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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Introduction


by George A. Vanderburgh and Robert E. Weinberg


WEIRD TALES, THE SELF-DESCRIBED “Unique Magazine,” and one of the most influential Golden Age pulp magazines in the first half of the twentieth century, was home to a number of now-well-recognized names, including Robert Bloch, August Derleth, Robert E. Howard, H. P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, and Manly Wade Wellman.


But among such stiff competition was another writer, more popular at the time than all of the aforementioned authors, and paid at a higher rate because of it. Over the course of ninety-two stories and a serialized novel, his most endearing character captivated pulp magazine readers for nearly three decades, during which time he received more front cover illustrations accompanying his stories than any of his fellow contributors.


The writer’s name was Seabury Quinn, and his character was the French occult detective Jules de Grandin.


Perhaps you’ve never heard of de Grandin, his indefatigable assistant Dr. Trowbridge, or the fictional town of Harrisonville, New Jersey. Perhaps you’ve never even heard of Seabury Quinn (or maybe only in passing, as a historical footnote in one of the many essays and reprinted collections of Quinn’s now-more-revered contemporaries). Certainly, de Grandin was not the first occult detective—Algernon Blackwood’s John Silence, Hodgson’s Thomas Carnacki, and Sax Rohmer’s Moris Klaw preceded him—nor was he the last, as Wellman’s John Thunstone, Margery Lawrence’s Miles Pennoyer, and Joseph Payne Brennan’s Lucius Leffing all either overlapped with the end of de Grandin’s run or followed him. And without doubt de Grandin shares more than a passing resemblance to both Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes (especially with his Dr. Watson-like sidekick) and Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot.


Indeed, even if you were to seek out a de Grandin story, your options over the years would have been limited. Unlike Lovecraft, Smith, Wellman, Bloch, and other Weird Tales contributors, the publication history of the Jules de Grandin tales is spotty at best. In 1966, Arkham House printed roughly 2,000 copies of The Phantom-Fighter, a selection of ten early works. In the late 1970s, Popular Library published six paperback volumes of approximately thirty-five assorted tales, but they are now long out of print. In 2001, the specialty press The Battered Silicon Dispatch Box released an oversized, three-volume hardcover set of every de Grandin story (the first time all the stories had been collected), and, while still in production, the set is unavailable to the general trade.


So, given how obscure Quinn and his character might seem today, it’s justifiably hard to understand how popular these stories originally were, or how frequently new ones were written. But let the numbers tell the tale: from October 1925 (when the very first de Grandin story was released) to December 1933, a roughly eight-year span, de Grandin stories appeared in an incredible sixty-two of the ninety-six issues that Weird Tales published, totaling well-over three-quarters of a million words. Letter after letter to the magazine’s editor demanded further adventures from the supernatural detective.


If Quinn loomed large in the mind of pulp readers during the magazine’s hey-day, then why has his name fallen on deaf ears since? Aside from the relative unavailability of his work, the truth is that Quinn has been successfully marginalized over the years by many critics, who have often dismissed him as simply a hack writer. The de Grandin stories are routinely criticized as being of little worth, and dismissed as unimportant to the development of weird fiction. A common argument, propped up by suspiciously circular reasoning, concludes that Quinn was not the most popular writer for Weird Tales, just the most prolific.


These critics seem troubled that the same audience who read and appreciated the work of Lovecraft, Smith, and Howard could also enjoy the exploits of the French ghostbuster. And while it would be far from the truth to suggest that the literary merits of the de Grandin stories exceed those of some of his contemporaries’ tales, Quinn was a much more skillful writer, and the adventures of his occult detective more enjoyable to read, than most critics are willing to acknowledge. In the second half of the twentieth century, as the literary value of some pulp-fiction writers began to be reconsidered, Quinn proved to be the perfect whipping boy for early advocates attempting to destigmatize weird fiction: He was the hack author who churned out formulaic prose for a quick paycheck. Anticipating charges that a literary reassessment of Lovecraft would require reevaluating the entire genre along with him, an arbitrary line was quickly drawn in the sand, and as the standard-bearer of pulp fiction’s popularity, the creator of Jules de Grandin found himself on the wrong side of that line.


First and foremost, it must be understood that Quinn wrote to make money, and he was far from the archetypal “starving artist.” At the same time that his Jules de Grandin stories were running in Weird Tales, he had a similar series of detective stories publishing in Real Detective Tales. Quinn was writing two continuing series at once throughout the 1920s, composing approximately twenty-five thousand words a month on a manual typewriter. Maintaining originality under such a grueling schedule would be difficult for any author, and even though the de Grandin stories follow a recognizable formula, Quinn still managed to produce one striking story after another. It should also be noted that the tendency to recycle plots and ideas for different markets was very similar to the writing practices of Weird Tales’s other prolific and popular writer, Robert E. Howard, who is often excused for these habits, rather than criticized for them.


Throughout his many adventures, the distinctive French detective changed little. His penchant for amusingly French exclamations was a constant through all ninety-three works, as was his taste for cigars and brandy after (and sometimes before) a hard day’s work, and his crime-solving styles and methods remained remarkably consistent. From time to time, some new skill or bit of knowledge was revealed to the reader, but in most other respects the Jules de Grandin of “The Horror on the Links” was the same as the hero of the last story in the series, published twenty-five years later.




He was a perfect example of the rare French blond type, rather under medium height, but with a military erectness of carriage that made him look several inches taller than he really was. His light-blue eyes were small and exceedingly deep-set, and would have been humorous had it not been for the curiously cold directness of their gaze. With his wide mouth, light mustache waxed at the ends in two perfectly horizontal points, and those twinkling, stock-taking eyes, he reminded me of an alert tomcat.





Thus is de Grandin described by Dr. Trowbridge in the duo’s first meeting in 1925. His personal history is dribbled throughout the stories: de Grandin was born and raised in France, attended medical school, became a prominent surgeon, and in the Great War served first as a medical officer, then as a member of the intelligence service. After the war, he traveled the world in the service of French Intelligence. His age is never given, but it’s generally assumed that the occult detective is in his early forties.


Samuel Trowbridge, on the other hand, is a typical conservative small-town doctor of the first half of the twentieth century (as described by Quinn, he is a cross between an honest brother of George Bernard Shaw and former Chief Justice of the United States Charles Evans Hughes). Bald and bewhiskered, most—if not all—of his life was spent in the same town. Trowbridge is old-fashioned and somewhat conservative, a member of the Knights Templar, a vestryman in the Episcopal Church, and a staunch Republican.


While the two men are dissimilar in many ways, they are also very much alike. Both are fine doctors and surgeons. Trowbridge might complain from time to time about de Grandin’s wild adventures, but he always goes along with them; there is no thought, ever, of leaving de Grandin to fight his battles alone. More than any other trait, though, they are two men with one mission, and perhaps for that reason they remained friends for all of their ninety-three adventures and countless trials.


The majority of Quinn’s de Grandin stories take place in or near Harrisonville, New Jersey, a fictional community that rivals (with its fiends, hauntings, ghouls, werewolves, vampires, voodoo, witchcraft, and zombies) Lovecraft’s own Arkham, Massachusetts. For more recent examples of a supernatural-infested community, one need look no further than the modern version of pulp-fiction narratives … television. Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s Sunnydale, California, and The Night Strangler’s Seattle both reflect the structural needs of this type of supernatural narrative.


Early in the series, de Grandin is presented as Trowbridge’s temporary house guest, having travelled to the United States to study both medicine and modern police techniques, but Quinn quickly realized that the series was due for a long run and recognized that too much globe-trotting would make the stories unwieldy. A familiar setting would be needed to keep the main focus of each tale on the events themselves. Harrisonville, a medium-sized town outside New York City, was completely imaginary, but served that purpose.


Most of the de Grandin stories feature beautiful girls in peril. Quinn discovered early on that Farnsworth Wright, Weird Tales’s editor from 1924 to 1940, believed nude women on the cover sold more copies, so when writing he was careful to always feature a scene that could translate to appropriately salacious artwork. Quinn also realized that his readers wanted adventures with love and romance as central themes, so even his most frightening tales were given happy endings ( … of a sort).


And yet the de Grandin adventures are set apart from the stories they were published alongside by their often explicit and bloody content. Quinn predated the work of Clive Barker and the splatterpunk writers by approximately fifty years, but, using his medical background, he wrote some truly terrifying horror stories; tales like “The House of Horror” and “The House Where Time Stood Still” feature some of the most hideous descriptions of mutilated humans ever set down on paper. The victims of the mad doctor in “The House of Horror” in particular must rank near the top of the list of medical monstrosities in fiction.


Another element that set Quinn’s occult detective apart from others was his pioneering use of modern science in the fight against ancient superstitions. De Grandin fought vampires, werewolves, and even mummies in his many adventures, but oftentimes relied on the latest technology to save the day. The Frenchman put it best in a conversation with Dr. Trowbridge at the end of “The Blood-Flower”:




“And wasn’t there some old legend to the effect that a werewolf could only be killed with a silver bullet?”


“Ah, bah,” he replied with a laugh. “What did those old legend-mongers know of the power of modern firearms? … When I did shoot that wolfman, my friend, I had something more powerful than superstition in my hand. Morbleu, but I did shoot a hole in him large enough for him to have walked through.”





Quinn didn’t completely abandon the use of holy water, ancient relics, and magical charms to defeat supernatural entities, but he made it clear that de Grandin understood that there was a place for modern technology as well as old folklore when it came to fighting monsters. Nor was de Grandin himself above using violence to fight his enemies. Oftentimes, the French occult investigator served as judge, jury and executioner when dealing with madmen, deranged doctors, and evil masterminds. There was little mercy in his stories for those who used dark forces.


While sex was heavily insinuated but rarely covered explicitly in the pulps, except in the most general of terms, Quinn again was willing to go where few other writers would dare. Sexual slavery, lesbianism, and even incest played roles in his writing over the years, challenging the moral values of the day.


In the end, there’s no denying that the de Grandin stories are pulp fiction. Many characters are little more than assorted clichés bundled together. De Grandin is a model hero, a French expert on the occult, and never at a loss when battling the most evil of monsters. Dr. Trowbridge remains the steadfast companion, much in the Dr. Watson tradition, always doubting but inevitably following his friend’s advice. Quinn wrote for the masses, and he didn’t spend pages describing landscapes when there was always more action unfolding.


The Jules de Grandin stories were written as serial entertainment, with the legitimate expectation that they would not be read back to back. While all of the adventures are good fun, the best way to properly enjoy them is over an extended period of time. Plowing through one story after another will lessen their impact, and greatly cut down on the excitement and fun of reading them. One story a week, which would stretch out this entire five-volume series over two years, might be the perfect amount of time needed to fully enjoy these tales of the occult and the macabre. They might not be great literature, but they don’t pretend to be. They’re pulp adventures, and even after seventy-five years, the stories read well.


Additionally, though the specific aesthetic values of Weird Tales readers were vastly different than those of today’s readers, one can see clearly see the continuing allure of these types of supernatural adventures, and the long shadow that they cast over twentieth and early twenty-first century popular culture. Sure, these stories are formulaic, but it is a recipe that continues to be popular to this day. The formula of the occult detective, the protector who stands between us and the monsters of the night, can be seen time and time again in the urban fantasy and paranormal romance categories of commercial fiction, and is prevalent in today’s television and movies. Given the ubiquity and contemporary popularity of this type of narrative, it’s actually not at all surprising that Seabury Quinn was the most popular contributor to Weird Tales.


We are proud to present the first of five volumes reprinting every Jules de Grandin story written by Seabury Quinn. Organized chronologically, as they originally appeared in Weird Tales magazine, this is the first time that the collected de Grandin stories have been made available in trade editions.


Each volume has been graced by tremendous artwork from renowned artist Donato Giancola, who has given Quinn’s legendary character an irresistible combination of grace, cunning and timelessness. We couldn’t have asked for a better way to introduce “the occult Hercule Poirot” to a new generation of readers.


Finally, if Seabury Quinn is watching from above, and closely scrutinizing the shelves of bookstores, he would undoubtedly be pleased as punch, and proud as all get-out, to find his creation, Dr. Jules de Grandin, rising once again in the minds of readers around the world, battling the forces of darkness … wherever, whoever, or whatever the nature of their evil might be.


When the Jaws of Darkness Open,


Only Jules de Grandin Stands in Satan’s Way!


Robert E. Weinberg


Chicago, Illinois, USA


and


George A. Vanderburgh


Lake Eugenia, Ontario, Canada


23 September 2016




Jules de Grandin: “The Pillar of Weird Tales”


by Darrell Schweitzer


FOR SOMEONE WHO PLAYED such an important role in the magazine’s heyday, there is surprisingly little information available about Seabury Quinn and his behind-the-scenes relationship with Weird Tales. Author and pulp magazine contributor E. Hoffmann Price, among the memoirs in his Book of the Dead (Arkham House, 2001), profiles Quinn, but doesn’t say much about him in connection to Weird Tales. Price also profiles WT editor Farnsworth Wright, but doesn’t mention Quinn. Price could be an insightful biographer, and he esteemed both men highly, but given that Price regarded pulp writing as purely a trade—something done for the money, the same as carpentry or brick-laying—it isn’t surprising that he skimps on the working details, which to him were unimportant.


It is clear enough that Quinn, who lived in Brooklyn until mid-1937, when he lost his job as editor of the mortician’s journal Casket and Sunnyside and moved to Washington, D.C., was not a member of Wright’s social circle. The Weird Tales office was in Chicago. So Quinn could hardly have been one of the “Varnished Vultures”—an informal club of writers, editors, and artists associated with the magazine who regularly met in Wright’s apartment (Price was a member)—or someone who stopped by on occasion to help read manuscripts. To my knowledge, Wright and Quinn never met—at least, I’ve yet to find someone who can confirm they did.


