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Introduction

 

 

Fleur de Bagne by Goron and Émile Gautier, here translated as Spawn of the Penitentiary, was originally published as a feuilleton serial in the Parisian newspaper Le Journal in 1901. It was reprinted the following year in book form by Ernest Flammarion as Fleur de Bagne, roman contemporain, in three volumes, each of which was given an individual title: De Cayenne à la Place Vendôme (translated as Vol. 1: From Devil’s Island to the City of Lights), Pirates cosmopolites (Vol. 2: Cosmopolitan Pirates) and Detectives et bandits scientifiques (Vol. 3: Scientific Detectives and Bandits). That version was reprinted in 1904, but the novel then dropped out of sight until Black Coat Press’ French sister imprint, Rivière Blanche, produced a new edition edited by Jean-Daniel Brèque in 2012, each of the three volumes being augmented with a wealth of appendices relating their content to material from Goron’s memoirs, Gautier’s books and articles, and contemporary newspaper reports. 

The original version of the novel followed up a long series of feuilletons published in Le Journal with Goron’s signature, but the previous episodes had all been non-fictional, consisting of memoirs of his career in the police force, which had culminated in a seven-year stint as the head of the Sûreté from 1887-94. His full name was Marie-François Goron, but he only used his surname in his signature, because that seemed more befitting to his status as a policeman. He was not the first head of the Sûreté to write his memoirs, and was, in a sense, carrying forward a tradition originally begun half a century before by the fantasist Eugène Vidocq, whose almost-wholly-invented life story climaxed with an stint as the head of a special police unit, and which certainly contributed massively to the subsequent public image of the Sûreté, if it did not actually prompt the invention and shape the philosophy of the institution itself. All of Vidocq’s works are, in essence, fiction, but he, too, went on from supposed memoirs to acknowledged novels—which were much less successful—and he, too, preferred to be known by his bare surname, as if he were a legendary figure (as, indeed, he became). 

The first of Goron’s feuilletons, which offered his memoirs in twelve parts, was reprinted in book form in four volumes, and proved so popular in both formats that the author must have been under considerable pressure to supply more—which he obligingly did, adding a further nine parts to his serial memoirs, subsequently reprinted in three further volumes. Eventually, however, he ran out of material that could be plausibly represented as autobiographical, so he took the natural next step, following time-honored tradition, and switched from narrativized accounts of “true crime” to crime fiction. Although that was a relatively short step, he evidently felt that some assistance was in order, and joined forces for the purpose of the new feuilleton with an old acquaintance who was now working as a scientific journalist, Émile Gautier. All his other novels were, however, written solo, including Les Antres de Paris [The Animal-Dens of Paris] (1901), whose publication while the feuilleton was running might imply that it had been written earlier.

Had they not known one another in youth in their native town of Rennes, Goron and Émile Gautier would have seen an odd pairing, as Gautier was famous—or, rather, notorious—for having been on the wrong side of the law in the 1880s while Goron was working as a policeman. The two had, in fact, followed very different career paths since their overlapping childhood, although they cannot have been close friends then, as Goron, born in 1847, was more than five years older than Gautier, born in 1853. The latter was only twelve years old when Goron embarked on a military career in 1865, serving in Martinique and Algeria before being caught up in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870.

Goron rose through the ranks, serving as a sous-officier (the equivalent of a “non-commissioned officer” in the British army) in the marine infantry before being promoted to lieutenant, and then to captain, when he was relegated to the reserves after the war. He then went into the wholesale wine business for some years in his native town of Rennes, when he presumably renewed his acquaintance with Gautier, but traveled to South America in 1879 with the intention of becoming a serious colonist in the Central American region of Formosa. The vicissitudes of tropical life, however, prompted his return to France at the end of 1880, where he joined the Parisian police and, once again, rose through the ranks of the organization to become the most important active policeman in Paris. When he resigned as head of the Sûreté, he set up a private detective agency, which still exists, but he probably made far more money from his writing. That career was cut short when he returned to active service in 1914, and, although he did not die until 1933, he did not return to writing after the Great War, living quietly in retirement.

While Goron was serving in the marine infantry, Gautier completed his education and qualified as a lawyer, but did not practice, embarking on a career as a journalist instead. Heavily influenced by the socialist journalist Jules Vallès, who had been one of the leading members of the Paris Commune, and had then fled the country, Gautier became intimately associated with the development in France of the political theory of Anarchism, and was one of that movement’s principal orators. In that capacity, he was inevitably seen as dangerous by the authorities, and he was arrested in Lyon in 1883 along with Pyotr Kropotkin, who had succeeded Mikhail Bakunin as the principal theorist and most high-profile advocate of Anarchism. Gautier was tried alongside Kropotkin, although neither had committed any criminal offence, under the provisions of a law passed in the wake of the Paris Commune, which proscribed membership of certain political institutions.

Gautier and Kropotkin were convicted and sentenced to five years imprisonment, but the judgment was widely, and rightly, considered to be outrageous, and a campaign immediately began to have them released, which was ultimately successful. Kropotkin then went to England, but when Gautier was pardoned in 1885, he returned to Paris and resumed his journalistic career; he published four books in that year, including Propos anarchistes [Anarchist Doctrines], which might well have been written in prison, following an age-old tradition. He also drew on his unfortunate experience in his most extensive work, Le Monde des prisons [The World of Prisons] (1889), but the book for which he remains most famous today is one he had written earlier, Le Darwinisme social (1880), which certainly popularized, if it did not actually coin, the term “social Darwinism.”

Although Gautier did not abandon his Anarchist convictions, he ceased active campaigning on behalf of the movement and devoted himself primarily to his endeavors as a scientific journalist. Pyotr Kropotkin had been a scientist of some note, primarily noted for his work as a zoologist, evolutionary theorist and geographer—he had initially been alienated from his aristocratic family because they considered his interest in science unbefitting, before he became involved with anarchist politics—and one of the most prominent French anarchists, Élisée Reclus, had been one of the nation’s leading geographers and geologists: a vocation that was not unduly hampered when he was permanently banished from France in the wake of the Commune. The fact that he was unable join Kropotkin and Gautier in Lyon in 1883 saved Reclus from being in the dock alongside them, but he was, in a sense, with them in spirit.

Reclus was continually honored in his absence by French scientific organizations annoyed by his exile, and his name was defiantly attached to the masthead of several scientific periodicals, including Louis Figuier’s La Science Illustrée, for which Gautier did a good deal of work, including a novella for the magazine’s regular roman scientifique feature. Before taking a hand in Fleur de Bagne, Gautier had been the editor for nearly a decade of La Science Française, a clone of La Science Illustrée, which also ran a fictional feuilleton feature in the 1890s. Several other leading anarchists also dabbled in the writing of speculative fiction, most prominently Louise Michel—who planned a six-volume futuristic epic celebrating the triumph of Anarchism throughout and beyond the Earth, but only managed to publish versions of its first two episodes, Les Microbes humains (1887)1 and Le Monde nouveau (1888)2—and Jules Lermina, author of the satirical anarchist utopia “Mystère-Ville” (1904-05)3. Gautier’s association with this nexus of activity was undoubtedly one of the factors influencing Goron’s recruitment of his assistance in writing his own ultra-contemporary novel. 

Goron’s position in the police force would have prevented him from campaigning openly for the release of men duly sentenced by a court—even one in Lyon—but he presumably put in a good word for his friend in private, and might have helped to win Gautier his pardon. He would have been well aware of the fact that there was a considerable difference between anarchists who campaigned politically for radical social reorganization and those dedicated to “propaganda by action,” who wanted to prompt that reorganization by campaigns of political assassination, and who were primarily responsible for the popular image of anarchists as bomb-throwers—an image retained in satirical cartoons for a hundred years after the fad had ended. It is unlikely that Goron actually had much sympathy for Gautier’s anarchist ideals, but he was at least prepared to tolerate them, and Fleur de Bagne is a deeply ambivalent text in political terms, showing considerable sympathy not only for the ideals espoused by the anarchist scientist Sokoloff, whose character includes some deliberate echoes of Kropotkin, but also treating his more violently-inclined intellectual kin with a certain respect. The villain at the heart of the plot cruelly exploits his anarchist acquaintances, pretending loyalty to their cause while betraying them all along the line.

The ambivalence of the text is not restricted to its exceptional political complexion. In terms of its method and content, Fleur de Bagne is a curious hybrid of the old and the new. As a feuilleton serial, it is deliberately reminiscent in its form and method of such sprawling classics of the genre as Alexandre Dumas’ Le Comte de Monte Cristo (1844-5; tr. as The Count of Monte Cristo) and Paul Féval’s Jean Diable (1862)4. It is very long, and was clearly made up by the authors as they went along, with only the vaguest idea in mind as to how they might eventually get to the inevitable end-point of their story. It is virtually devoid of plot, wandering around as if completely lost, continually introducing improvisations to move the story along and sometimes forgetting all about them thereafter. Given that it has two authors, the impression it occasionally gives that the author of the current chapter has not read the previous one might be accurate, but such a lack of continuity and coherency is typical of feuilleton fiction, which cannot make heavy demands on readers in terms of what they can be expected to remember from previous episodes. What is important in such fiction is that what is happening on the present page should be graspable and, if possible, gripping, and it is hardly surprising that the latter requirement sometimes falters as the writers procrastinate desperately until they can think of something else to do next.

On the other hand, the novel does attempt to be authentically ground-breaking in its modernity, examining the potential impact of developing technologies on both criminal activity and police detective work. Like all significant pioneering works, it suffers somewhat in modern eyes from the fact that most of its innovations in that respect have become standardized and sophisticated, in both fiction and reality, so that contemporary readers are bound to find it primitive, and rather quaint, but that should not prevent our appreciation of the heroism of the endeavor. Ironically, the novel was perhaps a little too up-to-date for its own good, in that some of its imaginative innovations were so close to the horizon of practicability that they had been overtaken in the real world in less than a decade. Had the authors been slightly less scrupulous in that regard, the novel would have had a longer shelf-life, and might not have dropped out of sight so completely.

As an item of crime fiction, Fleur de Bagne is undoubtedly weak, because rather than in spite of Goron’s long experience in the Sûreté. Over the last century, the inexorable progress of melodramatic inflation has made fictional detectives and the master criminals they pursue increasingly ingenious, reaching extremes of complexity and cleverness that are positively bizarre. Without the example of that heritage to draw on, Goron and Gautier had little or no idea of how a master criminal might go about planning nefarious schemes, or how a scientifically sophisticated detective might go about penetrating and unpicking those schemes. The reader is, therefore, constantly assured that Gaston Rozen is a criminal genius, but whenever any of his plans is revealed in detail, he inevitably seems to modern eyes to be a woeful incompetent, all his successes emerging from sheer blind luck—and exactly the same is true of Monsieur Cardec, the head of the Sûreté who must bring him to justice. Cardec is at least honest enough in this respect to declare explicitly that the god of the police is chance, and that there is, in fact, very little the police can do, in practical terms, to make sure that criminals get their moral comeuppance, except to wait patiently for someone to volunteer the necessary information. Goron knew that, even if his emblematic precursor Vidocq and all the latter’s glamorous fictitious descendants did not—or, at least, refused to admit it.

As an eccentric specimen of the roman scientifique, too, Fleur de Bagne is bound to seem a trifle lacking nowadays, partly because its exceedingly laborious build-up leaves the greater part of that element of the story to the final third of the text, but mainly because the authors backed some wrong horses in races that were already under starter’s orders. They should not be judged too harshly on those grounds, however, as such flaws illustrate the inevitable precariousness and awkwardness of the genre, and if one can accept that it is the thought that counts rather than the precise nature of the gift, then Fleur de Bagne is certainly a story with its speculative heart in the right place. Everything that it attempts to do was more successfully accomplished by later works, but the fact that it attempts so much is rather remarkable, and deserves due credit. The novel is a landmark work in more ways than one, and it still has a certain quality of fascination when read with an informed retrospective eye.

 

This translation has been taken from the version of the Ernest Flammarion edition reproduced on the Bibliothèque Nationale’s website gallica, but I also had the Rivière Blanche edition edited by Jean-Daniel Brèque available for reference, and found its supplementary material and footnotes useful in compiling my own commentary.

 

Brian Stableford


 

 

I. Medical Love

 

 

In spite of the resounding defeat of his pupil in the Neuilly affair—a lamentable failure whose repercussions had fortunately preserved his incognito, Dr. Lemoine continued to pursue the mission of justice and vengeance he had undertaken, in the shadows, with the tenacity of a Redskin.

More convinced than ever of the culpability of the Baron de Saint-Magloire, and still clinging to the hope of extracting him sooner or later from his mask, he persisted in following all the trails that he thought he had found.

He had no official mandate for that complex and thankless task, of course, and a number of doors behind which he might have been able to find a revelatory clue—the end of Ariadne’s thread—remained closed to him. However, the faithful friendship of the head of the Sûreté facilitated his secret task, thanks to authorizations beyond the scope of the regulations and secret confidences, passing on rumors and “tips” obtained in clandestine ways.

The two friends often talked to one another about that obscure problem, which haunted their sleepless nights obsessively, although he did not admit it. It was thus that Lemoine heard about the conference on the subject that had taken placed in the Place Beauvau.

“I’ll wager,” he said to Cardec, “that the Minister had thrown a lot of legal holy water over you. Of course! You’re impeccable functionaries; he owes you fine tirades on zeal and devotion. And it all terminated with a jolly: ‘Above all, no stories: do what you want and I’ll answer for everything, on condition that nothing happens!’”

“You’ve lost your bet in advance, my dear Doctor. We’ve found a chief quite ready to act. We have carte blanche—and even better, the assurance that our expenses will be covered. I can affirm to you not only that my boss and all his colleagues are convinced that Saint-Magloire is a rogue, but that their keenest desire is to unmask him, in order to see the back of that enigmatic and shady individual, who seems to them to be an indeterminate but redoubtable danger. The minister has explicitly given us to understand that we can have a free hand in ridding Paris of him—but I think we’ll need to handle it delicately”

“Of course,” said the Doctor. “They’re putting an appearance of wanting to reach him, but underneath, they’re protecting him.”

“Not at all! They fear him—which isn’t the same thing. The man knows certain state secrets: all the skeletons in the closet, all the small infamies that are the currency of politics—all politics. To defend himself, he’s capable of anything, unless a sledgehammer blow crushes him mercilessly. According to what I deduce, and what I sense, his arrest might provoke a catastrophe, or even a series of catastrophes.”

Cardec paused, then continued: “We’re no longer in Venice, unfortunately, in the era when it was so easy to eliminate inconvenient individuals, who were never heard from again…today we have a mass of scruples, even when dealing with the worst villains. One has to fill in the forms...

“Oh well, we’ll fill in all the desirable forms, and it won’t prevent us from succeeding. You’ll see! Continue your research on the subject of our man, and keep me up to date with anything new you discover about his life. I’ll do the rest.”

“I’ll deliver the monster to you, dead or alive, or my name’s not Lemoine!” the Doctor declared.

With that, taking his leaving of his friend, the Doctor went straight to Saint-Magloire’s house.

Since the death of little José, it will be remembered he had often visited, always being received, as before, by the Baronne, although the master of the house was ostentatious in according him a good welcome. He took advantage of it to keep himself up to date with Eléna’s health.

Always in control of himself, the Doctor put on a show of believing in the Baron’s affability, but was not fooled by it. Sometimes, he observed a fugitive expression of mistrust on the banker’s face. He sensed strongly that, well-served by an instinct sharpened by being always on his guard, the Baron scented an enemy in him.

The doctor, however, as much at his ease in those equivocal drawing-rooms, in that environment of high-flying foreigners, as in his laboratory or the office of the head of the Sûreté, remained impenetrable—so much so that Saint-Magloire’s suspicions had gradually relaxed.

One day, however, when the polemics unleashed over Dulac’s cadaver were at their height, he had taken Lemoine to one side and, leading the subject around to that burning topic of the day, had asked him point-black, with a direct thrust: “What’s your opinion, Doctor, about poor Dulac’s death? He was my friend, you know; his sad end has caused me a great deal of grief.”

“My God, Monsieur le Baron,” Lemoine had replied, mildly, having expected the attack, “You’re embarrassing me somewhat. I have, of course, enormous esteem for the knowledge and skill of Olivier Martin, and I’m also sure of his good faith, but, not being a specialist in matters of toxicology, I don’t think I have the right to take a side in such a delicate and controversial matter.” With an admirably feigned indifference, he had added: “To be frank, I’m rather inclined to believe that Dulac, maddened by Germaine Reyval’s cruelties, simply committed suicide. From the scientific point of view, at least if one can judge by the incomplete rumors that I’ve picked up here and there, that thesis is as sustainable as the expert’s. It has the psychological probability in its favor too. It’s the popular belief; it has every chance of being true.”

These simple explanations, which burned the lips of the honest doctor reluctant to lie, had sufficed to convince the Baron. Deceived by his guest’s false bonhomie, he had not asked him anymore.

I was mad, he said to himself, to suspect this Lemoine. He’s a naïve individual, hypnotized by science. He doesn’t know anything, and doesn’t suspect anything Anyway, how could a man of principle like him, pure and incorruptible, frequent a suspect house? Unless, that is, he comes for my wife...ho ho. Quien sabe? as Eléna says—these scientists are sometimes inflammable.

Rozen did not know how right he was.

It required powerful motives to bring Lemoine to play the comedy to the extent of being almost familiar with the man he had sworn to bring down. In spite of his innate horror of duplicity, he had been forced to recognize that no other observation-post was worth as much as that one, since he was, in his capacity as the family doctor and friend of the household, in the very heart of things.

The end justifies the means.

However, without his being very clearly aware of it, he was also obedient to another sentiment: the desire to see Eléna again, love for whom had taken entire possession of him again. Unfortunately, the Baronne remained invisible. Plunged, since the death of her child, into an incurable despair, she shut herself away in her apartment, wearing out her eyes with weeping, and refusing to receive a living soul except Oliva Lavardens, her lady companion. Even the Doctor, of whom she could not think without a certain complex emotion, compounded out of gratitude, affection and anxiety, had not found mercy before that inflexible order.

Indeed, in addition to the fact that she could not evoke his image without seeing once again the death-bed of her adored Josecito, next to which she had so unexpectedly found, as if by a miracle, the lost but never-forgotten soul, she had been afraid of having to respond to embarrassing questions, and also of feeling the ardent sympathies of yore revive in the depths of her wounded heart: a fear of new complications, new anguish and new suffering. Lemoine, the good Lemoine, might, however, have been the confidant of whom she had dreamed, a physician of the soul even more than a physician of the body, a reliable consoler, faithful and devoted, capable of soothing the worst dolors and bandaging the worst wounds without saying a word...

More than once, Eléna had been tempted, when she knew that he was in the house, to go in search of him. Obedient to inexplicable scruples, she had always stopped herself at the last moment.

It was Saint-Magloire who was responsible cutting short those hesitations. One day, when the Baronne, in the grip of a violent bout of fever, seemed even more depressed and agonized than usual, he took it upon himself to summon the doctor, and insisted on taking him to see his wife—who made no protest.

Rozen, a subtle observer, did not even notice Eléna’s sudden pallor when Lemoine came in. The latter, for his part, had great difficulty mastering his emotion.

That day, absorbed by the launch of a major affair, equivocal in its morality but likely to bring in a swift and enormous profit, which was on the point of completion, the banker was scarcely thinking about anything else. So he hastened, after a few banal remarks, to leave the patient and the doctor together in private, in order to run to the Bourse.

Eléna extended her thin hand to the doctor, who kissed it with devoted respect.

“My friend,” she said, “I believe that I won’t be long delayed in going to join my child.” When Lemoine made a fearful gesture, surprised by that opening, she went on: “Don’t protest. I sense it, and there are presentiments that are rarely mistaken. Neither your science nor your amity will be able to do anything; I’ve been touched by death. Thank God—for why should I remain any longer in this word, where no bond retains me any longer, and where it is burdensome to abide?

“Before dying, though, I’m happy, insofar as it is possible for me to employ that word which has the savor of blasphemy on my lips, happy to see you again, to hear your dear voice, to squeeze your loyal hands.

“Besides which, I owe you an apology. I must have appeared to you to be very ungrateful and indifferent. Forgive me—I’ve suffered so much, and still am! But you have not supposed, have you, that I could have forgotten, to the point of treating as a stranger, the man who once risked his life to save mine?”

