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THE COMPLETE TALES OF Jules de Grandin is dedicated to the memory of Robert E. Weinberg, who passed away in fall of 2016. Weinberg, who edited the six-volume paperback series of de Grandin stories in the 1970s, also supplied many original issues of Weird Tales magazine from his personal collection so that Seabury Quinn’s work could be carefully scanned and transcribed digitally. Without his knowledge of the material and his editorial guidance, as well as his passion for Quinn’s work over a long period of time (when admirers of the Jules de Grandin stories were often difficult to come by), this series would not have been possible, and we owe him our deepest gratitude and respect.


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


“Loved by Thousands of Readers”:The Popularity of Jules de Grandin

by Stefan Dziemianowicz

FANS OF WEIRD TALES, the groundbreaking pulp fiction magazine that changed the course of modern horror and fantasy fiction in the first half of the twentieth century, regularly debate who was the most popular author published in its pages. Although Weird Tales published the work of virtually every weird fiction writer of consequence during that time period—including H. P. Lovecraft, Clark Ashton Smith, Robert E. Howard, Robert Bloch, August Derleth, Ray Bradbury, and Manly Wade Wellman, to name but a few—a compelling case could be made for Seabury Quinn, on the strength of how the magazine’s readers regarded his most memorable literary creation, the occult detective Jules de Grandin.

Although less well remembered today than Weird Tales’ leading luminaries, Quinn racked up honors in the magazine that are mind-boggling even for the era of multi-million-words-per-year pulpsmiths. He published a total of 146 stories in Weird Tales over thirty years, an average of more than one story per two issues of the magazine’s 279-issue run. Ninety-three of those stories, most of which ran to novella-length, featured Jules de Grandin and his sidekick Dr. Samuel Trowbridge, whose first adventure appeared in the October 1925 issue and whose last appeared in September 1951. That’s an average of one Jules de Grandin story per three issues of the magazine. The statistics are even more formidable when you consider that the bulk of the de Grandin stories appeared in Weird Tales before 1934. In the years 1926, 1927, 1928, and 1933, Quinn placed seven stories featuring his psychic sleuth in each year’s twelve issues. In 1929, he placed nine. In 1930 and 1932 (the year that the sole Jules de Grandin novel, The Devil’s Bride, was serialized over six consecutive issues) de Grandin made ten appearances apiece. No other author in Weird Tales ever came close to duplicating this feat.

Equally impressive is the number of the magazine’s covers that the de Grandin stories copped. The second adventure of Jules de Grandin, “The Tenants of Broussac” in the December 1925 issue, was the first to be featured on the cover. Over the next twenty-four years, a Jules de Grandin adventure made the cover an additional thirty-six times—seven of them in the year 1930 alone. And de Grandin stories shared mention on the cover with works by other writers another six times, meaning that nearly half of all of the adventures of Jules de Grandin merited cover honors—yet one more feat that no other Weird Tales author could claim.

It’s hard to know why any phenomenon catches fire as rapidly as Quinn’s tales of Jules de Grandin did in Weird Tales, but the author’s familiarity to the editor and readers of the magazine up to that point may have played a role. His first fiction sale to Weird Tales, the werewolf story “The Phantom Farmhouse,” appeared in the October 1923 issue and remained one of the most requested reprint stories for the magazine’s duration. Quinn had also contributed a series of thirteen weird crime articles under the series names “Servants of Satan” and “Weird Mysteries,” some of whose contents he would later mine for de Grandin’s adventures.

Farnsworth Wright, the editor of Weird Tales when de Grandin made his debut, appears to have recognized early that Quinn had latched onto a memorable storytelling approach in his fusion of weird fiction and detective fiction. He appended a note to the end of “The Terror on the Links,” the first de Grandin story in the October 1925 Weird Tales, promising that “further adventures of the little French scientist, de Grandin, will be narrated in ‘The Tenants of Broussac,’”—indicating that he had already bought a second story in the series before the magazine’s readers had even read the first. He used his editorial paragraphs in the December 1925 issue of the Weird Tales letter column, “The Eyrie,” to promote the third de Grandin story effusively: “Even Poe never wrote a more gripping tale of terror than Seabury Quinn has penned in ‘The Isle of Missing Ships,’ which will be printed month after next.” And at the end of the fifth de Grandin adventure, “The Dead Hand,” published in the May 1926 issue, the magazine posted an ad listing back issues featuring the four preceding de Grandin stories for sale.

The readers responded in kind to Wright’s enthusiasm. “The greatest series of stories published in Weird Tales, I think, are the Jules de Grandin ones,” wrote a reader in the July 1926 “Eyrie.” A letter writer in the February 1927 issue concurred: “Jules de Grandin is one of your most interesting and entertaining characters. Sometimes the plots are a little far-fetched, but the story is always told in such style with occasional humor and scientific theories mixed into the mystery, which carry the interest to the last word.”

Smart editor that he was, Wright used “The Eyrie” to stoke reader enthusiasm for the magazine and its contributors. In the September 1926 issue, after having asked readers to name their favorite stories published in the magazine to date, he revealed that Quinn led the pack, garnering five of the readers’ top-thirty picks. In the February 1927 issue he showed how much he believed that readers valued Quinn’s work by offering a signed typescript of the de Grandin tale “The Man Who Cast No Shadow” to “the writer of the most helpful and constructive letter to ‘The Eyrie’ discussing the stories in this issue.” Small wonder, then, that readers were so adulatory in their subsequent praise of Quinn and de Grandin. “Seabury Quinn’s stories … are without a doubt above all others, and I wish to say that he has the immortal Poe shoved off the map,” wrote a reader in April 1927. He was echoed by another letter writer the following month, who wrote that “Jules de Grandin and Seabury Quinn should become synonymous with the immortal Poe.”

The fans were not alone in their praise of Jules de Grandin. Quinn’s stories also received accolades from colleagues and writers-to-be. Robert E. Howard, the future creator of the sword-and-sorcery legend Conan the Cimmerian, was a Weird Tales author for less than a year when he praised the stories in the February 1926 “Eyrie” as “sheer masterpieces,” and continued, “The little Frenchman is one of those characters who live in fiction. I look forward with pleasurable anticipation to further meetings with him.” Future Weird Tales author Henry Kuttner considered Quinn a favorite writer, and over time Quinn and his series were praised by Greye La Spina, Manly Wade Wellman, Ray Bradbury, and other Weird Tales stalwarts. It’s well known that horror titan H. P. Lovecraft did not think highly of the de Grandin stories, but several of Lovecraft’s acolytes praised them in the “Eyrie,” among them J. Vernon Shea, Willis Conover, Duane Rimel, and Bernard Austin Dwyer.

Fans of the de Grandin stories were not uncritical. They frequently provided analysis of why de Grandin and his adventures appealed to them. “There is no more inspiring, pleasant, amusing character in fiction than this little French criminologist, always courteous, civil, active, yet with a hard line of viciousness and heartlessness in him,” wrote a reader to the April 1928 issue. Another letter-writer in October 1930 gave reasons for the impact of Quinn’s tales: “He has a delightfully finished style of writing, most refreshing after the infernal, cut-down, written-to-sell stuff the authors of America have allowed an ignorant public to force on them.” Writing in the February 1933 issue, one reader elaborated further on why Quinn’s tales of de Grandin hit their mark: “There never has been one story by him that wasn’t dynamic and tense until the last word. Not only does he give a fine narrative, but an extremely plausible explanation also is incorporated in his stories.” Other letter writers singled the verisimilitude with which Quinn made esoteric subjects accessible to the layman: “He is meticulously correct without being pedantic and without annoying the lay reader by technical language,” wrote a self-proclaimed student of legal medicine in the October 1929 “Eyrie.” “Such exactness and the ability to explain medical and legal matters in plain language are far greater assets in an author than most publishers realize.”

It’s not going too far to suggest that within a few years of his appearance in the magazine, a cult had grown up around Jules de Grandin. Readers smitten by how believable de Grandin seemed as a character wrote to Weird Tales asking if he was a person in real life. When more than a few issues of the magazine appeared without a de Grandin story, readers fearful that the series had been discontinued deluged the magazine with letters. “It is a real feat to create a character in fiction so likable, so human, and so fascinating that he immediately makes himself loved by thousands of readers,” Wright wrote to allay such concerns in the August 1928 issue, “and this is just what Seabury Quinn has done in creating the temperamental and vivacious Jules de Grandin for your delectation.” When de Grandin appeared in only three issues of Weird Tales in 1931, Wright had to mollify complaining readers with the explanation that Quinn had been busily writing the novel-length work The Devil’s Bride, to be serialized in multiple issues of the magazine the following year. Fans even had the audacity to warn Quinn not to write anything but de Grandin stories. “Jules de Grandin is just as perfect as he thinks he is (which is saying a lot),” wrote a reader in December 1930. “Tell Seabury Quinn that if he ever writes any other type of story the readers will come en masse and lynch him.” Another writer in the July 1935 “Eyrie” was more temperate in explaining why he felt the de Grandin stories outranked Quinn’s other fiction: “Seabury Quinn is just another writer when he leaves Harrisonville [the town in which all of de Grandin’s adventures took place], but de Grandin puts him at the top of your list.”

And yet, as much as readers adored de Grandin and did not want his adventures to end, some were aware of the formulaic quality of many of his adventures and proposed ideas to bring variety to the series. “Can’t Seabury Quinn take him and friend Trowbridge out of Harrisonville?” one reader wrote of de Grandin in July 1930. “It would seem that one city is the only spot left where our beloved Jules may spin his webs—and what a demon-infested place to live! Too long has he tarried in a prosaic little city. Let him conquer new worlds. And one suggestion: Just once—in a really, gripping, tragically sad tale I would like to have de Grandin bested—just once. Don’t you think it would make him even more human and lovable than he is now?”

Another writer in the February 1931 issue also took issue with de Grandin’s invincibility. “Someday, give us a story in which the inimitable Frenchman fails—fails miserably through overlooking some item that he should have known. It might be well, in order that some beautiful girl who usually figures in their adventures may come out of it well and happy, to have Trowbridge discover and correct de Grandin’s oversight, thus giving the worthy Trowbridge something to remind de Grandin of in future when the Frenchman gets too cocky.”

Whether or not Quinn was receptive to such reader comments, it appears that he did read them. In the May 1929 “Eyrie,” a de Grandin fan complained that Quinn’s stories “allow the forces of evil almost unlimited modes of self-expression, while restricting the opposite force to use by the hero of such symbols as a holy relic or sprig of some plant, waved under the nose of the particular devil in the case.” Quinn responded in the letters section of the July 1929 issue with a sternly worded two-page analysis of the last six de Grandin stories published to rebut that reader’s claims and concluded, “My traducer has done nothing but make a blanket accusation, without one shred of evidence to support it.”

If anyone needed more evidence of the high regard in which Weird Tales readers held Quinn’s Jules de Grandin stories, the proof was in the reader poll tallies. “The Eyrie” had been in existence in Weird Tales since its first issue was published in March 1923, but it wasn’t until the end of 1925 that the magazine began encouraging readers to write in and name their favorite story. That this editorial policy coincides with readers becoming openly vocal in their support of the de Grandin stories in “The Eyrie” seems far from coincidental. The reader poll tallies were not exactly scientific. Wright usually reported the top three stories chosen by the readers, sometimes only the number-one pick, and he occasionally diplomatically reported that two, three, or even four stories were in a dead heat for first place. Regardless, more than fifty Jules de Grandin stories made the top three reader picks, and more than thirty placed or tied for first. In the March 1929 issue of Weird Tales, the readers went one better. Quinn was one of several top writers for the magazine whose stories the readers urged the magazine to publish in a hardcover collection. They went to so far as to propose a title for the book: The Phantom Fighter. Thirty-seven years later, Arkham House, a publisher who regularly mined Weird Tales for the contents of its books, brought out the first collection of Jules de Grandin stories under that very title.