We do know that Quinn met H.P. Lovecraft on several occasions when Lovecraft was visiting New York. Lovecraft thought well of him, but not of his work, and it is not hard to find comments about him in the various volumes of Lovecraft’s letters. For example, HPL wrote the following to author J. Vernon Shea on July 30, 1931:




I met Quinn twice during my stay in N.Y. & find him exceedingly intelligent and likeable. He is 44 years old but looks rather less than that. Increasingly stocky, dark, with a closely-clipped moustache. He is first of all a shrewd business man & freely affirms that he manufactures hokum to order for market demands—in contrast to the artist, who seeks sincere expression as the result of an obscure inward necessity.





This was not the only time Lovecraft spoke poorly of Quinn’s contributions to the magazine. To author Robert Bloch he wrote, in mid-November 1934, that “de Grandin is merely a puppet moulded according to cheap popular demand—he represents nothing of Quinn.” To writer Natalie H. Wooley, on November 22, 1934, he bemoaned the “devolution” of various writers—including Quinn, Price, Edmond Hamilton, A. Merritt, and many others—who succumbed to the “insidious cheapness of the pulp magazine tradition” so that they lost their status as “sincere writers” and came across as mere “herd-caterers.” And again, to Bloch on May 9, 1934, he said: “Quinn, also, has frankly sold his soul to Mammon—but he could turn out magnificent stuff if he would.” And so on in a similar vein. There is no need to quote any more.


Since we tend to view the entire Weird Tales scene through a Lovecraftian lens, it has become perceived wisdom over the years that Quinn was a disinterested craftsman who just typed out his stories and sent them in, and Farnsworth Wright bought them like yard-goods. No interaction, just pure business.


What’s wrong with this picture is that it is not entirely true. It is not even mostly true. Fortunately, we do get a glimpse from Quinn’s point of view in a series of letters he wrote to the artist Virgil Finlay between January and October of 1937. This correspondence takes up thirty-two pages in Fantasy Collector’s Annual, 1975, edited and published by Gerry de la Ree.


The personality revealed in the letters is not quite what we’d expect from the dignified figure we see in the few surviving photos of Quinn. He is informal, slangy, maybe even a little pushy. He uses words like “feller” and signs himself with his initials, always drawing little smiley faces inside the “Q.” He also has a fairly large ego. The correspondence is prefaced with a letter from Quinn to Farnsworth Wright, in which he extolls the virtues of “The Globe of Memories” (one of his first non-de Grandin stories during the period in which he took a brief “vacation” from the mercurial Frenchman’s adventures) in no uncertain terms:




Dear Wright:


Ambrose Bierce might have written





THE GLOBE OF MEMORIES




but he didn’t. I did!





He then asks that Finlay be allowed to illustrate it, at which point his correspondence with Finlay ensues.


The letters are full of revelations, about Quinn, Weird Tales, and de Grandin. For all Quinn claims—“Because of my inability to visualize my characters as pictures […] I don’t really know what [de Grandin] looks like”—he most definitely does know, and later includes a drawing (that looks like it was cut from a comic strip) to specify exactly what his hero looks like, down to the right kind of moustache – “needle,” not “fish-hook.” In fact, Finlay eventually found Quinn a little irritating and a micro-manager. Sometimes Quinn says that Finlay should follow his own imagination, but at other times he is specifying how many people are in a scene, in what poses, with what costumes, etc.


What is very clear from these letters from the author is that de Grandin is more than the “puppet” Lovecraft supposed, caring quite a bit for how his characters were portrayed. Of course, Quinn did make a substantial amount of money from the adventures of de Grandin and Trowbridge. “For that reason, if no other, I should be fond of them,” he writes. “But my liking goes deeper. I really regard them as personal friends, and it’s sometimes a shock to me to realize that there is no Harrisonville, NJ, no Dr. Samuel Trowbridge, no Jules de Grandin.”


That doesn’t sound like a mere hack writer, does it?


Quinn was very pleased with the portraits of de Grandin and Trowbridge that Finlay produced, which were used as a standard feature for most of the pair’s later appearances in Weird Tales. He also acquired some of Finlay’s cover paintings and decorated his office with them. (These he received from Wright as gifts, since in those days pulp artists sold their work to publishers outright, never imagining it would have any resale value.)


We learn some other intriguing details: While there is no evidence that Wright ever asked for revisions, or worked with Quinn on the content of the de Grandin stories very much, we do learn that “Frozen Beauty” was originally entitled “The Snow Queen,” presumably as an allusion to the fairy tale. Wright changed that. He thought it was too “highbrow.”


In one of the earlier letters Quinn expresses more than passing interest in Weird Tales itself, repeating to Finlay in detail what he must have previously written to Wright. He wanted to redesign the magazine entirely, transforming it into a quality digest on semi-glossy paper like Coronet or Reader’s Digest, which would appeal to a more general audience. He had very exact ideas about what kinds of art should be used, how they should be placed, etc. There’s no record of how Wright responded, but in any case, most of Quinn’s suggestions came to nothing. Weird Tales remained a pulp, its appearance (largely thanks to Finlay) steadily improving in the late ’30s, but another of Quinn’s ideas did come to fruition. It was he who suggested to Wright that Finlay should be given a full page each issue to illustrate a scene or image from famous fantastic or weird poems. Finlay’s “poetry page” soon became one of the most popular features in Weird Tales.


Of course, one of the reasons Weird Tales never transcended the pulp category was lack of money. Quinn was fully aware of the privations the magazine had suffered in the depths of the Depression. It was, he explained to Finlay (who was younger, and had not been involved with the magazine at the time), “a minor miracle” that Wright and his associates were able to keep Weird Tales going at all.


How Weird Tales survived this crisis is a particularly dramatic story, which Quinn didn’t tell Finlay. The details were only discovered recently, and described in an essay by scholar Scott Connors, “Weird Tales and the Great Depression,” which was published in The Robert E. Howard Reader, an anthology I edited in 2010. It seems that, in order to pay printing bills as the magazine was struggling to establish itself, publisher J.C. Henneberger sold the majority interest in Weird Tales to the printer, one B. Cornelius. The understanding was that once the magazine became profitable, Cornelius would be repaid and he would return the stock to Henneberger.


Then the Depression hit. But, believing the claims of then-president Herbert Hoover that prosperity was “just around the corner,” Henneberger and his editor Farnsworth Wright instead decided to double down, launching a companion magazine, Oriental Stories, with its first issue dated October-November 1930. Customarily, distributors held back payments for three issues of a magazine, and so they wouldn’t pay for any sales of Oriental Stories until a fourth issue was delivered. Until that fourth issue, Weird Tales would have to earn enough to support both itself and Oriental.


Cornelius, the printer who had been sold a majority interest in Weird Tales, had been patient. Depression-era pulp printers often had to run on credit because otherwise they might have nothing to print and not even the promise of income, and would have to let their employees go. But enough was enough, and sometime in late 1931, Cornelius ordered Henneberger and Wright to shut Weird Tales down. That could very well have been the end of the magazine, except that Wright was able to convince Cornelius that he had in inventory two serials strong enough to save the magazine.


One was Tam, Son of Tiger an imitation Tarzan novel by Otis Adelbert Kline, which in theory could draw some buyers away from Argosy, where that sort of thing usually appeared.


The other was The Devil’s Bride by Seabury Quinn, easily the longest Jules de Grandin story ever written, which was ultimately stretched out over six issues, February to July 1932. In Quinn’s story was something reliably popular enough to keep Weird Tales going, and it eventually did make it through, if only barely, to the other side of the Great Depression. When you consider that Robert E. Howard still had his best Weird Tales material in front of him (the first Conan story, “The Phoenix on the Sword,” appeared in the December 1932 issue), and that all of the Weird Tales work of C.L. Moore, Robert Bloch, and many others was yet to come, it is worth pausing to reflect on how much fantastic literature owes to Seabury Quinn’s excitable Frenchman.


The Devil’s Bride is, of course, quintessential pulp fiction. Here Quinn pulls out all the stops. Yet another imperiled society girl (a standby in the de Grandin series) is kidnapped at her wedding rehearsal by a truly fiendish cult of Yezidees, Satanists, Communists, and who knows what else. There ensue gory murders, a raid on a Black Mass, and, at the climax, a police and army raid on an even larger cult orgy in West Africa, which is conducted with such violence that it makes Inspector Legrasse’s adventure in the Louisiana swamp, from Lovecraft’s “The Call of Cthulhu,” look like the issuance of a parking ticket. Don’t forget the family curse. The girl in question is the descendant of a Yezidee promised to Satan. A family heirloom, a “bridal girdle,” is partially composed of human skin. Various young ladies end up unclad throughout the course of the story (Quinn certainly knew how to get his tales featured on the covers of Weird Tales, which in this period almost always featured nudes).


What more could any pulp reader want? The Devil’s Bride is lurid as all get-out, containing weird cultism, thrilling action, kidnappings, escapes, a sinister wolf-master, a naked lady found crucified in a convent garden, jungle adventure, massive slaughter … just about everything short of dinosaurs and a giant ape. There is also more characterization than usual. If we are to be in the company of Jules de Grandin for six issues, we must inevitably learn more about him, including the surprising tale of the lost love of his youth.


It might not have been “literature,” but it was certainly what kept the customers coming back, month after month. The Devil’s Bride was an important expansion of the character’s universe for readers, as well as a well-timed financial life preserver for the magazine. The Jules de Grandin series in general was unquestionably one of the major pillars of Weird Tales, and new tales of the Frenchman appeared so frequently that he very much helped to define what Weird Tales was.


Seabury Quinn was, of course, a professional writer. He did this for a living, particularly after he lost his Casket and Sunnyside gig. Times were hard. We know that after the worst of the Depression he, along with many other writers, took a pay cut and was sometimes paid late. He explained to Finlay in 1937 that he was no longer enjoying the luxurious rates he had in 1928. He wrote for other magazines, too—detective stories, jungle stories, a few historicals for Golden Fleece in the late ’30s—but it’s clear that for Quinn, Weird Tales and Jules de Grandin were something special.


They still are. That is why you are holding this volume in your hands. This isn’t throw-away writing. It has survived.




The Lost Lady


1. The Stranger from Cambodia


FOUR MILES AWAY, WHERE Hopkins Point light thrust its thin rapier of luminance into the relentless advance of the sea-mist, a fog-horn hooted with dolorous persistence. Half a mile out, rising and falling rhythmically with the undulation of an ocean which crept forward with a flat, oily swell, a bell-buoy sounded a warning mournful as a funeral toll. “Clank-a-clang—clang-a-clang!” it repeated endlessly.


Moneen McDougal glanced at the fog-obscured window, half in annoyance, half in what seemed nervous agitation. “I wish it would stop,” she exclaimed petulantly; “that everlasting clang-clang is getting on my nerves. A storm would be preferable to that slow, never-ending tolling. I can’t stand it!” She shook her narrow shoulders in a shudder of repugnance.


Her big husband smiled tolerantly. “Don’t let it get you, old dear,” he counseled. “We’ll have a cupful of wind before morning, that’ll change the tempo for you. This fog won’t last; never does this time o’ year.” To us he added in explanation:


“Moneen’s all hot and bothered tonight, her colored boy friend—”


“Dougal!” his wife cut in sharply. “I tell you he wasn’t a Negro. He was a Chinaman—an Oriental of some kind, at any rate. Ugh!” she trembled at the recollection. “He sickened me!”


Turning to me, she continued, “I drove into Harrisonville this afternoon, Doctor Trowbridge, and just as I was leaving Braunstein’s he stepped up to me. I felt something pawing at my elbow without realizing what it was; then a hand gripped my arm and I turned round. A tall, thin man with a perfect death’s-head face was bending forward, grinning right into my eyes. I started back, and he tightened his grip on my arm with one hand and reached the other out to stroke my face. Then I screamed. I couldn’t help it, for the touch of those long, bony fingers fairly sickened me.


“Fortunately the doorman happened to notice us just then, and came running to my assistance. The strange man leaned over and whispered something I couldn’t understand in my ear, then made off through the crowd of shoppers before the doorman could lay hold of him. B-r-r-rh!” she shuddered again; “I can’t get the memory of that face out of my mind. It was too dreadful.”


“Oh, he was probably just some harmless nut,” Dougal McDougal consoled with a laugh. “You should feel complimented, my dear. Cheerio, Christmas is coming. Licker up!” He poured himself a glassful of Napoleon brandy and raised it toward us with a complimentary gesture.


Jules de Grandin replaced his demitasse on the low tabouret of Indian mahogany and decanted less than a thimbleful of the brandy into a tiny crystal goblet. “Exquis,” he pronounced, passing the little glass beneath his narrow nostrils, savoring the ruby liquor’s bouquet as a languishing poet might inhale a rose from his lady-love’s girdle. “C’est sans comparaison. Madame, Monsieur—to you. May you have a truly Joyeux Noël.” He inclined his head toward our hostess and host in turn, then drained his glass with ritualistic solemnity.


“Oh, but it won’t be Christmas for three whole days yet, Doctor de Grandin,” Moneen protested, “and Dougal—the horrid old thing—won’t tell me what my gift’s to be!”


“Night after tomorrow is la veille de Noël,” de Grandin reminded with a smile as he refilled his glass, “and we can not be too forehanded with good wishes, Madame.”