Stirred to the marrow, incapable of uttering a sound, Lemoine limited himself to shaking his head as a sign of negation, while he squeezed the frail fingers that Eléna had abandoned to him ardently.

Gradually, however, he collected himself. “Poor woman! Poor friend!” he murmured, haltingly. “I have nothing to forgive you…I understood. How I mourn for you! You remember Havana, then? My God, how long ago it was! Poor Harris, you know—my friend—died in the Transvaal. I returned to Paris. Do you remember? My mother’s illness…the telegram…I had to leave you over there’re in New York. She died, my poor mother…I didn’t even arrive in time to close her eyes. I always thought about you…why, oh why didn’t you reply to my letters, Eléna Ruiz? Tell me, I beg you, why that abrupt silence…that black hole in my life? What had I done to you? Tell me...”

The Baronne abruptly raised her pale head, slumped until then on the back of the chaise-longue on which she was lying, and her eyes gleamed with a strange flame.

“You wrote to me?” she exclaimed. “You wrote to me? I never received a single letter from you... Six weeks after your departure, I too left New York, without leaving any trace. Lo que ha de ser no puede faltar.”5

“Where did you go, then? What happened to you?”

“What good would it do you to know? One cannot change what is done. Chased from New York by poverty, prey to a thousand threats, a thousand temptations, abandoned the best—like that Harris you mentioned just now, doubtless an honest man, but who didn’t understand my scruples—and my father’s companions in arms, I was obliged to seek refuge far away, in a remote land. It was there that I met the man to whom I linked my destiny, the man who has just left...”

“I don’t like that man,” Lemoine interrupted, unable to restrain himself.

“Do you think I haven’t perceived that? For myself, I adored him—why should I hide it, from you, who have such a noble heart and a broad mind? Yes, I adored Saint-Magloire. I have the weakness to love him still, in spite of his betrayals, in spite of the hardness of his heart, in spite of...” The Baronne interrupted herself, and her voice choked on a sob. “Praise God, I won’t for much longer! The supreme deliverance is at hand.” In a softer, almost tender, tone, on seeing the doctor’s features contract, she added: “Am I making you suffer, my friend?”

“Yes, you’re making me suffer, and cruelly,” the other replied. “For, make no mistake, I still love you. In spite of the long separation, in spite of the absence of news, the apparent forgetfulness, the turbulence of life, I’ve never stopped loving you. No other woman has ever occupied the empty place that your memory had left in my heart. Fatality separated us, fatality has brought us together again…and I find you belonging to another. And what another! I see you prey to despair, wishing for death. Isn’t that atrocious?”

“Me too—I would have loved you, if God had wished it,” she continued, in a lower voice, as if talking to herself. “I have loved you, even…but God has not wished... One cannot repair the irreparable! Believe me, death alone settles everything, because death alone can bring peace and oblivion.”

“Listen to me,” Lemoine said then, vehemently, enveloping Eléna with a long passionate gaze that brought blood to the poor woman’s discolored cheeks. “Listen to me! I don’t want you to die! I forbid you to die! You have loved me, perhaps you will love me again...”

“Alas, it’s impossible!”

“Don’t talk about impossibility! You love me, at least, as one loves a friend, a brother. Let me hope that amity will one day give way…I don’t know, I can’t tell why or how…to love…to a love equal to the one I have burning in me.

“But you have to live!”

Lemoine spoke in those terms for a long time, with an eloquence that the paroxysm of a noble passion made suggestive and gripping, while a strange disturbance, bitter and delightful at the same time, took possession of Eléna’s soul, and she was surprised to find the taste for life that she thought she had lost forever coming to life again in the depths of her being, in a tumult of contradictory emotions.

Magnetized, in some way, by the spell of the dominating will of the man for whom she had always—even in the grip of the most powerful storms of her amorous life—retained a secret worship, she was surprised to find herself hoping again, even against hope, and confusedly anticipating the reparative dawn of better days. By the time the Doctor, proud and happy with his work of resurrection, finally bid farewell to her, he had won his cause. Still sad, melancholy and bruised, the invalid was no longer talking about dying. A mysterious voice was murmuring in her ear that something unknown, which might be peace and serenity, if not happiness, might yet return, and that life might perhaps then be worth the pain of being lived.

From that day on, Dr. Lemoine became an assiduous guest in the Saint-Magloire house.

Love did not, however, make him forget his duty as an agent of justice. On the contrary!


 

II. The Treasons of the Telectroscope

 

 

Although increasingly infatuated with Germaine Reyval, to the point of almost completely deserting the conjugal domicile, where he only made brief appearances at lunch time—often without seeing Eléna, who generally ate in her room—Saint-Magloire had not failed to notice Lemoine’s assiduity. He even began to take umbrage in that regard.

A casual fling on the Baronne’s part with some “professional flirt,” of the kind that pullulate in all salons, would not have worried him, for he had detached himself almost completely from the poor woman who had never held him by the heart—for good reason—and who, impotent to withstand competition from a rival as expert in perversities as the cantatrice, had ceased for some time to hold him by the senses.

Eléna was primarily useful to him, with her refined education, her noble appearance and perfect tact, in maintaining is social image. Since the death of her baby, however, and that violent scene that had followed it, the Baronne no longer showed herself. She was of no further utility to the financier, who was entirely disposed look benevolently upon, and even to favor, an amorous intrigue, in the hope of seeing his wife discard, under that spur, the tearful attitude of a Mater dolorosa to resume her role as mistress of the house and charmer.

But Lemoine worried him...

He was, of course, completely unaware of the former relationship between the Doctor and Eléna. The latter had certainly told him about her adventures in Havana and New York, but, as she had believed for such a long time herself, he thought that her savior had disappeared forever. She had, moreover, never told him that the Frenchman who had been so devoted to her was a physician.

Lemoine is a very common name, the Baron said to himself. He can’t have any connection with the other. Otherwise he wouldn’t have failed to take advantage of the situation.

Instinctively, however, he sensed that the grave scientist, enthusiastic and reflective, generous and positive, willful and impenetrable, was dangerous. With a man like him and a nature like Élena’s, the flirtation risked being transformed too rapidly into passion. Although he wanted Eléna’s leisure to be occupied, and her jealousy diverted, he did not want to lose his empire over her.

She knew too much!

A woman in love has no secrets from the man she loves, he told himself. A single imprudent word from Eléna, in an expansive moment, wouldn’t fall upon deaf ears. That animal of a physician, with his inquisitorial mind, would soon move from one deduction to another, and discover the hidden truth. That would be a disaster!

Not daring, however, for reasons of prudence, to break overtly with Lemoine—which, in any case, would not have been “Parisian”—Saint-Magloire contented himself with having him closely watched. He learned nothing by that, however, that was not already public knowledge.

Lemoine often met up with the head of the Sûreté, but everyone knew that they had been friends since childhood, and that was not a detail that could frighten the Baron, since, having links himself to the upper echelons of the State, he had his own ready access to the Prefecture of Police and the Ministry of the Interior, where he never had to wait in a antechamber.

Besides which, Lemoine never spoke ill of the banker in public. Very discreet, he was careful not to let slip the slightest remark capable of equivocal interpretation, and when he had occasion to talk about Saint-Magloire it was always in the tone of facile sympathy that all Paris gladly lavishes on people who have “arrived.” As for his relations with the Baronne, they were always impeccably correct, with a hint of tender gallantry never exceeding the measure of the discreet courtship due to a pretty suffering client from a family doctor and friend of the household.

Saint-Magloire, however, was not reassured. With the instinct of a hunted beast, he sniffed, confusedly, a hidden peril. So he resolved to mount a surveillance himself, and to employ any and all means.

If the Baronne, already ill, were to die gradually, who could have the slightest suspicion?

The idea of killing Eléna rapidly took shape in the bandit’s mind, but he wanted, first, to see exactly how far her relationship with Lemoine might go. Before a new crime the former 883 still hesitated, as he had hesitated over Lavardens.

Just then, the inexhaustible genius of Sokoloff put a new apparatus at Rozen’s disposal, of diabolical ingenuity, which would facilitate his espionage singularly.

Since the invention of the telephone, a number of inventors had dreamed of completing that apparatus—which, after we marveled at it to begin with, appears to us today as the simplest and most banal thing in the world—by means of a mechanism permitting the sight of the features of the person with whom one is corresponding orally at a distance of hundreds of kilometers. For many years, Sokoloff had sought to transmit visual images, with electricity as a vehicle, as one transits sounds, and after patient and laborious experiments, he had succeeded in reducing an image instantaneously to innumerable luminous points, transporting those individual elements along a wire similar to a telephone wire, and reconstituting them at the point of reception into features that were perhaps a trifle vague and fluid, but nevertheless recognizable, in the same interval of time necessary for their decomposition.

How had the scientific magician succeeded in transforming light into electricity, to the point of rendering the phenomena of vision virtually independent of distance and obstacles? It is probably useful and apposite to explain.

Just at the moment when, weary of fruitless research and failed trials, Sokoloff was about to abandon the construction of the telectroscope,6 he thought of utilizing the singular properties of selenium, a metalloid of the sulfur family, discovered in 1817 by the Swedish chemist Berzelius.

May and Willoughby Smith demonstrated, twenty years ago,7 that selenium, comparable in this respect to Branly’s radio-conductor, which is the essential key to wireless telegraphy, is either conductive or non-conductive, depending on whether or not it is stimulated by light. In other words, its electrical resistance varies with the quantity and quality of the lighting to which it is subjected.

With a luminous beam that is controllable—which is to say that it can be switched on and off at will—one can therefore cause an electric current to pass through selenium, or interrupt it. It is thus able to transmit signals of some kind at a distance—such as, for instance, those of Morse code—by means of the intermittence of the current.

It was that bizarre property, absolutely unique to selenium, that Sokoloff, with his prodigious mastery, had thought of exploiting for the transmission of visual images at a distance.

What we call an image—which is to say, the perception by means of the intermediary of the eye and the fixation on the retina of the forms, dimensions and movements of external objects—is, in the final analysis, merely a luminous phenomenon, proceeding directly from variations in light. Instead of a living eye, therefore, those luminous variations that constitute, in reality, the whole of the image, can be impressed upon a series of parcels of selenium juxtaposed like the rods of the retina—which is composed, as everyone knows, of countless tiny cylinders known as “Jacob’s rods,”8 stuck together so as to form as many minuscule facets. They determine in each of those parcels a variation proportional to the electrical conductivity—which is to say, a difference in the intensity of the current. These electrical variations can, however, be reproduced at a distance—in other words, telegraphed.

It would therefore be possible to transmit the sensations experienced by the selenium under the tone of light over a distance, and to reproduce, in a symmetrical apparatus at the other end of the wire, the luminous variations that provoked them. One would thus have an image of the image, which, collected by a lens and projected on a screen, would permit the sight at the point of reception of what is happening at the point of transmission.

The transmitted image is not perfect, of course. Comprised of dots corresponding to each of the parcels of selenium, it forms a slightly blurred pointillist silhouette, comparable to the designs of a tapestry. On the other hand, as the luminous waves are not transmitted directly, but after transformation into electrical waves, colors are not reproduced, and one has a flat, monochromatic image, like a poor daguerrotype. Finally, such an installation costs too much to be truly practical.

These imperfections and inconveniences could not discourage a man like Saint-Magloire, however, who, in addition to not being concerned with the expense, could content himself with an approximation in this case.

He had therefore had skillful workmen—who did not understand what it was—install a checkerboard panel in Eléna’s boudoir, each square of which was linked to a cell composed of parcels of selenium, disposed in such a way as to rise or fall like as many struts in a Venetian blind, according to the intensity of the electric current commanding their hinges. That electric current depending, as has just been explained, on luminous intensity, the fragments of images, reflected through a system of mirrors, were trapped, and their constituent luminous vibrations transformed into electrical radiation transmissible over a distance by the intermediary of a cable formed of as many filaments of selenium as there were “struts” in the panel.

That cable ended, by ways of a subterranean channel that the Baron had obtained permission from the Administration to set up in the drains, under the pretext of carrying out experiments with a telephonic loudspeaker, in an identical apparatus placed in a darkroom in a work-room in the Place Vendôme. There, the electrical radiation acting on a keyboard of selenium cells, which opened to a greater or lesser extent by virtue of the varying intensity of the initial luminous images, the image was reproduced in fragmentary form, more or less exactly, and projected on to a screen, on which one could see what was happening at the other end of the line, as in a broken mirror.

The field of the indiscreet apparatus was inevitably rather narrow, but Saint-Magloire had placed in such a way as at least to embrace the preferred corner that Eléna spent between five and seven hours every day, especially when she was wrapped up to keep the cold at bay.

On the other hand, Eléna, like a tropical flower, adored light. Darkness, and even shade, caused her a kind of physical anguish. In her rooms, therefore, the curtains were always wide open, so as to let the slightest ray of sunlight in, and whenever the daylight began to fade, either because dusk was falling or the sky was covered in cloud, she gave the order to light the room a giorno.

In consequence, the Baron had no fear that the lighting would ever be insufficient for the functioning of his telectroscope.

Sokoloff, who was very far from suspecting the usage to which his invention was destined, had seen nothing in the installation but a experiment, all the more suggestive because it closely approached the normal conditions of current everyday practice, so, he had finished it off himself, and it worked marvelously.

His insatiable scientific ambition was still not satisfied, though. He dreamed of getting rid of the wire and transmitting images at a distance without any material contact, on the impalpable wing of those mysterious Hertzian waves which serve to bear the burden of the miracles of radioconduction.

While the Russian worked to solve that double problem, the solution of which, glimpsed from time to time, but which always ended up escaping him at the very moment when he thought he was finally about to grasp and secure it, Saint-Magloire found that, as it was, with is confused Chinese shadows, its blurring, its partitioned images and its pointillism, the telectroscope was already a wonderful instrument.

The fact is that, from time to time, when the fancy took him, he was able to watch from his study, with sufficient certainty, the actions and gestures of the Baronne, who—poor thing!—had no suspicion of the inquisitorial surveillance that was being mounted on her, at a distance of several hundred meters, through the opacity of walls.

The Baron only regretted one thing, which was that Sokoloff had not yet succeeded in combining the telectroscope with the telephone amplifier, of which he had undertaken, albeit with less ardor, a parallel study, and which would have permitted him also to hear the words spoken, even in a whisper, by the woman whose movements and attitudes he was following with his eyes.

But one cannot have everything.

It was thus that Saint-Magloire was able to convince himself de visu that, although Lemoine was visibly paying court to Eléna, it was always in a respectful fashion, which could not in any way alarm the susceptibilities of a husband, even a husband prepared, at the least, to play the part of an Othello infatuated by preventive and umbrageous jealousy to the point of intransigence.

He would have paid dearly, however, to hear their conversation.

One day, when he was certain that Lemoine, whose path he had crossed, would be with Eléna, Saint-Magloire, more violently piqued than usual, had taken up his position in his observatory. This time, he had a flash of enlightenment.

Sitting facing the Baronne, Lemoine was speaking with an abundance of gestures unusual in that habitually cool and compassed individual. At the same time, the contraction of his features, which the fragmentation of the telectroscopic image did not prevent the distinction, testified to the most violent emotion.

Eléna, for her part, seemed utterly overwhelmed. Her furrowed brow, the convulsive fluttering of her eyelids and the trembling of her limbs revealed an abnormal state of mind.

Suddenly, Lemoine fell to his knees and, seizing the hand that the Baronne abandoned to him, bore it passionately to his lips—but Eléna pulled away immediately, and while she pushed Lemoine away with one hand, she rummaged in her corsage with the other, from which she extracted a piece of paper, which she handed to the doctor.

The later got up precipitately, clasping his forehead with a gesture in which there was suffering, surprise and horror, while Eléna, falling back in her armchair, burst into sobs.

Saint-Magloire had seen enough.

In any case, just at that moment, by virtue of one of the incomprehensible perturbations to which the telectroscope, so delicate and so capricious, was routinely subject, the vision ceased to be clear.

“That spoils things,” murmured the Baron. “Obviously, Eléna has a crush on the rascal. Oh, I sense that she’ll remain faithful to me, in spite of all temptations…a woman of whom Gaston Rozen has been the lover, especially a woman like that, whom I’ve possessed body and soul, senses, intelligence and heart, doesn’t give herself to another…she’d lose too much in the comparison...

“Besides which, my suggestion dominates her, even in my absence; that empire’s inescapable…so my honor is safe. My honor…!”

Saint-Magloire burst out laughing—nervous and perverse laughter—at those words, which did indeed sound in a singular fashion upon his lips.

“Honor! Come on, Rozen, no jokes! Besides, if it existed, I wouldn’t reside there. But it’s not my honor that’s at stake—it’s my safety.

“She’s off the rails, Eléna, that’s certain. What the Devil can the secret paper contain that she’s just shown to Lemoine, the sight of which seemed to have such a bizarre effect on him?

“Maldiga medios! I need to clear this up.”

And, having summoned his carriage, without even taking the time to take his leave of the numerous visitors awaiting his pleasure, he gave orders to the coachman to take him to the house at top speed.

The telectroscope had not deceived the adventurer. A new peril, the gravest of all those that he had impetuously defies until now, had just burst inopportunely over his head.

In the course of the conversation between Lemoine and the Baronne, one of those small, seemingly insignificant events had occurred that sometimes change the course of the destiny of a man, a family or a people.

After the conventional compliments, and in spite of the clichéd banality of formulas, there had been a surge of contained passion, and from the standard questions about the health of his beautiful client and friend, the doctor had skillfully steered the conversation to the subject so close to his heart and which he had not yet been able to bring sufficiently to light, in spite of the subtlety of his diplomacy. What had become of Eléna after her departure from New York? Why had she left his letters unanswered? Where had she made the acquaintance of the man who was to become her husband?

Ten times already he had asked Madame de Saint-Magloire those questions, more or less formally. Ten times the Baronne had avoided them, either because a domestic had come in, just in time to cut the thread of her confidences, or because, fearing that she might say too much, or yielding to a kind of modesty, she had broken the chain herself.

This time, Lemoine had sworn to press her more closely, and no matter how unfavorable the circumstances were, gently to extract the key to the enigma. That day, more nervous or more galled than usual, Eléna was visibly disposed to let something out; Lemoine’s perspicacity did not miss that. So, from the very beginning, he pushed forward vigorously with his assault without further oratorical precautions.

The Baronne became emotional. “Your precipitate departure for France,” she said, “caused me a considerable grief. I felt, in fact—we women can sense these things—that you were…not indifferent to me...

“Undoubtedly, since your mother was ill, the separation was necessary…but I expected to hear your news...

“Nothing…nothing: not a word! Oh, that was a cruel disillusionment for me.”

“But I’d written you a dozen letters in which I tried to depict for you, in terms as respectful as they were tender, sentiments…that are still the same. Alas, all those letters came back to me with the dry inscription, which chilled my heart: Left without leaving a forwarding address. Thinking it was indifference, perhaps forgetfulness…I renounced writing to you, retreating dolorously into myself, and strove, while dulling my senses with work, to efface your dear memory from my consciousness.” In a dull and seemingly-wounded voice, he added: “I never succeeded in that, though.”

“I didn’t leave an address, in fact. What was the point? The only man whose…sympathy had been precious no me seemed not to be thinking about me any longer. Nothing any longer attached me to life. It was impossible for me, anyway, to remain any longer in the United States, where I would certainly have died of starvation, unless I ceded to the abominable solicitations with which I was assailed from all directions...

“My father’s friends, embittered by defeat, absorbed by the thousand jealousies and intrigues that are so often the running sore of vanquished parties, turned their backs on me. Only your friend Harris, the English reporter who helped you prepare me escape, remained faithful—but his zeal was maladroit, his amity compromising. Can you imagine that he wanted to oblige me to hire myself out to Barnum and Bailey, who would have exhibited me as ‘the greatest curiosity in the world’ in all the large and small towns of the five continents? To hear him, I would have earned a lot of money.

“The fact is that Bailey, to whom he had introduced me, made me seductive offers…but it was repugnant to me, you understand, to exploit my misfortunes thus. I refused. Harris, who could not share what he called my ‘prejudices’ did not understand that, without resources as I was, I could light-heartedly refuse a fortune…he thought I was mad, and gradually, I sensed his devotion cooling, and he left me.

“Having lost that last support—a worthy fellow, all things considered—I was definitely alone in the world, having no other prospect than poverty or shame. It was then that, thanks to a fortunate chance, I met an old school-friend, who offered me employment as a governess in…Central America...” She corrected herself swiftly: “South America, I mean. I accepted enthusiastically, and left without leaving an address...