In retrospect, Seabury Quinn’s tales of Jules de Grandin played a vital role in the development of weird fiction, if largely through their relationship with Weird Tales and its readers. The stories were not the best written in the magazine, but they delivered the requisite thrills and chills that readers looked for in Weird Tales stories and in the pulps in general. More importantly, perhaps, they appeared in the magazine with a satisfying regularity that made readers look forward to buying and reading the next issue. When the first Jules de Grandin story was published in 1925, Weird Tales was a magazine still feeling its way toward the greatness it would eventually come to know. Only the year before it had been rescued from financial insolvency after a disastrous first year of publication. Farnsworth Wright had been in its editor’s seat for just twelve months when Jules de Grandin made his debut. Reader response to the de Grandin stories surely seemed a gift to him and the magazine. Exploiting (in the best sense) Quinn’s prolificacy, Wright used the popularity of the de Grandin tales to forge a community of loyal readers through “The Eyrie” and keep them engaged with the magazine.

By the 1930s, when de Grandin’s presence in the pages of Weird Tales began to wane, the magazine had by then mustered the lineup of writers that we associate with its golden age. Quinn was among them, but only infrequently with tales of Jules de Grandin: he had discovered that his non–de Grandin weird tales had begun to frequently rank as high in the reader polls as his tales of the intrepid Frenchman, and the freedom to write outside of the series must have felt liberating. We can only speculate what Weird Tales’ prospects might have been had the Jules de Grandin series not struck a chord with readers when they did. This five-volume set collecting the complete adventures of Jules de Grandin gives contemporary readers a chance to enjoy stories that were instrumental in helping Weird Tales to become the magazine it is revered as today, and to lay the foundations of modern weird fiction.
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The Black Master

1

JULES DE GRANDIN POURED a thimbleful of Boulogne cognac into a wide-mouthed glass and passed the goblet back and forth beneath his nose with a waving motion, inhaling the rich, fruity fumes from the amber fluid. “Eh bien, young Monsieur,” he informed our visitor as he drained the liqueur with a slow, appreciative swallow and set the empty glass on the tabouret with a scarcely suppressed smack of his lips, “this is of interest. Pirate treasure, you do say? Parbleu—c’est presque irresistible. Tell us more, if you please.”

Eric Balderson looked from the little Frenchman to me with a half-diffident, deprecating smile. “There really isn’t much to tell,” he confessed, “and I’m not at all sure I’m not the victim of a pipe-dream, after all. You knew Father pretty well, didn’t you, Dr. Trowbridge?” he turned appealingly to me.

“Yes,” I answered, “he and I were at Amherst together. He was an extremely levelheaded sort of chap, too, not at all given to daydreaming, and—”

“That’s what I’m pinning my faith on,” Eric broke in. “Coming from anyone but Dad the story would be too utterly fantastic to—”

“Mordieu, yes, Monsieur,” de Grandin interrupted testily, “we do concede your so excellent père was the ultimate word in discretion and sound judgment, but will you, for the love of kindly heaven, have the goodness to tell us all and let us judge for ourselves the value of the communication of which you speak?”

Eric regarded him with the slow grin he inherited from his father, then continued, quite unruffled, “Dad wasn’t exactly what you’d call credulous, but he seemed to put considerable stock in the story, judging from his diary. Here it is.” From the inside pocket of his dinner-coat he produced a small book bound in red leather and handed it to me. “Read the passages I’ve marked, will you please, Doctor,” he asked. “I’m afraid I’d fill up if I tried to read Dad’s writing aloud. He—he hasn’t been gone very long, you know.”

Adjusting my pince-nez, I hitched a bit nearer the library lamp and looked over the age-yellowed sheets covered with the fine, angular script of my old classmate:


8 Nov. 1898—Old Robinson is going fast. When I called to see him at the Seaman’s Snug Harbor this morning I found him considerably weaker than he had been yesterday, though still in full possession of his faculties. There’s nothing specifically wrong with the old fellow, save as any worn-out bit of machinery in time gets ready for the scrap-heap. He will probably go out sometime during the night, quite likely in his sleep, a victim of having lived too long.

“Doctor,” he said to me when I went into his room this morning, “ye’ve been mighty good to me, a poor, worn-out old hulk with never a cent to repay all yer kindness; but I’ve that here which will make yer everlastin’ fortune, providin’ ye’re brave enough to tackle it.”

“That’s very kind of you, John,” I answered, but the old fellow was deadly serious.

“’Tis no laughin’ matter, Doctor,” he returned as he saw me smile. “’Tis th’ truth an’ nothin’ else I’m tellin’ ye—I’d ’a’ had a go at it meself if it warn’t that seafarin’ men don’t hold with disturbin’ th’ bones o’ th’ dead. But you, bein’ a landsman, an’ a doctor to boot, would most likely succeed where others have failed. I had it from my gran’ther, sir, an’ he was an old man an’ I but a lad when he gave it me, so ye can see ’tis no new thing I’m passin’ on. Where he got it I don’t know, but he guarded it like his eyes an’ would never talk about it, not even to me after he’d give it to me.”

With that he asked me to go to his ditty-box and take out a packet done up in oiled silk, which he insisted I take as partial compensation for all I’d done for him.

I tried to tell him the home paid my fee regularly, and that he was beholden to me for nothing, but he would not have it; so, to quiet the old man, I took the plan for my “everlastin’ fortune” before I left.




9 Nov. 1898—Old John died last night, as I’d predicted, and probably went with the satisfied feeling that he had made a potential millionaire of the struggling country practitioner who tended him in his last illness. I must look into the mysterious packet by which he set such store. Probably it’s a chart for locating some long-sunk pirate ship or unburying the loot of Captain Kidd, Blackbeard, or some other old sea-robber. Sailormen a generation ago were full of such yarns, and recounted them so often they actually came to believe them.




10 Nov. ’98—I was right in my surmise concerning old John’s legacy, though it’s rather different from the usual run of buried-treasure maps. Some day, when I’ve nothing else to do, I may go down to the old church in Harrisonville and actually have a try at the thing. It would be odd if poor Eric Balderson, struggling country practitioner, became a wealthy man overnight. What would I do first? Would a sealskin dolman for Astrid or a new side-bar buggy for me be the first purchase I’d make? I wonder.



“H’m,” I remarked as I put down the book. “And this old seaman’s legacy, as your father called it—”

“Is here,” Eric interrupted, handing me a square of ancient, crackling vellum on which a message of some kind had been laboriously scratched. The edges of the parchment were badly frayed, as though with much handling, though the indentures might have been the result of hasty tearing in the olden days. At any rate, it was a tattered and thoroughly decrepit sheet from which I read:


in ye name of ye most Holie Trinitie

I, Richard Thompson, being a right synfull manne and near unto mine ende do give greeting and warning to whoso shall rede herefrom. Ye booty which my master whose name no manne did rightly know, but who was surnamed by some ye Black Master and by somme Blackface ye Merciless, lyes hydden in divers places, but ye creame thereof is laid away in ye churchyard of St. Davides hard by Harrisons village. There, by daye and by nite do ye dedde stand guard over it for ye Master sealed its hydinge place both with cement and with a curse which he fondlie sware should be on them & on their children who violated ye sepulchre without his sanction. Yet if any there be who dare defye ye curse (as I should not) of hym who had neither pitie ne mercie ne lovingkindness at all, let hm go unto ye burrieing ground at dedde of nite at ye season of dies natalis invicti & obey ye direction. Further hint I dast not gyvve, for fear of him who lurks beyant ye portales of lyffe to hold to account such of hys servants as preceded him not in dethe. And of your charity, ye who rede this, I do charge and conjure ye that ye make goode and pieous use of ye Master hys treasure and that ye expend such part of ye same as may be fyttinge for masses for ye good estate of Richard Thompson, a synnfull man dieing in terror of his many iniquities & of ye tongueless one who waites himme across ye borderline

When ye star shines from ye tree

Be it as a sign to ye.

Draw ye fourteen cubit line

To ye entrance unto lyfe

Whence across ye graveyard sod

See spotte cursed by man & God.



“It looks like a lot of childish nonsense to me,” I remarked with an impatient shrug as I tossed the parchment to de Grandin. “Those old fellows who had keys to buried treasure were everlastingly taking such care to obscure their meaning in a lot of senseless balderdash that no one can tell when they’re serious and when they’re perpetrating a hoax. If—”

“Cordieu,” the little Frenchman whispered softly, examining the sheet of frayed vellum with wide eyes, holding it up to the lamplight, then crackling it softly between his fingers. “Is it possible? But yes, it must be—Jules de Grandin could not be mistaken.”

“Whatever are you maundering about?” I interrupted impatiently. “The way you’re looking at that parchment anyone would think—”

“Whatever anyone would think, he would be far from the truth,” de Grandin cut in, regarding us with the fixed, unwinking stare which meant deadly seriousness. “If this plat be a mauvaise plaisanterie—how do you call it? the practical joke?—it is a very grim one indeed, for the parchment on which it is engraved is human skin.”

“What?” cried Eric and I in chorus.

“Nothing less,” de Grandin responded. “Me, I have seen such parchments in the Paris musée; I have handled them, I have touched them. I could not be mistaken. Such things were done in the olden days, my friends. I think, perhaps, we should do well to investigate this business. Men do not set down confessions of a sinful life and implore the possible finders of treasure to buy masses for their souls on human hide when they would indulge in pleasantries. No, it is not so.”

“But—” I began, when he shut me off with a quick gesture.

“In the churchyard of Saint David’s this repentant Monsieur Richard Thompson did say. May I inquire, Friend Trowbridge, if there be such a church in the neighborhood? Assuredly there was once, for does he not say, ‘hard by Harrison’s village,’ and might that not have been the early designation of your present city of Harrisonville?”

“U’m—why, yes, by George!” I exclaimed. “You’re right, de Grandin. There is a Saint David’s church down in the old East End—a Colonial parish, too; one of the first English churches built after the British took Jersey over from the Dutch. Harrisonville was something of a seaport in those days, and there was a bad reef a few miles offshore. I’ve been told the church was built and endowed with the funds derived from salvaging cargo from ships stranded on the reef. The parish dates back to 1670 or ’71, I believe.”

“H’m-m.” De Grandin extracted a vile-smelling French cigarette from his black-leather case, applied a match to it and puffed furiously a moment, then slowly expelled a twin column of smoke from his nostrils. “And ‘dies natalis invicti’ our so scholarly Monsieur Richard wrote as the time for visiting this churchyard. What can that be but the time of Bonhomme Noël—the Christmas season? Parbleu, my friends, I think, perhaps, we shall go to that churchyard and acquire a most excellent Christmas gift for ourselves. Tonight is December 22, tomorrow should he near enough for us to begin our quest. We meet here tomorrow night to try our fortune, n’est-ce-pas?”

Crazy and harebrained as the scheme sounded, both Eric and I were carried away by the little Frenchman’s enthusiasm, and nodded vigorous agreement.

“Bon,” he cried, “très bon! One more drink, my friends, then let us go dream of the golden wheat awaiting our harvesting.”

“But see here, Dr. de Grandin,” Eric Balderson remarked, “since you’ve told us what this message is written on this business looks more serious to me. Suppose there’s really something in this curse old Thompson speaks of? We won’t be doing ourselves much service by ignoring it, will we?”

“Ah bah,” returned the little Frenchman above the rim of his half-drained glass. “A curse, you do say. Young Monsieur, I can plainly perceive you do not know Jules de Grandin, A worm-eaten fig for the curse! Me, I can curse as hard and as violently as any villainous old sea-robber who ever sank a ship or slit a throat!”
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THE BLEAK DECEMBER WIND which had been moaning like a disconsolate banshee all afternoon had brought its threatened freight of snow about nine o’clock and the factory- and warehouse-lined thoroughfares of the unfashionable part of town where old Saint David’s church stood were noiseless and white as ghost-streets in a dead city when de Grandin, Eric Balderson and I approached the churchyard pentice shortly before twelve the following night. The hurrying flakes had stopped before we left the house, however, and through the wind-driven pluvial clouds the chalk-white winter moon and a few stars shone frostily.

“Cordieu, I might have guessed as much!” de Grandin exclaimed in exasperation as he tried the iron grille stopping the entrance to the church’s little close and turned away disgustedly. “Locked—locked fast as the gates of hell against escaping sinners, my friends,” he announced. “It would seem we must swarm over the walls, and—”

“And get a charge of buckshot in us when the caretaker sees us,” Eric interrupted gloomily.