Dougal McDougal and his bride sat opposite each other across the resined logs that blazed in the wide, marble-manteled fireplace—the cunningly modernized fireplace from a vandalized French château—he, tall, long-limbed, handsome in a dark, bleak, discontented fashion (a trick of nature and heredity, for by temperament he was neither); she, a small, slight wisp of womanhood, the white, creamy complexion of some long-forgotten Norse ancestor combining charm with her Celtic black hair and pansy eyes, clad in a scanty eau-de-Nil garment, swinging one boyishly-slim leg to display its perfection of cobweb silken sheath and Paris slipper. The big, opulent living-room matched both of them. Electric lamps under painted shades spilled pools of light on bizarre little tables littered with unconsidered trifles—cigarette boxes, bridge-markers, ultra-modern magazines—the deep mahogany bookshelves occupying recesses each side of the mantelpieces hoarded current bestsellers and standard works of poetry indiscriminately, a grand piano stood in the deep oriel window’s bay, the radio was cunningly camouflaged in a charming old cabinet of Chinese Chippendale; here and there showed the blurred blue, mulberry and red of priceless old china and the dwarfed perfection of exquisitely chosen miniatures in frames of carved and heavily gilded wood. The room was obviously the shrine of these two, bodying forth their community of treasures, tastes and personalities.


“Give me a cigarette, darling,” Moneen, curled up in her deep chair like a Persian kitten on its cushion, extended a bare, scented arm toward her big, handsome husband.


Dougal McDougal proffered her a hammered silver tray of Deities, while de Grandin, not to be outdone in gallantry, leaped nimbly to his feet, snapped his silver pocket lighter into flame and held the blue-blazing wick out to her till she set her cigarette aglow.


“Beg pardon, sir,” Tompkins, McDougal’s irreproachable butler, bowed deferentially from the arched doorway, “there’s a gentleman here—a foreign gentleman—who insists on seeing Doctor de Grandin at once. He won’t give his name, sir,—”


Quick steps sounded on the polished floor of the hall and an undersized individual shouldered the butler aside with a lack of ceremony I should never have essayed, then glanced menacingly about the room.


On second glance I realized my impression of the visitor’s diminutive stature was an error. Rather, he was a giant in miniature. His very lack of height gave the impression of material equilibrium and tremendous physical force. His shoulders were unusually broad and his chest abnormally deep. One felt instinctively that the thews of his arms were massive as those of a gladiator and his torso sheathed in muscle like that of a professional wrestler. A mop of iron-gray hair was brushed back in a pompadour from his wide brow, and a curling white mustache adorned his upper lip, while a wisp of white imperial depended from his sharply pointed chin. But the most startling thing about him was his cold, pale face—a face with the pallor of a statue—from which there burned a pair of big, deep-set dark eyes beneath horizontal parentheses of intensely black and bushy brows.


Once more the stranger gazed threateningly about; then, as his glowing eyes rested on de Grandin, he announced ominously: “I am here!”


Jules de Grandin’s face went blank with amazement, almost with dismay, then lit up with an expression of diabolical savagery. “Morbleau, it is the assassin!” he exclaimed incredulously, leaping from his seat and putting himself in a posture of defense.


“Apache!” the stranger ground the insult between strong, white teeth which flashed with animal-like ferocity.


“Stealer of superannuated horses!” de Grandin countered, advancing a threatening step toward the other.


“Pickpocket, burglar, highwayman, cut-throat, everything which is execrable!” shouted the intruder with a furious scowl as he shook clenched fists in de Grandin’s face.


“Embrasse moi!” they cried in chorus, and flung themselves into each other’s arms like sweethearts reunited after long parting. For a moment they embraced, kissing each other’s cheeks, pounding each other’s shoulders with affectionate fists, exchanging the deadliest insults in gamin French. Then, remembering himself, de Grandin put the other from him and turned to us with a ceremonious bow.


“Monsieur and Madame McDougal, Doctor Trowbridge,” he announced with stilted formality, “I have the very great honor to present Monsieur Georges Jean Joseph Marie Renouard, Inspecteur du Service de Sûreté Général, and the cleverest man in all the world—except myself. Georges, abominable stealer-of-blind-men’s sous that you are, permit that I introduce Monsieur and Madame Dougal McDougal, my host and hostess, and Doctor Samuel Trowbridge, skilled physician and as noble a fellow as ever did honor to the sacred name of friend. It is with him I have lived since coming to this country.”


Inspecteur Renouard bent forward in a jack-knife bow as he raised Moneen’s hand to his lips, bowed again to McDougal, then took my hand in a grip which nearly paralysed the muscle of my forearm.


“I am delight’,” he assured us. “Monsieur Trowbridge, your taste in permitting this one to reside beneath your roof is execrable, no less, but he is clever—almost as clever as I—and doubtless he has imposed on you to make you think him an honest fellow. Eh bien, I have arrived at last like Nemesis to spoil his little game. Me, I shall show him in his true colors, no less!” Having thus unburdened himself, he lapsed into a seat upon the divan, accepted a liqueur, folded his large white hands demurely in his lap and gazed from one of us to the other with a quick, bird-like glance which seemed to take minute inventory of everything it fell upon.


“And what fortunate wind blows you here, mon brave?” de Grandin asked at length. “Well I know it is no peaceful mission you travel on, for you were ever the stormy petrel. Tell me, is excitement promised? I grow weary of this so uneventful American life.”


“Tiens,” Renouard laughed. “I think we shall soon see much excitement—plenty—mon petit coq. As yet I have not recovered my land legs after traveling clear about the earth in search of one who is the Devil’s other self, but tomorrow the hunt begins afresh, and then—who knows? Yes. Certainly.” He nodded gravely to us in turn; then: “Clear from Cambodia I come, my friend, upon the trail of the cleverest and wickedest of clever-wicked fellows—and a lady.”


“A lady?” de Grandin’s blue eyes lit up with interest. “You amaze me.”


“Prepare for more amazement, then, mon vieux; she is a runaway lady, young, beautiful, ravissante”—he gathered his fingers at his lips and wafted a kiss gently toward the ceiling—“a runaway bayadère from the great temple of Angkor, no less!”


“Mordieu, you excite me! What has she done?”


“Run away, decamped; skipped!”


“Précisément, great stupid-head; but why should you, an inspector of the secret police, pursue her?”


“She ran away from the temple—” Renouard began again, and:


“Bête, repeat that so senseless statement but one more time and I shall give myself the pleasure of twisting your entirely empty head from off your deformed shoulders!” de Grandin broke in furiously.


“—and he whom I seek ran after her,” his colleague continued imperturbably. “Voilà tout. It is once again a case of cherchez la femme.”


“Oh, how interesting!” Moneen exclaimed. “Won’t you tell us more, Inspector Renouard?”


Frenchmen are seldom importuned in vain by pretty women. The Inspector was no exception. “Do you know Cambodia, by any unhappy chance?” he asked, flashing his gleaming eyes appreciatively at the length of silk-sheathed leg Moneen displayed as she sat one foot doubled under her, the other hanging toward the floor.


We shook our heads, and he continued: “It is the hottest spot upon the earth, mes amis—hot and wet. Always the humidity hovers near one hundred per cent. Your clothes are soaked with perspiration in a few minutes, and will not dry out overnight. Sheets and bedding are useless for the same reason, and one learns to sleep on tightly stretched matting on bare boards. Clothing mildews and wounds never heal. It is the only land where snakes large enough to kill by constriction are also venomous, and its spiders’ bites make that of the tarantula seem harmless by comparison. The natives sleep all day and emerge at night like bats, cats and owls. It is a land unfit for white men.”


“But this temple dancer—this Oriental girl?” Moneen insisted. “Why do you follow her here?”


“She is no Oriental, Madame; she, too, is white.”


“White? A temple dancing-girl? How—”


The Inspector lit a cigarette before replying: “The Angkor temple is the great cathedral of Buddhism in Southern Asia. But it is a Buddhism gone to seed and overgrown with strange rites, even as the Lamist Buddhism of Tibet is bastardized. Very well. This temple of Angkor is a vast stone structure with sculptured terraces, fountains and houses for the priests and sacred dancers. All ceremonies are held outdoors, the terraces being the scene of the rites. The debased Buddhism is a religion of the dance. Its services are largely composed of most beautiful and extremely intricate dances which often last for days on end, nor are they meaningless or merely ritualistic. By no means. Like those of the devil-dancers of the North, these ceremonies of the South have meaning—definite meaning. Every movement of arms, legs, head, eye and lips, down to the very angle of hands and feet, conveys a word or phrase or sentence to those who watch and understand as clearly as the soldier’s semaphore flags convey a meaning to the military observer. It is kind of stenography of motion.


“Now it can easily be imagined that such skill is not acquired overnight. No, the dancers are trained almost from the cradle. They are under the absolute control of the priests. The smallest infraction of a temple rule, or even the whim of a holy man, and sentence is forthwith passed and the unfortunate dancer dies slowly and in circumstances of great elaboration and discomfort.


“So much by way of prologue. Now for this runaway young lady: Twenty years ago a young and earnest man from your country named Joseph Crownshield came to Cambodia to preach the Word of God as expounded by authority of the Mennonite Church to the benighted followers of Buddha. Hélas, while his zeal was great, his judgment was small. He committed two great errors, first in coming to Cambodia at all, second in having with him his young wife.


“The priests of Angkor did not relish the things which this Monsieur Crownshield said. They relished even less what he did, for he was earnest, and began to convert the natives, and gifts for the great temple were less plentiful.


“The young man died. A snake bit him as he was about to enter his bath. Snakes have no business in the bathroom, but—his household servants were, of course, Cambodians, and the priesthood numbered expert snake-charmers among its personnel. At any rate, he died.


“Misfortunes seldom come singly. Two days later the church and parsonage burned down, and in the smoking ruins was found the body of a woman. Madame Crownshield? Perhaps. Who can say? At all events, the body was interred beside the missionary’s and life went on as usual. But sixteen years later came rumors to the French gendarmerie of a dancer in the temple, a girl who danced like a flame in the wind, like a moonbeam on flowing water, like the twinkling of a star at midnight. And, rumor said, though her hair was black it was fine as split-silk, not coarse like that of the native women, and her skin was fair as milk and her eyes blue as violets in springtime.


“Devotees of the temple are not supposed to speak to outsiders; the penalty of an unguarded tongue is lingering death, but—the ear of the Sûreté is keen and its arm is very long. We learned that rumor was well founded. Within the temple there was such a one, and she was even as rumor described her. Though she never emerged from her dwelling-place within the sacred edifice, her presence there was definitely established. Unquestionably she was white; equally beyond question she had no business where she was, but—” He paused, spreading his hands and puffing our his cheeks. “It is not wise to trifle with the religion of the natives,” he ended simply.


“But who was she?” Moneen asked.


“Parbleu, I would give my tongue to the cat if I could answer you,” the Inspector returned. “The Sûreté found itself against a wall of stone more stubborn than that of which the temple was composed. In that God-detested land we learn much. If one fasts long enough he will hear voices and see visions. The poisons of certain drugs and the toxins of certain fevers have the same effect. Occasionally ‘the Spirit of Budda’ permeates the soul of a white man—more frequently a white woman—in the tropics. The accumulated toxic effect of the climate leads him—or her—to give up the materialistic, cleanly civilization of the West and retire to a life of squalor, filth and contemplation as a devotee of some Eastern faith. Had this happened here? Was this girl self-devoted as a dancer in the temple? Had her mother, perhaps, devoted herself years ago, and had the child been born and reared in the shadow of the temple idols? One wonders.”


“But surely you investigated?” Moneen pursued.


“But naturally, Madame. I am Renouard; I do not do things by the half. No.


“To the Angkor temple I went and demanded sight of her. ‘There is no such person here,’ I was assured.


“‘You lie,’ I answered courteously, ‘and unless you bring her to me forthwith, I shall come in for her.’


“Eh bien, Messieurs,” he turned to us with a chuckle, “the Frenchman is logical. He harbors no illusions about the love of subject peoples. Nor does he seek to conciliate them. Love him they may not, but fear and respect him they must. My hint was sufficient—especially as two platoons of gendarmerie, a howitzer and machine-guns were there to give it point. The lady whose existence had been denied so vehemently, a moment before was straightway brought to me.


“Beyond doubt she was pure European. Her hair was black and gently waved, her skin was white as curdled cream, her eyes were blue as—Parbleu, Madame”—he gazed at Moneen McDougal with wide-open eyes, as though he saw her for the first time—“she was much like you!”


I thought I saw a shiver of terror ripple through Moneen’s lithe form, but her husband’s hearty laugh relieved the tension. “Well, who was she?” he asked.


“Le bon Dieu knows,” Renouard returned. “Although I made the ape-faced priests retire so that we might converse unheard, they had either terrified the girl that she dared not speak or she was actually unable to inform me. I spoke to her in every language that I know—and they are many—but only the lingo of the Khmer could she understand or speak. Her name, she said, was Thi-bah, she was a sacred dancer in the temple, and she remembered no other world. She had always lived there. Of her parentage she could not speak, for father or mother she had never known. And at the end she joined hands together palm to palm, the fingers pointing downward—which is the symbol of submission—and begged I would permit her to go back to her place among the temple women. Sacré nom! What is one to do in such circumstances? Nothing!


“That is what I did. I retired in chagrin and she returned to her cell within the temple.”


“Bien oui,” de Grandin tweaked the needle points of his little blond mustache and grinned impishly at the Inspector, “but a tale half told is poorly told, my friend. What of this other one, this so clever-devilish fellow whom you trail while he trails the runaway lady? Hein?”