“Spare me the continuation of the story of my sad life…of no interest to you…now that you know how and why a fatality superior to our will separated us…forever!”

Eléna’s voice died away in a sigh.

Lemoine was moved to tears. His instinct as an inquisitor and seeker of justice had not abandoned him, however.

“Was it in a French family that you found a situation?” he asked, after a momentary hesitation.

Eléna nodded her head affirmatively.

“Then it was in a French colony in Central America that you went to take refuge—Guiana, perhaps?”

At that name, which evoked such terrible reminiscences, the Baronne could not help shuddering. She darted a frightened glance at the doctor, whose composed features no longer expressed anything but tender pity—but she did not reply.

Lemoine, who had not failed to notice Eléna’s shudder, did not think he ought to insist, though. He resumed: “It’s doubtless during your sojourn out there…with the French family…that you met the Baron?”

“No,” Eléna replied, with a fearful expression, “it was while traveling…on the steamer...” She remained absorbed momentarily, and then continued, in a blank voice, her eyes staring, as if she were speaking to someone off-stage; “I thought I had found happiness…I loved him so much, and I believed s firmly that he felt the same about me! Now, it’s Hell! I’m suffering like a damned soul!”

Lemoine could not bear it any longer. He fell to his knees, seized Eléna’s dangling hand, and covered it with kisses.

“Poor, poor love!” he moaned.

She snatched away her hand, and, opening her peignoir with a feverish gesture, she took a small cardboard square from a thicket of lace. It was an admirable photograph representing a young man with a silky moustache, large soft eyes, a broad and pure forehead, as handsome as a god.

She contemplated it momentarily with eyes in which there was more despair than hatred, more regret than jealousy, and held it out to Lemoine, murmuring in a tremulous voice: “If you knew how seductive he was, ten years ago, in the full flower of youth and love! How could I help adoring him?”

At the sight of the portrait Lemoine leapt to his feet as if jerked by a spring. It required all his self-control, which the surge of passion had not annihilated, all his intellectual mastery and all his will-power not to utter a cry: a cry of a triumph, and simultaneously a cry of dolor and fear.

He was dumbstruck.

He had good reason.

The features of the Baron de Saint-Magloire before his transformation, which, in a fit of heat-rending coquetry, Eléna had just allowed him to glimpse, presented a strange analogy with those of the portrait of Rozen now familiar to his memory and fixed in indelible lines at the back of his mind, so intensely had he studied it with a magnifying glass in the collection of the anthropometric service.

An error was possible, however, even for an eye as perspicacious and well-trained as the doctor’s.

It was difficult to deceive his memory, whose faulty of visual evocation as prodigious, and which traced, even after years, down to the slightest detail, the real image of things he had seen.

Undoubtedly, Saint-Magloire had changed his face; in his somewhat resolidified features, to which age and anxieties had set their patina and their wrinkles, the other face was no longer rediscoverable...

Furthermore, the photograph that Eléna possessed, taken before Rozen’s arrest, had been “retouched,” and that circumstance did not permit anything but suspicion. The imperious and seductive velvet eyes, however, were definitely the same.

Oh, if only it had been possible to enlarge the design of the ear and compare the indications to the anthropometric image of Rozen! That would have been perfect. The design of the ear, immutably in its form from infancy to the tomb, in spite of all physiological vicissitudes, resistant to the influences of education and environment, also remains, throughout life, like the intangible legacy of heredity, an inalienable characteristic of the individual.

Lemoine knew that. After Alphonse Bertillon, Lannois and Julia, Saglas and Ferri,9 he had studied profoundly, precisely from the viewpoint of criminal anthropology, the morphology of the organ to which the profane ordinarily pay so little attention, doubtless because of the immobility that prevents it from participating in the play of the physiognomy. He had, in particular, studied Gaston Rozen’s ear, of which the most tenuous features of the helix, the anhelix, the tragus, the antitragus, the lobe and Darwin’s tubercle were as familiar to him as if he had them “in his eye,” as the saying has it, and which he was capable of drawing freehand from memory with an impeccable precision.

The photograph that Eléna showed Lemoine, however, was not much use. The ear was seen at an angle and more than one lock of hair covered the upper part of it. Nevertheless, Lemoine felt that he was within reach of the goal that he had been pursuing for such a long time. Eléna’s very reticence condemned the Baron. One more clue, one piece of evidence, and justice could be done.

But there was a shadow on that picture. In order for justice to be done, it would be necessary to trample on the heart of the woman with whom he was more impetuously in love than ever.

It might, perhaps, kill her.

Then, rapidly, another thought reassured the doctor: But no! It will be Eléna’s salvation…her salvation and deliverance...

A painful surgical operation, no doubt, since it will be necessary to bring a red-hot iron to the quick of a bloody wound, but which will save the patient by restoring her honor, peace and liberty!

Liberty!

When she was fee again, perhaps then she would consent to be his.

Lemoine did not hesitate any longer. His decision was made. This time, he thought that he had Rozen; he would not let him escape again.

Prostrate on the cushions, her head in her hands, Eléna was weeping softly, deeply moved by the release of that confidence, of whose tragic gravity she had no suspicion. She had no consciousness of the storm that had begun to rumble within Lemoine’s skull.

The arrival of a chambermaid bringing a visiting card succeeded in rendering the latter all his presence of mind—not that he feared that the maid, finding her mistress in tears, would have any suspicion. The staff of the house, habituated as they were to seeing Madame weeping all day long since the death of her child, no longer paid any attention to it, in spite of the devoted affection that everyone had for her...

But he needed to be alone again, so that he could think, and draw up a program and a plan. An opportunity had arisen to take his leave; he hastened to grasp it.

Eléna tried in vain to retain him, giving orders that the intruder should be told that she was too ill to see anyone…after a few kind words, Lemoine left.

He was just in time.

He had not reached the roundabout of the Champs-Elysées when Saint-Magloire burst into Eléna’s little drawing-room like a bomb.

“Who have you received during my absence?” he demanded, in a harsh voice, without any preamble.

“That fashion of interrogating me,” Eléna replied, proudly, insulted by the brutality of it, “frees me from any obligation to reply. But since you appear to want—which is, again, not customary—to know how I spend my time, I see no reason not to tell you that I received a visit from your excellent friend Dr. Lemoine. Now that I’ve informed you, bonsoir!”

And, rising to her feet with the dignity of an outraged queen, Eléna went into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.”

“Aha!” muttered the Baron, surprised and irritated by that unexpected rebellion. “The lady’s annoyed, it seems. It’s serious, then, this little love affair…when one’s annoyed, it’s because one is in the wrong. It’s time to set things in order…otherwise I don’t know where we’ll be heading...

“That piece of paper she showed to Lemoine—what could it be? Perhaps I’d find out if I told her that I’d seen it, with my own eyes…but I can’t tell her that; I can’t reveal my trick to her; she and he would hide thereafter…that would be easy, since they’d only have to move to another room.

“No! I’ve had enough! Well put an end to it...with Eléna first, since at least I her under my hand. When she’s no longer here, I’ve no longer any need to fear the other…who won’t weigh so heavily then.”

Confronted by the danger that Eléna presented to him, the idea of killing her had returned to Rozen’s mind—and this time, he no longer had the slightest hesitation.

She’ll have asked for it—so much the worse for her!

Eléna’s death-sentence had just been pronounced.


 

III. An Incomprehensible Illness

 

 

That scene had not had any consequence.

Ordinarily, after the slightest quarrel or observation, the Baron sulked, systematically. He sometimes disappeared from the house, without any explanation, for an entire week, as if he were seeking an opportunity to demonstrate, urbi et orbi, his independence from any conjugal ties—and when he took it into his head to return, as casually as a husband who had gone out for the morning on business, it was necessary that Eléna refrain from giving any evidence of discontent or sadness by a moue, a gesture, an attitude or a word. Otherwise, Monsieur seized the pretext to absent himself again with cruel words of bitterness or sarcasm, which left the Baronne bewildered and bereft.

This time, to the great surprise of the poor woman, who had expected the usual flight, he was completely different. Instead of playing truant in another bed, he went to visit the Baronne the very next morning, and began by offering his most tender apologies, in the most honeyed tone.

“Forgive me, my love,” he said, “for my fit of temper yesterday. I was unjust and ridiculous. You won’t hold it against me, will you? I beg you not to! Oh, I know, for some time I’ve been unbearable, odious—but you mustn’t hold it against me. Life isn’t always easy, especially for a businessman like me, overburdened with bother and responsibility.

“Things don’t always go as I desire; men are so stupid…or so dishonest! Then, on days when I’ve had worse annoyances than usual, when I come back here, with weary limbs and a head that seems about to explode, with a fever, all my blood boiling, I have the right to be a little highly strung. Of, course, I was utterly wrong to let it show, especially to you, my beloved, whom I’ve never ceased to love…in spite of my faults…in spite of my infidelities...”

All that was undefined by one of those bewitching gazes that Eléna had never been able to resist.

She succeeded in forgetting the tragic circumstances of Pepe’s death. Those cruel memories faded away before the protestations of love by the man to whom she had given herself. Subjugated by Gaston’s eloquence, she gradually felt her heart melting, trying in vain to harden it.

After some hesitation, she ended up throwing herself into her husband’s arms and weeping softly on his shoulder.

“My cherub,” the bandit continued, shading the modulations of his golden voice with an infernal artistry, while he caressed his wife’s hair and rocked her like a child, “my cherub, how I’ve hurt you! But it’s over, isn’t it? You don’t hold it against me anymore?

Eléna shook her head, for emotion stopped her speech in her throat.”

She did not want to lie, and a doubt subsisted within her; half-smiling through her tears, her lips very close to Rozen’s ear, she murmured, in a tone in which neither rancor nor sharpness were any longer detectable: “It’s not always business that takes you away from me. Be frank. While I weep, you amuse yourself. The other day, for example, that dinner—that orgy, rather—about which the entire press is talking, I don’t know where…the Café de Paris, I think…with a troop of harlots, every one of whom found a splendid jewel under her napkin…you can’t pretend that that was politics, or finance, much less the revolution...

“If you loved me, who wouldn’t leave me when I’m suffering…when I need attachment to bind me to life. Instead of staying with me, you play around with whores...” In a whisper, almost a breath, she added: “How can I forgive such a betrayal?”

Rozen, a skillful actor, had a broad smile, his eyes expressing an ineffable tenderness. He took Eléna’s head between his hands, and, his lips very close to the young woman’s, whose eyelids were fluttering, said: “Come on, silly—you, the daughter of a conspirator, can take these stories seriously! If I were really indulging in dissipation, do you think I’d amuse myself by having it reported by the newspapers? For I’m the one who passed those rumors to the press; I’m the one who wrote them and paid for them.

“Don’t you understand that it’s all sham, my darling, vulgar publicity…play-acting. Given the role that I’m playing, the goal I’m pursuing…which you know…it’s indispensable that I throw dust in people’s eyes...

“I’ve often told you that it’s good that everyone says that the Baron de Saint-Magloire is a spendthrift, a nabob, a peerless Sybarite, to whom the prettiest women in Paris, and the most expensive, can refuse nothing…in France, people love that; all the men who have risen to the top in this simultaneously sentimental and piratical country and have won over the masses have had a reputation as wastrels and rakes: Henri IV, Napoléon, General Boulanger…now it’s my turn. Not to mention that the means aren’t unpleasant…there’s nothing like that sport to neutralize my exasperated nerves…I need a racket to relax me and numb me…it’s a pick-me-up as well as an advertisement!

“What harm can that do you, I ask you, since it all by-passes the heart and flows over the skin, for the benefit of the gallery?”

Eléna had stopped weeping.

Seduced, in spite of herself, by the verve of the wretch, who seemed sincere, she was no longer protesting except for form’s sake...

Rozen thought the occasion propitious for pushing his argument further, on to more scabrous terrain.

“It’s like my supposed loved affair with La Reyval...”

At that name, Eléna shuddered from head to toe. Gaston had just touched a sensitive nerve. Softening his voice even further, which took on a strangely harmonious timbre, he persisted. “Listen to me, darling, hear me out! Yes, Germaine Reyval herself, to whom I seem assiduous, but whom I love no more than I hold her in esteem; she’s a showpiece, like the rare orchid with which I adorn my buttonhole, following the example of Chamberlain, in order that everyone should know that there’s no luxury for which I can’t pay.

“You wouldn’t want the King of Paris not to have in his collection the most costly harlot of the Opéra? The fact of passing in the eyes of idlers for having harnessed her to my chariot is more an extra two hundred million to my credit! What do you expect, darling? When one sets forth on the conquest of the world, one can’t always choose one’s route—but the end justifies the means.”

Eléna became increasing tense. A waxy pallor spread over her lovely face. Once again, a tear pearled in her eyelashes. It seemed that she was about to faint—but a long kiss from Rozen galvanized her.

She had lost the habit of loving caresses. All the anger and resentment of an outraged woman flowed away in tender indulgence.

The Baron, moreover, had no intention of letting the advantage he had regained slip away.

“Besides,” he added, “I won’t leave you anymore. My reputation for lewd behavior is assured for a while. I’m all yours…I’ve come back to the hearth, and it will be paradise for me...

“Look—would you like us to dine together this evening, just the two of us, in a private room, in a place I know?”

In the intoxication of that unexpected return of passion, the Baronne, losing her free will, forgot all her grievances and accepted.

It was an exquisite evening—an evening of happiness that was to have several editions, for the next day, and the day after, all that week, Gaston continued to return home regularly, with all the expensiveness, refined anticipations and seductive radiance of a model husband. The honeymoon recommenced, with the charm of its intoxications, for which Eléna thought she had lost the taste forever. In the egotism of her reconquered felicity, she almost neglected Dr. Lemoine, who could no longer see her except in passing, at hazard.

It did not take long for her to be obliged to remember him.

About a week after the reconciliation, Eléna, who had been feeling strange pangs of distress since the previous evening, found herself, after a sleepless night, seriously indisposed.

An irresistible prostration overwhelmed her, with abrupt alternations of hot flushes, extending as far as profuse sweats, and intense chills. Her stiffened limbs seemed to have been transformed into leaden masses, difficult to maneuver.

However, save for a vague headache and a rather painful sensation of her entire body being trapped in an excessively tight swaddling-band, she did not experience any clearly-defined pain.

She could not get up, and when Saint-Magloire came in to dine with her, according to his new habit, he found her in bed, violently upset.

Immediately, with the suppleness of a consummate actor, he displayed a keen concern, and, in order not to abandon his “poor little wife,” he had dinner served on an occasional table beside her bed—but he was obliged to do honor to the improvised lunch by himself. The Baronne was quite incapable of facing it.

She had a violent fever punctuated by frequent nauseas, without vomiting, as if she were coming down with sea-sickness. Finally, she became drowsy, but her sleep was heavy and agitated, with starts, sighs and coughing fits.

The Baron rang.

“Run and fetch Dr. Lemoine,” he said to the valet, in an artfully halting voice who answered the summons, “and bring him here immediately. Take my automobile, in order not to lose a minute.”

The domestic hastened to carry out the order, with all the more haste because the entire staff adored Eléna for her gentleness and generosity. When he left, though, the entire servants’ parlor knew that Madame was ill, perhaps dangerously, and that Monsieur was in despair.

“For sure,” the butler declared sententiously, who claimed to have as much knowledge of men and experience of life as anyone, “if Monsieur has the misfortune of losing Madame, he won’t survive it.”

“He won’t have any lack of consolations, though,” riposted the coachman. “The skirts the boss has at his heels, with gamy meat inside, don’t bear thinking about. I know plenty about that, you know, since it’s me who takes him to his vices! And even I don’t know everything, for he also goes by automobile and on foot, when he doesn’t take a cab. Like red hot pincers!”

“Shut up, lecher,” said the doyenne of the chambermaids, an old woman with spectacles, shriveled, ugly and dignified. “All that’s trivia, but for true love, you only have to look at Monsieur and Madame to see how they adore one another. A lovely couple! They’re made for one another!”

On that point, everyone was in agreement.

Saint-Magloire was not mistaken in supposing that public opinion, even among the people who, seeing him at close range, should have known him best, still though, in spite of his resounding escapades, in the ardor and sincerity of his passion for Eléna.

While the domestics were perorating, the automobile burned up the road.

Twenty-five minutes later, Dr. Lemoine, surprised at table by the valet, arrived at top speed, distressed by the bad news.

It was Saint-Magloire who greeted him and explained the case, with the suggestive precision that he put into everything, and a considerable reinforcement of technical expressions that the most knowledgeable of specialists would not have been able to use.

“You know, Doctor,” he concluded, “that I once studied medicine as an amateur. Often, in the course of my travels, I had occasion to put that aspect my knowledge into practice, and I’ve seen a large number of illnesses of every sort, but I don’t understand the Baronne’s indisposition.”

“We’ll find out what it is,” Lemoine replied, to emotional to be suspicious.

They went into Eléna’s room together.

At the sound of their footsteps, she opened her eyes, and when she perceived the doctor, to whom she extended her moist and tremulous hand, a pale smile illuminated her features.

“I’m very ill, my dear friend,” she murmured, raising herself up—not without effort—on to her elbow. “You’ve arrived just in time!”

“We’ll take care of this,” Lemoine replied. “Don’t worry.”

While interrogating the patient and the Baron, he began a meticulous examination—but neither auscultation nor palpation, nor the explanations given, could offer a key to the enigma. He could not find anything abnormal, with the exception of an extraordinary sluggishness of organic function and a general depression incomprehensible in the wake of such a short indisposition. There was only a little arrhythmia in the heartbeat, but the skin was smooth and shiny, as if stretched, with a generalized coloration akin to chilblains, with a light hyperesthesia, especially in the face and shoulders, the breast and neck, hoarse breathing and extreme weakness.

For several days Eléna had not eaten any seafood or game, so there was no reason to suspect any alimentary intoxication.

The doctor asked to see the shoes and stockings that she normally wore. Perhaps that would enable him to find an indication of one of the tinctural poisons of which there had been much talk in recent years.

After examination, however, he was obliged to discard that hypothesis, evidently false. Besides which, he had not noticed the characteristic cyanosis of the face and extremities.

“We’re only dealing with motor disturbances,” Saint-Magloire insinuated, “for there’s no lesion anywhere, is there?”

Lemoine nodded his head affirmatively. “For the moment,” he said, I can only see one plausible hypothesis—that of an extremely violent influenza, without a determined localization. You know how periodic, polymorphous and diverse that bizarre infection is.”

“In Cuba, Eléna put in, plaintively, “we call it trancazo.”

“Yes, the ‘cudgel-blow.’ It certainly is. The word expresses the violence and suddenness of the illness exactly.”

In Lemoine’s mouth, that was merely a way of talking. Fundamentally, he was not satisfied with his diagnosis—but he stuck to it, for want of being able to find a better one, in spite of his profound knowledge, brilliant perspicacity and consummate experience. He felt, confusedly, that he was in the presence of an unusual case, evidently resembling a malign variety of influenza, but not the same…and probably worse.

Positive measures could be taken against it even so, influenza alone being in play; other assaults might be mounted later, when the latent morbid entity finally decided to reveal its true identity. In the meantime, there was nothing compromising to fear, and al probabilities of therapeutic exaggeration could be set aside, since the traditional treatment of influenza, exclusively tonic and detergent, is not in the least specific.

After having administered massive dose of a judicious mixture of quinine sulfate, antipyrine and bicarbonate of soda, therefore, Lemoine limited himself to prescribing a strong purgation with a cordial potion, a little benzonaphthol to disinfect the digestive tract, and bed rest. The last item was, in any case, superfluous, the patient being incapable of standing up.

When he left, still perplexed and anxious, at least he had the conviction that that treatment of the symptoms would lead to an immediate sensible improvement, which would permit him to see more clearly the following day.

He was utterly mistaken.

The next day, Madame de Saint-Magloire’s condition had worsened.

On the day after, and in the days that followed, instead of the amelioration anticipated in vain, the aggravation became more accentuated by the hour. After a week, the situation had become truly alarming. The same abnormal symptoms persisted, still with increasing intensity, but they were further complicated by a host of bizarre perturbations of a more worrying nature.

Hair was coming out in handfuls, without even the contact of a comb, as if scythed at the root. The progress of the baldness was so rapid that patches of various sizes, entirely denuded, were becoming visible on the cranium, as if shaven.

