joe said, “Okay, Steve,” and left.


Steve went on, “You people stay where you are at that end of the room, and you,” he poked a finger toward Tarot who stood in the dark shadow at one side of the window, “join ’em.” Tarot obeyed, leisurely. Steve looked at us a moment in an uncertain way and then placed his torch on the edge of the desk. Its bright rounded eye looked at us with inappropriate gaiety.


“Who phoned headquarters?” Steve inquired finally, unbuttoning his coat and extracting a notebook and pencil.


I pleaded guilty to that and then quickly gave him the rest of the story. Steve interrupted several times with questions, and just as I finished Joe came back and got busy on the phone. He was followed by a third man in uniform. To him Steve said:


“Find the light box, Nick.” And then, notebook ready and pointing his pencil at Rappourt, he added, “Now, I’ll have all your names please.”


But before Madame Rappourt could answer, Nick’s voice came back from the inner hall into which he had disappeared. His words were hard and brittle. “I’ve got you covered! … Come outta there and keep your hands up.” Steve’s gun came from its holster before Nick had finished speaking. He peered past us into the hallway, his eyebrows lifting.
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