Renouard joined his square-tipped fingers end to end and pursed his lips judicially. “Oui-da,” he admitted, “that is the other half of the tale, indeed. Very well; regardez-moi bien: In Cochin China in the days before the Great War there lived a certain gentleman named Sun Ah Poy. He was, as you may gather from his name, Chinese, but his family had been resident in Saigon for generations. The Sun family is so numerous in China that to bear the name means little more than for a Frenchman to be called DuPont, or an Englishman Smith or an Irishman Murphy. Nevertheless, all these names have had their famous representatives, as you will recall when you think of your great colonizer, Captain John Smith, and the illustrious Albert of the present generation. Also you will remember China’s first president was Doctor Sun Yat Sen.


“This Sun Ah Poy was no shopkeeping son of a coolie father, he was an educated gentleman, a man of great wealth, taught by private tutors in the learning of the East and holding a diploma from the Sorbonne. His influence with the native population was phenomenal, and his opinions were eagerly sought and highly regarded by the conseil privé. He wore the ribbon of the Legion of Honor for distinguished service to the Republic. This, then, was the man who a few days before the Armistice went up-country to supervise an elephant hunt.


“A savage old tusker had been roped between two trained beasts and was being led into the stockade when, without warning, he broke his fetters and charged. The elephant on which Doctor Sun was seated was directly in the maddened brute’s path. In a moment the runaway beast had seized the unfortunate man in his trunk, snatched him from his saddle and hurled him forty feet through the air, crashing him into the wall of the stockade.


“Medicine and surgery did their best. Sun Ah Poy lived, hélas! When he rose from his hospital bed it was with body and mind hopelessly crippled. The physical injury was apparent to all, the mental ailment we were to find out to our cost. Insubordination broke out among the natives, French officers were openly disobeyed, criminals were permitted to escape from prison, laborers on the public works were assaulted and beaten, sometimes killed; the process of criminal jurisprudence broke down completely, for witnesses could not be made to testify; gendarmes went forth to make arrests and came back feet first; examining magistrates who prosecuted investigations with honest thoroughness died mysteriously, and most opportunely for the criminals—official records of the police disappeared from their files overnight. It was all too obvious that outlawry had raised its red standard and hurled defiance at authority.


“In Paris this would have been bad. In Asia it was unspeakable, for the white man must keep his prestige at all costs. Once he ‘loses face’ his power over the natives is gone. What was he to do?


“At length, like men of sound discretion, the Government put the case in my charge. I considered it. From all angles I viewed it. What did I see? A single dominating intelligence seemed guiding all the lawlessness, an intelligence which knew beforehand what plans Government made. I cast about for suspects, and my eye fell on three, Sun Ah Poy and two others. He seemed least likely of the three, but he enjoyed our confidence, and it lay within his power to thwart our plans if he so desired. Therefore I laid my trap. I called three councils of war, to each of which a different suspect was invited. At these councils I outlined my plans for raiding certain known centers of the criminal elements. The first two raids were successful. We caught our game red-handed. The third raid was a glorious failure. Only a brightly glowing campfire and a deserted encampment waited for the gendarmes. It was of this raid I had spoken to Doctor Sun.


“Proof? Not in English courts, nor American; but this was under French jurisdiction. We do not let the guilty escape through fear of affronting the possibly innocent. No. I issued a warrant for Doctor’s Sun’s apprehension.


“That evening, as I sat within my cabinet, I heard a clicking-scratching on the matting-covered floor. Sapristi! Toward me there charged full-tilt a giant tarantula, the greatest, most revolting-looking spider I had ever seen! Now, it is seldom that these brutes attack a man who does not annoy them; that they should deliberately attack an inoffensive, passive person is almost beyond experience; yet though I sat quiescent at my table, this one made for me as though he had a personal feud to settle. Fortunately for me, I was wearing my belt, and with a single motion I leaped upon the table, drew my pistol and fired. My bullet crushed the creature and I breathed again. But that night as I rode home to my quarters a second poison-spider dropped from a tree-bough into my rickshaw. I struck it with my walking-stick, and killed it, but my escape was of the narrowest. When I went into my bathroom I found a small but very venomous serpent coiled, ready to receive me.


“It struck. I leaped. Grand Dieu, I leaped like a monkey-on-a-stick, and came down with my heels upon its head. I triumphed, but my nerves were badly shaken.


“My men returned. Sun Ah Poy was nowhere to be found. He had decamped. Who warned him? My native clerk? Perhaps. The tenacles of this octopus I sought to catch stretched far, and into the most unexpected places.


“I walked in constant terror. Everywhere I went I carried my revolver ready; even in my house I went about with a heavy cane in my hand, for I knew not what instant silent death would come striking at my feet or dropping on me from the ceiling.


“At length my spies reported progress. A new priest, a crippled man, was in the Angkor temple. He was enamored of the white dancer, they said. It was well. Where the lioness lairs the lion will surely linger. I went to take him, nor did I confide my plans to any but Frenchmen.


“Hélas, the love which makes the world to move also spoiled my coup.


“The Khmer are an effeminate, lascivious, well-nigh beardless race. All traces of virility have vanished from them, and craft had replaced strength in their dealings. Thi-bak, the white-girl dancer, had lived her life within the confines of the temple, and except myself, I doubt that she had seen a single white man in her whole existence—till Monsieur Archibald Hildebrand appeared. He was young, handsome, vigorous, mustached—all that the men she knew were not. Moreover, he was of her race, and like calls to like in Cambodia as in other places. How he met her I do not know, nor how he made himself understood, for she spoke no English, he no Khmer; but a gold key unbars all doors, and the young man from America had gold in plenty. Also love makes mock of lexicons and speaks its own language, and they had love, these two. Enfin, they met, they loved; they eloped.


“It may seem strange that this could be, for the whole world knows that temple-women of the East are well-nigh as carefully guarded as inmates of the zenana. Elsewhere, yes; but in Cambodia, no! There night is day and day is night. In the torrid, steaming heat of day the population sleeps, or tries to, and only fleeing criminals and foreigners unaccustomed to the land are abroad. One might mount the temple terraces and steal the head from off a carven Buddha and never find a temple guard to say him nay, provided he went by daylight. So it was here. Thi-bah the dancer had but to creep forth from her cell on soft-stepping, unshod feet, meet her lover in the sunlight and go away.


“Two days before I arrived at Angkor with handcuffs already warmed to fit the wrists of him I sought, Monsieur Hildebrand and this Thi-bah set sail from Saigon on a Messageries Maritimes steamship. One day later Doctor Sun Ah Poy shook the dust of Cochin China from his feet. He did it swiftly, silently. He dropped down the Saigon River in a sampan, was transferred to a junk at sea and vanished—where, whither?”


“Here?” we asked in breathless chorus.


“Where else? The man is crazed with love, or passion, or whatever you may choose to call it. He is fabulously rich, infinitely resourceful, diabolically wicked and inordinately vain, as all such criminal lunatics are. Where the moth of his desire flutters the spider will not be long absent. Although he did not travel as quickly as the fleeing lovers, he will soon arrive. When he does I have grave fears for the health of Monsieur Hildebrand and his entire family. They are thorough, these men from the East, and their blood feuds visit the sins of the sons upon the ancestors unto the third and fourth generation.”


“Can that be our Archy Hildebrand, Doctor Trowbridge?” Moneen asked.


Inspector Renouard drew forth a small black-leather notebook and consulted it. “Monsieur Archibald Van Buren Hildebrand, son of Monsieur Van Rensselaer Hildebrand,” he read. “Address of house: 1937 Rue Passaic”—he pronounced it “Pay-sa-ay”—“Harrisonville, New Jersey, E.U.A.”


“Why, that is Archy!” Moneen exclaimed. “Oh, I hope nothing happens to—”


“Nonsense, dear,” her husband cut in brusquely. “What could happen here? This is America, not Cochin China. The police—”


“Tiens, Monsieur,” de Grandin reminded frigidly, “they also have police in Cambodia.”


“Oh, yes; of course, but—”


“I hope you are correct,” the little Frenchman interrupted. “Me, I do not discount anything which Inspector Renouard may say. He is no alarmist, as I very well know. Eh bien, you may be right. But in the meantime, a little preparedness can do no harm.”


2. Doctor Sun Leaves His Card


AT MY INVITATION THE Inspector agreed to make my house his headquarters, and it was arranged that he and de Grandin share the same room. Midnight had long since struck when we bid the McDougals adieu, and began our twenty-mile drive to the city. “Remember, you’re all invited here Christmas evening,” Moneen reminded us at parting. “I’m expecting my sister Avis down from Holyoke and I know she’d love to meet you.”


We left the fog behind us as we drove northward from the ocean, and the night was clear and cold as we whizzed through Susquehanna Avenue to my house.


“That’s queer,” I muttered as I bent to insert my latchkey in the lock. “Somebody must know you’re here, Inpector. Here’s a note for you.” I picked up the square, white envelope which had dropped as I thrust the door open and put it in his hand.


He turned the folder over and over, inspecting the clear-cut, boldly written inscription, looking in vain for a clue to the sender. “Who can know—who could suspect that I am arrived?” he began wonderingly, but de Grandin interrupted with a chuckle.


“You are incurably the detective, mon Georges” he rallied. “You receive a letter. ‘Parbleu, who can have sent this?’ you ask you, and thereupon you examine the address, you take tests of the ink, you consult handwriting experts. ‘This is from a lady,’ you say to yourself, ‘and from the angle of the letters in her writing I am assured she is smitten by my manly beauty.’ Thereupon you open the note, and find what? That it is a bill for long-overdue charges on your laundry, cordieu! Come, open it, great stupidhead. How otherwise are you to learn from whom it comes?”


“Silence, magpie!” Renouard retorted, his pale face flushing under de Grandin’s mockery. “We shall see—mon Dieu, look!”


The envelope contained a single sheet of dull white paper folded in upon itself to form a sort of frame in which there rested a neatly engraved gentleman’s visiting-card:


DR. SUN AH POY


Saigon


That was all, no other script, or print.


“Eh bien, he is impudent, that one!” de Grandin exclaimed, bending over his friend’s shoulder to inspect the missive. “Parbleu, he laughs at our faces, but I think all the cards are not yet played. We shall see who laughs at whom before this game is ended, for—”


He broke off abruptly, head thrown back, delicate nostrils contracting and expanding alternately as he sniffed the air suspiciously. “Do you, too, get it?” he asked, turning from Renouard to me inquiringly.


“I think I smell of perfume, but I can’t quite place it—” I began, but his exclamation cut me short.


“Drop it, mon vieux—unhand it, right away, at once; immediately!” he cried, seizing Renouard’s wrist and fairly shaking the card from his grasp. “Ah—so; permit it to remain there,” he continued, staring at the upturned square of pasteboard. “Trowbridge, Renouard, mes amis, I suggest you stand back—mount chairs—keep your feet well off the floor. So! That is better!”


We stared at him in open-mouthed astonishment as he barked his staccato orders, but as he matched command with obedience and mounted a chair himself after the manner of a timid housewife who sights a mouse, we followed suit.


From the shaft of his gold-headed ebony opera cane he drew the slender, wire-like sword-blade and swished it once or twice through the air, as though to test its edge. “Attend me,” he commanded, fixing his level, unwinking stare on us in turn. “Like you, Friend Georges, I have lived in Cambodia. While you were still among the Riffs in Africa I went to nose out certain disaffections in Annam, and while there I kept eyes, ears and nose wide open. Certainly. Tell me, my friend—think back, think carefully—just what happened that night in Saigon when you were beset by spiders?”


Renouard’s bright dark eyes narrowed in concentration. “My laundry was delayed that day,” he answered at length, “the messenger had good excuses, but my white uniforms did not arrive until—nom d’une pipe—yes! Upon the freshly starched-and-ironed drill there hung a faint perfume, such as we smell here and now!”


“Exactement,” de Grandin nodded. “Me, I recognized him almost immediately. He is a concentrated extract, or a synthetic equivalent for the scent excreted by a great—and very poisonous—Cambodian spider to attract its mate. I damn suspected something of the kind when you related your experience at Monsieur McDougal’s, but I did not put you to the cross-examination then lest I frighten our pretty hostess, who had already received one shock today, of which I must inform you, but this, my friends; regardez!”


Something squat and obscene, something like a hand amputated at the wrist, long mummified and overgrown with spiny prickles, but now endued with some kind of ghastly after-life which enabled it to flop and crawl upon bent fingers, came sliding and slithering across the floor of the hall, emerging from the darkness of my consulting-room.


“Ah-ha; ah-ha-ha, Monsieur la Tarentule, you have walked into our parlor, it would seem!” de Grandin cried exultantly. The razor-edged, needle-pointed sword whistled through the air as he flung it from his vantage-point upon the chair, stabbing through the crawling creature’s globular body and pinning it to the floor. But still the dry, hairy legs fought and thrashed as the great spider sought to drag itself toward the scented card which lay a yard or so beyond it. “Wriggle, parbleu,” de Grandin, invited mockingly as he dropped from his refuge on the chair and advanced toward the clawing monster, “wriggle, writhe and twist. Your venom will not find human flesh to poison this night. No, pardieu!” With a quick stamp of his heel he crushed the thing, withdrew the sword which pinioned it to the floor and wiped the steel upon the rug.


“It was fortunate for us that my nose and memory co-operated,” he remarked. “He was clever, your friend Sun, mon brave, I grant you. The card, all smeared with perfume as it was, was addressed to you. Naturally your hands would be the first to touch it. Had we not acted as we did, you would have been a walking invitation to that one”—he nodded toward the spider’s carcass—“and I do not think he would have long delayed responding. No. Assuredly you would have moved when he leaped on you and pouf! tomorrow, or the next day, or the next day after that at latest, we should have had the pleasure of attending a solemn high mass of requiem for you, for his bite is very poisonous.”