“No fear, mon vieux,” de Grandin returned with a quick grin. “Me, I have not been idle this day. I did come here to reconnoiter during the afternoon—morbleu, but I did affect the devotion at evensong before I stepped outside to survey the terrain!—and many things I discovered. First, this church stands like a lonely outpost in a land whence the expeditionary force has been withdrawn. Around here are not half a dozen families enrolled on the parish register. Were it not for churchly pride and the fact that heavy endowments of the past make it possible to support this chapel as a mission, it would have been closed long ago. There is no resident sexton, no curé in residence here. Both functionaries dwell some little distance away. As for the cimetière, no interments have been permitted here for close on fifty years. The danger of grave-robbers is nil, so also is the danger of our finding a night watchman. Come, let us mount the wall.”

It was no difficult feat scaling the six-foot stone barricade surrounding Saint David’s little God’s Acre, and we were standing ankle-deep in fresh snow within five minutes, bending our heads against the howling midwinter blast and casting about for some starting-point in our search.

Sinking to his knees in the lee of an ancient holly tree, de Grandin drew out his pocket electric torch and scanned the copy of Richard Thompson’s cryptic directions. “H’m,” he murmured as he flattened the paper against the bare ground beneath the tree’s outspread, spiked branches, “what is it the estimable Monsieur Thompson says in his so execrable poetry? ‘When the star shines from the tree.’ Name of three hundred demented green monkeys, when does a star shine from a tree, Friend Trowbridge?”

“Maybe he meant a Christmas tree,” I responded with a weak attempt at flippancy, but the little Frenchman was quick to adopt the suggestion.

“Morbleu, I think you have right, good friend,” he agreed with a nod. “And what tree is more in the spirit of Noël than the holly? Come, let us take inventory.”

Slowly, bending his head against the wind, yet thrusting it upward from the fur collar of his greatcoat like a turtle emerging from its shell every few seconds, he proceeded to circle every holly and yew tree in the grounds, observing them first from one angle, then another, going so near that he stood within their shadows, then retreating till he could observe them without withdrawing his chin from his collar. At last:

“Nom d’un singe vert, but I think I have it!” he ejaculated. “Come and see.”

Joining him, we gazed upward along the line indicated by his pointing finger. There, like a glass ornament attached to the tip of a Yuletide tree, shone and winked a big, bright star—the planet Saturn.

“So far, thus good,” he murmured, again consulting the cryptogram. “‘Be it as a sign to ye,’ says our good Friend Thompson. Très bien, Monsieur, we have heeded the sign—now for the summons.

“‘Draw ye fourteen cubit line’—about two hundred and fifty-two of your English inches, or, let us say, twenty-one feet,” he muttered. “Twenty-one feet, yes; but which way? ‘To the entrance unto life.’ U’m, what is the entrance to life in a burying-ground, par le mort d’un chat noir? A-a-ah? Perhaps yes; why not?”

As he glanced quickly this way and that, his eyes had come to rest on a slender stone column, perhaps three feet high, topped by a wide, bowl-like capital. Running through the snow to the monument, de Grandin brushed the clinging flakes from the bowl’s lip and played the beam of his flashlight on it. “You see?” he asked with a delighted laugh.

Running in a circle about the weathered stone was the inscription:


SANCTVS, SANCTVS, SANCTVS

Vnleff a man be borne again of VVater &

Ye Holy Spirit he fhall in nowife …



The rest of the lettering had withered away with the alternate frosts and thaws of more than two hundred winters.

“Why, of course!” I exclaimed with a nod of understanding. “A baptismal font—‘the entrance unto life,’ as old Thompson called it.”

“My friend,” de Grandin assured me solemnly, “there are times when I do not entirely despair of your intellect, but where shall we find that much-cursed spot of which Monsieur—”

“Look, look, for God’s sake!” croaked Eric Balderson, grasping my arm in his powerful hand till I winced under the pressure. “Look there, Dr. Trowbridge—it’s opening!”

The moon, momentarily released from a fetter of drifting clouds, shot her silver shafts down to the clutter of century-old monuments in the churchyard, and, twenty feet or so from us, stood one of the old-fashioned boxlike grave-markers of Colonial times. As we looked at it in compliance with Eric’s panic-stricken announcement, I saw the stone panel nearest us slowly slide back like a shutter withdrawn by an invisible hand.

“Sa-ha, it lies this way, then?” de Grandin whispered fiercely, his small, white teeth fairly chattering with eagerness. “Let us go, my friends; let us investigate. Name of a cockroach, but this is the bonne aventure!

“No, my friend,” he pushed me gently back as I started toward the tomb, “Jules de Grandin goes first.”

It was not without a shudder of repulsion that I followed my little friend through the narrow opening in the tomb, for the air inside the little enclosure was black and terrible, and solid-looking as if formed of ebony. But there was no chance to draw back, for close behind me, almost as excited as the Frenchman, pressed Eric Balderson.

The boxlike tomb was but the bulkhead above a narrow flight of stone stairs, steep-pitched as a ship’s accommodation ladder, I discovered almost as soon as I had crawled inside, and with some maneuvering I managed to turn about in the narrow space and back down the steps.

Twenty steps, each about eight inches high, I counted as I descended to find myself in a narrow, stone-lined passageway which afforded barely room for us to walk in single file.

Marching ahead as imperturbably as though strolling down one of his native boulevards, de Grandin led the way, flashing the ray from his lantern along the smoothly paved passage. At length:

“We are arrived, I think,” he announced. “And, unless I am mistaken, as I hope I am, we are in a cul-de-sac, as well.”

The passage had terminated abruptly in a blank wall, and there was nothing for us to do, apparently, but edge around and retrace our steps. I was about to suggest this when a joyous exclamation from de Grandin halted me.

Feeling along the sandstone barrier, he had sunk to his knees, prodded the stone tentatively in several places, finally come upon a slight indentation, grooved as though to furnish hand-hold.

“Do you hold the light, Friend Trowbridge,” he directed as he thrust the ferrule of his ebony cane into the depression and gave a mighty tug. “Ah, parbleu, it comes; it comes—we are not yet at the end of our tape!”

Resisting only a moment, the apparently solid block of stone had slipped back almost as easily as a well-oiled trap-door, disclosing an opening some three and a half feet high by twenty inches wide.

“The light, my friend—shine the light past me while I investigate,” de Grandin breathed, stooping almost double to pass through the low doorway.

I bent as far forward as I could and shot the beam of light over his head, and lucky for him it was I did so, for even as his head disappeared through the cleft he jerked back with an exclamation of dismay. “Ha, villain, would you so?” he rasped, snatching the keen blade from his sword cane and thrusting it through the aperture with quick, venomous stabs.

At length, having satisfied himself that no further resistance offered beyond the wall, he sank once more to his bended knees and slipped through the hole. A moment later I heard him calling cheerfully, and, stooping quickly, I followed him, with Eric Balderson, making heavy work at jamming his great bulk through the narrow opening, bringing up the rear. De Grandin pointed dramatically at the wall we had just penetrated.

“Morbleu, he was thorough, that one,” he remarked, inviting our attention to an odd-looking contrivance decorating the stones.

It was a heavy ship’s boom, some six feet long, pivoted just above its center to the wall so that it swung back and forth like a gigantic pendulum. Its upper end was secured to a strand of heavily tarred cable, and fitted with a deep notch, while to its lower extremity was securely bolted what appeared to be the fluke from an old-fashioned ship’s anchor, weighing at least three stone and filed and ground to an axlike edge. An instant’s inspection of the apparatus showed us its simplicity and diabolical ingenuity. It was secured by a brace of wooden triggers in a horizontal position above the little doorway through which we had entered, and the raising of the stone-panel acted to withdraw the keepers till only a fraction of their tips supported the boom. Pressure on the sill of the doorway completed the operation, and sprung the triggers entirely back, permitting the timber with its sharpened iron tip to swing downward across the opening like a gigantic headsman’s ax, its knife-sharp blade sweeping an arc across the doorway’s top where the head of anyone entering was bound to be. But for the warning furnished by the beam of light preceding him, and the slowness of the machine’s operation after a century or more of inactivity, de Grandin would have been as cleanly decapitated by the descending blade as a convict lashed to the cradle of a guillotine.

“But what makes the thing work?” I asked curiously. “I should think that whoever set it in place would have been obliged to spring it when he made his exit. I can’t see—”

“S-sst!” the Frenchman cut me off sharply, pointing to the deadly engine.

Distinctly, as we listened, came the sound of tarred hawsers straining over pulley-wheels, and the iron-shod beam began to rise slowly, once more assuming a horizontal position.

I could feel the short hairs at the back of my neck rising in company with the boom as I watched the infernal spectacle, but de Grandin, ever fearless, always curious, wasted no time in speculation. Advancing to the wall, he laid his hand upon the cable, tugging with might and main, but without visible effect on the gradually rising spar. Giving over his effort, he laid his ear to the stones, listened intently a moment, then turned to us with one of his quick, elfish smiles. “He was clever, as well as wicked, the old villain who invented this,” he informed us. “Behold, beyond this wall is some sort of a mechanism worked by running water, my friends. When the trigger retaining this death-dealer is released, water is also undoubtlessly permitted to run from a cask or tank attached to the other end of this rope. When the knife-ax has descended and made the unwelcome visitor shorter by a head, the flowing water once more fills the tank, hoists the ax again to its original position, and pouf! he are ready to behead the next uninvited guest who arrives. It are clever, yes. I much regret that we have not the time to investigate the mechanism, for I am convinced something similar opens the door through which we entered—perhaps once each year at the season of the ancient Saturnalia—but we did come here to investigate something entirely quite different, eh, Friend Balderson?”

Recalled to our original purpose, we looked about the chamber. It was almost cubical in shape, perhaps sixteen feet long by as many wide, and slightly less in height. Save the devilish engine of destruction at the entrance, the only other fixture was a low coffin-like block of stone against the farther wall.

Examining this, we found it fitted with hand-grips at the sides, and two or three tugs at these heaved the monolith up on end, disclosing a breast-high, narrow doorway into a second chamber, somewhat smaller than the first, and reached by a flight of some five or six stone steps.

Quickly descending these, we found ourselves staring at a long stone sarcophagus, bare of all inscription and ornament, save the grisly emblem of the “Jolly Roger,” or piratical skull and thigh-bones, graven on the lid where ordinarily the name-plate would have rested, and a stick of dry, double-forked wood, something like a capital X in shape, which lay transversely across the pirate emblem.

“Ah, what have we here?” inquired de Grandin coolly, approaching the coffin and prying at its lid with his cane-sword.

To my surprise, the top came away with little or no effort on our part, and we stared in fascination at the unfleshed skeleton of a short, thick-set man with enormously long arms and remarkably short, bandy legs.

“Queer,” I muttered, gazing at the relic of mortality. “You’d have thought anyone who went to such trouble about his tomb and its safeguards would have been buried in almost regal raiment, yet this fellow seems to have been laid away naked as the day he was born. This coffin has been almost airtight for goodness knows how many years, and there ought to be some evidence of cerements left, even if the flesh has moldered away.”

De Grandin’s little blue eyes were shining with a sardonic light and his small, even teeth were bared beneath the line of his miniature golden mustache as he regarded me. “Naked, unclothed, without fitting cerements, do you say, Friend Trowbridge?” he asked. Prodding with his sword blade between the skeleton’s ribs a moment, he thrust the flashlight into my grip with an impatient gesture and put both hands elbow-deep into the charnel box, rummaging and stirring about in the mass of nondescript material on which the skeleton was couched. “What say you to this, and these—and these?” he demanded.

My eyes fairly started from my face as the electric torch ray fell on the things which rippled and flashed and sparkled between the little Frenchman’s white fingers. There were chains of gold encrusted with rubies and diamonds and greenly glowing emeralds; there were crosses set with amethyst and garnet which any mitered prince of the church might have been proud to wear; there were ear- and finger-rings with brilliant settings in such profusion that I could not count them, while about the sides of the coffin were piled great stacks of broad gold pieces minted with the effigy of his most Catholic Majesty of Spain, and little hillocks of unset gems which sparkled and scintillated dazzlingly.

“Regal raiment did you say, Friend Trowbridge?” de Grandin cried, his breath coming fast as he viewed the jewels with ecstasy. “Cordieu, where in all the world is there a monarch who takes his last repose on such a royal bed as this?”

“It—it’s real!” Balderson breathed unbelievingly. “It wasn’t a pipe-dream, after all, then. We’re rich, men—rich! Oh, Marian, if it only weren’t too late!”