After the hair it was the turn of the eyebrows, and then the lashes. It seemed that the pilose system was being attached at its source and in its vitality by the sly invasion of some devastating trichophyton.10 However, the bacteriological analyses carried out by Dr. Lemoine did not reveal the presence of any specific microbe. The cultures remained sterile and inoculations carried out on rabbits, dogs and guinea-pigs did not produce any effect that could serve as an indication.

The infection was not, therefore, of parasitic origin. It seemed, in the contrary, to emerge from one of these spontaneous deteriorations of living tissues—and cutaneous tissues in particular—of a chemico-physiological nature, which physicians call “trophoneuroses.” Lemoine was too intelligent and too conscientious, however, to content himself with big words, which most often serve to mask ignorance. The truth is that the further he went, the less he understood.

He began to wonder whether the cruel chagrin that was tormenting him on seeing the woman he adored in such a dire condition had not blunted his powers of observation, ordinarily so subtle, and obscured his intelligence.

Meanwhile, Eléna got steadily worse.

After the hair, eyebrows and eyelashes, it was the turn of the fingernails and toenails, especially the former, to deteriorate. Flattened and thinned, friable and striated with longitudinal wrinkles, they no longer bore any resemblance to rose petals. It seemed that they were about to fall out, like the hair, at the slightest traction.

The skin itself was profoundly damaged. Firstly, there was a kind of generalized erythema, with a more marked intensity on the face and upper body. Dry, hard and parchment-like, clinging more and more to the bones, which it seemed to be hugging with an increasing pressure, it rose up in places in squamae or hollowed out in cracks, at the bottom of which invasive ulcers were gradually forming.

Appetite and sleep had disappeared, and the sense of touch was completely abolished.

The patient did not seem to be suffering excessively, overwhelmed by a weakness that no longer permitted her to complain, except for repetitions of nausea and frightful palpitations that threatened to break her poor shriveled body. Then, there was that perpetual horrible sensation of being enclosed in a gradually tightening sack...

Saint-Magloire affected the loudest despair. Twenty times a day he came to obtain news of Eléna, whom his presence seemed to galvanize for a few minutes. She always welcomed him with a tender and melancholy smile.

Even at night he got up several times in order to come and kiss her poor thread-like fingers piously and silently, with tears in his eyes.

All Paris, moreover, knew that Madame Saint-Magloire was afflicted with a strange illness, in danger of death, and that her husband was watching over her and caring for her with a heroic devotion.

As for Lemoine, his anxiety and distress were so violent that he had put off until later the accomplishment of his justice-seeking mission. He no longer gave it a thought, so to speak, and had not even told the head of the Sûreté about the extraordinary resemblance he had observed between the portrait of the young Saint-Magloire and Gaston Rozen’s identification photograph.

Saving Eléna was his first and only thought. There would be time later to set the police on the heels of the escaped convict.

Gripped by fear and self-doubt, he finally decided to suggest to the Baron—whose excessive manifestations he had scarcely noticed, in his distress—a consultation with two other famous physicians, two princes of the science, whom he named.

“I was about to request that very step,” Saint-Magloire replied. “I’ll go in person immediately to ask them. A million, two million, ten million to save my poor Eléna. If necessary, I’m ready to give my entire fortune.” As an aside, he added: “I’d soon have made another...”

The consultation took place the same evening, but it did not provide Lemoine with much clarification. The latter had asked for and obtained authorization to bring with him the most brilliant and most reliable of his pupils, already celebrated in spite of his extreme youth, for his impeccable diagnoses: the official medical examiner Olivier Martin.

At the name of Olivier Martin, whose role in the Dulac autopsy he had not forgotten, the Baron had made a slight grimace, but it was only a flash, which Lemoine did not even have time to notice, and he had accepted with his habitual good grace.

The two experts, naturally, were not in agreement. The first concluded that it was an exceptionally grave and tenacious case of dengue fever, a kind of malign influenza, or, rather, the particular pestilence of the Orient. It resulted, precisely, from Saint-Magloire’s declaration that two or three weeks previously, the Baronne had been shown an entire consignment of superb carpets from Persia and Turkestan, brought to Paris by an Armenian salesman.

“Do you see the connection?” exclaimed Dr. Avigdor, a tall, thin authoritarian individual dressed up to the nines, with the mannerisms and gestures of a bad-tempered cavalry-officer. “Do you see the connection? It’s by means of the vehicle of Oriental carpets that influenza came to Europe in the wake of the Exposition Universelle of 1889.

“Now, what is influenza if not a particular form of dengue fever, attenuated by environmental influence. But here, we’re facing an acute and exceptionally serious case, because the attenuating effect of the environment has not had time to take place. The microbe has acted immediately, in all the plenitude of its virulence. As you can see, all the classic symptoms of the fever are there—to an unusual degree, it’s true—beginning with the extreme depression, almost comatose at times, the feverish state, the lack of appetite, the insomnia, the emaciation.”

“However,” said Olivier Martin, timidly, “the deterioration of the cutaneous tissue, the baldness...”

“Even that,” Professor Avigdor retorted, “even that, my young colleague. In a number of cases of pernicious dengue fever, one observes papuliform eruptions, with ulcerous desquamation of the skin and, in consequence, hair loss.”

And he cited references, among others Dr. Bum of Smyrna,11 the uncontested master in matters of maladies particular to the Orient, especially dengue fever.

The other professor, however, a cheerful fat man with a flowing beard, always in a suit and white cravat, with a velvet collar frosted with dandruff, Dr. Dominique, did not share that opinion. “Dengue fever,” he said, “has never put anyone in this state. People can die of it, of course, and often do, when the case is serious, but then the dying is not as slow, nor the ante mortem ravages as profound.

“Besides, hardly anyone ever dies of dengue fever itself, but of latent defects awakened by its shock—of renal or pulmonary congestion, of an embolism, a heart attack, etc., for example—the consecutive weakening of the intoxication sui generis having deprived the patient of the necessary endurance. The patient then falls in the direction of inclination.

“This is something else. It seems to me that no hesitation is possible. Madame de Saint-Magloire has generalized scleroderma. The deterioration of the tegument, nails and nervous system, the algidity, the vasomotor disturbances, the hyperesthesia, the sensation of progressive constriction, the psychological poverty and the resistance to all attempted treatments—it’s all there, I tell you.”

Dr. Dominique’s hypothesis was, incontrovertibly, the more plausible, although it was far from being entirely satisfactory. It was unusual, for instance, for scleroderma, an insidious and terrible malady, to attack a robust young woman like Eléna, who was not apparently within the jurisdiction of rheumatic diasthesis, tuberculosis, syphilis or arteriosclerosis.

However, Lemoine and Olivier Martin rallied, at least provisionally, to Dr. Dominique’s opinion. Even Avigdor, not without muttering between his teeth and expressing reservations, ended up bowing to the majority.

By common accord therefore, the appropriate treatment was begun: arsenate of soda, inoculation of artificial serum, unctions with an icthyol-based liniment to render flexibility to the skin and cause the ulcers to scar over, and electrolysis of the spine.

“We’ll see what that produces,” concluded Dominique, who, in his capacity of doyen, had taken up the pen. “I’m afraid, though, that this gradual weakening will continue for a few more days, or that some visceral complication will appear—always a danger with such asthenia—which will be fatal and irremediable. It’s a pity! Such a beautiful creature!”

Lemoine lowered his head and blew his nose noisily. He felt tears pricking his eyes, and did not want, at any price, to let a dolor show that would have given away the secret of his heart to the malevolent and the malicious. He sensed, however, that his old colleague, with his great pathological experience, was only too correct.

“Ours is a poor science! Wretched scientists we are!” he exclaimed, when he finally went down the Avenue des Champs-Élysées half an hour later, alone with his pupil. “Come on! Do you believe, personally, my dear friend in this diagnosis of scleroderma that we’ve both countersigned?”

“Frankly, no, I don’t believe it,” Olivier replied, “but of all the hypotheses put forward, it’s still the least unreasonable. It’s necessary to accept it as a last resort, but I’m like you; I have my reservations.”

“Alas!”

The two physicians continued to walk in silence, as if absorbed by their sad reflections. They had just reached the Place de la Concorde when Olivier Martin stopped abruptly, prey to a sudden emotion, and grasped Lemoine’s arm.

“Tell me, my dear master,” he said. “Don’t you think that this incomprehensible case resembles, unmistakably, the effects—generalized, of course, and multiplied a hundredfold—produced on an organism by prolonged exposure X-rays of exceptional power?”

One might have thought that lightning had struck the ground at Lemoine’s feet.

He shuddered, his eyes wide open, with a convulsive tremor, as if some monstrous spectacle had been offered unexpectedly to his eyes.

“Thank you! Oh, thank you!” he stammered, desperately.

And, without being able to say any more, without shaking Olivier Martin’s hand, he stated running, his hat slipping sideways, waving his arms like a madman. The Porte-Maillot/Hôtel-de-Ville omnibus was passing by, almost empty; he leapt on to the platform with an acrobatic bound and, leaving his friend dumbstruck in the middle of the road, he disappeared in the direction of the Rue de Rivoli.

The veil had just been torn away.

He could see. He knew. He had understood.


 

IV. The Sign

 

 

Alone in his study after taking care of all current business, Monsieur Cardec was plunged in the examination of the Rozen file.

After the conference in which he had taken part in the office of the Minister of the Interior, the head of the Sûreté, to whom the moral support of the supreme master of the police had given a redoubtable energy, had devoted himself to a profound investigation.

The President of the Council had kept his word, and special resources had been granted to Monsieur Cardec in order to send the finest of his chief inspectors to Guiana, seconded by an active and resourceful agent who knew the colony well, having been stationed there several times as a soldier in the marine infantry and then as an aide to an explorer, before returning to Paris.

Before their departure, the head of the Sûreté had pointed out to the two sleuths the principal directions in which they were to conduct their research. Firstly, he had admitted as certain the hypothesis of an error regarding Rozen’s death.

Indeed, in spite of the most meticulous search, nothing had been found along with the shreds of the convict uniform bearing the number 883—Rozen’s number—but the debris of a single human body. Could not those remains, plausibly, be those of the boatman exile whose escape had coincided with that of the famous crook? Nothing permitted the affirmation that they were Rozen’s.

In sum, the colonial authorities had issued the death certificate on the evidence of shreds of clothing found in proximity with bones. Was that sufficient?

Those bones had been exhumed. At the express request of Monsieur Cardec, the reconstitution of the skeleton had been undertaken in Cayenne.

At that precise moment, there as a young physician on a mission to the colony who had been a pupil of Lacassagne, and who was familiar with the celebrated exercise conducted by the illustrious professor in Lyon. Scientifically, Lacassagne had determined, from remains found at Millery, the exact height of the man to whom they had belonged, and that determination had permitted the identification of the cadaver of the unfortunate Gouffé, murdered by Eyraud and Gabrielle Bompard.12

The young physician had also interested himself in the curious anthropometric theories of Bertillon, and had cultivated a meticulous expertise in determining, to within a few millimeters, the height of the escaped convict. Now, the latter was five centimeters shorter than Rozen!

When Cardec received the telegram from his chief inspector informing him of this result, he ran to the Prefect and the President of the Council, and immediately alerted them. They agreed to keep the important information secret.

Thus, one point had been determined: if he was dead, Rozen had not perished in the place where the fragments of the convict uniform had been discovered.

What had happened there?

Moving from one deduction to another, the head of the Sûreté had arrived at the conclusion that the bandit had killed his fellow escaper in order to take possession of his clothing. Rozen had contrived a macabre stage-setting designed to deceive the authorities and pass himself off as dead.

That hypothesis was entirely natural, but it was insufficient to have established the error of the penitentiary authorities. It had been established that the recovered bones were those of the boatman—but that did not prove that the Levantine was still alive. It was not impossible, in fact, that he had succumbed after having killed his companion.

An intensive search had been carried out, and nothing had been found, but that search in the forest inevitably lacked precision. They could have passed close to Rozen’s body twenty times over without discovering it. Thus, Cardec had instructed his agents to continue their investigation as soon as they knew the result of the medico-legal analysis of the bones fund on the bank of the Maroni.

A statement by Madame Lavardens revealing that her husband had had a commercial establishment in Valencia had permitted the head of the Sûreté to give his agents more precise instructions. In Lavardens’ papers, the widow had been fortunate enough to find the names of the employees of the deceased’s branch office in Valencia. It was, therefore, in that town that the enquiry ought to be pursued meticulously.

Success had crowned the efforts of the chief inspector and his associate. They had been able, after patient and laborious enquiries, to lay their hands on one of the accountants of the rubber business funded by Lavardens. That employee, questioned and shown a photograph of Rozen supplied to the agents of the Sûreté, had recognized the Levantine, whom he had seen on two occasions at his employer’s place of business. He even remembered that Charles Lavardens had, between the two visits from the escaped convict, asked for a thousand francs from the safe, and had, to the cashier’s great astonishment, justified the withdrawal by citing “advertising expenses.”

In the course of their peregrinations, the inspectors had even been fortunate enough to find a tavern-keeper in Valencia who recalled having seen Rozen in the company of another man, short and thickset, whose description was unfortunately not very precise—but the tavern-owner had formally identified Rozen when the policemen had shown him the anthropometric photographic print.

Thus, there was no more doubt. 883 really had succeeded in escaping, and it was reasonably certain that he was still alive—but the results of the enquiry stopped there. It had been completely impossible to discover what had become of Rozen and his mysterious acolyte. Cardec’s sleuths had explored all the drinking dens in Valencia, but no one had been able to give them the slightest clue permitting them to follow the trail of the two men, and the thread they had been following was broken just as they thought they were within sight of their goal and might be able to follow the adventurous route taken by the escaped convict.

They were compelled to return to Paris, a trifle crestfallen—but their chief had consoled them and had observed that they could not have done any more. In any case, Cardec was delighted with the enquiry, incomplete as it was. It demonstrated indubitably that Rozen had succeeded in his escape, and that was an important point.

Moreover, in addition to the facts that we have just listed, the inspectors had brought their chief other details that might be of considerable assistance in his difficult task.

The director who had employed Rozen as a secretary, and had known about his relationship with Eléna Ruiz, was dead, but there was a liberated convict in the service of the penitentiary administration—a man sentenced to ten years hard labor who, retained by the law in Guianese territory, had been taken on as an accountant in the administrative offices.

The latter was a former notary, whom gambling and women had drawn, first into indelicacy and then into theft. Quickly ruined by a life of debauchery, he had used his clients’ funds to satisfy his passion for cards and the demands of his mistresses, to such an extent that he had run off one day, leaving a deficit of several hundred thousand francs. Soon devoid of resources, obliged to sleep under the bridges of Paris, where he had taken refuge in order to avoid the clutches of the police, he had been caught up in a sweep of vagabonds and the law had sent him to Cayenne to reflect on the dangers of the queen of spades and “queens of hearts.”

Fundamentally, however, the thieving lawyer was not a bad man. He had only one fault—that of understanding too late that the wealth of clients is not intended to cultivate baccarat or poker and entertain loose women. His good conduct and repentance had earned him the benevolence of the authorities in Cayenne, and as he was intelligent and capable, he had rendered appreciable services as an accountant in the administrative service.

Now, that unfortunate gambler and bon viveur, cured of his amorous ardors, corrected by ten years of expiation under the blazing sun of Guiana, had known Rozen when the latter was fulfilling the duties of secretary to the director, but he had known nothing of the Levantine’s idyll with the governess. The sacking of Eléna, when she was found to be pregnant, had taken place without any fuss; the true reason as unknown.

However, the ex-notary knew enough to be a useful auxiliary, and Cardec had immediately taken the steps necessary for the liberated convict to be authorized to return to Paris. Aided by the Minister of the Interior, he had succeeded in obtaining a pardon for him from the President of the Republic.

All that had been rapidly done, and the ex-notary, glad to see France again, where he had never expected to set foot again, had hastened to place himself at the disposal of the head of the Sûreté. Cardec, in making use of this auxiliary, had hoped to settle once and for all the question that preoccupied him. Was Saint-Magloire Rozen?

Subsidies permitted the ex-notary to dress correctly, and the head of the Sûreté entrusted him with the mission of keeping watch on Saint-Magloire’s house. To avoid his informant being influenced by any prejudice, Cardec had not made him party to his suspicions in relation to the Baron.

If Rozen’s companion from the bagne recognized him, the proof was in place, and the grappling iron could be put on the banker without further ado...

After several days of sentry-duty outside the house in the Champs-Élysées and the bank in the Place Vendôme, however, the freed man had been unable to discover anything useful.

He had been told: “You will certainly see the man you knew in Cayenne, the 883 we want to recapture,” but every morning, the ex-notary came to see Cardec, to whom he invariably declared: “I haven’t seen anyone, at close range or from a distance, resembling Rozen.”

That experiment, which he was beginning to believe to be futile, disconcerted the head of the Sûreté slightly. However, he did not want to let go of the idea that the Baron de Saint-Magloire was anyone else but the famous crook escaped from the bagne. If that were true, it must be the case that Rozen had transformed himself radically.

Dr. Lemoine had told Cardec that science permitted the accomplishment of miracles of that kind—and the surveillance of the house and the bank continued, patiently.

One day, with the aim of hurrying things along, the head of the Sûreté drew the ex-notary’s attention specifically to the Baron. “Oh, Monsieur,” the latter had replied, “that’s definitely not him. He has a long scar on his face that his beard doesn’t quite conceal, and Rozen had no wound on his face.”

That’s not proof, Cardec thought. He might well have been wounded subsequently...

In brief, they were marching on the spot. There was no more to do than don his mourning for that means, on which he had founded such high hopes. It was necessary to find something else.

Nevertheless, to soothe his conscience, Cardec refrained from relieving the bagnard of his observation-post. Perhaps, by virtue of seeing the Baron frequently, the ex-notary would end up discovering a characteristic feature of physiognomy or a gesture that would cause him to recognize the ex-883.

That hope was not realized, but Cardec did not have cause to regret his perseverance.

One evening, while he was at dinner, someone came to tell him than a man was asking to see him urgently at the Sûreté. Without taking the time to finish his meal, the police magistrate ran to his office. In the antechamber, he recognized his sentinel and ushered him in rapidly.

“You have news?”

“Yes, Monsieur.”

“You’ve recognized Rozen?”

“No, Monsieur.”

“What, then?”

“I hastened to come and tell you because…it’s odd, what’ve seen...”

“Talk, quickly,” said Cardec, impatiently.

“I saw a man coming out of the house who looked like an English bookmaker. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since you placed me at my post. I followed him. He went into a bar, where I heard someone call him Robertson...”

“Robertson?”

“Yes, Monsieur, that’s definitely the name they called him by…but it’s surely not his own. He’s no more called Robertson than he’s English...”

While the freed man was speaking, Cardec, who was endowed with an excellent memory, tried to remember when he had head that name before—and suddenly, he remembered the individual previously arrested for brawling and assaulting a policeman, who had been released because of the intervention of the Baron de Saint-Magloire.

“In the bar,” the ex-notary continued, “I was able to examine him at leisure…and I no longer have any doubt. I’ve seen that man in the penitentiary.”

“Ah!” said Cardec, keenly interested.

“I could have talked to him, allowed him to recognize me, but I thought it prudent not to do that...”

“You were right.”

“Besides, he’s very easy to identify. He’s just the same as when I saw him…when he was in Cayenne, employed as a mechanic on the administration’s launch. His name is Bastien, known as Macaron...”

“The anarchist?”

“Yes. It’s definitely him. He was in the bagne for being heavily involved in propaganda by action…in Lyon, I think. At any rate, he wasn’t in Paris. I don’t have the slightest doubt, Monsieur. He escaped from the penitentiary shortly after Rozen...”

At that moment, Cardec made a rapid connection between the description of Bastien and that given by the tavern-keeper in Valencia of the man he had seen in Rozen’s company.

The indication given by the notary was priceless. It justified Cardec’s persistence with the organized surveillance a thousand times over. Light had dawned in the mind of the head of the Sûreté. He felt that he was within reach of his goal.

What interest could the Baron de Saint-Magloire have in keeping company with this anarchist escaped from Cayenne? Why, then, had he used his influence when the pseudo-Englishman had stupidly got himself arrested for drunken brawling?

In the blink of an eye, Cardec put all those facts together. It demonstrated to him that Saint-Magloire was the man he was searching for.

Delighted, he gave a handsome reward to the improvised auxiliary who had brought him such an important item of information.