“You don’t suppose any more of those things are hiding ’round the house, do you?” I asked uncomfortably.


“I doubt it,” he returned. “Renouard’s friend could not have had time to pack an extensive kit before he left, and spiders and reptiles of the tropics are difficult to transport, especially in this climate. No, I think we need have small fear of a repetition of that visit, tonight, a least. Also, if there be others, the center of attraction will be the scented card. They will not trouble us unless we tread on them.”


FOR SEVERAL MINUTES AFTER we had entered the study he sat in silent thought. At last: “They can not know for sure what rooms you will occupy, mon Georges,” he remarked, “but the bathroom is always easily identified. Trowbridge, my friend, do you happen to possess such a thing as a sheet of fly-paper at this time?”


“Fly-paper?” I asked, astonished.


“But certainly, the stuff with which one catches flies,” he answered, going through the pantomime of a luckless fly alighting on a sheet of tanglefoot and becoming enmeshed on it.


“I hardly think so,” I replied, “but we can look in the pantry. If Nora had any left over in the autumn she probably stored it there.”


We searched the pantry shelves as prospectors might hunt the hills for gold. At last, “Triomphe,” de Grandin called from his perch upon the step-ladder. “Eureka, I have found it!” From the uppermost shelf he dragged a packet of some half a dozen sticky sheets.


We warmed the stuff at the furnace door, and when its adhesive surface was softened to his satisfaction de Grandin led us to the bathroom. Stealthily he pushed the door open, dropped a double row of fly-paper on the tiled floor, then with the handle of a mop, began exploring the recesses beneath the tub and behind the washstand.


We had not long to wait. Almost at the second thrust of the mop-handle a faint almost soundless hissing noise like steam escaping from a gently boiling kettle came to us, and as he probed again something like a length of old-fashioned hair watch-chain seemed to uncoil itself upon the white-tile floor and slither with the speed of light across the room. It was a dainty little thing, no thicker than a lead-pencil and scarcely longer, prettily marked with alternating bands of black, yellow and red.


“Sacré nom!” Renouard exclaimed. “Le drapeau Allemand!”


De Grandin bent still farther forward, thrust his stick fairly at the tiny, writhing reptile and endeavored to crush its small, flat head against the wall. The thing dodged with incredible quickness, and so swiftly I could scarcely follow its motion with my eye, struck once, twice, three times at the wood, and I watched it wonderingly, for it did not coil to strike, but bent its head quickly from side to side, like a steel spring suddenly set vibrating by the touch of a finger.


“You see?” he asked simply, still prodding at the flashing, scaly thing.


Although his efforts to strike it were unsuccessful, his strategy was well planned, for though it dodged his flailing stick with ease, the snake came ever nearer to the barricade of fly-paper which lay before the door. At last it streaked forward, passed fairly over the sticky paper, then gradually slowed down, writhed impotently a moment, then lay still, its little red mouth gaping, lambent tongue flickering from its lips like a wind-blown flame, low, almost inaudible hisses issuing from its throat.


“You have right, my friend, it is ‘the German flag,’ so called because it bears the German national colors in its markings,” he told Renouard. “A tiny thing it is, yet so venomous that the lightest prick of its fangs means certain death, for aid can not be given quickly enough to counteract its poison in the blood. Also it can strike, as you noticed, and strike again without necessity for coiling. One has but to step on or near it in darkness or in light, for that matter—and he is lucky if its venom allows him time to make his tardy peace with heaven. It is of the order elapidæ, this little, poison thing, a small but worthy cousin of the king cobra, the death adder and the tiger snake of Australia.”


He bore the fly-paper with its helpless prisoner to the cellar and flung it into the furnace. “Exeunt omnes,” he remarked as the flames destroyed the tiny cylinder of concentrated death. “Die you must eventually, Friend Georges, but it was not written that you should die by snake-bite this night. No. Your friend Doctor Sun is clever, but so is Jules de Grandin, and I am here. Come, let us go to bed. It is most fatiguing, this oversetting of Doctor Sun’s plans for your American reception, my friend.”


3. A Lost Lady


THE DAY DAWNED CRISP and cold, with a tang of frost and hint of snow in the air. My guests were in high spirits, and did ample justice to the panned sole, waffles and honey in the comb which Nora McGinnis had prepared for breakfast. Renouard, particularly, was in a happy mood, for the joy the born man-hunter takes in his work was fairly overflowing in him as he contemplated the game of hide-and-seek about to commence.


“First of all,” he announced as he scraped the last remaining spot of honey from his plate, “I shall call at the préfecture de police and present my credentials. They will help me; they will recognize me. Yes.”


“Undoubtlessly they will recognize you, mon enfant,” de Grandin agreed with a nod. “None could fail to do so.” Renouard beamed, but I discerned the hidden meaning of de Grandin’s statement, and had all I could do to keep a sober face. Innate good taste, cosmopolitan experience and a leaning toward the English school of tailoring marked Jules de Grandin simply as a more than ordinarily well-dressed man wherever he might be; Renouard, by contrast, could never be mistaken for other than what he was, an efficient officer of the gendarmerie out of uniform, and the trade mark of his nationality was branded indelibly on him. His rather snugly fitting suit was that peculiarly horrible shade of blue beloved of your true Frenchman, his shirt was striped with alternate bands of blue and white, his cravat was a thing to give a haberdasher a violent headache, and his patent leather boots with their round rubber heels tapered to sharp and most uncomfortable-looking points.


“But of course,” he told us, “I shall say to them, Messieurs, if you have here a stout fellow capable of assisting me, I beg you will assign him to this case. I greatly desire the assistance of—”


“Sergeant Costello,” Nora McGinnis announced as she appeared in the breakfast room door, the big, red-headed Irish detective towering behind her.


“Ah, welcome, mon vieux,” de Grandin cried, rising and extending a cordial hand to the caller. “A Merry Christmas to you.”


“An’ th’ same to ye sor, an’ ye, too, gentlemen,” Costello returned, favoring Renouard and me with a rather sickly grin.


“How now? You do not say it heartily,” de Grandin said as he turned to introduce Renouard. “You are in trouble? Good. Tell us; we shall undoubtlessly be able to assist you.”


“I’m hopin’ so, sor,” the Sergeant returned as he drew up a chair and accepted a cup of steaming coffee. “I’m afther needin’ help this mornin’.”


“A robbery, a murder, blackmail, kidnaping?” de Grandin ran through the catalogue of crime. “Which is it, or is it a happy combination of all?”


“Mebbe so, sor, I’m not quite sure yet meself,” Costello replied. “Ye see, ’twas early this mornin’ it happened, an’ I ain’t got organized yet, so to speak. It were like this, sor:


“A Miss Brindell come over to Harrisonville on th’ six o’clock train. She wuz comin’ to visit her sister who lives down on the South Shore, an’ they hadn’t expected her so early, so there’s no one to meet her when she gits to th’ station. She knows about where her brother-in-law’s house is over to Mary’s Landin’, so she hops in a taxi an’ starts there. ’Twere a twenty-mile drive, sor, but she’s satisfied wid th’ price, so, th’ cabby don’t argue none wid her.


“Well, sors, th’ taxi has hardly started from th’ depot when alongside runs another car, crowds ’im to th’ curb an’ dishes his wheel. Th’ cabby ain’t too well pleased wid that, ye may be sure, so he starts to get down an’ express his opinion o’ th’ felly as done it when wham! sumpin hits him on th’ coco an’ he goes down fer th’ count.”


“The comte?” Renouard interjected. “Where was this nobleman, and why should the chauffeur descend for him?”


“Silence, mon brave, it is an American idiom, I will explain later,” de Grandin bade. To Costello: “Yes, my Sergeant, and what then?”


“Well, sor, th’ next thing th’ pore felly knows he’s in Casualty Horspittle wid a bandage round his head an’ his cab’s on th’ way to th’ police pound. He tells us he had a second’s look at th’ guy that crowned ’im, an—”


“I protest!” Renouard broke in. “I understood you said he was struck with a massue, now I am told he was crowned. It is most confus—”


“Imbécile, be silent!” de Grandin ordered savagely. “Because you speak the English is no reason for you to flatter yourself that you understand American. Later I shall instruct you. Meantime, keep fast hold upon your tongue while we talk. Proceed, Sergeant, if you please.”


“He got a glimpse o’ th’ felly that K.O.’d him, sor, an’ he swore it were a Chinaman. We’re holdin’ ’im, sor, for his story seems fishy to me. I’ve been on th’ force, harness bull an’ fly cop, since th’ days when Teddy Roos-velt—God rest his noble soul!—wuz President, an’ though we’ve a fair-sized Chinatown here an’ th’ monks gits playful now an’ then an’ shoots each other up or carves their initials in each other wid meat-cleavers, I’ve never known ’em to mix it wid white folks, an’ never in me livin’ days have I heard of ’em stealin’ white gur-rls, sor. I know they tells some funny tales on ’em, but me personal experience has been that th’ white gur-rls as goes wid a Chinaman goes o’ their own free will an’ accord an’ not because annybody steals ’em. So—”


“What is it you say, she was kidnaped?” de Grandin interrupted.


“Looks kind o’ that way, sor. We can’t find hide nor hair o’ her, an’—”


“But you know her name. How is that?”


“That’s part o’ th’ funny business, sor. Her grips an’ even her handbag wuz all in th’ taxi when we went through it, an’ in ’em we found letters to identify her as Miss Avis Brindell, who’d come to visit her brother-in-law an’ sister, Mr. an’ Mrs. Dougal McDougal, at their house at Mary’s Landin’; so—”


“Nom d’un chou-fleur, do you tell me so?” de Grandin gasped. “Madame McDougal’s sister kidnaped by Orientals? Ha, can it be possible? One wonders.”


“What’s that, sor?”


“I think your taximan is innocent, my friend, but I am glad you have him readily available,” de Grandin answered. “Come, let us go interview him right away, immediately; at once.”


MR. SYLVESTER MCCARTY, DRIVER of Purple Cab 188672, was in a far from happy frame of mind when we found him in the detention ward of Casualty Hospital. His day had started inauspiciously with the wreck of his machine, the loss of a more than usually large fare, considerable injury to his person, finally with the indignity of arrest. “It’s a weepin’ shame, that’s what it is!” he told us as he finished the recital of his woes. “I’m an honest man, sir, an’—”


“Agreed, by all means,” de Grandin interrupted soothingly. “That is why we come to you for help, my old one. Tell us, if you will, just what occurred this morning—describe the cowardly miscreant who struck you down before you had a chance to voice your righteous indignation. I am sure we can arrange for your release from durance.”


McCarty brightened. “It’s hard to tell you much about it, sir,” he answered, “fer it all happened so quick-like I hardly had time to git me bearin’s. After I’m crowded to th’ curb an’ me wheel’s dished, I sees th’ other car is jammed right smack agin me, an’ just as I turns round I hears me fare holler, ‘Leave me be; take yer hands off’n me!’


“Wid that I jumps down an’ picks up me crank-handle, fer if there’s goin to be a argyment, I figures on bein’ prepared. I on’y gits one eye-flash at ’em, though, sir. There’s a queer-lookin’ sort o’ gink settin’ at th’ wheel o’ th’ other car—a brown-faced guy, not colored nor yet not quite like a Chinee, but more like some o’ them Fillypinos ye see around sometimes, ye know. He’s all muffled up in a fur coat wid th’ collar turned up around his chin an’ his cap pulled down over his eyes, so I can’t git much of a slant on him. But just as I starts in to tell him what sort o’ people I think his family wuz, up hops another coffee-an’-cream-colored son-of-a-gun an’ zingo! let’s me have a bop over th’ bean that makes me see all th’ stars there is, right in broad daylight. I goes over like th’ kingpin when a feller rolls a strike, but just before I goes to sleep I sees th’ guy that smacked me down an’ another one hustlin’ th’ young lady out o’ me cab into th’ other car; then th’ chauffeur steps on her an’ rolls away, leavin’ me flatter’n a pancake. Then I goes out like a light an’ th’ next thing I knows I’m layin’ here in th’ horsepittle wid a bandage round me dome an’ th’ nurse is sayin’, ‘Sit up, now, an’ drink this.’”


“U’m?” de Grandin regarded him gravely. “And did you notice the make of car which fouled you?”


“Not rightly, sir. But it was big an’ long—a limousine. I thought it wuz a Rolls, though it might o’ been a Renault or Issorta—I don’t think it wuz an American car.”


“Very good. And one presumes it is too much to hope you had opportunity to note the number?”


“I did that, sir. We gits camera-eyed in this racket, an’ th’ first thing we do when anyone fouls us is to look at his number. It’s second nature.”


“Ah, fine, excellent, parfait. Tell me—”


“X11—7734, sir. Jersey plates.”


“Ah, my prince of chauffeurs, I salute you! Assuredly, it was nobly done! Sergeant, you will surely let him go now?”


“Sure,” Costello grunted. “You can run along, feller; but don’t try any hideaway business. We’ll know where to git ye when we want ye, don’t forgit.”


“Sure, you will,” Mr. McCarty assured him earnestly. “Right by th’ depot, chief. I’m there ter meet all th’ trains.”


“An’ now fer th’ number,” Costello chuckled. “Bedad, Doctor de Grandin, sor, this case is easier than I thought. I’m sorry I bothered ye wid it, now.”


“Not too fast, my friend,” the Frenchman counseled. “The prudent cat does not mistake all that is white for milk.”


Five minutes later Costello returned from a telephone conversation with the license bureau. “I reckon I wuz all wet, Doctor de Grandin,” he admitted ruefully. “X11—7734 is th’ plate o’ Gleason’s Grocery car. It’s a Ford delivery truck, an’ its plates wuz stolen last night whilst it was standin’ in front o’ th’ store.”