De Grandin matter-of-factly scooped up a double handful of unset gems and deposited them in his overcoat pocket. “What use has this old drôle for all this wealth?” he demanded. “Mordieu, we shall find better use for it than bolstering up dead men’s bones! Come, my friends, bear a hand with the treasure; it is high time we were leaving this—Trowbridge, my friend, watch the light!”

Even as he spoke I felt the flashlight slipping from my fingers, for something invisible had struck me a numbing blow across the knuckles. The little lantern fell with a faint musical tinkle into the stone coffin beside the grinning skull and we heard the soft plop as its airless bulb exploded at contact with some article of antique jewelry.

“Matches—strike a light, someone, pour l’amour de Dieu!” de Grandin almost shrieked. “It is nécessaire that we have light to escape from this so abominable place without having our heads decapitated!”

I felt for my own flashlight, but even as I did so there was a faint hissing sound, the sputter of a safety match against its box, and—the breath of a glowing furnace seemed suddenly to sweep the room as the heavy, oppressive air was filled with dancing sheets of many-colored flames and a furious detonation shook the place. As though seized in some giant fist, I felt myself lifted bodily from the floor and hurled with devastating force against the wall, from which I rebounded and fell forward senseless on the stone-paved floor.

“TROWBRIDGE—TROWBRIDGE, GOOD, KIND FRIEND, tell us that you survive!” I heard de Grandin’s tremulous voice calling from what seemed a mile or more away as I felt the fiery trickle of brandy between my teeth.

“Eh? Oh, I’m all right—I guess,” I replied as I sat up and forced the little Frenchman’s hip-flask from my lips. “What in the world happened? Was it—”

“Morbleu,” laughed my friend, his spirits already recovered, “I thought old Bare-bones in the coffin yonder had returned from hell and brought his everlasting fires with him. We, my friends, are three great fools, but Jules de Grandin is the greatest. When first I entered this altogether detestable tomb, I thought I smelled the faint odor of escaping illuminating-gas, but so great was my curiosity before we forced the coffin, and so monstrous my cupidity afterward, that I dismissed the matter from my mind. Assuredly there passes close by here some main of the city’s gas pipes, and there is a so small leak in one of them. The vapor has penetrated the graveyard earth in small quantities and come into this underground chamber. Not strong enough to overpower us, it was none the less in sufficient concentration to explode with one great boom when Friend Balderson struck his match. Fortunately for us, the doors behind are open, thus providing expansion chambers for the exploding gas. Otherwise we should have been annihilated altogether entirely.

“Come, the gas has blown away with its own force and we have found Friend Trowbridge’s flashlight. Mordieu, my ten fingers do itch most infernally to be at the pleasant task of counting this ill-gotten wealth!”

SCRAMBLING OVER THE CEMETERY wall was no light task, since each of us had filled his pockets with Spanish gold and jewels until he scaled almost twice his former weight, and it was necessary for Balderson and de Grandin to boost me to the wall crest, then for de Grandin to push from below while I lent a hand from above to help Balderson up, and finally for the pair of us to drag the little Frenchman up after us.

“Lucky for us the wind has risen and the snow recommenced,” de Grandin congratulated as we made our way down the deserted street, walking with a rolling gait, like heavy-laden ships in a high sea; “within an hour the snow inside the cemetery will be so drifted that none will know we visited there tonight. Let us hail a taxi, mes amis; I grow weary bearing this great weight of wealth about.”
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“NAME OF A SMALL green rooster,” Jules de Grandin exclaimed delightedly, his little blue eyes shining with elation in the light of the library lamp, “we are rich, my friends, rich beyond the wildest dreams of Monte Cristo! Me, I shall have a Parisian appartement which shall be the never-ending wonder of all beholders; a villa on the Riviera; a ducal palace in Venice—no less!—and—grand Dieu, what is that?”

Above the wailing of the storm-wind, half obliterated by the keening blasts, there came to us from the street outside the scream of a woman in mortal terror: “Help—help—ah, help!” the last desperate appeal so thin and high with panic and horror that we could scarce distinguish it from the skirling of the gale.

“Hold fast—courage—we come! we come!” de Grandin shouted, as he burst through the front door, cleared the snow-swept porch with a single bound and raced hatless into the white-swathed street. “Where are you Madame?” he cried, pausing at the curb and looking expectantly up and down the deserted highway. “Call out, we are here!” For another moment he searched the desolate street with his gaze; then, “Courage!” he cried, vaulting a knee-high drift and rushing toward a dark, huddled object lying in the shifting snow a hundred feet or so away.

Balderson and I hurried after him but he had already raised the woman’s lolling head in the crook of his elbow and was preparing to administer stimulant from his ever-ready flask when we arrived.

She was a young girl, somewhere between seventeen and twenty to judge by her face, neither pretty nor ill-favored, but with the clean, clear complexion of a well-brought-up daughter of lower middle-class people. About her flimsy party dress was draped a cloth coat, wholly inadequate to the chill of the night, trimmed with a collar of nondescript fur, and the hat which was pushed back from her blond bobbed hair was the sort to be bought for a few dollars at any department store.

De Grandin bent above her with all the deference he would have shown a duchess in distress. “What was it, Mademoiselle?” he asked solicitously. “You did call for assistance—did you fall in the snow? Yes?”

The girl looked at him from big, terrified eyes, swallowed once convulsively, then murmured in a low, hoarse whisper: “His eyes! Those terrible eyes—they—ah, Jesus! Mercy!” In the midst of a pitiful attempt to sign herself with the cross, her body stiffened suddenly, then went limp in the Frenchman’s arms; her slender bosom fluttered once, twice, then flattened, and her lower jaw fell slowly downward, as if in a half-stifled yawn. Balderson, layman that he was, mistook her senseless, imbecile expression for a bit of ill-timed horseplay and gave a half-amused titter. De Grandin and I, inured to vigils beside the moribund, recognized the trade mark stamped in those glazed, expressionless eyes and that drooping chin.

“Ad te, Domine—” the Frenchman bent his blond head as he muttered the prayer. Then: “Come, my friends, help me take her up. We must bear her in from the storm, then notify the police. Ha, something foul has been abroad this night; it were better for him if he runs not crosswise of the path of Jules de Grandin, pardieu!”

BREAKFAST WAS A BELATED meal next morning, for it was well after three o’clock before the coroner’s men and police officers had finished their interrogations and taken the poor, maimed clay that once was gay little Kathleen Burke to the morgue for official investigation. The shadow of the tragedy sat with us at table, and none cared to discuss future joyous plans for squandering the pirate treasure. It was de Grandin who waked us from our gloomy reveries with a half-shouted exclamation.

“Nom d’un nom—another!” he cried. “Trowbridge, Balderson, my friends, give attention! Hear, this item from le journal, if you please:


TWO GIRLS VICTIMS OF FIEND

Early this morning the police were informed of two inexplicable murders in the streets of Harrisonville. Kathleen Burke, 19, of 17 Bonham Place, was returning from a party at a friend’s house when Drs. Trowbridge and de Grandin, of 993 Susquehanna Avenue, heard her screaming for help and rushed out to offer assistance, accompanied by Eric Balderson, their house guest. They found the girl in a dying condition, unable to give any account of her assailant further than to mumble something concerning his eyes. The body was taken to the city morgue for an inquest which will be held today.

Rachel Müller, 26, of 445 Essex Avenue, a nurse in the operating-room at Mercy Hospital, was returning to her home after a term of special night duty a few minutes before 3 A.M. when she was set upon from behind by a masked man wearing a fantastic costume which she described to the police as consisting of a tight-fitting coat, loose, baggy pantaloons and high boots, turned down at the top, and a stocking-cap on his head. He seized her by the throat, and she managed to fight free, whereupon he attacked her with a dirk-knife, inflicting several wounds of a serious nature. Officer Timothy Dugan heard the woman’s outcries and hurried to her rescue, finding her bleeding profusely and in a serious condition. He administered first aid and rang for an ambulance in which she was removed to Casualty Hospital, where she was unable to give a more detailed description of her attacker. She died at 4:18 this morning. Her assailant escaped. The police, however, claim to be in possession of several reliable clues and an arrest is promised in the near future.



“What say you to that, my friends?” the Frenchman demanded. “Me, I should say we would better consult—”

“Sergeant Costello, sor,” Nora McGinnis, my household factotum, announced from the breakfast room door as she stood aside to permit the burly, red-haired Irishman to enter.

“Ah, bonjour, Sergent,” de Grandin greeted with a quick smile. “Is it that you come to lay the clues to the assassin of those two unfortunate young women before us?”

Detective Sergeant Jeremiah Costello’s broad, red face went a shade more rubescent as he regarded the diminutive Frenchman with an affectionate grin. “Sure, Dr. de Grandin, sor, ’tis yerself as knows when we’re handin’ out th’ straight goods an’ when we’re peddlin’ th’ bull,” he retorted. “Ain’t it th’ same wid th’ johnny darmes in Paree? Sure, it is. Be gorry, if we had so much as one little clue, rayliable or not, we’d be huggin’ an’ kissin’ ourselves all over th’ place, so we would. ’Tis fer that very reason, an’ no other, I’m after troublin’ ye at yer breakfast this marnin’. Wud ye be willin’ to listen to th’ case, as far as we know it, I dunno?”

“Say on, mon vieux,” de Grandin returned, his eyes shining and sparkling with the joy of the born manhunter in the chase. “Tell us all that is in your mind, and we may together arrive at some solution. Meantime, may I not make free of Dr. Trowbridge’s hospitality to the extent of offering you a cup of coffee?”

“Thanks, sor, don’t mind if I do,” the detective accepted, “it’s mortal cold outside today.

“Now to begin wid, we don’t know no more about who committed these here murthers, or, why he done it, than a hog knows about a holiday, an’ that’s a fact. They tell me at headquarters that th’ little Burke gur-rl (God rest her soul!) said something about th’ felly’s eyes to you before she died, an’ Nurse Müller raved about th’ same thing, though she was able to give some little bit of dayscription of him, as well. But who th’ divil would be goin’ around th’ streets o’ nights murtherin’ pore, definseless young women—it’s cases like this as makes policemen into nervous wrecks, Dr. de Grandin, sor. Crimes o’ passion an’ crimes committed fer gain, they’re meat an’ drink to me, sor—I can understand ’em—but it’s th’ divil’s own job runnin’ down a johnny who goes about committin’ murthers like this. Sure, ’tis almost always th’ sign of a loose screw in his steerin’ gear, sor, an’ who knows where to look fer ’im? He might be some tough mug, but ’tisn’t likely. More apt to be some soft-handed gentleman livin’ in a fine neighborhood an’ minglin’ wid th’ best society. There’s some queer, goin’s on among th’ swells, sor, an’ that’s gospel; but we can’t go up to every bur-rd that acts funny at times an’ say, ‘Come wid me, young felly me lad; it’s wanted fer th’ murther o’ Kathleen Burke an’ Rachel Müller ye are,’ now can we?”

“Hélas, non,” the Frenchman agreed sympathetically. “But have you no clue of any sort to the identity of this foul miscreant?”

“Well, sor, since ye mention it, we have one little thing,” the sergeant replied, delving into his inside pocket and bringing forth a folded bit of paper from which he extracted a shred of twisted yarn. “Would this be manin’ annything to ye?” he asked as he handed it to de Grandin.

“U’m,” the little Frenchman murmured thoughtfully as he examined the object carefully. “Perhaps, I can not say at once. Where did you come by this?”

“’Twas clutched in Nurse Müller’s hand as tight as be-damned when they brought her to th’ hospital, sor,” the detective replied. “We’re not sure ’twas from th’ murtherer’s fancy-dress costume, o’ course, but it’s better’n nothin’ to go on.”

“But yes—most certainly,” de Grandin agreed as he rose and took the find to the surgery.

For a few minutes he was busily engaged with jeweler’s loop and microscope; finally he returned with the shred of yarn partly unraveled at one end. “It would seem,” he declared as he returned the evidence to Costello, “that this is of Turkish manufacture, though not recent. It is a high grade of angora wool; the outer scales have smooth edges, which signifies the quality of the fleece. Also, interwoven with the thread is a fine golden wire. I have seen such yarn, the wool cunningly intermixed with golden threads, used for tarboosh tassels of wealthy Moslems. But the style has not prevailed for a hundred years and more. This is either a very old bit of wool, or a cunning simulation of the olden style—I am inclined to think the former. After all, though, this thread tells little more than that the slayer perhaps wore the headgear of a Mohammedan. The nurse described him as wearing a stocking-cap or toboggan, I believe. In her excitement and in the uncertain light of early morning a fez might easily be mistaken for such a piece of headgear.”