Finally! They could not be far from unmasking Saint-Magloire…but it was necessary to act prudently, in order not to alert the Baron. They had to strike a sure blow, and build up in advance a sheaf of circumstances such that the bold adventurer would be confounded, and trapped.

Immediately certain of this important discovery, the head of the Sûreté went to see the chief of the anthropometric service. He had only one photograph of Rozen in his file. A copy was immediately made of the complete file of the famous crook. The head of the Sûreté studied it at leisure, but there was nothing in the record that corresponded evidently to the description of the Baron de Saint-Magloire. If he was really on the right track, the bandit had built his new identity cleverly...

Oh, if it had only been possible to subject the banker to the scrupulous measurements of Dr. Bertillon, things might take a giant step forward. There are certain indices and certain dimensions of the face and body that nothing can modify…but the Baron surely had no desire to visit the anthropometric service. No matter how adroitly the suggestion was made, he would avoid it.

On reading Rozen’s file, however, Cardec noticed that it mentioned a particular sign. On his right arm, the master crook had a tattoo of a helmeted Minerva. The face of the goddess was in blue ink, the helmet in red. It was in the disciplinary companies that the adventurer had abandoned a corner of his skin to the fantasy of a specialist.

By what means can I determine whether the Baron de Saint-Magloire bears that mark? Cardec wondered.

It was impossible to think of asking the Baronne. The poor woman was, in any case, too ill for any attempt to be made to speak to her. Oliva Lavardens would obviously have been very useful in that respect, but the Baronne had been in a disquieting comatose state for some time.

On reflection, an idea occurred to Cardec.

Madame de Saint-Lai knows the Baron well, he said to himself. She’s doubtless up to date with the performances of a client for whom she has certainly procured charming temporary companions... 

Rapidly, the head of the Sûreté scribbled a few words on a sheet of headed notepaper, put it into an envelope, and rang.

The office attendant appeared. “This letter to its address, immediately,” Cardec said.

“Very good, Monsieur le Chef...”

Then the orderly gave Cardec a card he was holding.

“Send him in.”

A moment later, Dr, Lemoine shook his friend’s hand. “I have news,” he said.

“Me too,” Cardec replied.

“Oh?”

“I think we have our man.”

“You’re as sure as that?”

Rapidly, the head of the Sûreté brought the doctor up to date with the events just related.

“Listen, my dear chap,” Lemoine said, when Cardec had finished. “Of everything you’ve just told me, I’ve only retained one thing...”

“What?”

“The discovery of Macaron. That’s providential. I’ve come here precisely to talk about him.”

“No!”

“Naturally, you’re further ahead than I am…I didn’t know his name...”

“Or his birthplace,” joked Cardec, put in a good mood by the success he had just obtained.”

“Joker!” said Lemoine, laughing. “Do you know what’s happened? It’s extravagant. I’ll give you a thousand guesses…”

“Go on.”

“Mr. Robertson is in love with Oliva.”

“Damn!”

“And I think that the man, who obviously knows the banker, might, if Madame Lavardens takes advantage of the situation, give us some precious information...”

“The means is heroic...”

“Oliva’s a resourceful woman. She’ll certainly succeed in getting the false Englishman to talk…but I didn’t want to do anything before talking to you.”

“That’s polite.”

“Well, we’re collaborators; you’re the great Manitou.”

“Well, the great Manitou orders you to wait. There’s no point in imposing a flirtation with this Macaron on poor Madame Lavardens if I can acquire the certainty that the Baron had a blue Minerva with a red helmet on his right arm...”

“Come on, old chap—you’re getting carried away by that?”

“Why not? If he has the sign, I’ll have no more hesitation. I’ll arrest him. He’ll be subjected to the terrible measures of Bertillon…and that will do the trick, for I’m convinced that a scrupulous measurement will support us. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am. It’s necessary to subject the Baron to anthropometry, willingly or otherwise…”

“But the sign?” Lemoine said. “Do you think, then, that he’ll have gone to the trouble of modifying his face, his voice and his gestures, only to leave that manufactured mark on his skin?”

“One doesn’t always think of everything.”

“I don’t deny it. You’ve demonstrated to me several times that the most intelligent criminals. Are often doomed by a stupid mistake—a detail that a child would have thought of—but honestly, removing tattoos is so simple nowadays, by Dr. Variot’s procedure by electrolysis13…a few subcutaneous injections, a little pain, and the sign that was long considered to be indelible gives way to a light alteration of the skin, an almost imperceptible white patch. It would require a microscope to discover the vanished design.

“You must know that many women in the highest society have momentarily given in to the mania of tattooing. It was a kind of hysteria at one time—then the vogue passed. ‘It’s no longer fashionable, my dear.’ Then, research was done. Scientists found the means render the epidermis of these imprudent beauties, if not intact, at least almost presentable, with the aid of cold cream.”

“You might be right,” the head of the Sûreté put in. Nevertheless, you know my principles. Neglect nothing. So, await the results of my research—and if our man has got rid of the sign...”

“You’ll tell me, and Oliva will be authorized to make a heart beast faster.”

“Agreed.”

“See you soon, then, old man—and good luck.”

“As you can see, the business is making progress. See you soon.”

 

Scarcely a quarter of an hour after Dr. Lemoine had left Monsieur Cardec, Madame de Saint-Lai, alias Fifine, red-faced and emotional, made her entrance into the office of the chief of the criminal police.

“As you can see, Monsieur le Chef,” the procuress simpered, “I’ve run all the way.”

“That’s good of you, my dear Madame,” said Cardec, ironically. “Sit down. I have some unpleasant things to tell you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, for some time, you haven’t been keeping a close watch on your clientele.”

“Me! I can assure you that my house...”

“I’m very well informed,” the head of the Sûreté, smiling, “And if you continue, I shall be sadly obliged to ask Monsieur le Préfet to close it...”

“That would ruin me! Merciful heavens! But…I have nothing for which to reproach myself...”

“Are you quite sure?”

Fundamentally, Cardec was attempting intimidation. He was quite certain that the brothel-keeper, like all her peers, must have more than one peccadillo on her conscience. Even though the surveillance of brothels was not strictly within his remit, he was not unaware that Fifine, confident of the influence of some of the people she entertained, pushed her trade to the extreme limits. He strongly suspected her of procuring young girls for respectable gentlemen, who were not at all respectful of them.

The subtle informer was too clever for the law to be able to stick its nose into her underhanded practices; she took a thousand precautions when she exceeded the limits tolerated by the police—but the head of the Sûreté was lying in order to get at the truth.

“Are you quite sure?” he repeated, looking severely sat the procuress, who gazed at him pen-mouthed and trembling—and when she did not reply, either because she was too emotional or because she judged it prudent to remain silent, Cardec added: “I must tell you that our indulgence is coming to an end. You no longer have any tips except for the excellent Baron...”

“Monsieur de Saint-Magloire?”

“The very same. You’re truly intelligent, and it’s a pleasure to talk to you...”

“Well…he...”

“He pays generously, doesn’t he? Money doesn’t always buy happiness, though. There are certain immunities that are worth more than banknotes to you.”

“Have I ever refused you anything? Go on—put me to the proof. You need information. Go on…I’m ready.” Fifine had said that with a sincere urgency. She yielded to the temptation to avert the danger that Cardec had cleverly allowed her to suppose.

“What I have to ask you is very delicate in its nature,” the magistrate continued.

“Oh, between us, why worry—there are no chaste ears here. One can...”

The head of the Sûreté stopped Fifine’s speech with a hand gesture. “The Baron’s one of your biggest clients...”

“Money-wise, yes…for sex, no. The lovely Reyval is sufficient for him.”

“Then he’s never…?”

“Never.”

“That’s a shame, for what I have to ask you, you can’t get from Mademoiselle Reyval.”

“Why not?” said Fifine, audaciously. “There are no secrets when one knows how to get them…and I know little Germaine.”

“No, I can’t ask you to do that.”

“Is what you want to know so very terrible?”

“Well, no…it relates to an intimate detail of the Baron’s person.”

“Oh, if that’s all it is, I know the details. Go on, then, speak! He receives me sometimes in is dressing-room, when he’s in a hurry. With me, you know, that doesn’t count. As he says, I no longer have a sex…I’ve seen the banker’s anatomy. A handsome man, too...

“I’m listening.”

“Well, my dear Madame, it’s a trivial matter, and I don’t know why I took so many detours in getting to it…but I need you to be discreet, and that’s why I’m taking so many precautions.”

“Mute as a carp.”

“In any case, an indiscretion would cost you dear…you remember what I said to you just now...

“Yes, yes,” said Fifine, anxiously. “I promise you that I’ll be as silent as the tomb.”

“I’ll tell you, then, that one of my friends is writing an article on tattooing in high society. He’s documenting it as best he can. Someone has told him that the Baron has an admirable tattoo.”

“The Baron! Not him!” the procuress exclaimed, clicking her thumbnail on her teeth.

“You’re sure of that?”

“Of course I am!”

“Nothing on his arm?”

“Nothing, I swear to you.”

“Thank you. I’m grateful to you.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not very demanding...”

“Yes I am…for I don’t want anyone to know what we’ve said here.”

“That silly thing…come on, I’m not a child…au revoir, Monsieur le Chef. And no more naughtiness like just now, eh? Life’s hard today...”

“Just be careful—and above all, don’t neglect the Prefecture. I’m giving you good advice.”

“I hear you. Adieu...”

Fifine scurried away, the rustle of her silk shirts soon fading away in the long corridor of the Sûreté.

As soon as she had gone, Cardec picked up a postcard and rapidly traced a few words addressed to Lemoine: You were right, my friend. The subject has practiced Variotomy. You can organize what you mentioned. Tibi. Cardec.

The head of the Sûreté went in person to throw the card in the box at the Tribunal de Commerce, and went for a long walk along the quais.

While walking, he thought: What Lemoine proposes might be useful, but I still think that we’ll be victorious when Bertillon has spoken.


 

V. Robertson’s Flirtation

 

 

Discreet as the steps taken by Monsieur Cardec and Dr. Lemoine had been, they had nevertheless been discovered, at least in part, by the Baron de Saint-Magloire.

The banker did not know that those two terrible adversaries were so close to the goal they were pursuing; it had never occurred to him that he might be arrested at any moment, but he knew that in Cayenne, the bones of the boatman that 883 had killed had been identified, and that discovery made him anxious.

Momentarily, Saint-Magloire had considered the possibility of leaving Paris, buying a yacht and setting off on a long voyage, but he had abandoned the project. First of all, Germaine Reyval refused to go with him, and he did not want to leave without the woman with whom he was increasingly smitten.

That skeptic in love, that fighter for life, who had posited in principle that the slightest attachment might be fatal to him, that rake who, until now, had considered women as playthings, reproached himself all the more bitterly for his infatuation with the actress. He had often tried to suppress that passion, but his fine resolutions had always vanished as soon as he saw Germaine.

He had repeatedly called himself an imbecile and a lunatic, and told himself that the girl would one day lead him to do something irreparably stupid, but he was no less the slave of his mistress. Dulac’s murder had only exasperated his passion. The cantatrice did as she pleased with the adventurer, the bold criminal for whom the lives of others counted for so little. He was like a little dog at her feet. She humiliated him be deceiving him with a second-rate actor, and Rozen accepted it, pretending not to know about it in order not to lose his idol.

He spent money madly to satisfy Germaine’s slightest whims. When he had suggested buying a yacht in order to undertake a superb excursion, the singer had not only vetoed the proposal but had succeeded in having her lover buy her a magnificent item of jewelry with the money he had earmarked for the voyage that was, in his eyes, salvation.

With the turn of mind particular to people who always want to see things favorably and intoxicate themselves with hope in order not to mourn reality, however, the Baron had come to be grateful for Germaine’s refusal.

It would have been stupid of me to leave, he told himself. What have I to fear, after all? They know that Rozen isn’t dead, that’s understood—but am I not the authentic heir of the Barons de Saint-Magloire? Have I not established my new identity in an indubitable fashion? Why tremble? I’m still solidly on my feet, and the devil may take me if ever those gentlemen, including Cardec and Lemoine, reach their goal...

And gradually, he was reassured...

With regard to Eléna, he had nothing to fear, and his confidence was so great in that regard that he no longer kept watch on the actions of Madame Lavardens, placed with the Baronne, as we have said, under the name of Vauclair.

Gaston Rozen was wrong, however, not to keep watch on the widow, for at the very moment when he was most tranquil on that subject, Oliva was working on her vengeance.

In conformity with Dr. Lemoine’s indications, Madame de Saint-Magloire’s lady companion had encouraged Mr. Robertson to pay court to her. The fake Englishman was walking on air.

An idyll! With a chic woman! That changed Bastien, who, until then, had only ever dared to chase after women with price-lists, from whom a louis or two bought much more pleasure than the most ardent declarations.

The intrepid drinker was no longer seen in the bar; he almost never went to the racecourses—to such an extent that Robertson’s acquaintances unanimously declared that he had gone “loopy.”

Oliva experienced an instinctive repugnance whenever the man came near her, but she suppressed her disgust and played the coquette for him; little by little, she gave him hope.

Although the role seemed painful to her honest nature, and even though her loyalty suffered in laying a trap, even for a miserable bandit, she had consented to play the comedy in order to gain Bastien’s confidence. She knew that the man had been in the bagne—Lemoine had told her so—and she thought that could get him to talk, and to find out from him who this Rozen was who assiduously frequented the Saint-Magloire house.

Oliva had often suspected that the Baron might be the man she sought. She had never imparted that suspicion to Lemoine, but it had gradually gained substance in her mind.

Oh, if Macaron let slip the truth in a moment of thoughtlessness! What a triumph! And Charles Lavardens’ window sacrificed everything to succeed in that.

She remembered the failure she had experienced with the magistrates involved in what they persisted in called the Beuzeville-Bréauté “accident.” She had been deemed a monomaniac, dismissed as a madwoman—and she told herself that her joy would be doubled if she could finally unmask Rozen and deliver him to justice. Firstly, Charles Lavardens would be avenged, and that was Oliva’s sole preoccupation; secondly, those gentlemen of the Le Havre court would receive a rude lesson for the dismissive fashion in which they had treated her formal accusation.

And the young woman had thrown herself into police work with an ardor; given herself over entirely to that rude task, guided and encouraged by Lemoine. She had become ambitious in her idea of vengeance, and, in order to achieve the result she was ready to try anything, to dare anything. It was for those reasons that she had agreed to flirt with Robertson.

Macaron thought that he was loved—and with the best will in the world, he became languorous, attentive, almost gentlemanly.

Of, if Madame Lavardens had known that the amorous swain whose dream she was caressing was none other than her husband’s killer! Bastien would not have been long delayed in expiating his crime. Bow how could she suspect that Rozen had had an accomplice, and that the wretch in question was there, beside her, talking sentimental nonsense?

Sentimental! Macaron had become exceedingly sentimental. When he saw Oliva, he blushed like a girl, took the widow’s slender hand delicately in his gross trembling paw, and bore it religiously to his lips.

Once, he had assiduously frequented theaters where melodramas were performed. He had been one of the enthusiastic street-urchins in the gallery, and remembered what he had often seen juvenile leads of in comedies and dramas. He strove to imitate them, certain, deep down, that such attentions capture a woman’s heart. He was irresistibly funny when he murmured, in the bad English accent that he felt obliged to maintain: “Oh, my darling, your beauty brings joy to my little heart...”

It was difficult, however, for the former urchin of the faubourgs always to remain calm and correct, and a mad desire often took hold of him to take things further, to seize the object of his desire in his arms and crush her lips with a wholehearted kiss—one of those “real Parisian pecks,” as he thought of them.

Once, he had attempted that demonstration, but Oliva had stopped him coldly with a severe glare.

“Shocking! Mr. Robertson. I’m an honest woman...”

“Yes, yes, milady…but amour is making my blood boil...and I beg your pardon for the sudden impulse...”

Which, in Macaron’s mind translated as: Zut! The tart’s a bit of a prude!

Instead of driving him away, however, the resistance he encountered rendered him even more amorous. He recalled that at the Théâtre des Celestins in Lyon, he had seen lovers maintain a polite restraint in that way until the day when, passion overflowing, they threw themselves into one other’s arms stammering, desperately: “I love you! I love you!” And Bastien aspired with all his heart to that delicious abandonment, which was not coming soon enough for his taste.

Cleverly, Oliva exasperated her suitor. She wanted to bring him to the point at which confidences are made, in order to interrogate him about his past and find out how he had met the Baron de Saint-Magloire. She hoped that, entirely hers, he would give her the key to the mystery, and lay in wait for an opportunity to make him give himself away, to oblige him to discard the disguise he persisted in maintaining—and in order to arrive at that denouement, she favored the gallant with meaningful glances, sighs that set his heart pounding, and handshakes that set his head on fire.

Days passed in such skirmishes.

Macaron, madly smitten, could no longer control himself. In Oliva’s presence, he was no longer his own master. His face lit up; his eyes shone; the phlegmatic Robertson melted by degrees to give way to the hot-headed Parisian, enterprising and bold, who mounts an assault on a heart with the same fury with which he assaults a barricade. 

The widow Lavardens kept track of that transformation attentively. Finally, when she judged that the time was right, she resolved to employ more forceful means. Under the pretext of a violent headache, she had confined herself to her room, and Mr. Robertson had received authorization to come and obtain news of his “beloved.”

She received him in a suggestive state of partial dress, nonchalantly lying in an armchair.

It was not without a struggle against her intimate sentiments that Oliva had consented to push matters that far. More than once, she had experienced an almost-insurmountable disgust in letting herself be courted so closely by a man the sight of whom horrified her. She had often thought that the task was beyond her strength. Her modesty was offended by delivering herself thus to the desires of the former convict—but in moments of weakness, it seemed that she heard Charles’s voice saying to her: “Avenge me, my love. All means are good to punish the cowardly bandit who has separated us. There is no disgrace in pursuing a noble task...”

Finally, she had vanquished her disgust, repressed her scruples, abdicated her modesty and armed herself with courage for the definitive combat. Seemingly languorous and amorous, she waited for Bastien, fully decided to make him lose his head.

When he came in, she held out her arm to him and said, in a plaintive voice: “It’s you, my friend. Thank you for coming. It does me good to see you.”

Bastien, who was not prepared for this reception, lost his self-composure completely. His heart was beating precipitately; blood rushed to his face.

Oliva was adorable. The matt pallor of her face brought out the gleam of her eyes; her superb throat was provocatively detectable in the gap in her dressing-gown, and her round arms with a nacreous sheen appeared, bare, beneath the lace of sleeves cut short at the elbows.

It did not need as much to throw Macaron into confusion.

Adieu the rigid envelope of the British bookmaker. Adieu English accent...

He precipitated himself toward the young woman, fell to his knees beside her, lifted up the lace on the arm that he had taken in his hands, and in the pure tone of Belleville he murmured: “Oh, how kind you are. Truly…I’m dreaming...I’m dreaming...”

While speaking, he placed rapid kisses on the satin skin of the woman’s lovely arm...

Oliva let him do it.

She was suffering cruelly; the man’s kisses were burning her like a red-hot iron…but the pain was reduced by the thought that she would avenge Charles.

Emboldened by that first success, Bastien thought the moment opportune to attempt a decisive assault…but before he had time to get up, Oliva was on her feet.

If, carried away by the situation, intoxicated by the woman’s perfume, enfevered by the sight of the superb creature that he thought of as already his, Macaron no longer had his free will, Oliva was, by contrast, entirely mistress of herself, and firmly determined to stop if he exceeded certain limits.

“No,” she said, gently. “Later, Mr. Robertson…when I’m your wife...”

“Later! Later!” Macaron repeated. “Why not right away? I love you…I adore you, you see…of, I’ll never wait so long to prove to you that I love you...”

“Shh!” Madame Lavardens interjected, coldly, shoving Bastien away vigorously. He took a few steps backward, tottering and grumbling: “Damn! What a grip!” Coldly, he went on: “Why shh! Never in my life…come on…it’s not reasonable… I love you, I tell you...I’m crazy…and...”

“I’ll ring and have you thrown out if you go on—and it will be over…over!”

These words had the effect of a cold shower on Bastien’s skull.

Crestfallen, his arms limps, his eyes moist, he stammered: “No…I beg you…beautiful child…I’ll be good…as gold...”

“Good. Look, sit down here, facing me, and let’s talk, Mr. Robertson...”

“That’s right,” Macaron replied, “jaspinons...”

“What?” Oliva asked, maliciously.