4. Poltergeist?


FOR A MOMENT WE stared at each other in blank consternation. “Que diable?” swore Renouard, grasping his tuft of beard and jerking it so violently that I feared for his chin.


“Looks that way,” Costello nodded dismally, understanding the Frenchman’s tone, if not his words.


“Sacré nom de dix mille sales cochons!” de Grandin exclaimed. “Why do we stand here looking ourselves out of countenance like a convention of petrified bullfrogs in the Musée de l’Histoire Naturelle? Let us be doing!”


“Sez you,” Costello responded. “Doin’ what, sor?”


“Finding them, pardieu. Consider: Their appearance was bizarre enough to be noted by the excellent Monsieur McCarty, even in the little minute between the collision of their vehicle and his and the blow which struck him senseless. Very well. Will not others notice them likewise? I think so. They have not been here long, there has been small time to acquire a base of operations, yet they must have one. They must have a house, probably not far from here. Very good. Let us find the house and we shall have found them and the missing lady, as well.”


“All right I’ll bite,” Costello offered. “What’s th’ answer to that one?”


“Cordieu, it is so simple even you should see it!” the Frenchman retorted. “It is like this: They have scarcely had time to consummate a purchase; besides, that would be wasteful, for they require only a temporary abode. Very well, then, what have they done? Rented a house, n’est-ce-pas? I think likely. We have, then, but to set a corps of energetic investigators to the task of soliciting the realty agents of the city, and when one tells us he has let a house to an Oriental gentleman—voilà, we have him in our net. Certainly.”


“Sure, it sounds O.K.,” Costello agreed, “but th’ only thing wrong wid it is it won’t work. Just because th’ assistant villains who kidnaped th’ pore little lady this mornin, wuz a lot o’ monkey-faced chinks is no sign th’ head o’ th’ gang’s one, too. ’Tis more likely he’s a white man usin’ Chinese to do his dirty work so’s he’ll not be suspected, an’—”


“And it is entirely probable that pigs would fly like birds, had they the necessary wings,” de Grandin interrupted bitingly. “I say no! Me, I know—at least I damn suspect—what all this devil’s business means, and I am sure an Oriental is not only the head, but the brains of this crew of apaches, as well. Come, mon fils, do as I say. We shall succeed. We must succeed.”


Dubiously Costello agreed, and two officers at headquarters were given copies of the classified telephone directory and bidden go down the list of real estate agents systematically, ’phoning each and inquiring whether he had rented a dwelling to a Chinese gentleman during the past week or ten days. Meantime de Grandin smoked innumerable cigarettes and related endless risqué stories to the great edification of the policemen lounging in the squad room. I excused myself and hurried to the office, for consulting hours had come, and I could not neglect my practise.


THE SEASONAL NUMBER OF coryza cases presented themselves for treatment and I was wondering whether I might cut short the consultation period, since no more applicants for Seiler’s solution and Dover’s powder seemed imminent, when a young man hurried into the office. Tall, lean, sun-bitten till he almost resembled a Malay, he was the kind of chap one took to instantly. A scrubbed-with-coldwater cleanliness and vigor showed in every line of his spare face and figure, his challenging, you-be-damned look was softened by the humorous curve of the wide, thin-lipped mouth beneath his dark, close-clipped mustache. Only the lines of habit showed humor now, however, for an expression of keen anxiety was on his features as he advanced toward me. “I don’t know whether you’ll remember me or not, Doctor Trowbridge,” he opened while still ten feet from me, “but you’re one of my earliest recollections. I’m Archy Hildebrand. My father—”


“Why, surely I remember you, son,” I returned, “though I don’t know I’d have recognized you. We were talking about you last night.”


“Were, eh?” he answered grimly. “Suppose you particularized concerning how many different kinds of a fool I’ve made of myself? Well, let me tell you—”


“Not at all,” I cut in as I noted the quick anger hardening in his eyes. “A French gentleman from Saigon was out to McDougal’s last night, and he happened to mention your romance, and we were all greatly interested. He seemed to think—”


“Was he a policeman?” Archy interrupted eagerly.


“Why—er—yes, I suppose you might call him that. He’s an inspector in the Sûreté Général, and—”


“Thank the Lord! Maybe he’ll be able to help us. But I need you, first, sir.”


“What’s the matter?” I began, but he literally dragged me toward the door.


“It’s Thi-bah, my wife, sir. I met her in Cambodia and married her in France. No time to go into particulars now, but she—she’s in a bad way, sir, and I wish you’d see her as soon as you can. It seems like some sort of eruption, and it’s dreadfully painful. Won’t you come now, right away?”


“Mais certainement, right away, immediately,” de Grandin assured him, appearing with the abruptness of a phantom at the consulting-room door. “We shall be most happy to place ourselves at the entire disposal of Madame, your wife, young Monsieur.”


As Hildebrand stared at him in open-mouthed astonishment he explained: “I have but just entered the house, and it was impossible for me not to overhear what you said to Doctor Trowbridge. I have had much experience with the obscure diseases of the Orient, whence Madame Hildebrand came, and I am sure I shall be of assistance to Friend Trowbridge, if you do not object to my entering the case with him?” He paused on a questioning note and regarded Archy with a frank, disarming smile.


“Delighted to have you,” I put in before the younger man could express an opinion. “I know you’ll be glad of Doctor de Grandin’s assistance, too, Archy,” I added.


“Certainly,” he agreed. “Only hurry, please, gentlemen. She may be suffering another attack right now, and she’s so lonely without me—I’m the only one who understands her, you see.”


We nodded sympathetically as we left the house, and a moment later I had headed the car toward the Hildebrand mansion.


“Perhaps you can give us a description of Madame’s malady?” de Grandin asked as we spun along.


Archy flushed beneath his coat of tar. “I’m afraid it’ll be hard to tell you,” he returned slowly. “You know”—he paused a moment, then continued in evident embarrassment—“if such a thing were possible, I’d say she’s the victim of a poltergeist.”


“Eh, what is it you say?” the Frenchman demanded sharply.


The young man misunderstood his query. “A poltergeist,” he returned. “I’ve seen what they declared to be their work in the Black Forest district of Germany, and I assure you it’s very mystifying. A person, usually a child or young woman, will become the victim of a malignant spirit, the peasants believe, and this pelting ghost, or poltergeist, as they call it in German, will follow the poor thing about, fling dishes and light articles of furniture at her, snatch the bedclothes off her while she sleeps, and bite, pinch and scratch her. I’ve seen severe skin-wounds inflicted on unfortunate children who’d been selected by a poltergeist as its victim, and the parents assured me the injuries appeared by magic, while others looked on in broad daylight, yet no one could see the hand that inflicted the scratches or the teeth which bit the afflicted person. I’d set the whole business down as superstitious nonsense, but since I saw what happened to my wife this morning, I’m not so certain I wasn’t laughing out of turn when I grinned at those German peasants.”


“Say on, Monsieur, I listen,” de Grandin answered.


“My wife was dressing this morning when she suddenly let out a shrill scream and half fell across the bench before her vanity. I ran to her, and when I reached her I saw across the white skin of her shoulders the distinct wale of a whip. I’ve seen just such marks on laborers in Cochin China when the overseer had lashed them. She was almost fainting when I got to her, and babbling something in Khmer which I couldn’t understand. I picked her up and started to carry her toward the bed, and as I did so she emitted another cry, and crossing the first diagonal mark was a second wale, so heavy this time that I could see the little spots of blood starting through the skin where it had been bruised to the point of rupture.


“I laid her on the bed and ran into the bathroom to soak a towel in witch hazel to put across her shoulders.” He paused a moment and looked challengingly at us. “Please remember she was lying on her back in bed,” he continued with slow emphasis. “Her shoulders were pressing directly on the sheet; nothing, not even a bullet from a high-power rifle could have struck her from beneath through the thick layers of cotton-felt of the mattress, yet even as I was crossing the room to her she screamed a third time, and when I reached her there was another whip-mark crossing the first two at an angle on her shoulders. This happened just as I’m telling you,” he concluded, then regarded us with an almost threatening glance as he awaited our expressions of polite incredulity.


“Mais oui, I believe you, my friend,” de Grandin told him. “It is entirely possible. Indeed, I am not at all surprised. No. On the contrary.


“Are we arrived? Good, we shall examine these so strange marks upon your poor lady and do what we can to relieve her suffering.


“By the way,” he added as we mounted the porch steps, “at what time did this most unpleasant experience befall Madame?”


Hildebrand considered a moment. “About eight o’clock, as near as I can remember,” he answered. “We usually breakfast at eight, but we’d overslept this morning and were hurrying to get down to the dining-room before Rumsen, the cook, presented her resignation. She usually resigns if she has to wait a meal more than half an hour, and we were dressing with one eye on the clock when Thi-bah felt the first pain and the first mark showed on her skin.”


“Eight o’clock,” de Grandin repeated musingly. “At six they take her, at eight the phenomenon is observed. Eh bien, they wasted little time, those ones. Yes, it all fits together admirably. I was sure before, now I am certain.”


“What’s that?” Archy asked.


“I did but confirm my diagnosis, Monsieur. It is seldom that I am mistaken. This time, it seems, I am less so than usual. Lead us to Madame your wife, if you please.”


“WHY—” I EXCLAIMED AS we entered the pleasant, chintz-hung room where young Mrs. Hildebrand lay, then stared at the girl in fatuous, hang-jawed amazement.


“Nom d’un parapluie rose!” de Grandin exclaimed softly. “I suspected it, now I know. Yes. Of course. Observe her, my friend.”


I did. I couldn’t help it. I knew it could not be, yet there on the bed before me lay Moneen McDougal, or her twin sister, and stared at us with the wide, hopeless gaze of a dumb thing taken in a trap and waiting in mute terror for the hunter’s knife across its throat.


“Madame,” de Grandin began softly, deferentially, “we have heard of your trouble and are come to aid you.”


A tiny parenthesis of puzzled wrinkles formed between the girl’s arched black brows, but no sign of understanding showed in her pale face.


“Madame,” he essayed again, “je suis un médecin français, et—”


Still no sign of understanding in the wide, frightened gaze.


He paused a moment, his little, round blue eyes narrowed in concentrated thought, then launched forth a series of queer-sounding, singsong words which reminded me of the gibberish with which Chinese laundrymen address each other.


Instant recognition shone in her dark eyes and she answered in a torrent of droning, oddly inflected phrases.


He motioned me forward, still conversing in the outlandish dialect, and together we approached the bed, turned down the coverlet and bent to examine her. Like most modern young women she wore as her sole undergarment above the waist a knitted-silk bandeau about her bosoms, and as she had dressed only in her lingerie when the curious illness overtook her, we had no difficulty in observing the lashmarks across her cream-satin shoulders. High, angry-looking wales they were, as though freshly laid on by a heavy whip in the hands of a brutally strong tormentor. “Cher Dieu!” de Grandin swore, then bent to question her again, but stopped abruptly as she stiffened suddenly and gave a short, terrified exclamation; the sort a patient undergoing odontotrypy might emit; and under our very eyes there rose across her shoulders another scourge mark, red, ecchymosed, swollen. It was as if the skin were inflated from beneath, for a mound like a miniature molehill rose as we watched, and the white skin turned bright, blood-sweating red.


Again she trembled in our grasp and again a red and angry welt showed on her shoulders. From scapula to scapula her back showed a wicked criss-cross of ugly, livid wales.


“Quick, mon ami, your hypo, and some morphine, if you please!” he cried. “This will continue intermittently until—we must give her surcease of her pain at once!”


I prepared the mercy-bearing syringe with trembling hands and drove the needle deep into her quivering arm, then shot the plunger home, and as the opiate took hold upon her tortured nerves she relaxed from her rigid pose and sank back slowly on the bed, but as she did so another lash-track appeared on her shoulder, and now the fragile skin was broken through, and a stain of bright capillary blood spread on the linen bedclothes.


“Good heavens, what is it, some obscure form of hemophilia?” I asked.


“Neither obscure nor hemophilia,” de Grandin answered grimly. “It is devilment, my friend; but devilment we can do nothing to palliate until Costello finds the one we seek.”


“Costello?” I echoed in amazement. “What has he to do with this poor child’s—”


“Everything, pardieu!” the Frenchman interrupted. “Now, if we do prepare a bandage pack and soak it well with leadwater and laudanum, we shall have done all possible until—”


“Until?” I prompted, as he ceased speaking and proceeded to prepare the soothing dressing for the girl’s lacerated back.


“Until the leaden-footed Costello bestirs himself,” he returned sharply. “Have I not said it? Certainly.


“Renew the dressing every hour, my friend,” he bade young Hildebrand as we prepared to leave. “If her attacks return with frequency, administer these codeine tablets, but never more than one in each half-hour. Au revoir, we shall return, and when we do she will have ceased to suffer.”


“You mean she’ll be—” Archy choked, then stopped, afraid to name the dread eventuality.


“By no means; no,” de Grandin cheered him. “She will survive, mon vieux, nor will she suffer much meantime, but though we do our work away from here you may be sure that we shall not be idle.”


As the young man looked at him bewildered he added, “For ailments such as this some laboratory work is necessary,” then smiled as a light of understanding broke in the tortured husband’s face.


“The plausible explanation is always best,” he murmured as we entered my car and turned toward home.


“Have you really an idea what’s wrong with her?” I asked. “It’s the strangest case I’ve ever seen.”


“But yes, my ideas are most certain,” he returned, “although I can not set them forth in full just now. You are perhaps familiar with stigmata?”