“Then we’re no better off than we were at first?” the Irishman asked disappointedly.

“A little,” de Grandin encouraged. “Your search has narrowed somewhat, for you need only include among your suspects those possessing genuine Turkish fezzes a hundred years or more old.”

“Yeah,” commented Costello gloomily. “An’ after we’ve run all them down, all we haf ter do is go down ter th’ seashore an’ start countin’ th’ grains o’ sand.”

“Tiens, my friend, be not so downcast,” de Grandin bade. “Like your so magnificent John Paul Jones, we have not yet commenced to fight. Come, Sergent, Trowbridge, let us to the morgue. Perhaps we shall discover something there, if the pig-clumsy physicians have not already spoiled matters with their autopsy knives.

“Balderson, mon brave, do you remain to guard that which requires watching. You have small stomach for the things Friend Trowbridge and I shall shortly look upon.”

SIDE BY SIDE IN the zinc-lined drawers of the city morgue’s refrigerator lay the bodies of Kathleen Burke and Rachel Müller. De Grandin bent above the bodies, studying the discolorations on their throats in thoughtful silence. “U’m,” he commented, as he turned to me with a quizzical expression, “is there not something these contusions have in common, Friend Trowbridge?”

Leaning forward, I examined the dark, purplish ridges banding both girls’ throats. About the thickness of a lead-pencil, they ran about the delicate white skins, four on the left side, one on the right, with a small circular patch of discoloration in the region of the larynx, showing where the strangler had rested the heel of his hand as a fulcrum for his grip. “Why,” I began, studying the marks carefully, “er, I can’t say that I notice—by George, yes! The center finger of the throttler’s hand was amputated at the second joint!”

“Précisément,” the Frenchman agreed. “And which hand is it, if you please?”

“The right, of course; see how his thumb pressed on the right side of his victim’s throats.”

“Exactement, and—”

“And that narrows Costello’s search still more,” I interrupted eagerly. “All he has to do now is search for someone with half the second finger of his right hand missing, and—”

“And you do annoy me excessively,” de Grandin cut in frigidly. “Your interruptions, they vex, they harass me. If I do not mistake rightly, we have already found him of the missing finger; at least, we have seen him.”

I looked at him in open-mouthed amazement. Men afflicted with mysterious sadistic impulses, I knew, might move in normal society for years without being subject to suspicion, but I could recall no one of our acquaintance who possessed the maimed hand which was the killer’s trade mark. “You mean—?” I asked blankly.

“Last night, or early this morning, mon vieux,” he returned. “You, perhaps, were too immediately concerned with dodging exploding gases to take careful note of all we saw in the charnel chamber beneath the ground, but me, I see everything. The right middle finger of the skeleton we found in the coffin with the treasure was missing at the second joint.”

“You’re joking!” I shot back incredulously.

For answer he pointed silently to the still, dead forms before us. “Are these a joke, my friend?” he demanded. “Cordieu, if such they be, they are an exceedingly grim jest.”

“But for heaven’s sake,” I demanded, “how could that skeleton leave its tomb and wander about the streets? Anyhow, Nurse Müller declared it was a man who attacked her, not a skeleton. And skeletons haven’t eyes, yet poor little Kathleen spoke of her assailant’s eyes the first thing when we found her.”

He turned his back on my expostulations with a slight shrug and addressed himself to the morgue master. “Have they arrived at the precise causes of death, Monsieur?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” the official replied. “The little Burke girl died o’ heart failure consequent upon shock. Miss Müller died from loss o’ blood an’—”

“Never mind, my friend, it is enough,” de Grandin interrupted. “Strangulation was present in both cases, but apparently was not the primary cause of either death. That was all I desired to learn.

“Trowbridge, my friend,” he assured me as we parted at the mortuary door, “he practises.”

“Practises—who?” I demanded. But de Grandin was already out of earshot, walking down the street at a pace which would have qualified him for entry in a professional pedestrians’ race.
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THE CONSOMMÉ WAS GROWING cold in the tureen, Balderson and I were becoming increasingly aware of our appetites, and Nora McGinnis was on the verge of nervous prostration as visions of her elaborate dinner spoiling on the stove danced before her mind’s eye when Jules de Grandin burst through the front door, a film of snowflakes from the raging storm outside decorating his shoulders like the ermine on a judge’s gown. “Quick, Friend Trowbridge,” he ordered as he drew up his chair to the table, “fill my plate to overflowing. I hunger, I starve, I famish. Not so much as one little crumb of luncheon has passed my lips this day.”

“Find out anything?” I asked as I ladled out a liberal portion of smoking chicken broth.

“Cordieu, I shall say so, and he who denies it is a most foul liar!” he returned with a grin. “Observe this, if you please.”

From his pocket he produced an odd-looking object, something like a fork of dried weed or a root of desiccated ginger, handing it first to me, then to Eric Balderson for inspection.

“All right, I’ll bite—what is it?” Eric admitted as the little Frenchman eyed us in turn expectantly.

“Mandragora officinalis—mandrake,” he replied with another of his quick smiles. “Have you not seen it before?—”

“U’m”—I searched the pockets of my memory a moment—“isn’t this the thing we found on the old pirate’s coffin last night?”

“Exactly, precisely, quite so!” he replied delightedly, patting his hands together softly as though applauding at a play. “You have it right, good friend; but last night we were too much concerned with saving our silly heads from the swinging ax, with finding gold and gems, and similar useless things to give attention to matters of real importance. Behold, my friends, with this bit of weed-root and these, I shall make one sacré singe—a monkey, no less—of that so vile murderer who terrorizes the city and slays inoffensive young women in the right. Certainly.” As he finished speaking, he thrust his hand into another pocket and brought forth a dozen small conical objects which he pitched onto the table-cloth with a dramatic gesture.

“Bullets!” Balderson remarked wonderingly. “What—”

“Bullets, no less,” de Grandin agreed, taking a pair of the little missiles into his hand and joggling them up and down playfully. “But not such bullets as you or Friend Trowbridge have seen before, I bet me your life. Attend me: These are silver, solid silver, without a trace of alloy. Eh bien, but I did have the fiend’s own time finding a jeweler who would undertake to duplicate the bullets of my pistol in solid silver on such short notice. But at last, grâce à Dieu, I found him, and he fashioned these so pretty things to my order and fitted them into the shells in place of the nickel-plated projectiles. For good measure I ordered him to engrave each one with a cross at its tip, and then, on my way home, I did stop at the church of Saint Bernard and dip them each and every one into the font of eau bénite. Now, I damn think, we shall see what we shall see this night.”

“What in the world—” I began, but he shut me off with upraised hand.

“The roast, Friend Trowbridge,” he implored, “for dear friendship’s sake, carve me a liberal portion of the roast and garnish it well with potatoes. Do but permit that I eat my fill, and, when the time arrives, I shall show you such things as to make you call yourself one colossal liar when you recall them to memory!”

SERGEANT COSTELLO, THOROUGHLY DISGRUNTLED at hours of vigil in the snowy night and completely mystified, was waiting for us beside the entrance to Saint David’s churchyard. “Sure, Dr. de Grandin, sor,” he announced as he stepped from the shelter of the pentice, blowing on his numbed fingers, “’tis th’ divil’s own job ye gave me tonight. Me eyes have been skinned like a pair o’ onions all th’ night long, but niver a bit o’ annyone comin’ in or out o’ th’ graveyard have I seen.”

“Very good, my friend,” de Grandin commented. “You have done most well, but I fear me one will attempt to pass you, and by the inward route, before many minutes have gone. You will kindly await our outcoming, if you please, and we shall be no longer than necessary, I assure you.”

Forcing the sliding door of the tombstone, we hastened down the stairway to the burial chamber in de Grandin’s wake, sprung the guarding ax at the entrance of the first room and crept into the inner cavern. One glance was sufficient to confirm our suspicions. The stone coffin was empty.

“Was—was it like this when you were here today?” I faltered.

“No,” de Grandin answered, “he lay in his bed as calmly as a babe in its cradle, my friend, but he lay on his side.”

“On his side? Why, that is impossible! The skeleton was on its back when we came here last night and we didn’t move it. How came the change of posture?”

“Tiens, who can say?” he replied. “Perhaps he rests better that way. Of a certainty, he had lain long enough on his posterior to have become tired of it. It may be—sssh! Lights out. To your quarters!”

Balderson and I rushed to opposite corners of the room, as de Grandin had previously directed, our powerful electric bull’s-eye lanterns shut off, but ready to flood the place with light at a second’s notice. De Grandin stationed himself squarely in line with the door, his head thrust forward, his knees slightly bent, his entire attitude one of pleased anticipation.

What sixth sense had warned him of approaching danger I know not, for in the absolute quiet of the pitch dark chamber I could hear no sound save the low, short breaths of my two companions and the faint trickle-trickle of water into the tank of the beheading machine which guarded the entrance of the farther room. I was about to speak, when:

Bang! The muffled detonation of a shot fired somewhere above ground sounded startlingly, followed by another and still another; then the rasping, high-pitched cackle of a maniacal laugh, a scraping, shuffling step on the narrow stone stairs, and:

“Lights, pour l’amour de Dieu, lights!” de Grandin shrieked as something—some malign, invisible, unutterably wicked presence seemed suddenly to fill the chamber, staining the inky darkness still more black with its foul effluvium.

As one man Balderson and I snapped up the shutters of our lanterns, and the converging beams displayed a frightful tableau.

Crouched at the low entrance of the cavern, like a predatory beast with its prey, was a fantastic figure, a broad, squat—almost humpbacked—man arrayed in leathern jerkin, Turkish fez and loose, baggy pantaloons tucked into hip-boots of soft Spanish leather. About his face, mask-like, was bound a black-silk kerchief with two slits for eyes, and through the openings there glowed and glittered a pair of baleful orbs, green-glossed and vitreous, like those of a cat, but fiercer and more implacable than the eyes of any feline.

Over one malformed shoulder, as a miller might carry a sack of meal, the creature bore the body of a girl, a slight, frail slip of femininity with ivory face and curling hair of deepest black, her thin, frilly party dress ripped to tatters, one silver slipper fallen from her silk-sheathed foot, the silver-tissue bandeau which bound her hair dislodged so that it lay half across her face like the bandage over the eyes of a condemned felon.

“Monsieur le Pirate,” de Grandin greeted in a low, even voice, “you do roam afield late, it seems. We have waited overlong for you.”

The mask above the visitant’s face fluttered outward with the pressure of breath behind it, and we could trace the movement of jaws beneath the silk, but no word of answer came to the Frenchman’s challenge.

“Ah—so? You choose not to talk?” de Grandin queried sarcastically. “Is it perhaps that you prefer deeds to words? C’est bien!” With a quick, skipping step he advanced several paces toward the creature, raising his pistol as he moved.

A peal of sardonic, tittering laughter issued from beneath the mask. Callous as a devil, the masked thing dropped the girl’s lovely body to the stone floor, snatched at the heavy hanger in his belt and leaped straight for de Grandin’s throat.

The Frenchman fired even as his antagonist charged, and the effect of his shot was instantaneous. As though he had run against a barrier of iron, the masked pirate stopped in mid-stride and staggered back an uncertain step, but de Grandin pressed his advantage. “Ha, you did not expect this, hein?” he demanded with a smile which was more like a snarl. “You who defy the bullets of policemen and make mock of all human resistance thought you would add one more victim to your list, n’est-ce-pas, Monsieur? Perhaps, Monsieur, le Mort-félon, you had not thought of Jules de Grandin?”

As he spoke he fired another shot into the cowering wretch, another, and still another until eight silver balls had pierced the cringing thing’s breast.

As the final shot went home the fantastical, terrible shape began to change before our eyes. Like the cover of a punctured football the gaudy, archaic costume began to wrinkle and wilt, the golden-tasseled fez toppled forward above the masked face and the black-silk handkerchief itself dropped downward, revealing the unfleshed countenance of a grinning skull.