“Don’t get upset,” muttered the anarchist. “It’s argot…it slipped out...”

“Villainous expressions! How do you know argot, Mr. Robertson, and why are you speaking French without an accent now…or, rather, with the accent of natives of Paris?”

“I’ll tell you…it’s because…I’m English without being English…that is to say, my parents were English, but I was born here. While very young I left for England…but I sometimes have the accent of one country, sometimes the other...”

“Yes, I understand,” said Madame Lavardens. “It’s very odd...”

“Isn’t it,” Macaron riposted. And he added, privately: What a gaffe, Emperor! Luckily, the tart’s not too bright.

“Yes, that sometimes happens. I once knew a foreigner who often reverted to the accent of his native land...”

“Of course, of course...” Bastien stammered. “And it doesn’t displease you?” he asked, putting a brave face on it.

“On the contrary. I’m delighted that we’re compatriots...”

“Oh! Then I’m glad now, for I was afraid...”

“Of what?”

“Well, I thought that…that you’d permitted an Englishman...”

“I’d have granted it much more gladly to a Frenchman.”

“That’s nice...”

“And now let’s talk, Mr. Robertson, for I have some serious things to say to you. You love me, don’t you?”

“Can you ask?”

“For my part, I confess that I’m not indifferent to you.”

“Only that?”

“Don’t force me to make a confession at the expense of my modesty. We women...”

“Yes, yes…understood…don’t go on…one understands hints...”

“So we need to think about marriage...

“About…conjugal…yes, of course. Oh, I’d never get bored with a little wife like you...”

“Good—but marriage is a serious matter.”

“Sure…it’s a chain…what...”

“A household without fortune…is a bagne.”

Bastien started and suddenly went pale.

“What’s the matter?” Oliva asked.

“With me…nothing…nothing…well…on hearing you talk about…marriage…I was thrown off balance…everything…it’s the excitement...”

Oliva had scored a direct hit. As we have said, she had learned from Lemoine that Robertson, alias Macaron, had served a term in Cayenne, and it was with that intention that she had inserted the word “bagne” into the conversation—but Bastien could not grasp the true import of the word.

He had pulled himself together, and went on, good-humoredly. “Marriage, a bagne? That depends. When one’s truly in love…like us...”

“Yes, Mr. Robertson, you’re right…but love doesn’t last forever…and for a household to be solid, it absolutely must have money...”

“Yes, yes…I understand...”

“Now, for my part, I have no fortune...”

“Alas...”

“And I like luxury...”

“Me too...”

“Now, luxury…with the position you have...”

“That’s true. I earn my living, though...”

“That doesn’t alter the face that your situation is precarious.”

“Prec…yes, certainly.”

“I will only marry a man capable of providing me with clothes, jewels…my ambition doesn’t go as far a demanding a house, horses and carriages...”

“Thank God!” sighed Bastien.

“But I would like at least…to keep the pot boiling, as they say, a budget of twelve thousand francs...”

“Damn!”

“That’s only a thousand francs a month. If you can’t give me that, it’s better to renounce our…liaison…right away. What point is there in further suffering?”

“And what if I told you that I can give you them—the thousand bullets?”

“Alas, I believe that you’re laboring under an illusion.”

“Illusion? Oh, no! Not at all. I’ll have them, I tell you. Twelve thousand a year…that makes…let’s see...”

“It amounts to a capital of four hundred thousand francs, at three per cent.”

“Your arithmetic is good.”

“Too good, unfortunately, since I’m demonstrating the impossibility of the happiness that we had promised ourselves.”

“Hang on…I can get them...”

“You?”

“Exactly. With a hundred thousand francs well invested on the Bourse…yes, of course…the Boss is ready for a coup...”

“Who’s the Boss?”

Macaron hesitated just long enough to stop the name that rose to his lips.

Oliva had leaned toward him, seemingly impassive, but prey to a vivid anxiety. Was she finally about to know? Was she about to receive the certainty that her suspicions were well-founded? Would the bandit’s name that she wanted to hear emerge from Robertson’s mouth?

But he did not let the name slip. “M’sieu le Baron de Saint-Magloire, of course,” he said. “He doesn’t refuse me anything.

“Ha ha!” said Madame Lavardens.

“Ha ha!” repeated the pseudo-Robertson, piqued by the doubt she seemed to be expressing. “Since I tell you so, it’s certain. Bastien never lies.”

“Your name is Bastien?”

“Yes, that’s my forename. Bastien Robertson.”

“It’s a nice name. Bastien…Bastien...”

At that moment, Bastien thought of playing a finer game; he wanted to sugar the pill for the widow, inspire confidence in her, give her the assurance that the marriage could be made. He hoped to dazzle her with the idea of having the luxury she desired…and he promised himself to elope in the English fashion before appearing before the mayor; supplying his birth certificate would certainly be a obstacle to the marriage ceremony.

“You’ll see,” he said. “I tell you that Monsieur de Saint-Magloire will advance me the hundred thousand bullets.”

“I repeat,” said Oliva, “that you’re losing your head now. Think—a hundred thousand francs is a lot of money.”

“The Baron will fork out. I’ve rendered him services, damn it.”

“Yes, I know—in England.”

“In England and elsewhere.”

“Have you known him for a long time then?”

“Some…and he wasn’t always rich. We were mates…when he was poor...out there in America...”

A violent ringing sound cut short the dialogue at the precise moment when Macaron was getting tangled up, when Oliva thought that she had finally grasped the thread that would lead her to the truth...

She already had the clear conviction that the Baron de Saint-Magloire had been Bastien’s companion in Guiana—but was he the man that she wanted to deliver to justice? She promised herself that she would take further profit from the advantage that she had just gained over her suitor and resume the conversation later.

“The Baronne is calling me,” she said. “We’ll talk about this again another time…Mr. Robertson.”

Bastien got up, utterly dazed, intoxicated by the perfume of the room and the coquettish attitude of Oliva, whose gaze generated small frissons under his skin. He kissed the charming arm that she held out to him amorously.

“Soon,” he said, as he left the room, followed by Madame Lavardens. “And I’ll get the hundred thousand francs, you can count on that…the Baron will fork out…and with that capital, I’ll soon have made what we need...”

Oliva went into the Baronne’s apartment.

 

As Bastien was leaving the house, however, he met Rozen, who was coming in.

“Where have you come from?” asked Gaston, looking his acolyte up and down.

“I…I…came to talk to you, Boss...”

“And for that you went upstairs?”

“Yes…no...”

Nervously, Saint-Magloire took Robertson by the wrist. “Bastien,” he said, in a muffled voice, “you’ve been coming here too often of late. I know…I’ve noticed…you assiduity toward Madame Vauclair...”

“So what? I have every right…you’re in love yourself...”

Rozen dragged Macaron into his study, and carefully closed the door. “Listen,” he said, severely. “I understand that you’re seeking to amuse yourself...but there are toys that I forbid you to touch...”

“Impossible,” Bastien said, with a hint of mockery. “Me…who was counting on tapping you for a large sum...”

“What?”

“Yes—a matter of making myself a dowry.”

“A dowry? You’re getting married? To Madame Vauclair?”

“So what? Isn’t that allowed?”

Gaston had a desire to seize his accomplice by the throat and strangle him. With his keen intelligence, he understood the danger there was in allowing Macaron to continue his maneuvers in respect of the widow. He could not sack Madame Vauclair, of whom the Baronne was very fond. Give Eléna’s condition, that dismissal would have caused a scandal—but at present, he had to avoid anything that might be compromising, and Macaron’s flirtation was extremely perilous. Madame Vauclair, placed by Lemoine, might be able to get the imbecile to talk, one day when he was drunk...

All those thoughts occurred to Rozen in the blink of an eye.

“All right,” he said to Bastien, “But it’s a bad time. Eléna is ill…she needs Madame Vauclair’s devoted care. You have to wait. I can see where you want to go…this marriage...”

“A sham, of course!”

“That’s your business…but take it as read that if you set foot here within a month, you’ll regret it...”

“Threats?” growled the anarchist.

“No—advice. You know very well that they’re taking a keen interest in Rozen at the Prefecture. They’re looking into escapes that coincided with mine...”

“Damn!” murmured Macaron.

“Personally, I’m unrecognizable—but you’re easy to catch. Do you want to end up back out there?”

“Oh, no! What should I do, then?”

“Well, old chap,” said Rozen, softening his voice, “you’d do well to go to London for a month or two…where it’s foggy. Afterwards, you can resume your little love affair, if there’s an opportunity...”

Although these words were spoken in a placid tone, they were nevertheless imperious.

“That’s true,” declared Bastien, to whom this altercation with Gaston had returned all his self-composure, and who remembered now the imprudent words he had allowed to escape in Oliva’s presence. “Your advice is good…but look…life in London is expensive, and I’m broke...”

The baron opened a cash-drawer, took a few thousand-franc bills out of it, and handed them to Macaron. “With that,” he said, “you won’t die of starvation.”

“For sure,” said the pseudo-Robertson, joyfully. “This evening, I’ll decamp. See you soon, old friend...I’ll write to you...”

“Yes—but banal letters, of course?”

“Don’t be afraid—I’ll be careful…and then, if, by chance, things get hot…sleep easy; I’m no informer.”

“At this moment,” murmured the Baron, anxiously, “I’d prefer to see you over there. You’ve nearly smashed everything once before...”

“Yes—the brawl with the cop…but I’ll kept my eyes open from now on, my old mate. Give me the nod when I can come back...”

“Yes…au revoir...”

 

That same evening, Robertson left for London.

Macaron was a little put out at having to leave the lovely Madame Vauclair just as he thought he had finally touched her heart, at the precise moment when he imagined that she would no longer refuse him anything…but Rozen’s order was formal; there was no messing about with the terrible Boss, and Bastien also took account of the fact that it was in his own interests to play ball.

Bah! he said to himself, by way of consolation, two months will soon pass. I have the cash to numb myself, and when I get back, we’ll resume the assault on the lovely widow!

He intended to write to Oliva from London, to tell her that urgent business had obliged him to make the trip, and that he had only gone in order to make the large sum necessary for their marriage.

Oliva, in giving Dr. Lemoine an account of the interrupted conversation she had had with Bastien, told him how disappointed she was.

“Never mind, my dear friend,” the doctor replied. “What you’ve obtained is very useful to us…and I thank you for having consented to play the role...”

“To avenge Charles,” the widow declared, “I told you that I would do the impossible…I even sense that I have the strength to strangle this Rozen myself if I ever have the god fortune to hold him in my hands.”

Madame Lavardens kept to herself the conviction she had acquired in making Macaron talk. She did not know that Messieurs Lemoine and Cardec already had strong suspicions as to Saint-Magloire’s true identity.

“Patience, patience,” said the doctor. “The hour of punishment is getting nearer. We’ll soon get our hands on the bandit.”

“May God hear you, Doctor!”


 

VI. Radium

 

 

All Paris knew that Madame de Saint-Magloire was ill, in danger of death, slowly being killed by an unknown, incomprehensible illness that the princes of science did not understand.

Furious at not having been able to make his diagnosis prevail, Dr. Avigdor, who was very much a socialite and got around a great deal, did not hesitate to repeat everywhere that Dr. Dominique did not know what he was talking about, any more than Dr. Lemoine, and that scleroderma had nothing to do with the case.

By the very admission of one of the consultant physicians, therefore, they were in the presence of a mysterious, almost supernatural case, defying all the resources of science and art. Avigdor no longer dared risk the hypothesis of dengue fever.

In the salons, the clubs, the editorial offices, the Bourse and Parliament, no one was any longer talking about anything but the Baronne’s illness. The medical journals discussed it endlessly, evoking the most absurd suppositions—a matter of permitting their editors to put on a display of erudition. The daily newspapers limited themselves to publishing a daily health report, ever more pessimistic, for the symptoms never stopped getting worse. It was the event of the day: an event that was simultaneously political, medical and social.

At the same time, though, in the most various milieux, people never tired of eulogizing on the subject of the Baron de Saint-Magloire, whose amorous devotion was already forging a sentimental legend, and whose dolor, it was said, was painful to see.

“What a husband, my dear Madame, and what a tender heart!”

“It makes one feel better about those rascals, men!”

A few evil tongues, however, belonging to incorrigible skeptics or enemies of Saint-Magloire, whispered the ominous word “poison” in dark corners, sugared with sarcasms.

That suspicion had crossed Lemoine’s mind at the very start, as soon as his first hesitation. Was not Gaston Rozen capable of anything? So the scientists had begun exercising an attentive surveillance with regard to the Baron’s comings and goings, spying on his slightest gesture, when he came continually to obtain news of Eléna, to approach her bed, and when he sat down beside it.

When Lemoine was not watching himself, it was Dr. Olivier Martin who took that responsibility, or the worthy Madame Lavardens, who sat up with the dying woman almost every night.

Oliva had incredible energy and stamina; those long periods of sleeplessness and continuous fatigue did not seem to have any effect on her delicate body, which had the vigor and suppleness of pure metal. Her complexion was always as fresh, her lips as pink and her smile as heady.

If Lemoine’s heart had not been gripped by a horrible anxiety, he would not have failed to remark that fine valor, and as he was normally inclined to be witty, he would probably have observed that widowhood and vengeance rather suited Oliva Lavardens.

The truth is that the pretty widow had not been insensitive to the discreet and timid court paid to her between treatments by Dr. Martin, who, without even being consciously aware of it, had been struck by lightning on seeing her for the first time. A serious but profound passion gradually grew, in spite of the sadness of the situation, between the two individuals, both young and equally seductive.

She had adored her husband, whose death she had to avenge, and had devoted herself body and soul to that work of justice, but one cannot, when one is twenty-one years old, when one is charming and one knows it, wear mourning for one’s love eternally.

Perhaps, underlying Oliva Lavardens’ devotion, deep down, there was a certain unconfessed desire to find herself in Dr. Martin’s company, to live in his atmosphere, to breathe in his breath, to brush his hand, and to showed herself to him in the sympathetic role of a Sister of Charity.

That burgeoning romance did not prevent Martin and Oliva from observing the Baron attentively. For his part, Lemoine mounted a good guard, but he had never glimpsed anything suspect, any more than his friends. Saint-Magloire’s attitude was always absolutely correct. It was that of a husband plunged in grief to the point of losing his head, no longer knowing what to do or whom to ask in order to save his adored wife. Never, moreover, did he touch Eléna, except to take hold gently of her emaciated hands and cover them with kisses; he never touched her medicaments, let alone attempted to administer them himself.

If he’s tried to poison his wife, Lemoine said to himself, secretly, it can only have been done once, at the start, at a single stroke…but what is the poison whose slow and cumulative effects could act in this fashion in a single dose, once given? And yet, that must be the case, for we don’t lose sight of him, and I’m sure that he hasn’t been able to do it again. He wouldn’t have been able to, even if he wanted to; he’s too closely watched now. We are, therefore, on a false trail!

We know that eventually, increasingly bewildered, and no longer having confidence in his own knowledge, Lemoine had ended up becoming discouraged. It was then, on emerging from the consultation that he had organized himself, which had told him nothing, or even enabled him to glimpse anything, that Martin had, by chance, perhaps without even attaching any importance to the conjectural insinuation, mentioned the resemblance between Madame de Saint-Magloire’s case and the amplified, intensified and generalized effects of X-rays.

It was as if the scales had suddenly fallen from his eyes!

He had sensed that this time, once and for all, he must have grasped the key to the insoluble enigma—and without losing a moment, he had run to the Quai des Orfèvres.

“We need,” he said to the head of the Sûreté, after having made him party, impatiently and angrily, to his discovery, “to make a search of the bandit’s private apartments. We’ll find the coil, the Crookes tube, the entire infernal apparatus of murder that is set up there, I’m now sure, behind the wall. Then we’ll have him, since we’ll have the proof, visible and palpable, the crucial evidence…we’ll catch him red-handed.”

Cardec, however, remained unmoved by these impetuous objurgations. He had taken on the irritated expression that one adopts before a spoiled child who wants to be given the moon.

“My poor friend,” he said, finally, when Lemoine, completely out of breath, saliva and arguments, let himself fall into an armchair, shivering, “passion’s caring you away. How do you expect us to mount a search of the Hôtel Saint-Magloire? Under what pretext? On what evidence? We’d need a warrant, don’t forget—a legal warrant. Who will sign that warrant? Who will take the responsibility? How will it be drawn up, anyway—according to what formula, with what reason?”

“But it there’s a suspicion of murder…!” cried Lemoine, furiously.

“Now, now…let’s not get carried away. Is there an explicit denunciation, a piece of evidence, or plausible information? No, there isn’t. So let’s not discuss it any further.”

At a gesture of protest from Lemoine, Cardec continued: “I know that you could lodge a complaint yourself, take upon yourself the burden and the risk of the denunciation—but do you believe, frankly, that it would have any result, except to compromise you and ruin you forever? In spite of the Minister’s keen desire to make progress, no matter what the cost, he wouldn’t dare approve such a search. So, neither at the Ministry nor the Palais, would anyone want to go forward. No one would listen to you. Since the unfortunate business of the Dulac autopsy, you’re already under a cloud up there. Once is bad enough, twice would be too much. People would say that you bring bad luck and that a wind of error and misadventure is blowing around you. You’d be out on your ear.”

In spite of his excitement, Lemoine sensed the strength of the magistrate’s argument. Too often, already, in the last few months, he had vaguely taken account of the fat that the agents of the law would not forgive him for leading them into an impasse. Perhaps they thought, as he did, that the Baron de Saint-Magloire was an arrant rogue, an adventurer of the most dangerous kind, of whom it would be useful to be rid, but they did not want, at all costs, to hear “stories” in that regard—and Lemoine passed for a man who had “stories” and whose “stories” turned out badly, resulting in the confusion of those who had the imprudence or poor judgment to get involved.

The orders were, therefore, to keep him to one side.

“I’ll force their hand!” he cried. “Yes, I’ll force their hand! The government’s afraid of the press—well, I’ll tell the newspapers everything. They’ll have to move, when there’s a public scandal.”

“Are you completely insane?” replied the head of the Sûreté. “You’re talking about newspapers! Where is the newspaper that will publish three lines against Saint-Magloire? Isn’t the entire press, which he inundates with his sumptuous publicity and associates with is business affairs, entirely devoted to him? There’s no paper, of any party, that doesn’t count, in order to make ends meet, on his press releases, his advertising, his share-options, not to mention the friendships he’s built with the bosses of the principal editors. There isn’t, in consequence, a single paper, a single journalist, sufficiently independent to take him on. No one dares be disagreeable to that charming man, who’s powerful enough to sink anyone imprudent enough to attack him. You’re not thinking about the consequences—they’re enough to shut the mouths of the boldest.

“You’ll only find, to accept your accusation, even documented, shady blackmailers and dodgy financiers who hope to be paid for their silence—who won’t get any further anyway, for the man has a large hand and a subtle eye. You’ll only have succeeded in discrediting yourself and wasting your gunpowder on sparrows, with no gain at all. No one will believe your romance. They’ll attribute ignominious motives to you—you’ll be the villain. At the very least you’ll pass for a lunatic, a monomaniac with a persecution complex.

“The press! The newspapers! You’re behind the times.”

The head of the Sûreté had risen to his feet. He advanced toward Lemoine, who was literally overwhelmed by this avalanche of sound arguments. The doctor was too Parisian, too much “in the know” not to grasp their excellence and range.

“Besides,” Cardec continued, in a tone pierced with commiseration for his friend’s profound distress, “there’s something else. Let’s talk swiftly, and to the point.

“Let’s suppose that, with or without the collaboration of the press—a possibility whose inanity I’ve just demonstrated—you had succeeded in communicating your conviction to the Prefect of Police or the public prosecutor, and even to the Minister of the Interior and President of the Council. Am I not generous? Going even further, I’ll assume that a legal search-warrant has been obtained, and that the Hôtel Saint-Magloire is searched from the cellars to the attics, and that we discover, in the room next door to the poor Baronne, a radiographic installation…how would we be any further forward? Is it not perfectly explicable that one should have such apparatus in one’s home? It’s not, if I’m not mistaken, prohibited by any law or police regulation. You have yourself—don’t deny it, for I’ve seen it-everything necessary for radiography...”

Lemoine tried to speak, but the magistrate imposed silence on him. “Wait a second,” he said. “I haven’t finished. Let me ask you one question. Sincerely, between you and me, do you believe that X-rays could produce the frightful effects that you’ve described to me?”