“Only indirectly,” I answered. “I’ve never seen a case of stigmata, but from what I’ve read I understand it’s a physical manifestation of a condition of hysteria. Aren’t certain religious fanatics supposed to work themselves into a state of ecstasy and then show marks approximating wounds on their hands and feet, in simulation of the Savior’s crucifixion-marks?”


“Précisément,” he agreed with a nod. “And hysteria is a condition of psychoneurosis. Normal inhibitions are broken down, the conscious mind is in abeyance. You have doubtless seen in psychological laboratories the hypnotist bid the blood leave the subject’s hand, and thereupon have observed the hand in question go corpse-pale as the vital fluid gradually receded?”


“Of course,” I answered, “but what the deuce are you driving at, anyway?”


“I formulate an hypothesis. Anon we shall put it to the test, I hope.”


5. Sympathetic Magic


DETECTIVE SERGEANT JEREMIAH COSTELLO was pacing gloomily back and forth across my study when we returned, a worried look in his blue eyes, a worried frown between his brows, his hands sunk elbow-deep in his trousers pockets.


“What news, mon brave?” de Grandin asked eagerly as he espied the big Irishman.


“Plenty, sor, such as it is,” the detective returned. “Misther Dougal McDougal’s been down to headquarters raisin’ partic’lar hell wid everybody from th’ Commissioner down. He’s threatenin’ to see th’ Mayor an’ petition congress an’ call out th’ Marines if we don’t find his wife’s sister before dark.”


“Dites, and have you been successful in the search for the mysterious Oriental gentleman as yet?” de Grandin asked.


“No, sor. ’Twas a crack-brained idea ye had there, if ye’ll excuse me sayin’ so. We’d have no more chance o’ findin’ ’em that way than we’d have o’ meetin’ up wid a needle in a haystack, as th’ felly says, sor. Now, if ’twas me—”


“Triomphe, victoire, je suis couronné de succès!” Inspector Renouard burst into the room, his dark eyes fairly blazing with excitement, his beard and mustaches bristling electrically. “All the way from the préfecture I have run—as fast as a taximeter could carry me! Behold, we have found him! Those peerless realtors, Sullivan, Dorsch & Doerr have but recently rented a mansion to one Chinese gentleman, a fine, large, furnished house with commodious garage attached. He particularly desired a garage, as he possessed an automobile of noble size in which he drove to the house agent’s office, accompanied by a chauffeur and footman, also Orientals. Yes, of course. The gentlemen of real estate noticed this particularly, since such customers are of the rarest at their office. In lieu of references he paid them three months’ rent in cash—in golden louis—no, what is it the American gold coin is called? Bucks? Yes, in golden bucks he paid one thousand berries—the gendarme at headquarters told me.


“How much in dollars is a thousand berries, my friend?” he turned bright, inquiring eyes upon Costello.


“T’ell wid stoppin’ to translate now; let’s git busy an’ find him!” Costello roared. “Are ye wid me, Doctor de Grandin, sor?”


“Cordieu, when was I ever otherwise in such a case, mon vieux?” the little Frenchman answered in a perfect fever of excitement. “Quick, make haste, my friend!”


Of Renouard he asked: “And where may one find this so superbly furnished house and garage the Oriental gentleman rented, petit frère?”


“At 68 Hamilton Avenue of the West,” the other returned, consulting his black-leather pocketbook. “Where is Friend Costello? He has not yet computed the berries into dollars for me.”


Sergeant Costello had no time to explain the vagaries of American slang to the excited Inspector. With tight-lipped mouth pressed close to the transmitter of my office telephone he was giving directions to some one at police headquarters in a low and ominously calm voice. “Yeah,” he murmured, “tear-bombs, that’s what I said. An’ a couple o’ choppers, an’ some fire-axes, an’ riot guns, an’ every man wid his nightstick. Git me? O.K., be ’round here pronto, an’ if anny one rings th’ bell or sounds th’ siren on th’ way I’ll beat ’im soft wid me own two fists. Git that, too. Come on, now, shake a leg; I’m waitin’, but I ain’t waitin’ long. See?”


THE EARLY DECEMBER DARK had descended, though the moon was not yet high enough to illuminate the streets as the police car set out for Hamilton Avenue. Obedient to Costello’s fiercely whispered injunction, gong and siren were silent, and we slipped through the dusk as silently as a wraith.


The house we sought stood well back on a quarter-acre plot of land planted with blue spruce, Japanese maples and rhododendron. As far as we could see, the place was deserted, for no gleam of light showed anywhere and an atmosphere of that utterly dead silence which seems the peculiar property of tenantless buildings wrapped it like a blanket.


“Spooky,” Costello declared as he brought the car to a halt half-way down the block and marshaled his forces. “Gilligan, you and Schultz take th’ back,” he ordered. “See no one gits out that way, an’ put th’ nippers on anny one that tries to make a break. Sullivan, you an’ Esposito git posted be th’ front—take cover behind some bushes, an’ hit th’ first head that shows itself out th’ front door. I’m leavin’ ye th’ job o’ seein’ no one gits out that way. Norton, cover th’ garage. No one’s to go in there till I give th’ word. Git it?” The men nodded assent, and:


“All right,” he continued. “Hornsby, you an’ Potansky bring th’ choppers an’ come wid us. All ready, gentlemen?” he swept Renouard, de Grandin and me with an inquiring glance.


“More than ready, mon brave, we are impatient,” de Grandin answered. “Lead on; we come.”


From a shoulder-holster slung beneath his left armpit Inspector Renouard drew a French-army revolver almost as large as a field gun and spun its cylinder appraisingly. “Bien,” he murmured, “let us go.” The two patrolmen with their vicious little submachine-guns fell in on either side of us, and we advanced across the lawn at a run.


“I’ve got th’ warrant here,” Costello whispered as we paused before the veranda. “Think I’d better knock an’—”


“By no means,” de Grandin cut in. “Let us enter at once. If our presence is protested, the warrant will give it validity. Meantime, there is much value in surprise, for each moment of delay threatens death for two unfortunate ladies.”


“Two women?” Costello asked in wonder. “How d’ye figure—”


“Zut! Action now, my friend; explanations can wait.


“Permettez-moi,” he added as Costello drew back to thrust his shoulder at the door. “This is better, I think.” He felt quickly in his pocket, producing a ring on which half a dozen keys dangled, and sinking to his knees began trying first one, then another in the door. The first three trials were failures, but the fourth key sprung the lock, and with a muttered exclamation of satisfaction he swung back the door and motioned us in.


“Bedad, what an illigant burglar wuz spoilt when you decided to go straight!” Costello commented admiringly as we stepped across the threshold.


Thick rugs ate up the sound of our footfalls as we entered the darkened hall, and a blackness almost tangible surrounded us while we paused to take our bearings. “Shall I give ’em a call?” the Sergeant whispered.


“Not at all,” de Grandin denied. “If we advertise our presence we have assuredly lost what advantage we have thus far gained, and—”


Somewhere, faint and far-away seeming, as though strained through several tight-locked doors, there came to us a faint, shrill, eery note, a piping, quavering cry like the calling of a screech-owl heard a long way off, and, answering it, subtly, like an echo, another wail.


“Howly Mither, what’s that?” Costello asked. “Which way did it come from?”


“From under us, I think,” de Grandin answered, “and it is devilment of the most devilish sort, my friend. Come, let us hasten; there is no time to waste!”


We tiptoed down the hall, guided by an occasional flash from Costello’s pocket light, crept softly through the kitchen, paused a moment at the basement door to reassure ourselves we followed the right track, then swung the white enameled door back and passed quietly down the stairs.


At the turn of the stairway we paused, fairly petrified by the scene below us.


Draperies of heavy silk had been hung at all the basement windows, effectively cutting off all telltale gleans of light to the outside world. A heavy Chinese rug, gorgeous with tones of blue and gold and deep rust-red, was spread upon the floor, and at its four corners stood tall vases with perforated tops through which there slowly drifted writhing gray coils of heavy incense. Robed in yellow, a parody of a man squatted cross-legged in the center of the rug, and it needed no second glance to see he was terribly deformed. One arm was a mere shriveled relic of its former self, one shoulder was a full half-foot higher than the other, his spine was dreadfully contorted, and his round buffer-head thrust forward, like that of a vulture contemplating a feast of carrion. His cheeks were sunken, eye-sockets so depressed that they appeared mere hollow caverns, and the yellow skin was drawn drum-tight over his skull so that the lips were retracted from the uneven, discolored teeth studding his gums. “A very death’s-head of a face!” I thought.


But this bizarre, uncanny figure squatting between the incense pots was but a stage property of the show.


Nude and fainting, a young girl was lashed face-forward to a pillar in the floor. Her feet were raised a foot or more above the cement, and round the pillar and her ankles was passed turn after turn of finely knit silken cord, knotting her immovably to the beam and forcing her entire weight upon the thongs which bit so cruelly into her white and shrinking flesh. Her arms were drawn around the post, the wrists crossed and tied at the farther side, but this did little to relieve the strain upon the cords encircling her ankles.


As we came to pause at the turning of the stairs a short and slender brown-skinned man clad in a sort of apron of yellow silk, but otherwise quite naked, stepped forward from the shadows, raised his right hand and swung a scourge of plaited leather mercilessly, dragging the lash diagonally across the girl’s defenseless back.


She screamed and trembled and drew herself convulsively closer to the post to which she was bound, as though she sought to gain protection from her tormentor by forcing her body into the very substance of the pillar.


And at her trembling scream the seated monstrosity laughed silently, and from her other side another yellow-aproned man stepped forth and struck her with a leather lash, and as she screamed again a third attendant who squatted on the floor lifted a reed flute to his lips and with the cunning fidelity of a phonograph mocked her agonized. cry with a trilling, quavering note.


As such things will flash through the mind unbidden in times of stress, I could not help comparing her despairing cry and the mockery of the flute to that composition called Le Roitelet in which a coloratura soprano sings a series of runs, trills and diversions while a flute accompaniment blends so perfectly with the voice that the listener could hardly say which is human note and which the note of woodwind instrument.


But my random thought was quickly dissipated by de Grandin’s sharp whisper to Renouard: “The one at the right for you, the other one for me, my friend!”


Their weapons spoke in unison, and once again the noises harmonized, for the deep roar of Renouard’s revolver was complemented by the spiteful, whip-like crack of de Grandin’s automatic as a tenor complements a bass, and the two whip-wielding torturers pitched forward on the gorgeous rug as though an unseen giant had pushed them from behind.


The flutist half rose from his seat on the floor, but crumpled impotently in the grasp of one of the policemen, while Inspector Renouard fairly hurled himself upon the deformed man and bore him backward.


“Ah-ha you pig-swine, I have you now!” he cried exultantly. “You would kill my men and mock the laws of France, and run off to the temple and think you hid successfully from me! You would follow those escaping lovers to America and put snakes and spiders where they could bite me to death, hein? You would torture this poor one here until she screamed for mercy while your so detestable musician made mockery of her suffering? Very well; you have had your laugh; now comes mine, parbleu! I think my laugh is best!”


He rose, dragging the other with him, and we saw the gleam of steel upon the cripple’s wrists. “Sun Ah Poy,” he announced formally, “I arrest you for wilful murder, for sedition and subornation of sedition, and for stirring up rebellion against the Republic of France.


“He is your prisoner, Sergeant,” he added to Costello. “Look well to him, and on tomorrow morning I shall begin the extradition proceedings.”


Costello nodded curtly. “Take ’em out, Hornsby,” he ordered with a gesture toward Sun and the other prisoner. “Tell Sullivan an’ Esposito to ring for th’ van an’ run ’em down to headquarters, an’ call th’ other boys in. We’re goin’ through this joint.” He motioned to the other patrolmen to precede him up the stairs, then turned to us. “Annything I can do, gentlemen?” he asked, and I realized the innate delicacy of the man as I noticed how he conscientiously kept his glance averted from the nude, limp form which de Grandin cut down from the pillar of torture.


“I think not,” the little Frenchman answered, looking up from his task with a quick, friendly smile. “We will join you upstairs anon, mon brave.”


Together we bent above the unconscious girl. Her white back showed a lattice-work of crossed whip-welts, and in several places the skin had ruptured, letting out the blood where the lash-marks crossed. At de Grandin’s mute command I gathered her in my arms and bore her up the stairs to a bedroom, laid her under the covers, then went to help him search the bathroom for boric acid. “It is not much use,” he admitted as we applied the powder to her ugly-looking bruises, “but it must do till we can secure opium wash at your house, my friend.”


Headed by Costello and Renouard the police searched the house from foundation to ridgepole, but no sign of other occupants could be found, and the Sergeant went to the telephone to tell the city morgue of the bodies lying in the basement. “Will ye be afther comin’ along now, sors?” he asked, halting in the doorway to the room where we treated Avis Brindell’s hurts.


“But certainly,” de Grandin agreed, taking a blanket from the bed and wrapping the girl in it. “Will you set us down at Doctor Trowbridge’s, please? We must give this poor one further attention.”


WITH THE GIRL’S INJURED back well rubbed with soothing medicine and carefully bandaged, a powerful hypnotic administered to assure her several hours’ restful sleep, de Grandin and I joined Costello and Renouard in the study.


“She will do nicely,” he pronounced. “By tomorrow morning the hurt will have vanished from her bruises; Christmas night she will assuredly be able to attend her sister’s dinner party, though it will be some time before she may again wear décolleté gowns without some slight embarrassment. However”—he raised eyebrows and shoulders in an expressive shrug—“things might have been much worse, n’est-ce-pas?


“Sergeant, mon brave camarade”—he looked affectionately at Costello—“I would suggest you telephone Monsieur and Madame McDougal and tell them the lost lady has been found.”