“Up with him, my friends,” de Grandin shouted. “Pitch him into his coffin, clamp down the lid—here, lay the root of mandrake upon it! So! He is in again, and for all time.

“Now, one of you, take up poor Mademoiselle and pass her through the door to me.

“Very well, Sergent, we come and bring the young lady with us!” he cried as Costello’s heavy boots sounded raspingly on the stone steps outside. “Do not attempt to enter—it is death to put your head through the opening!”

A moment later, with the girl’s body wrapped in the laprobe, we were driving toward my house, ignoring every speed regulation in the city ordinances.
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SERGEANT COSTELLO LOOKED ASKANCE at the rug-wrapped form occupying the rear seat of my car. “Say, Dr. de Grandin, sor,” he ventured with another sidewise glance at the lovely body, “hadn’t we best be notifyin’ th’ coroner, an’”—he gulped over the word—“an’ gittin’ a undertaker fer this here pore young lady?”

“Coroner—undertaker? À bas les croque-morts! Your wits are entirely absent harvesting the wool of sheep, cher sergent. The only undertaker of which she stands in need is the excellent Nora McGinnis, who shall give her a warm bath to overcome her chill after Friend Trowbridge and I have administered stimulants. Then, unless I mistake much, we shall listen to a most remarkable tale of adventure before we restore her to the arms of her family.”

HALF AN HOUR LATER our fair prize, revived by liberal doses of aromatic ammonia and brandy, thoroughly warmed by a hot sponge and alcohol rub administered by the competent Nora, and with one of de Grandin’s vivid flowered-silk dressing-gowns slipped over the sorry remnants of her tattered party costume, sat demurely before our library fire. As she entered the room, Eric Balderson, who had not seen her face before, because of the bandeau which obscured it in the cave, gave a noticeable start, then seemed to shrink back in his corner of the ingle-nook.

Not so Jules de Grandin. Swinging one well-tailored leg across the corner of the library table, he regarded the young lady with a level, unwinking stare till the sustained scrutiny became embarrassing. Finally:

“Mademoiselle, you will have the kindness to tell us exactly what has happened to you this night, so far as you can remember,” he ordered.

The girl eyed him with a tremulous smile a moment; then, taking a deep breath, launched on her recital like a child speaking a piece in school.

“I’m Marian Warner,” she told us. “We live in Tunlaw Street—I think Dr. Trowbridge knows my father, Fabian Warner.”

I nodded agreement, and she continued.

“Tonight I went to a Christmas Eve party at Mr. and Mrs. Partridge’s. It was a masquerade affair, but I just wore a domino over my evening dress, since we were to unmask at midnight, anyway, and I thought I’d feel more comfortable in ‘citizen’s clothes’ than I would dancing in some sort of elaborate costume.

“There wasn’t anything unusual about the party, or about the first part of the evening, that I remember, except, of course, everyone was talking about the mysterious murder of those two poor women.

“They danced a German just before midnight, and I was pretty hot from the running around, so I stepped into the conservatory to slip out of my domino a moment and cool off.

“I’d just taken the gown off when I felt a touch on my arm, and turning round found a man staring into my face. I thought he must be one of the guests, of course, though I couldn’t remember having seen him. He wore a jerkin of bright red leather with a wide black belt about his waist, a red fez with gold-and-black tassel, and loose trousers tucked into tall boots. His face was concealed with a black-silk handkerchief instead of a regular mask, and, somehow, there was something menacing and terrifying about him. I think it must have been his eyes, which glittered in the light like those of an animal at night.

“I started back from him, but he edged after me, extending his hand to stroke my arm, and almost fawning on me. He made queer, inarticulate sounds in his throat, too.

“‘Go away,’ I told him. ‘I don’t know you and I don’t want to. Please leave me alone.’ By that time he’d managed to crowd me into a corner, so that my retreat into the house was cut off, and I was getting really frightened.

“‘If you don’t let me go, I’ll scream,’ I threatened, and then, before I had a chance to say another word, out shot one of his hands—ugh, they were big and thin and long, like a gorilla’s!—and grasped me by the throat.

“I tried to fight him off, and even as I did so there flashed through my mind the description Miss Müller gave of her murderer. Then I knew. I was helpless in the grasp of the killer! That’s all I remember till I regained consciousness with Dr. Trowbridge’s housekeeper drying me after my bath and you gentlemen standing outside the door, ready to help me downstairs.

“Did they catch him—the murderer?” she added with true feminine curiosity.

“But of course, Mademoiselle,” de Grandin assured her gravely. “I was on his trail. It was impossible he should escape.

“Attend me, my friends,” he ordered, slipping from his seat on the table and striding to the center of the room like a lecturer about to begin his discourse. “Last night, when we entered that accursed tomb, I had too many thoughts within my so small brain to give full attention to any one of them. In my hurry I did overlook many important matters. That root of mandrake, by example, I should have suspected its significance, but I did not. Instead, I tossed it away as an unconsidered trifle.

“Mandrake, or mandragora, my friends, was one of the most potent charm-drugs in the ancient pharmacopoeia. With it the barren might be rendered fecund; love forgotten might be reawakened; deep and lasting coma might be induced by it. Does not that Monsieur Shakespeare make Cleopatra say:


‘Give me to drink of mandragora,

That I might sleep out this great gap of time

My Antony is away’?



“Most certainly. Moreover, it had another, and less frequent use. Placed upon the grave of one guilty of manifold sins, it would serve to keep his earthbound spirit from walking. You perceive the connection.

“When we cast aside that root of mandragora, we did unseal a tomb which was much better left unopened, and did release upon the world a spirit capable of working monstrous evil. Yes. This ‘Black Master,’ I do know him, Friend Trowbridge.

“When we looked upon the poor relics of those slain women, I noticed at once the peculiarity of the bruises on their throats. ‘Parbleu,’ I say to me, ‘the skeleton which we saw last night, he had a hand so maimed as to leave a mark like this. Jules de Grandin, we must investigate.’

“‘Make it so,’ I reply to me in that mental conversation, and so, Friend Trowbridge, when I left you I did repair instantly to that cursed tomb and look about. There, in his coffin of stone, lay the skeleton of the ‘Black Master,’ but, as I have already been at pains to tell you, on his side, not as we left him lying the night before. ‘Mordieu, this are not good, this are most badly strange,’ I inform me. Then I look about and discover the bit of mandrake root, all shriveled and dried, and carelessly tossed to one side where we left it when Friend Trowbridge let fall his light. I—”

“By the way, de Grandin,” I put in. “Something hit me a paralyzing blow on the knuckles before I let my flashlight fall; have you any idea what it was?”

He favored me with a momentary frown, then: “But certainly,” he responded. “It were a bit of stone from the ceiling. I saw it detach itself and cried a warning to you, even as it fell, but the loss of our light was of such importance that I talked no more about your injury. Now to resume:

“‘Can we not now seal him in the tomb with the mandrake once more?’ I ask me as I stand beside that coffin today, but better judgment tells me not to attempt it. This old-time sea-devil, he have been able to clothe his bony frame with seeming habiliments of the flesh. He are, to all intents and purposes, once more alive, and twice as wicked as before on account of his long sleep. I shall kill his fantasmal body for good and all before I lock him once and forever in the tomb again.

“‘But how shall we slay him so that he be really-truly dead?’ I ask me.

“Then, standing beside the coffin of that old, wicked pirate, I think and think deeply. ‘How were the were-wolves and witches, the wizards and the warlocks, the bugbears and goblins of ancient times slain in the olden days?’ I ask, and the answer comes back, ‘With bullets of silver.’ Attend me, my friends.”

Snatching a red leather volume from the near-by shelf he thumbed quickly through its pages. “Hear what your Monsieur Whittier say in one of his so lovely poems. In the olden times, the garrison of a New England fort was beset by


… a spectral host, defying stroke of

steel and aim of gun;

Never yet was ball to slay them in the

mold of mortals run!

Midnight came; from out the forest moved

a dusky mass that soon

Grew to warriors, plumed and painted,

grimly marching in the moon.

“Ghosts or witches,” said the captain, “thus

I foil the Evil One!”

And he rammed a silver button from his

doublet down his gun.



“Very good. I, too, will thus foil the Evil One and his servant who once more walks the earth. I have told you how I had the bullets made to my order this day. I have recounted how I baptized them for the work they were to do this night. Yourselves saw how the counter-charm worked against that servitor of Satan, how it surprised him when it pierced his phantom breast, how it made of him a true corpse, and how the seeming-flesh he had assumed to clothe his bare bones while he worked his evil was made to melt away before the bullets of Jules de Grandin. Now, doubly dead, he lies sealed by the mandrake root within his tomb for evermore.

“Friend Balderson, you have been most courteously quiet this long time. Is there no question you would care to ask?”

“You told Dr. Trowbridge you knew the ‘Black Master,’” Eric replied. “Can you tell us something about him—”

“Ah, parbleu, but I can!” de Grandin interrupted. “This afternoon, while the excellent jeweler was turning out my bullets, I repaired to the public library and discovered much of that old villain’s life and deeds. Who he was nobody seems to know. As to what he was, there is much fairly accurate conjecture.

“A Turk he was by birth, it is generally believed, and a most unsavory follower of the false Prophet. Even in sinful Stamboul his sins were so great that he was deprived of his tongue by way of punishment. Also, he was subjected to another operation not wholly unknown in Eastern countries. This latter, instead of rendering him docile, seemed to make a veritable demon of him. Never would he permit his crews to take prisoners, even for ransom. Sexless himself, he forbade the presence of women—even drabs from Maracaibo and Panama—aboard his ships, save for one purpose. That was torture. Whenever a ship was captured, he fetched the female prisoners aboard, and after compelling them to witness the slaughter of their men folk, with his own hands he put them to death, often crushing life from their throats with his maimed right hand. Does not his history fit squarely with the things we have observed these last two nights? The accounts declare, ‘The time and place of his death are uncertain, but it is thought he died somewhere near the present city of Newark and was buried somewhere in Jersey. A vast treasure disappeared with him, and speculation concerning its hiding-place rivals that of the famous buried hoard of Captain Kidd.’

“Now, it is entirely probable that we might add something of great interest to that chronicle, but I do not think we shall, for—”

Absorbed in the Frenchman’s animated narrative, Eric Balderson had moved from his shadowed corner into the zone of light cast by the reading-lamp, and as de Grandin was about to finish, Marian Warner interrupted him with a little cry of incredulous delight. “Eric,” she called. “Eric Balderson! Oh, my dear, I’ve wondered and worried so much about you!”

A moment later she had flown across the room, shedding de Grandin’s purple lizard-skin slippers as she ran, put both hands on the young man’s shoulders, and demanded, “Why did you go away, dear; didn’t you kno—”

“Marian!” Eric interrupted hoarsely. “I didn’t dare ask your father. I was so wretchedly poor, and there seemed no prospect of my ever getting anywhere—you’d been used to everything, and I thought it would be better for us both if I just faded out of the picture. But”—he laughed boyishly—“I’m rich, now, dear—one of the richest men in the country, and—”

“Rich or poor, Eric dear, I love you,” the girl interrupted as she slipped both arms about his neck and kissed him on the lips.

Jules de Grandin’s arms shot out like the blades of a pair of opening shears. With one hand he grasped Sergeant Costello’s arm; the other snatched me by the elbow. “Come away, foolish ones,” he hissed. “What have we, who left our loves in Avalon long years ago, to do with such as they? Pardieu, to them we are a curse, a pest, an abomination; we do incumber the earth!

“Await me here,” he ordered as we concluded our march to the consulting-room. “I go, but I return immediately.”

In a moment he came tripping down the stairs, a magnificent glowing ruby, nearly as large as a robin’s egg, held daintily between his thumb and forefinger. “For their betrothal ring,” he announced proudly. “See, it is the finest in my collection.”

“Howly Mither, Dr. de Grandin, sor, are ye, a jinny from th’ Arabeen Nights, to be passin’ out jools like that whenever a pair o’ young folks gits engaged?” demanded Sergeant Costello, his big blue eyes almost popping from his head in amazement.

“Ah, mon sergent,” the little Frenchman turned one of his quick, elfish smiles on the big Irishman, “you have as yet seen nothing. Before you leave this house tonight Friend Trowbridge and I shall fill every pocket of your clothes to overflowing with golden coin from old Spain; but e’er we do so, let us remember it is Christmas.”