“Yes,” Lemoine replied. “I believe it. I’m even sure of it—provided that one has a sufficiently powerful apparatus.”

“Are there precedents?”

“At that degree of intensity, certainly not—but there’s a host of individual cases, less serious and localized, which permit me, reasoning by analogy, to conclude with near-certainty...”

“Yes, I understand: more induction, more theory…all scientists want to get a grip on the question of whether or not X-rays might have a terrible effect. Well, my poor friend, we haven’t finished! It would be Dulac’s poisoning all over again: still murky—with the aggravating circumstance that in Dulac’s case, Olivier Martin had some scientific presumptions, some experimental probabilities, to throw into the balance, while this time, we’re floundering in the realm of pure hypothesis.

“There isn’t the slightest illusion for you to entertain. Even if—which I think improbable, if not impossible—the law were to follow you that far, you can be sure that, just as you thought, your anticipations having been confirmed by facts, you were in sight of the goal, the big prize would slip through our fingers.

“Do you want me to tell you what I think? Well, the law wouldn’t have been entirely in the wrong. Don’t protest! Hear me out. I’m very fond of you, Lemoine, as you know; I consider you not only as the most honest man on earth and the best of friends, but as an outstanding scientist, and I bow down before your genius. But in this case, I’m afraid that preconceived ideas might have given you hallucinations.

“Whatever you say, I can’t admit that X-rays—which sometimes burn the hands of operators, I know, when they remain exposed for too long at close range to their radiation—are capable, even multiplied by a hundred or a thousand times, of killing anyone in such conditions. Do X-rays work through walls, then?”

“Certainly,” Lemoine retorted, thinking he had finally found the chink in his interlocutor’s armor. “Certainly! Those rays pass through all bodies with a greater or lesser facility, as if they were glass. The thickness of the screen might be an obstacle, but it’s not an insurmountable obstacle. There are even some substances that put up no resistance at all…”

“All right,” said the head of the Sûreté, “I understand…strictly speaking, you might be right…but in this case, it’s not sufficient to be right; it’s necessary to convinced others that you’re right. Far from being an article of scientific faith, one of those crushing verities that impose themselves on everyone authoritatively, your theory presents itself as a paradox for which it’s necessary to begin by furnishing the experimental and demonstrative proof, and which will run into universal incredulity.

“We’ll fall back into polemics, contradictory evidence, all the sterilities of the controversies of legal medicine. We’ll never get out...”

“There’s a god for murderers!” cried Lemoine, in a despairing tone. He understood all too clearly that the head of the Sûreté was right, and that the game was lost again. Although the hypothesis that had abruptly crystallized in his mind had certainly appeared to him, the more he thought about it, more plausible and more probable, he realized that it could not be of any use to him. It was not the means by which Rozen would be caught.

“There is, nevertheless and immanent justice,” the magistrate went on. “Fortunately for the police, because, without the collaboration of that immanent justice which we cal chance, we’d fail to apprehend eight criminals of out ten—but that immanent justice only acts in its own way, and in its own time. Our skill consists of always being on the alert, in ambush, ready to pounce on any opportunity that it wishes to offer us. We’re not there yet; let’s be patient! It will come, one day or another.”

Lemoine went away, with death in his soul. He went straight back to the Hôtel Saint-Magloire, where he found Dr. Martin and Madame Lavardens sitting, not saying anything but not without exchanging languorous glances, at the bedside of the dying woman, who was asleep, as if overwhelmed by a almost comatose torpor.

Struck by the emotion that his allusion to X-rays had provoked in his master, Olivier Martin had also reflected further. Gradually, light had dawned in his mind. He was not mistaken; he could not be mistaken. The suggestion, which he had initially made lightly, without attaching much importance to it, and which he had formulated on the spur of the moment, to settle his conscience, had ended up taking on substance.

It was certainly plausible. It must even be true, for it was the only possible rational explanation for so many mysterious phenomena.

I’ll make sure of it, he said to himself—and before resuming his sentry duty beside the unfortunate Eléna, he had gone to his laboratory, where he furnished himself with a screen coated with barium platinocyanide, of which he made use in his operations in radioscopy. Once back at the house, taking advantage of the Baronne’s torpor, he closed the blinds and lowered the curtains in such a way as to produce almost complete darkness. Then, unfolding the piece of paper in which he had wrapped his screen, he placed it at the head of the bed, directly above the sick woman’s face but slightly to the rear, a few centimeters from the partition wall.

Immediately, the plate lit up with a green-tinted phosphorescence.

Olivier Martin then placed his left hand between the screen and the wall. As he expected, the skeletal image of that hand, in which the bones appeared with the slightest details of their ridges and articulations, with a penumbral halo, was clearly projected on the fluorescent surface.

The young man could scarcely repress a cry of triumph. Scientific proof had confirmed the accuracy of his hypothesis, seemingly so hazardous. The barium platinocyanide on the radioscopic late, becoming luminous without any apparent cause, as soon as it was placed close to the all, must necessarily be in contact with X-rays, which were invisibly traversing that wall, behind which something abnormal was occurring.

Given that, there was no need to look for midday at four o’clock, no need to evoke, for the needs of the case, the specter of some kind of scleroderma or unknown influenza. The inexplicable illness could be explained quite naturally.

When Lemoine came in, the windows were still hermetically closed, with their blinds down and their curtains drawn—but in order not to lose the reflection of Oliva’s lovely eyes, Dr. Martin had lit one of the electric lamps. At the sight of his master he switched it off abruptly and, picking up his screen again, he brandished it in the darkness, while he squeezed Lemoine’s hand as if to crush it.

The same mysterious glow shone again, producing a light so bright in its sly phantasmagoria that their facial expressions were as clearly distinguishable as in daylight.

“Well,” murmured Olivier Martin, “what do you think of that, Master?”

“Yes,” Lemoine replied, in a blank voice. “Yes, it’s the proof, the material justification of our suspicions. But what good is it? No one would believe us! The hour of justice hasn’t sounded yet. 

“The conclusion isn’t useless, though. Now that at least we know what we’re dealing with, now we know the source of the illness, perhaps we’ll be able, if not to repair the damage, at least to interrupt its ravages. Just as long as it’s not too late!”

And, leaning close to his pupil’s ear, he outlined his plan briefly.

Olivier Martin nodded his head approvingly, while he looked at Lemoine with a attention in which there was a much admiration as respect.

Lemoine asked Madame Lavardens, who was following the scene with increasing interest, to switch on the light. Had they not obtained from the darkness all that they needed to know? Then he gave the order to pull the bed away from the homicidal wall and place it as far away as possible, at the far end of the room, beside one of the windows overlooking the garden.

Martin went out, bearing precise instructions. Half an hour later he returned, followed by a domestic carrying an immense three-leaf windbreaker, which seemed to be very heavy, draped in black silk, with white woodwork and glazed panels at the top.

This item of furniture, as ugly as it was cumbersome, was set up in front of the patient’s bed, which it dominated by more than a meter.

“What’s happening?” Eléna suddenly asked, awakened by all the fuss and raising herself up on one arm, painfully. “Why has my bed been moved?”

“Don’t talk, my dear friend, I beg you—and lie down again. You’ll be much better here. It’s brighter, and you’ll no longer be troubled by the draught from the door, as you were over there.”

“Oh!” said Eléna, falling back on her pillow, as if exhausted by the effort. However, looking at the windbreaker, which she had never seen before, she murmured: “And why that horror?”

“Let me do as I please,” Lemoine replied. “That ‘horror’ has its utility…its very great utility.”

In the grip of torpor again, Eléna was no longer listening.

“Yes,” Lemoine continued, mezza voce, as if talking to himself, “that horror has its utility. Painted in lead-based colors, glazed at the top, draped with silk down below, I’ll be damned if that horror doesn’t stop the accursed X-rays. And when one eliminates the cause, one must suppress the effect.”

Drawn by a feverish curiosity, however, he went to stick his ear against the wall against which the Baronne’s bed had previously been set. He listened for some time; then, summoning Olivier Martin, he asked him to listen in his turn.

A vivid surprise was painted on the features of the two scientists.

“That’s strange,” Olivier Martin finally said. “To produce such terrible effects, an enormous power is necessary, a colossal machinery…we ought to be able to hear through the wall, if not the crackle of sparks, at least the hum of the coil. But we can’t hear anything—nothing at all. Perhaps he apparatus has just stopped—perhaps it’s only active during the day?”

Lemoine’s only response was to show him the radioscopic screen, which he had just retrieved from an armchair and as holding in mid-air, parallel to the wall.

The apartment being inundated with light, since Madame Lavardens had reopened the shutters and drawn back the curtains, the illumination was less obvious than during the initial experiment. Nevertheless, the fluorescence of the barium platinocyanide was undeniable.

Furthermore, when Lemoine placed the flap of his jacket over the plate in the form of a veil, the phenomenon reappeared with all its denunciatory intensity. The X-rays were not extinct; the homicidal waves were still passing invisibly through the opacity of the wall.

Lemoine questioned Madame Lavardens, who knew the house. What was behind the wall? But Madame Lavardens did not know, except that there ought to be a kind of library-cum-smoking-room, in which the Baron had the habit of shutting himself away with one or other of his most intimate friends to discuss confidential business matters. When he was here, alone or in company, he forbade any disturbance.

Cleverly interrogated, an old sewing-maid, who had been living in the house since the financier had taken up residence there, was a little more explicit. In the library-smoking-room, she explained, there was a kind of black cabinet, closed by a large door equipped with mirror-glass. The cabinet occupied the entire width of the wall separating the two rooms. It was always locked, and Monsieur kept the key in his pocket. It was assumed that Monsieur made use of it for experiments in photography.

Olivier Martin and Lemoine looked at one another. It was obviously one more presumption, but nothing precise—not proof.

For now, that was of little importance, for more decisive proof would not have been much use. The conviction of the two physicians was now firm, of course. It was there, in that secret cabinet, that the fabulous engine of death was set up, which had done its work all too well.

At that moment, Saint-Magloire appeared in the doorway. More cleverly composed than everyone else, he was wearing the mask of anxiety and contained dolor that he had been displaying everywhere for days—but he had o sooner noticed the displacement of Eléna’s bed than the mask gave way to a rictus of fury.

His eyes sparkled, his teeth clenched, and his entire face convulsed; one might have thought it the face of a wild beast, from which some other ferocious beast of the same size wanted to snatch away its prey. It was only a frisson, as rapid as lightning—but Lemoine had seen it.

Standing in the middle of the room, with his hands behind his back, he stared at the Baron, ready for any attack. For a second, the gazes of the two men met, and clashed like sword-blades.

Olivier Martin was to say later that he thought he had seen, at the point of intersection, a spray of sparks, so taut were the two hostile wills, materialized after a fashion.

Lemoine had not the slightest doubt: the man he had before him was a murderer caught in the act. More than ever, it was a war to the death between the two men.

The Baron de Saint-Magloire had also understood. With the marvelous composure and astonishing self-control that made him, in dramatic circumstances, almost a supernatural being, he soon got a grip on himself. That diabolical man was capable, when the need arose, of controlling his own heartbeat, and slowing down the circulation of the blood in arteries stiffened by an effort of will. He could not only command his emotions, the quivering of his flesh, but also the automatism of vegetal life itself.

He had no difficulty composing his features in the face of the peril whose imminence he had sensed at first glance. It was in a natural voice, without the slightest quaver capable of denouncing the interior storm, but in which a slight hint of surprise was nevertheless distinguishable, that he demanded to know what the unexpected rearrangement signified.

“Why has the position of the bed been changed, Doctor? Were you afraid that our poor dear might catch cold over there?”

“Indeed, Monsieur le Baron,” Lemoine replied, now sure of himself, and having succeeded, not without a superhuman effort, in mastering himself. “I did indeed fear air-currents. You know how sensitive Madame is to the slightest change in temperature. She has hyperesthesia to an extraordinary degree. I took it upon myself to have her transported here, where she is not exposed to the same inconvenience, and by an excess of precaution, I had this screen placed around her bed.

“Then again, there’s something else. In maladies such as this one, which afflict the entire nervous system, I’ve noticed that the direction of decubitus14 has a certain importance. Patients seem to suffer less, or at least seem calmer, when their bed is orientated in the direction of the terrestrial axis, the foot turned toward the North, parallel to the magnetic attraction. I acted in consequence.”

Saint-Magloire had a politely ironic smile, which uncovered white teeth as sharp as a wolf’s. “Yes, yes,” he said. “I’ve heard mention of that theory, of which medical youth is found. Do you believe in such tricks, Doctor?”

“My God! I adhere to it without yet believing in it, having not yet collected enough personal observations to appreciate their clinical value…but there’s certainly some truth in it. I’ve studied the subject sufficiently to be able to affirm that the day is coming when we shall have a secure grip on many of the occult forces that are invisibly active around us, and which govern our lives and our health without our suspecting it, by action at a distance, even operating through walls...”

At this point, Saint-Magloire, thinking it a direct assault, could not suppress a shudder. He leaned over Eléna, who as still unconscious, and planted a long kiss on her forehead.

When he straightened up again, he had resumed his heart-broken expression; no one could have suspected the frightful thoughts that were agitating behind that broad  forehead—that of an intellectual, and artist and a leader of men—on which only dolor seemed to have cast its shadow.

“Do the best you can,” he murmured, bowing sadly to Lemoine and Martin, “as long as you save her for me.”

He had scarcely closed the door when all that controlled serenity, so well-feigned, suddenly vanished. The face of the wild beast reappeared. It would not have taken much for the formidable flood of rage that he had so much difficulty containing for the last ten minutes to explode abruptly.

Is that quack a sorcerer, then? he thought. Unless he’s Satan in person, how has he penetrated that secret, of which Sokoloff himself, in spite of his genius, would not have thought? But I don’t have any time to waste solving the puzzle. There isn’t a moment to lose. Let’s begin by getting rid of the corpus delicti—that might be compromising, with such a bloodhound on my trail. We’ll see about settling our accounts thereafter—but your goose is cooked, my little Doctor Beelzebub! Oh, you permit yourself to interfere in my game and counter my trumps! You’ll what I have up my sleeve! You’ve just signed your death-arrant. You first! Later, I’ll get back to the good wife. Besides, she’s sinking fast now…

While muttering these silent threats, Saint-Magloire had shut himself up in the library-smoking-room adjacent to Eléna’s bedroom.

The place was, indeed disposed as Madame Lavardens and the sewing-maid had described.

The Baron took a key out of his pocket; he opened the mirror-clad door of the mysterious cupboard, into which he went, emerging a few minutes later with an enormous glass jar under each arm, coated externally over half its surface by a thick layer of black varnish, and filed to the brim with fragments of a strange substance, metallic in appearance, brilliantly white tinted with pink, resembling bismuth.

He carefully placed the jars in the bottom of a suitcase; then, having closed all the doors behind him, he took the package downstairs himself, climbed into the electric automobile waiting outside the door and set off at full stream—or, rather, full fluid—toward a unknown destination.

All trace of the crime he had committed—or at least attempted—had thus disappeared.

Lemoine and Martin had, in fact, guessed correctly, or very nearly. It was not by means of X-rays that Saint-Magloire had thought of getting rid of his wife. That would have required apparatus that was too cumbersome, and above all, too noisy. His infernal genius had suggested an analogous method, more redoubtable still, while being more discreet.

He had replaced the X-rays with radium,15 the fabulous metal whose spontaneous radiation—doubtless due to the continuous emission of imponderable particles capable of traversing the thickest and most opaque screens by means of a kind of atomic bombardment—is endowed with the same properties, but to a superior degree, producing the same effects with no sound or elaborate apparatus.

The idea had come to him on remembering the accident that had befallen a scientist—was it not Monsieur Becquerel himself?—who had brought a small specimen of radium in his trouser pocket to the Académie des Science on day, in order to carry out certain experiments before the learned assembly, and had been surprised to feel a burning sensation in his thigh...

He also knew that people who handled the bizarre substance were not long delayed in seeing the tips of their fingers covered with stubborn ulcers that persisted for months on end.

He had therefore bought all the radium that he could find for sale in Germany. It had cost him very dear—exceedingly dear, in fact, for the preparation of radium is very arduous, and, in consequence, very expensive; in fact, it requires tones of mineral to be processed in order to extract a kilogram of radioactive matter—but Saint-Magloire did not care about the expense.

When his provision of homicidal ammunition was complete, he made every effort, in his laboratory at Auteuil, by means of devices of his own invention, which he had not communicated to anyone—not even Sokoloff, although he appreciated his transcendent science at its full value—to augment the power of the radium. He had succeeded beyond his own hopes. His exasperated radium had become a terrible instrument.

It was then that he disposed his batteries in the darkroom adjoining Eléna’s bedroom, directly behind the head of her bed.

We know the rest.

Never had such a frightful crime been planned with such refinements of science, art and mystery. It had required all the sagacity of Lemoine and Olivier Martin, aided by a combination of fortunate circumstances, to see through the demonic plan, which was reminiscent in certain almost-magical ways of the spells of the alchemists and the sorcerers of the Middle Ages.

The next day, after having spent the night at Eléna’s bedside—at which, contrary to his habit, the Baron had not shown himself again—Lemoine decided to attempt the experiment with barium platinocyanide again. This time, the screen did not light up.

The doctor, who had not thought of radium, assumed that the Baron had prudently switched of his Crookes tube. Although he was mistaken, it was scarcely necessary that he had drawn the correct inference.

Shortly thereafter, the Baronne’s condition began to improve significantly.


 

VII. The Bird-Ship

 

 

Eléna had been saved.

Once again, the ingenuity of science, put in the service of good, had succeeded in undoing the infernal machinations of that same science placed in the service of evil.

The emanations of radium having ceased to be projected through the wall, with the appearance of continuous bombardment of fulgurant and toxic atoms, the pathological effects began to disappear. The cause of the disease having been suppressed, there was nothing more to do than let nature take its course, and the robust constitution of the Baronne de Saint-Magloire would do the rest.

The convalescence would doubtless be long—very long, terribly long. She would need weeks or months, and would require infinite precautions, for her organism, afflicted in its very sources and essential mechanisms, had suffered a frightful disruption, but the cure was sure; Eléna would certainly recover her former vigor, suppleness, youth and beauty.

The amorous joy of Dr. Lemoine would have been perfect and boundless, therefore, if he had not seen, by the same token, his vengeance escaping him. From that viewpoint, though, the game he had won so well seemed simultaneously to have been lost, until there were further developments.

Accusatory presumptions against the Baron were accumulating on a daily basis, suspicions taking on increasing precision, but material proof, the only thing capable of striking one of those sledgehammer blow from which the strongest never get up, continued to be lacking.

It was in vain that the two Sûretés—the Parisian Sûreté and the Sûreté Générale—had sent forth their most far-sighted and subtle sleuths on campaign. It was in vain that the Place Beauvau and the Tour-Pointue had unleashed the entire swarm of informers, amateur and professional auxiliaries, even grand dames and demi-mondaines, into the marsh with secret depths. The hounds always came back empty-handed, with not one vague clue, not one line baited with a quasi-certainty.

Saint-Magloire, who had his intelligence-sources, conscious or unconscious, in place, was always tipped off in good time about the investigations commenced. Immediately, he made his countermoves, with a diplomatic skill and a tactical fecundity tending literally to genius. He soon piled up tenebrous complications, imbroglios of semi-contradictory revelations, in such a fashion as to draw the investigators on to false trails ending in blind alleys.

It was at this point that the Ministry of the Interior, the Prefect of Police, the director of the Sûreté Générale and the head of the Sûreté began to suspect the fidelity of their agents and wonder whether that strange impotence had not been bought.

That was an error. The professional loyalty of police inspectors, poorly paid as the services of those useful and devoted servants of society might be, is above all temptation, and the adventurer’s money had nothing to do with the abortiveness of their efforts—at least directly, for it goes without saying that the money in question served indirectly to sow in all directions the ambushes and illusions by which they were trapped with an extraordinary candor. It was only among the unofficial informers that the Baron found corruptible auxiliaries, whose indiscretions he funded. Even the majority of them were partly unaware of the importance of their treasons.

At any rate, as the convictions of the authorities became firmer, the mystery thickened even more around the filibuster of the Place Vendôme, whose political and financial power seemed, by a singular antithesis, to have reached its apogee.

Lemoine felt traces of discouragement infiltrating the metal, rudely-tempered as it was, of his justice-seeking soul. He expressed that one day, while at lunch, to his usual confidant, Dr. Olivier Martin.