He helped himself to a cigar and smoked in thoughtful silence while the big Irishman went to make his report.


“She much resembles her so charming sister, this Madame Avis, does she not?” he asked apropos of nothing as Detective Sergeant Costello rejoined us.


“Yes,” I agreed, “the resemblance is remarkable. Indeed, I never recall seeing three women looking more alike than—”


“Précisément,” he interrupted. “It is there the explanation lies.


“When first the possibilities of this case appealed to me was when Inspector Renouard told Madame McDougal that this Thi-bah, the missing temple-dancer, resembled her,” he added.


“Remember, Friend Trowbridge, Madame’s nerves were all on edge last night because a strange man, a skull-faced Oriental, had accosted her in the streets of Harrisonville? ‘That are outrageous!’ I told me, but I thought no more about it until the good Renouard pops up like a jack-in-the-box from Cambodia and tells us this story of the runaways from the Angkor temple. When he informs Madame McDougal that the missing Thi-bah resembles her, something goes click in this so clever brain of mine—I begin to foresee complications; I also damn suspect why this Oriental with a face like a skeleton’s has taken special note of a strange lady in an American city. Yes; Jules de Grandin is like that.


“Now, as you know, I, too, have sojourned in Cambodia; the secrets of that land are not strange to me. By no means. Of the ways of her people I have inquired deeply, and this I have learned: Should a slave run off from those who own him, or a lady leave her lawful wedded spouse, or the man who claims her without the benefit of clergy, for that matter, the deserted one will seek to find the fugitive, but if he can not do so, he will resort to sympathetic magic to compel the runaway’s return.


“You know how in the ancient days, and more recent times, too, the wizards and the witches were wont to make a waxen image of one whom they desired to be rid of, then place the figurine before the fire so it would slowly melt, and as it melted, the original would slowly pine away and die? Of course. Occasionally they would vary their technique by thrusting pins through the image in a vital spot, and as they did so, the poor unfortunate whose effigy the image was, was seized with insupportable pains in the same region as that through which the pin was thrust.


“It does sound childish, I admit,” he told us with a smile, “but magic is a most real thing, especially if it be believed in, and there is quite reliable evidence that deaths have actually been caused thus.


“Now, the Cambodians have a somewhat similar practise, though it entails double suffering: They procure some person who bears a real or fancied resemblance to the runaway, and thereupon they treat him most discourteously. Sometimes they beat the substitute—that is the usual manner of beginning. If that mild treatment fails they progress to branding with white-hot irons, to cutting off fingers and toes, hands and feet, ears, nose, breast and tongue, with dull knives. Then comes the interesting process of gouging out the eyes with iron hooks, finally complete evisceration while the unfortunate one still lives and breathes.


“Preposterous? Not necessarily. I, myself, have seen Cambodians’ hands wither, as though with leprosy, for no apparent reason, I have seen feet become useless, and seen eyes grow dim and blind. I sought to find some medical explanation and was told there was none. It was simply that some enemy was working sympathetic magic somewhere at a place unknown, and somewhere another poor unfortunate was undergoing excruciating torture that the hated one might also suffer.


“Remember, my friends, the Cambodians believe this to be possible, believe it implicitly; that makes a world of difference. So it was with Thi-bah; she who is now Madame Hildebrand. For all of her short life she had been subject to those monkey-faced priests, she was taught to believe in their fell powers, that they might not be able to do all they claimed had never once been entertained in her thought. Undoubtlessly she had seen such cases in the past, had seen unfortunate women tortured that some fugitive might suffer, had seen other unfortunates grow crippled, despair and die because somewhere an enemy worked magic on them.


“When we heard Mademoiselle Avis had been kidnaped and that she was Madame McDougal’s sister, the reason for the crime at once leaped to my eye. That she bore family resemblance to her sister, who had been said to much resemble Thi-bah, I made no doubt. What the so amiable Doctor Sun would do in the circumstances I also could assume without great trouble. Therefore we set about finding him and finding him in haste, lest harm befall his unfortunate involuntary guest.


“I was on the point of asking Friend Trowbridge to accompany me to Monsieur Hildebrand’s to interview his bride when the young man saved me the trouble by appearing so opportunely. Alors, to his house we went; there we beheld his young and pretty wife, and saw the whip-scars take form upon her back, even as we looked. These scars were psychic force physically manifested, of course, but they were none the less painful for that reason. Also, Mademoiselle Brindell, who served as substitute for her whom Doctor Sun would have liked to torment in person, was no less tortured because she suffered through no fault of hers. There is the answer and the explanation, my friends.”


“But—” I began.


“Excusez-moi,” he broke in, “I must inquire after Madame Hildebrand.


“And she rests easily?” he asked when his connection had been made and Archy had reported favorably. “Très bien—ha, do you tell me so! Excellent, Monsieur, I am most happy.


“Monsieur Archy reports,” he told us as he replaced the receiver in the hook, “that Madame his wife not only rests easily, but that the whip-marks have almost entirely disappeared. A miraculously quick cure for bruises such as we observed this afternoon, n’est-ce-pas, Friend Trowbridge?”


“It certainly is,” I agreed, “but—”


“And the day after tomorrow we dine with Monsieur and Madame McDougal, and the so charming Mademoiselle Avis,” he interrupted. “Sergeant, you must go, too. The party would be dismal without you. Me, I devoutly hope they have procured a turkey of noble proportions. At present I could eat one as great as an elephant.”


Again he faced us with one of his quick, elfin smiles. “Sergeant, Friend Trowbridge, will you be good enough to excuse Inspecteur Renouard and me for the remainder of the evening?” he asked.


“Come, Renouard, mon petit singe, we must do that which we have not done together since the days of the War.”


“Qu’est-ce que c’est?” demanded the Inspector, but the anticipatory gleam in his bright, dark eyes gave me the cue, even before de Grandin answered:


“What? You ask me what? What, indeed, except to get most vilely and abominably drunk, mon copain?”




The Ghost Helper


“NON, MY FRIEND, I mean it,” Jules de Grandin persisted. “You Americans are a gloomy people; even in your pleasures you are melancholy!”


I grinned at him despite myself. The Chez Pantoufle Dorée certainly showed no signs of melancholia which I could see. Waiters scurried here and there between the rows of softly illuminated tables; the air was heavy with the odor of well-cooked food, warm, perfumed woman-flesh and the smoke of excellent tobacco; the muted clatter of china and table silver mingled with the hum of conversation, lilting, flirtatious laughter and the syncopated overtone of the jazz band’s throbbing appeal to elemental passion. “Not much evidence of gloom here, is there?” I queried, attacking the Welsh rabbit the waiter placed before me and decanting a mugful of illegal but most enjoyable ale.


“But yes,” he nodded, “that is what I mean, précisément. Observe these people; they are typical. How is it your popular song says? ‘I Dance With the Tear in My Eye?’ That is it. The gayety is forced, unnatural. They are like a group of pallbearers telling each other funny stories while they ride to the cemetery; like little boys whistling to tell themselves how brave they are as they walk quick past the graveyard after dark. ‘See us,’ they say, ‘we are devils of fellows; gay, carefree, debonair; we care for nothing, we fear nothing!’ But always they look fearfully across their shoulders, and always in the shadows behind they see the hovering, disapproving ghosts of Calvin, Knox and Wesley, of Cotton Mather and William Jennings Bryan. So they are triste. Yes.


“Take those ones, by example”—he nodded to the tenants of a table somewhat to our left—“c’est un couple bien assorti, n’est-ce-pas? They should have every mark of happiness upon them, and yet observe—is not discomfort, even fear, written in their faces? I think yes. Que diable? Is that the way of joyousness?”


Waiting a decent interval, I turned my head and followed his critical glance. The man was tall, slender, stoop-shouldered, thin-faced and studious-looking, a perfect example of American gentleman with generations of Anglo-Saxon heritage behind him. His duplicate could be found on all our college faculties, in half our law offices and experimental laboratories, in many of the higher branches of our Government departments. Calm, level-headed and efficient, but without the blatant hall-mark of the “go-getter” on him, he showed the ideal combination of seriousness and humor which has enabled science and the arts to keep alive amid the hustle of our New World tempo—and to find practical application in the usages of business.


His companion was a sight to draw the eye in any company. Long-bodied and long-limbed in build, graceful as a panther, with a small, proud head crowned with a skull-cap of close-cut hair the shade of ripened maize, long, insolent eyes of darkest blue set under almost horizontal brows of startling blackness, straight-nosed, firm-chinned, thin-lipped, her skin as white as pearl and seemingly almost transparent, she, too, was eloquent of breeding, but her ancestors had bred their women-folk for physical appeal. However fine her mind might be, no man could forget her brilliant body and allure even for a moment, and though she might show gentleness at times, I knew it would be but the mildness of a cat-creature whose claws are only thinly masked in velvet paws.


I took them in with one swift glance, then turned back to de Grandin. “Why, it’s Idris Breakstone and his wife,” I said.


“You know them?”


“I know him. I ought to. I helped bring him to Harrisonville thirty-six years ago, and I’d treated his parents for five years before that. The woman I don’t know. He married her out of town. She’s his second wife, and—”


“U’m?” his murmured comment cut me short. “And is that look—that air of malaise which he and his so charming lady display—entirely natural to them?”


I looked again. The little Frenchman was right. In both Idris’ face and that of his companion there was a look of vague fear, a sort of haunted expression which a fugitive from justice might wear when strangers were about and any moment might bring the tapping hand and grim announcement of arrest. “No-o,” I answered slowly. “I don’t think it is. Now you mention it, they do look ill at ease, but—”


“Perhaps that one is to blame?” De Grandin cast his glance beyond the Breakstones’ table to a man sitting alone. “He looks like Nemesis’s twin—or Satan’s. Observe how he regards the lady. Pardieu, were she a mouse and he a cat, I should not care to undertake insuring her life!”


I followed the direction of his gaze. Seated in an angle of the wall was a man of slight, boyish build with almost feminine, delicate hands idly toying with his watch chain in a listless, indolent fashion. His old face, long, hard-shaven like a priest’s or actor’s, was in odd contrast to his youthful body, and in the aged, wrinkle-etched countenance there burned a pair of great, sorrowful eyes—eyes like Lucifer’s as he broods upon the high estate from which he fell—which gazed steadfastly and unchangingly at the smoothly brushed blond hair above the nape of Mrs. Breakstone’s creamy neck.


I shook my head and wrinkled my brow in distaste. It seemed to me that every atom of liquor-heated masculine desire in the room had been merged into the fixed, unwavering stare of those two sad yet pitiless eyes set in that old, wicked face which topped the lithe, incongruously youthful body of the stranger.


“What do you make of him?” de Grandin prompted as I held my peace.


I shook off the sort of trance which held me. For a moment I had been deaf to the café’s clatter, blind to its softly glowing lights, unmindful of the food which cooled before me as a single thought-desire seemed to overwhelm me—an almost uncontrollable desire to rise and cross the floor and dash my knotted fist into that old and sinful face, bruise those sorrowful, steadfast eyes and trample that frail, boyish body underfoot.


“Eh?” I returned as I emerged from my fog of primordial fury like a sleeper coming out of sleep. “Oh—excuse me; I was thinking.”


“Exactement; I think I know your thoughts; I have the same,” de Grandin answered with a laugh. “But ere we give way to desire and slay that unclean-looking person, tell me what you think of him. Is he the cause of Monsieur and Madame Breakstone’s perturbation?”


“No,” I returned, “I do not think so. I doubt if they realize he’s there. If she did, she’d surely tell her husband, and if Idris saw him looking at his wife that way—well, I think our impulse would be translated into action, and without much delay.”


The little Frenchman nodded understandingly. “I agree,” he told me. “Come, let us eat and go, my friend. If we remain much longer I shall most certainly do that one an injury—and I have no desire to be embroiled with the police so late at night.”


THE NUMBING COLD OF the evening had abated somewhat and a fine, crisp snow had fallen, covering streets and lawns with an inch or so of gleaming veneer; but the snow had ceased and the moon had risen and silvered the sleeping city with an overlay of nacre when the shrilling of my bedside telephone summoned me from sleep. The biting caress of the light, early-morning wind filtering through the stripped trees made me shiver as I snatched up the instrument and growled a sleepy “Hullo?”


“Idris Breakstone speaking, Doctor Trowbridge,” the caller responded. “Can you come over? Muriel—my wife—she’s—please hurry; this is urgent!”


“H’m, it had better be!” I murmured grimly as I reached for the clothes which a lifetime of experience as a general practitioner had taught me to keep in order on the bedside chair against such emergencies as this. “Confounded nuisance, knocking a man out of bed like this. Why—”


“What is it, my friend?” Wrapped in a mauve-silk dressing-gown, purple kid slippers on his womanishly small feet, a pink-and-lavender muffler about his throat, Jules de Grandin appeared at the bedroom door, all trace of sleep banished from his little, round blue eyes as he surveyed me with an elfish grin.


“Oh? It woke you too, eh?” I countered, jamming my foot into a shoe and fumbling with the lacings. “Well, misery loves company. No, I doubt it’s important; it’s Muriel Breakstone, the girl we saw in the night club, you know—her husband just ’phoned, and”—I tied the knot of my second shoe and drew on my waistcoat and jacket—“and she’s probably got indigestion from too much rich food or some of that funny liquor they serve there. Little fool! If she’d had sense enough to stick to good, wholesome beer—”


“Await me, my old one; I hasten, I rush, I fly!” de Grandin interrupted as he swung about and raced down the hall toward his room. “The lady will surely not expire if you delay until I dress; and I damn think anything concerning her should interest us. Oh, undoubtlessly, yes.”
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