With the certainty of one following a well-worn path, he marched to the medicine closet, extracted a bottle of peach brandy and three glasses, and filled them to the brim.

“To your very good and long-lasting health, my friend,” he pledged, raising his glass aloft. “Joyeux Noël!”


The Devil-People
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A BLEAK NORTHEAST WIND, SWEEPING down from the coast of New England and freighted with mingled rain and sleet, howled riotously through the streets as we emerged from Symphony Hall.

“Cordieu, Friend Trowbridge,” de Grandin exclaimed between chattering teeth as he turned the fur collar of his greatcoat up about his ears and sunk his head between his shoulders, “Monsieur Washington was undoubtlessly a most admirable gentleman in every respect, but of a certainty he chose a most damnable, execrable day on which to be born! Name of a green duck, I am already famished with the cold; come, let us seek shelter, and that with quickness, or I shall expire completely and leave you nothing but the dead corpse of Jules de Grandin for company!”

Grinning at his vehemence, I bent my head to the blast as we buffeted our way against the howling gale, fighting a path over the sleet-swept sidewalks to the glass-and-iron porte cochère of La Pontoufle Dorée.

As we swept through the revolving plate-glass doors a sleek-looking gigolo with greased hair and beady eyes set too close together snatched at our hats and wraps with an avidity which betrayed his Levantine ancestry, and we marched down a narrow, mirror-lined hall lighted with red-shaded electric bulbs. From the dining-room beyond came the low, dolorous moaning of saxophones blended with the blurred monody of indiscriminate conversation and the shrill, piping overtones of women’s laughter. On the cleared dancing-floor in the center of the room a file of shapely young women in costumes consisting principally of beads and glittering rhinestones danced hectically, their bare, powdered arms, legs and torsos gleaming in the glare of the spotlight. The close, superheated air reeked with the odor of broken food and the effluvia from women’s perfumed gowns and bodies, while the savage, heathen snarl of the jazz band’s jungle music throbbed and palpitated like a fever patient’s pulses. Soft fronds of particolored silk, sweeping gracefully down from the center of the ceiling, formed a tentlike roof which billowed gracefully with each draft from the doors, and the varicolored lights of the great crystal chandelier gleamed dully through the drifting fog-whorls of tobacco smoke.

“U’m?” de Grandin surveyed the scene from the threshold. “These children of present-day America enjoy more luxury than did their country’s father on his birthday at Valley Forge a hundred and fifty-two years ago tonight, Friend Trowbridge,” he commented dryly.

“How many in the party, please?” demanded the head waiter. “Only two?” Disdain and hauteur seemed fighting for possession of his hard-shaven face as he eyed us frigidly.

“Two, most certainly,” de Grandin replied, then tapped the satin lapel of the functionary’s dress coat with an impressive forefinger, “but two with the appetites—and thirsts—of four, mon garçon.”

Something like a smile flickered across the cruel, arrogant lips of the servitor as he beckoned to a waiter-captain, who led us to a table near the wall.

“Voleurs—robbers, bandits!” the little Frenchman exclaimed as he surveyed the price list of the menu.

“However, it is nécessaire that one eats,” he added philosophically as he made his choice known to the hovering waiter.

A matronly-looking, buxom woman of uncertain age in a modestly cut evening gown circulated among the guests. Seemingly acquainted with everyone present, she stopped here and there, slapping a masculine back in frank friendship and camaraderie every once in a while, exchanging a quip or word of greeting with the women patrons.

“Hullo, boys,” she greeted cordially as she reached our table, “having a good time? Need anything more to brighten the corner where you are?”

“Madame,” de Grandin bent forward from the hips in a formal Continental bow, “if you possess the influence in this establishment, you can confer the priceless favor on us by procuring a soupçon of eau-de-vie. Consider: We are but just in from the outdoor cold and are frozen to the bone on all sides. If—”

“French!” From the delighted expression on the lady’s face it was apparent that the discovery of de Grandin’s nationality was the one thing needed to make her happiness complete. “I knew it the moment I laid eyes on you,” she assured him. “You boys from across the pond simply must have your little nip, mustn’t you? Fix it? I’ll tell the world I can. Leave it to Mamma; she’ll see you get a shot that’ll start your blood circulatin’. Back in a minute, Frenchy, and, by the way”—she paused, a genial smile on her broad, rather homely face—“how about a little playmate to liven things up? Someone to share the loneliness of a stranger in a strange land? I got just the little lady to do the trick. She’s from over the water, too.”

“Mordieu, my friend, it seems I have put my foot in it up to the elbow,” de Grandin deplored with a grimace of comic tragedy. “My request for a drink brings us not only the liquor, but a partner to help consume it, it would seem. Two hundred francs at the least, this will cost us, I fear.”

I was about to voice a protest, for supping at a night club was one thing, while consorting with the paid entertainers was something very different; but my remonstrances died half uttered, for the hostess bore down upon us, her face wreathed in smiles, a waiter with a long-necked bottle preceding her and a young woman—dark, pretty and with an air of shy timidity—following docilely in her wake. The girl—she was little more—wore a rich, black fur coat over a black evening gown and swung a small black grosgrain slipper bag from her left wrist.

“Shake hands with Ma’mselle Mutina, Frenchy,” the hostess bade. “She’s just as lonesome and thirsty as you are. You’ll get along like mocha and java, you two.”

“Enchanté, Mademoiselle,” De Grandin assured her as he raised her slender white fingers to his lips and withdrew a chair for her. “You will have a bit of food, some champagne, perhaps, some—” he rattled on with a string of gallantries worthy of a professional boulevardier while I watched him in mingled fascination and disapproval. This was a facet of the many-sided little Frenchman I had never seen before, and I was not especially pleased with it.

Our table-mate seated herself, letting her opulent coat fall back over her chair and revealing a pair of white, rounded shoulders and arms of singular loveliness. Her eyes rested on the table in timid confusion. As de Grandin monopolized the conversation, I studied her attentively. There was no doubting her charm. Slim, youthful, vibrant she was, yet restrained with a sort of patrician calm. Her skin was not the dead white of the powder-filmed performers of the cabaret, nor yet the pink of the athletic woman’s; rather it seemed to glow with a delicate undertone of tan, like the old ivory of ancient Chinese carvings or the richest of cream. Her face was heart-shaped rather than oval, with almost straight eyebrows of jetty blackness, a small, straight nose and a low, broad forehead, blue-black hair that lapped smoothly over her tiny ears like folded raven’s wings, and delicate, sensitive lips which, I knew instinctively, would have been lusciously red even without the aid of the rouge with which they were tinted. When she raised timid, troubled eyes to de Grandin’s face I saw the irises inside the silken frames of curling black lashes were purple as pansy petals. “Humph,” I commented mentally, “she’s beautiful—entirely too good-looking to be respectable!”

The waiter brought a chicken sandwich and—to my unbounded astonishment—a bottle of ginger ale for her, and as she was about to lift a morsel of food to her lips I saw her purple eyes suddenly widen with dread and her cheeks go ash-pale with fright.

“M’sieu’,” she whispered, leaning impulsively across the table, “do not look at once, I implore you, but in a moment glance casually at the table at the far corner of the room and tell me if you see anyone there!”

Restraining an impulse to wheel in my chair, I held myself steady a moment, then with elaborate unconcern surveyed the room slowly. At the table indicated by the girl sat four men in dinner clothes. Leanness—the cadaverous emaciation of dissecting-room material—was their outstanding characteristic. Their cheeks were gaunt and hollow, their lips so thin that the outline of the teeth could be marked through them, and every articulation of their skulls could be traced through the tightly stretched. saddle-brown skin of their faces. But a second’s study of their death’s-head countenances revealed a more sinister feature. Their eyes were obliquely set, like cats’, yellow-green and cruel, with long slits for pupils. Changeless in expression they were; set, fixed, inscrutable, pitiless as any panther’s—waiting, watching, seeing all, revealing nothing. I shuddered in spite of myself as I forced my gaze to travel casually over the remainder of the room.

De Grandin was speaking in a low, suppressed whisper, and in his little round blue eyes there snapped and sparkled the icy flashes which betrayed excitement. “Mademoiselle,” he said, “I see four monkey-faced heathen seated at that table. Hindus they are by their features, perhaps Berbers from Africa, but devil’s offspring by their eyes, which are like razors. Do they annoy you? I will order them away, I will pull their crooked noses—pardieu, I shall twist their flap-ears before I boot them from the place if you do but say the word!”

“Oh, no, no!” the girl breathed with a frightened shudder, and I could see it was as if a current of cold horror, something nameless and terrible, flowed from the strange men to her. “Do not appear to notice them, sir, but—Aristide!” she beckoned to a waiter hurrying past with a tray of glasses.

“Yes, Ma’mselle?” the man answered, pausing with a smile beside her chair.

“Those gentlemen in the corner by the orchestra”—she nodded ever so slightly toward the macabre group—“have you ever seen them here before?”

“Gentlemen, Ma’mselle?” the waiter replied with a puzzled frown as he surveyed the table intently. “Surely, you make the joke with Aristide. That table, she are vacant—the only vacant one in the place. It are specially reserved and paid for, but—”

“Never mind,” the girl interrupted with a smile, and the man hurried off on his errand.

“You see?” she asked simply.

“Barbe d’une poule bleu, but I do not!” de Grandin asserted. “But—”

“Hush!” she interrupted. “Oh, do not let them think we notice them; it would make them frenzied. When the lights go out for the next number of the show, I shall ask a great favor of you, sir. You are a chivalrous gentleman and will not refuse. I shall take a package from my handbag—see, I trust you perfectly—and pass it to you beneath the table, and you will take it at once to 849 Algonquin Avenue and await me there. Please!” Her warm soft fingers curled themselves about his hand with an appealing pressure. “You will do this for me? You will not fail?—you are not afraid?”

“Mademoiselle,” he assured her solemnly, returning her handclasp with compound interest, “I shall do it, though forty thousand devils and devilkins bar the way.”

As the lights in the big central chandelier dimmed and the spotlight shot its effulgence over the dancing-floor, a petite blonde maiden arrayed in silver trunks, bandeau and slippers pranced out between the rows of tables and began singing in a rasping, nasal voice while she strutted and jiggled through the intricate movements of the Baltimore.

“Come, Friend Trowbridge,” ordered de Grandin abruptly, stowing something in his pocket at the same time. “We go, we leave; allez-vous-en!”

I followed stumblingly through the comparative darkness of the dining-room, but paused on the threshold for a final backward glance. The zone of spotlight on the dancing-floor made the remainder of the place inky black by contrast, and only the highlights of the table napery, the men’s shirt-fronts and the women’s arms and shoulders showed indistinctly through the gloom, but it seemed to me the oblique, unchanging eyes of the sinister quartet at the corner table followed us through the dark and shone with sardonic phosphorescence, as the questing eyes of hungry cats spy out the movements of mice among the shadows.

“THIS IS THE CRAZIEST thing you’ve ever done,” I scolded as our taxi gathered speed over the slippery street. “What do we know about that girl? Nothing, except she’s an habitué of a none too reputable night club. She may be a dope peddler for all we know, and this may be just a scheme to have us carry her contraband stuff past the police; or it may be a plan for hold-up and robbery and those devilish-looking men her accomplices. I’d not put any sort of villainy past a gang like that, and—”

De Grandin’s slender, mocha-gloved fingers beat a devil’s tattoo on the silver knob of his ebony cane as he regarded me with a fixed, unwinking stare of disapproval. “All that you say may be true, my friend,” he admitted; “nevertheless, I have a mind to see this business through. Are you with me?”

“Of course, but—”

“There are no buts, cher ami. Unless I mistake rightly, we shall see remarkable things before we have done, and I would not miss the sight for half a dozen peaceful nights in bed.”

As we rounded a comer and turned into the wide, tree-bordered roadway of Algonquin Avenue another car sped past us through the storm, whirling skid-chains snarling savagely against its mudguards.
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A REAL ESTATE AGENT’S SIGN announced that the substantial brownstone residence which was on Algonquin Avenue was for sale or rent on long-term lease and would be altered to suit the tenant. Otherwise the place was as much like every other house in the block as one grain of rice is like the others in a bag.

Hastening up the short flagstone path leading from the sidewalk, de Grandin mounted the low brownstone stoop, felt uncertainly a moment, located the old-fashioned pull doorbell and gave the brass knob a vigorous yank.

Through the mosaic of brightly stained glass in the front door panel we could descry a light in the hall, but no footsteps came in answer to our summons. “Morbleu, this is villainous,” the little Frenchman muttered as an especially vicious puff of wind hurled a barrage of sleet into his face. “Are we to stand here till death puts an end to our sufferings? I will not have it!” He struck a resounding blow on the door with the knob of his walking-stick.

As though waiting only the slightest pressure, the unlatched door swung back beneath the impact of his cane, and we found ourselves staring down a long, high-ceiled hall. Under the flickering light of an old-fashioned, prism-fringed gas chandelier we glimpsed the riotous colors of the Oriental rugs with which the place was carpeted, caught a flash of king-blue, rose and rust-red from the sumptuous prayer cloth suspended tapestrywise on the wall, but gave no second glance to the draperies, for at the far end of the passage was that which brought an excited “A-a-ah?” from de Grandin and a gasp of horror from me.

The place was a shambles. Hunched forward like a doll with a broken back, an undersized, dark-skinned man in white drill jacket, batik sarong and yellow turban squatted in a low, blackwood chair and stared endlessly before him into infinity with the glazed, half-pleading, half-expressionless eyes of the newly dead. A smear of red, wider than the palm of a man’s hand, and still slowly spreading, disfigured the left breast of his white jacket and told the reason for his death.

Half-way up the stairway which curved from the farther end of the hall another man, similarly attired, had fallen backward, apparently in the act of flight, and lay against the stair-treads like a worn-out tailor’s dummy carelessly tossed upon the carpet. His bare brown feet, oddly bent on flaccid ankles, pointed upward; head and hands, lolling downward with an awful awkwardness, were toward us, and I went sick with horror at sight of the open, gasping mouth and set, staring eyes in the reversed face. Under his back-bent chin a terrific wound gaped in his throat like the butcher’s mark upon a slaughtered sheep.

“Grand Dieu!” de Grandin murmured, surveying the tragic relics a moment: “They were thorough, those assassins.”

Darting down the corridor he paused beside the corpses, letting his hand rest on each a moment, then turned away with a shrug. “Dead comme un mouton,” he observed almost indifferently, “but not long so, my friend. They are still soft and warm. If we could but—Dieu de Dieu—another? Oh, villainous! monstrous! infamous!”

Stepping through an arched doorway we had entered a large room to the left of the hall. A carved blackwood divan stood at the apartment’s farther end, and a peacock screen immediately behind it. A red-shaded lamp threw its softly diffused light over the place, mellowing, to some extent, the dreadful tableau spread before us. Full length among the gaudy, heaped-up pillows of the divan a woman reclined indolently, one bare, brown arm extended toward us, wrist bent, hand drooping, a long, thin cheroot of black tobacco held listlessly between her red-stained fingers. Small, she was, almost childishly so, her skin golden as sun-ripened fruit, her lips red as though stained with fresh pomegranate juice, and on the loose robe of sheer yellow muslin which was her only garment glowed a redder stain beneath the gentle swell of her left bosom. Death had been kinder to her than to the men, for her large, black-fringed eyes were closed as though in natural sleep, and her lips were softly parted as if she had gently sighed her life away. The illusion of slumber was heightened by the fact that on the henna-stained toes of one slender foot was balanced a red-velvet slipper heavily embroidered with silver thread while its mate had fallen to the floor, as though listlessly kicked off by its wearer.

Treading softly as though passing the sanctuary of a church, the little Frenchman approached the dead woman, felt her soft, rounded arm a moment, then pinched daintily at the cheroot between her dead fingers. “Parbleu, yes!” he nodded vigorously. “It was recent, most recent, Friend Trowbridge. The vile miscreants who did this deed of shame had but just gone when we arrived; for see, her flesh still glows with the warmth of life, and the memory of its fire still lingers in this cigar’s tobacco. Not more than ten, nor eight, nor scarcely six minutes can have passed since these poor ones were done to death.

“Eh bien”—he bent his left hand palm upward, consulting the tiny watch strapped to the under side of his wrist, and turned toward the door with a faint shrug—“anyone can deplore these deaths; it is for Jules de Grandin to avenge them. Come, we must notify the gendarmes and the coroner, then—”

“What about Mademoiselle Mutina?” I asked maliciously. “You promised to wait here for her, you know.”

He paused a moment, regarding me intently with his fixed, level stare. “Précisément,” he assented grimly, “what about her? It remains to be seen. As for my promise—Mordieu, when I was a little lad I promised myself I should one day be President of the République, but when I grew to a man’s estate I found too many important things to do.” He swung back the front door, thrust his collar up about his ears with a savage jerk and strode across the low porch into the howling storm.

What warned me to look up I shall never know, for the natural course to have followed would have been that taken by de Grandin and bend my head against the wind; but a subtle something, something so tangible that it was almost physical, seemed to jerk my chin up from my greatcoat collar just in time. From the areaway beneath the porch steps, staring at the retreating Frenchman with a malignancy utterly bestial, was a pair of oblique, yellow-green eyes.

“Look out, de Grandin!” I shrieked, and even as I called I realized the warning was too late, for an arm shot upward, poising a dully gleaming weapon—a dagger of some sort, I thought—for a throw.

Scarcely conscious of my act, I acted. Throwing both feet forward, I slipped on the glassy sleet with which the stone steps were veneered, and catapulted down them like a trunk sweeping down a baggage-chute. My feet landed squarely against the Frenchman’s legs, knocking him sprawling, and something whizzed past my ear with a deadly, whirring sound and struck against the flagstone path beyond with a brittle, crackling clash.

Fighting to regain my footing like a cat essaying the ascent of a slate gable, I scrambled helplessly on the sleet-glazed walk, saw de Grandin right himself with an oath and dive head-foremost toward the area where his assailant lurked.

For an instant everything was chaos. I saw de Grandin miss his step and lurch drunkenly over the icy footwalk; saw his brown-skinned assailant spring upon him like a panther on its prey; realized dimly that someone had charged across the narrow yard and sprung to my little friend’s aid; then was knocked flat once more by a vicious kick which missed my face only a hair’s breadth and almost dislocated my shoulder.

“Catch him, Friend Trowbridge—he flies!” de Grandin shouted, disengaging himself from his rescuer’s arms and rushing futilely after his fleeing opponent. Sure-footed as a lynx, the fellow ran over the slippery pavement, crossed the roadway and bolted down the connecting street, disappearing from sight as though swallowed up by the enveloping storm.

“Merci beaucoup, Monsieur,” de Grandin acknowledged as he turned to his deliverer, “I have not the honor of knowing your name, but my obligation is as great as your help was timely. If you will be so good as to—Trowbridge, my friend, catch him, he swoons!”

“Quick, Friend Trowbridge,” the Frenchman ordered, “do you improvise some sort of bandage while I seek conveyance; we must bear him to the house and staunch his wound, else he will bleed to death.”

WHILE DE GRANDIN SOUGHT frantically for a taxicab I opened the stranger’s clothes and wadded my handkerchief against the ugly knife-wound in his upper arm. Crude and makeshift as the device was, it stopped the flow of blood to some extent, and, while still unconscious, the man did not appear measurably worse off when we arrived at my office some twenty minutes later. While I cut away his shirt sleeve and adjusted a proper pad and bandage, de Grandin was busily telephoning our gruesome discoveries to police headquarters.

A stiff drink of brandy and water forced between his lips brought a semblance of color back to the fainting man’s cheeks. He turned his head slowly on the pillow of the examination table and muttered something unintelligible; then, with a start, he rose to a sitting posture and cried: “Mutina, dear love: It is I—Richard! Wait, Mutina, wait a mo—”

As if a curtain had been lifted from before his eyes he saw us and turned from one to the other with an expression of blank bewilderment. “Where—how—” he began dazedly; then: “Oh, I remember, that devil was assaulting you and I rushed in to—”

“To save a total stranger from a most unpleasant predicament, Monsieur, for which the stranger greatly thanks you,” de Grandin supplied. “And now, if you are feeling somewhat better, will you not be good enough to take another drink—somewhat larger this time, if you please—of this so excellent brandy, then tell us why you call on Mademoiselle Mutina? It so happens that we, too, have much interest in that young lady.”

“Who are you?” the youth demanded with sharp suspicion.

“I am Jules de Grandin, doctor of medicine and of the faculty of the Sorbonne, and sometime special agent of the Sûreté Géneral, and this is Dr. Samuel Trowbridge, my very good friend and host,” the Frenchman returned with a formal bow. “While saving my life from the miserable, execrable rogue who would have assassinated me, you received an ugly wound, and we brought you here to dress it. And now that social amenities are completed, perhaps you will have the goodness to answer my question concerning Mademoiselle Mutina. Who, may I ask, is she, and what is it you know of her? Believe me, young sir, it is not from idle curiosity, but in the interest of justice, that we ask.”

“She is my wife,” the young man answered after a moment’s thoughtful silence in which he seemed to weigh the advisability of speaking. “I am Richard Starkweather—perhaps you know my father, Dr. Trowbridge”—he turned to me—“he was president of the old Harrisonville Street Railway before the Public Service took it over.”

I nodded. “Yes, I remember him,” I replied, “He was two classes ahead of me at Amherst, but we met at alumni gatherings; and—”

“Never mind the reminiscences, Friend Trowbridge,” de Grandin interrupted, his logical French mind refusing to be swerved from the matter in hand. “You were about to tell us, Monsieur—” He paused significantly, glancing at our patient with raised, quizzical eyebrows.

“I married Mutina in Sabuah Sulu, then again in Manila, but—”

“Parbleu—you did marry her twice?” de Grandin demanded incredulously. “How comes it?”

Starkweather took a deep breath, like a man about to dive into a cold stream, then:

“I met Mutina in Sabuah Sulu,” he began. “Possibly you gentlemen have read my book, Malay Pirates as I Knew Them, and wondered how I became so intimately acquainted with the engaging scoundrels. The fact is, it was all a matter of luck. The Dutch tramp steamer, Wilhelmina, on which I was going from Batavia to Manila, put in at Lubuah, and that’s how it began. We all went ashore to see the place, which was only a cluster of Chinese godowns, a dozen or so European business places and a couple of hotels of sorts. We saw all we wanted of the dried-mud-and-sand town in a couple of hours, but as the ship wasn’t pushing out until sometime in the early morning, several of us looked in on a honky-tonk which was in full blast at one of the saloons. I don’t know what it was they gave me to drink, but it was surely powerful medicine—probably a mixture of crude white rum and n’gapi—whatever it was, it affected me as no Western liquor ever did, and I was dead to the world in three drinks. The next thing I remember was waking up the following morning, well after sun-up, to find myself with empty pockets and a dreadful headache, floating out of sight of land in a Chinese sampan. I haven’t the faintest idea how I got there, though I suspect the other members of the party were too drunk to miss me when they put back for the ship, and the proprietor of the dive, seeing me sprawled out there, improved his opportunity to go through my pockets, then lugged me to the waterfront, dumped me into the first empty boat he found and let me shift for myself. Maybe he cut me adrift; maybe the boat’s painter came untied by accident. At any rate, there I was, washed out to sea by the ebbing tide, with no water, no food, and not the slightest idea where I was or how far away the nearest land lay.

“I had barely sense and strength left to set the sampan’s matting sail before I fell half-conscious into the bottom again, still so sick and weak with liquor that I didn’t care particularly whether I ever made land again.

“Just how long I lay there asleep—drugged would be a better term, for that Eastern liquor acts more like opium than alcohol—I haven’t the slightest idea. Certainly it was all day; perhaps I slept clear around the clock. When I awoke, the stars were out and the boat was drifting side-on toward a rocky, jagged shore as if she were in a mill-flume.

“I jumped up and snatched the steering paddle, striving with might and main to bring her head around, but I might as well have tried paddling a canoe with a teaspoon. She drove straight for those rocks as if some invisible hand were guiding her to destruction; then, just as I thought I was gone, a big wave caught her squarely under the poop, lifted her over a saw-toothed reef and deposited her on a narrow, sandy shingle almost as gently as if she’d been beached by professional sailors.
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