“For two pins,” he told him, “I’d abandon the struggle. The task is definitely beyond our strength. Only immanent justice, whose time infallibly comes, is capable of putting an end to it.”

“Stick to it, my dear Master,” Martin replied. “Stick to it. Last night, I had an idea.”

“I’m listening,” replied Lemoine. “Speak! But I have no great hope. Haven’t we already studied, and even tried, the entire spectrum of practicable ideas?”

“One never knows! In any case, my idea is entirely new. Not only has it never been tried, but thus far, neither you, nor I, nor anyone else has thought of it. Follow my reasoning.

“Since police inspectors and your own agents are following Saint-Magloire day and night, we know almost everything he does, hour by hour, except when he’s locked up in that infernal villa in Auteuil, isolated in the midst of waste ground and market gardens, where he spends a few hours from time to time. He even sleeps there sometimes. I’m convinced that it’s there, and there alone, that we have a chance of finding the key to that ambulant enigma.”

“I think so too,” murmured Lemoine.

“It’s there, behind those opaque walls and tall, narrowly-closed gates, that the jackpot lies. I’ve had that presentiment for some time. Saint-Magloire ostentatiously affects to take women with him when he goes to Auteuil. Germaine Reyval, in particular, is a regular…it’s a matter of making the indiscreet believe that it’s a love-nest, a small house specially fitted out to shelter the gentleman’s secret escapades and debauchery—who gladly poses as a rake, affecting the morals of the ancient régime. I’ll bet my head that it’s a sham, though, a cover. Strange noises can be heard emerging from that accursed house, and strange lights are sometimes seen there. Something other than orgies is going on there.”

“Certainly,” Lemoine replied. “The house is, moreover, inhabited by a mysterious individuals, an American scientist named Smithson, I think, who’s doubtless the Baron’s damned soul. Alas, all that is talking without saying anything. To know, it would be necessary to see—but no one can get in. Even the cleverest have come up against insurmountable walls and orders.

“In order to get through the door, it’s necessary to have a search-warrant...and to obtain a search-warrant, to extract that ‘Open Sesame!’ from the indecision or pusillanimity of the Law, it would be necessary to have got through the door in advance. Always that damned vicious circle.”

“I’m glad to see that you share my way of seeing,” Martin continued. “Given that, things will develop of their own accord, for you’re bound to approve my plan. Since the supreme desideratum is to discover the secret of the house in Auteuil, we have to find a way of getting in there, by fair means or foul, at all costs.

“Well, when one can’t get through the door, one goes through the window. When one can’t go underneath, one goes overhead. I don’t know whether I’m making myself sufficiently clear.”

“To tell the truth, no,” replied Lemoine, nonplussed.

“It’s quite simple, though. Suppose that we could make use of a dirigible balloon, and fly over the lair, with a good telescope...”

“The idea isn’t bad, in truth. We might at least be lucky enough to discover some precious clue. Unfortunately, neither you or I have a genuinely dirigible airship at our disposal...

“I only began to look at the problem myself, which seemed to me not to be insoluble as it seems…it was even going quite well, but I didn’t have the time, and I’m no further forward than before. Other researchers are, I believe, at the same point...”

“That’s where you’re mistaken, my dear Master,” Martin riposted, in a peremptory tone. The dirigible airship exists…it will be at your disposal whenever you wish. I’m talking about the aircraft invented by my friend Leloup, the famous engineer—whom you know, I believe, at least by reputation.”

Lemoine shivered. “Is it true that Leloup has completed the project whose description I once put in his hands—which was a marvel, at least in theory? I thought that, discouraged by the innumerable difficulties of detail that such a problem necessarily involves, he’d abandoned the game.”

“Not at all. His aircraft has been well and truly constructed. It works delightfully well. It gives the results you anticipated, which are positively marvelous. If you’re unaware of the sensational event, it’s because you’ve been absorbed with other concerns—and also because the trials have been carried out in strict secrecy. Only a few privileged individuals, having promised to keep silent, were admitted to watch them. I was one of them, and I can tell you that, save for a little residual weakness and irregularity in the engine, the problem is solved.

“Leloup admires and likes you without knowing you personally. He can’t, in any case, refuse me anything. Would you like us to involve him in our game?

“Would I like it!” exclaimed Lemoine. “I’d like nothing better. I don’t really believe, to tell the truth, in the final success; in these matters there’s always something that cracks or breaks down at the last minute; but let it not be said that I disdain the slightest trump card! Where it this miraculous machine?”

“At Saint-Maur, is a vast park hired specially by Leloup, far from curious gazes.

“Let’s go,” said Lemoine, simply.

The two friends left.

The engineer Leloup’s flying machine was indeed a marvel, and his childhood friend Olivier Martin had not exaggerated greatly. On the mention of the Lemoine’s name, moreover, of whom he had long been one of the most fervent admirers, the inventor did not hesitate to give his visitors a tour of his installation, where three models of different sizes but of a uniform type were only waiting for the moment to take flight.

Imagine a sort of enormous mechanical bat, whose outstretched wings, with their membranes of folded silk, extended by means of piano-wire representing so many fibers, on an articulated hollow framework of wood and steel, forming a skeleton. In front, by way of a head, each of these Beasts of the Apocalypse bears two propellers, each of which cleave the air with a gigantic plume, with quill-feathers in varnished bamboo.

It was these propellers, spinning through the air at high speed, that must drag the rest of the system behind them, by aspiration, as it were, the ensemble of which—subtracting the crew, fuel and cargo—constitutes a weight varying, according to the wingspan of the model, between 100 and 250 kilograms.

The direction obtained, thanks to the play of that gentle propeller, combined with the action of a rudder operated by means of pedals by the pilot, sitting astride the back of the machine, like a motor-cyclist on his saddle.

As for the motive force, it is furnished by a pair of steam-engines of a new model, heated by wood-spirit that vaporizes almost instantly, in consequence of a sure and simple superior mechanism, whose total weight scarcely attains three kilograms per horse-power produced. Each machine directly controls its own propeller, turning in the opposite direction to the other, of which it is completely independent although the generator is unique.

The whole apparatus rests on little wheels mounted on loose axles, in order that they can accommodate all the obliquities of the ground on take-off and landing. Before taking off, in fact, it is necessary that the aircraft picks up speed by rolling for some distance on a firm track, until that speed is sufficient to maintain it, by “gliding” in the air.

Lemoine did not hide his admiration, but with his habitual mental precision and his critical capacity, he posed a number of delicate questions, to which Monsieur Leloup, very flattered, put a kind of coquetry into answering with all desirable frankness and clarity.

“The aviation machines on which I’ve been working for a long time,” the inventor explained, which I call ‘avions,’16 do not belong to the family of airplanes—which is to say, flying machines in the form of inclined planes maintaining themselves in the air with the aid of a motor external to the apparatus or being built into it; their general design reproduces instead, as you can see, the wing of a bat.

“Many years ago, I observed that the wings of all flying creatures, from the bat to the vulture, and from the wasp to the sparrow, form, from forwards to rearwards, in the direction of travel, a particular spiral characterized by the invariable angle of the radius with the tangents projected at different points of the curve. That spiral presents a more or less accentuated curve, according to the load on the wings, but it is invariably found everywhere. I have therefore applied that principle, from which nature never departs, and which seems to be the essential and fundamental condition of aviation, to my own apparatus.

“The forms that I have given to the frameworks of the wings closely resemble those of bats. Their seemingly-bizarre concavities are the consequence of the efforts of multiple direction that they must support. These frameworks are hollow and established according to a special method that permits me to obtain a very considerable rigidity while assuring their extreme lightness. They’re maintained in position by steel wire stays.

“The wings or membranes that serve as points of support I the air are made of silk fabric; some of them are elastic, others striped with small fibers embedded in the fabric, following lines of force. The wings are articulated in all their sections and fold up completely. While in flight, the wings do not beat; they remain extended in a gliding position.

“I can say that my mechanical bat functions perfectly. I’ll give you the proof.” And, fitting actions to words, he sat astride the saddle and started up the motor. Immediately, the monster, quivering throughout its network of metallic fibers, began circling around the track with increasing speed.

Gradually, the sustaining wheels lifted off the ground, above which the aircraft rose up by a few meters, with a strange rustle of silks in friction. The pilot was evidently the master of his machine, for he made it describe a host of clever spirals and arabesques, without ceasing to glide at head height. Then he reduced his speed, until the inferior castors make contact once again with the “racetrack,” where the aircraft, after a few circuits, finally came to a halt with a kind of shudder.

“Bravo!” cried Lemoine, sincerely enthused, while Olivier Martin clapped his hands frantically.

“You’ll forgive me for not going up very high,” said Leloup, getting down, “but I don’t want to attract curiosity-seekers, so I always remain within the shelter of my trees.”

“No matter,” said Lemoine. “From the moment that you rise up by the simple effect of beating your wings above the ground, even if it’s only to a height of three centimeters, the problem is solved. You can fly—you’re a bird!”

But the triumphant Leloup had already picked up the thread of his interrupted lecture. “Have you noticed my engine?” he asked. “As you can see, it’s four-cylinder, fifty horse-power double expansion steam engine. The generator is tubular. The vaporization is instantaneous, all the exits being closed to the steam, and the pressure climbs on the manometer at one atmosphere per second. The wood-spirit that serves as fuel is burned in the liquid state or the vaporous state, projected over the fire. A special condenser on top of the carcass, fully exposed during operation to the airflow, constantly brings the water condensed on the side-walls back to the generator.

“The machine activates two propellers turning in opposite directions placed at the front of the apparatus, driving the air backwards, partly under the wings in order to lift them, and partly over the condenser to accelerate its cooling. The wings, non-beating, remain extended during operation, and the aircraft, before taking off, has to roll on its three freely-articulated wheels and gain considerable speed on the ground under the influence of the propellers.

“Those serve, not only for traction, but also for the steering of the apparatus. With that end, a lever connected to the rudder at the rear, controlled by the aeronaut’s feet, resting on appropriate supports, also controls a steam-regulator belonging to the right-had machine and another belonging to the left-hand machine. When one is opened, the other is closed to the same degree. As it’s the same generator that furnishes the pressure, the sum of the energy remains constant, and the evolution of the apparatus is obtained by the division of the energy combined it the concordant action of the rudder.”

Lemoine was only listening to the inventor’s explanations with a distracted ear, however. He had an idea.

“Would you care,” he finally asked, “to let me try in my turn?”

Leloup made a gesture of anxiety.

“You have nothing to fear,” Martin put in, having noticed the hesitation. “Dr. Lemoine in the mot skillful mechanic I know. “With him, the machine won’t suffer any damage or snags—I’ll answer for that.

Leloup nodded acquiescence, but his anguish was visible. It soon gave way to a respectful surprise when he saw Lemoine, who had leapt into the saddle with a single bound, maneuvering the fabulous machine with as much precision and sureness as himself.

When he came back down, without a drop of sweat on his forehead or a shadow of emotion on his face, where a cold resolution was legible, Leloup almost threw his arms around him. Lemoine did not notice; an absorbing preoccupation had taken possession of his mind.

“Your motor is much too heavy,” he said to Leloup, incisively.

“Alas, I’m only too well aware of that. But what choice is there? Of all the various motors I’ve tried, in turn—steam, petroleum, even liquefied gas, it’s still his one that gives me the best return for the smallest volume and weight. It’s not the dream, to be sure, and I’m far from having, according to the ideal formula, a horse-power in a watch-case—but at the end of the day, it’s still the most perfect among existing motors, and I doubt that one can do better in the present state of science.”

“I beg your pardon,” Lemoine put in. “I already have something much better. Would you care to entrust one of your airships to me? I’ll take responsibility for fitting it with a motor of chimerical lightness, not even 500 grams per horse-power, the exclusive right of exploitation of which I’ll gladly abandon to you when I’ve carried out a few experiments dear to me heart.”

Skeptical and perplexed at the same time, but shaken by the suggestive confidence of his interlocutor, whose gaze magnetized him, after a fashion, Leloup did not know what reply to make.

“Oh, my God, it’s quite simple,” Lemoine insisted, “and I can give you all the necessary guarantees. I need a dirigible flying machine like yours for an enterprise to which I attach a capital importance—but I can’t make use of it until I’ve fitted my motor to it. I therefore propose that I only take delivery of your aircraft when you’ve seen my mechanism in operation. Is that all right with you?”

“Perfectly,” Leloup replied, finally having collected himself. “It’s a deal! If your motor is as good as you say, my machine is at your disposal, and I’ll have it taken to any location you wish.” In response to an interrogative gesture from Olivier Martin, he added: “Nothing easier, for it can all be dismantled piece by piece.”

“All settled,” said Lemoine then, cordially shaking the engineer’s extended hand. “No later than the afternoon of the day after tomorrow, you’ll be fixed up—ten o’clock sharp at my laboratory.”

“All settled!”

The two physicians took their leave of the engineer. They had scarcely climbed back into the electric automobile that had brought them than Oliver Martin, no longer able to restrain himself, abruptly hurled at his master the question that had been burning his tongue for several  minutes. “Damn!” he exclaimed, “it seems to me that you’ve promised a great deal. Five hundred grams per horse-power? How the devil will you realize that miracle?”

“It’s as simple as saying hello, my dear friend,” Lemoine replied. “With a thermoelectric pile.”

“But I thought that the thermoelectric pile, ideal in theory, had never materialized in practice...”17

“You were right. Neither Melloni, nor Becquerel, nor Clamond, nor Renault, nor anyone else has ever been able to obtain anything significant from thermoelectricity. They all passed the question by, having approached it from the wrong end—so even the best of their machines have never been anything but laboratory toys. Mine, on the other hand, works on an absolutely new principal.

“I’ve discovered a chemical substance, a metallic salt, which, treated in a certain fashion, delivers as many watts as you wish with perfect constancy, without friction or deterioration. In brief, with a weight of twenty-three or twenty-four kilograms, which can be stored and transported in a handbag, I can easily produce forty to fifty horse-power.”

“Damn! That’s wonderful. But how do you heat it?”

“With coal, coke, petroleum or alcohol—anything at all. Believe me, young Martin, it’s a revolution. But the funniest thing is that I picked up that first-class idea while idling at table, dining at Saint-Magloire’s house.”

“Impossible!”

“It’s just as I’ve had the honor of telling you. That old American was there—that Smithson we’ve mentioned: an eccentric, to be sure, but an eccentric of genius, so distinguished, so majestic, with strange eyes that are simultaneously those of an inspired individual and a lunatic, with a childish candor. We were talking about technology. He told me extraordinary things, with a lucidity, a far-sightedness and a logic that you can hardly imagine…of, he’s truly a master, that one: a scientist such as has never been seen.

“In the course of the conversation, Smithson let slip, with regard to Becquerel’s experiments with copper sulfate, a few well-chosen words that didn’t fall on deaf ears. It seemed that a veil had just been lifted from my eyes, and I glimpsed an entire chain of unsuspected horizons. I had nothing more pressing to do than start experiments, which have succeeded marvelously, beyond my hopes...

“That’s how I’m able today, to make Leloup’s aircraft into something perfect. My battery is all ready; it only has to be set up, as you shall see.”

Lemoine was not exaggerating. His modesty was such that, when talking about himself, for fear of overstatement, he always said too little. Is that not the trait that distinguishes men of superior but calm and well-balanced intelligence from certain geniuses whose transcendent egotism and abnormal megalomania confines them to monstrosity?

This time, Lemoine had been more than modest. In fact, his copper sulfate thermoelectric battery was a miracle. With a weight equal to the average weight of a tall man—seventy or eighty kilograms—it easily produced a hundred and fifty horse-power.

Thus, at the first trial, an agreement was quickly concluded with Leloup, whose enthusiasm was boundless. He hastened to dismantle the best of his flying machines and put it at the disposal of the scientist, who had rented for that purpose a large field surrounded by a high fence and equipped with a hangar on the Rue du Docteur-Blanche in Auteuil, in close proximity to the Baron de Saint Magloire’s mysterious villa.

Lemoine and Martin set to work forthwith, in order to learn to maneuver the fabulous machine that its inventor called “the Avion” but which Olivier Martin, who liked picturesque descriptions, preferred to baptize “the Bird-Ship.”

In three days, the two friends were sure of their mastery. They had their aerostat perfectly under control, and could confront the hazards of the aerial ocean with impunity.

Thanks to a curtain of tall trees that extended all around their improvised aerodrome like a screen of impenetrable verdure, their daily experiments had not attracted much attention in the neighborhood, which was, in any case, rather deserted—not to mention that aerial navigation was very fashionable at that time, causing a literal furore in a certain society. Every day, provided that the weather was propitious and the wind dropped, five or six airships of the most various forms, more or less dirigible, could be seen floating somewhere over Paris.

The blasé public no longer paid any attention to the evolution of such aerial vessels. The avion was not noticed any more or less than other flying machines. Only one scientific columnist for Le Journal, struck by the unusual form of the giant bat, made the periodic apparition the theme of a highly fanciful article, the ambiguous conclusions of which, in spite of their far-reaching scientific and philosophical implications, could not teach the most subtle of readers anything new.

Only the head of the Sûreté was in on the secret.

Lemoine even had installed a wireless telegraph apparatus installed in his private apartment, with an automatic recorder, in case he had to communicate interesting information urgently while up in the air.


 

VIII. Aerial Police

 

 

Since he had perfected Leloup’s avion, Dr. Lemoine had undertaken a flight every day. He went up high enough to embrace a relatively extensive panorama with his eyes, without exposing himself unduly to the indiscretions of the immediate neighborhood.

In that regard, the location in the Rue du Docteur-Blanche was particularly well-chosen. The curtain of trees encircling the property on all sides formed the idea screen. The avion could only be seen from a distance at which it was impossible to make out the slightest detail and give substance to any suspicion, even admitting that any suspicion could arise. From below, except within the enclosure that the doctor had made into his aerodrome—at the foot of the work, so to speak—no one could discover anything.

In hunting, however, there is no real point in being invisible; it is necessary to be seen. For that, according to the picturesque expression of Olivier Martin—who, in his quality as a pure-blooded native of Montmartre, had a touch of the street-urchin about him—it is necessary to “show one’s skin.”

Lemoine knew that, but as his innate prudence, further emphasized by a series of disappointments attributable to some extent to haste, forbade him to leave anything to chance, he only wanted run the risk of “emerging from cover” judiciously, with the maximum number of trump cards in his hand.

So, he multiplied his trials so as to become as sure in the saddle as a professional cyclist on his steel horse. Sometimes, Olivier Martin went up in his stead. Then, they resolved to go up together, the thermoelectric motor being powerful enough to lift the weight of two men without difficulty and without fear of a loss of equilibrium. It would even have lifted more.

It was, of course, necessary for that purpose to modify the passenger accommodation—comprised, it will be remembered, by a simple bicycle saddle, less than a bracket-seat. That transformation was, however, child’s play for a technologist like Lemoine. It did not take him long to find a mechanism permitting flight through the air in tandem.

The modification had taken a few days, which, in any case, had not been time wasted, because Lemoine had taken advantage of it to install a new model of wireless telegraph transmitter that he could take with him in his aerial excursions without hindering his freedom of movement.

His intention was, in case he discovered from high in the air some incident worth being immediately made known, in order to alert the head of the Sûreté without delay—in whose office, as we have said a receiver sensitive to Hertzian waves had been installed.

Finally, the moment arrived when everything was ready for them to set forth definitively on campaign. Sometimes alone and sometimes with his pupil behind him, Lemoine began to rise above the line of projection of the opaque foliage that had served as a safeguard thus far. Gradually, he even began to describe concentric circles of increasing radius around his point of departure, going so far as to fly directly over the mysterious enclosure whose secret he had sworn to penetrate.

The first experiments were not very successful. Neither in the house in the Rue Jasmin, whose windows remained hermetically sealed, nor in the immense garden, nor even in the vicinity of the building, did they ever see anyone. If torrents of black smoke had not sometimes emerged from the chimneys, whose empyreumatic odor sometimes intrigued the aeronauts lying in ambush in the clouds, and if, in the evening, they had not seen the polychromatic reflections of bizarre gleams filtering through the closed shutters, Lemoine and his pupil might have thought the house abandoned. Those indications, however, which had something akin to the color and reek of alchemy, did not permit the acceptance of such a hypothesis.

Something abnormal had to be happening behind those walls, under that roof, in spite of the apparent absence of any living being.

The reports of the inspectors of the Sûreté charged with watching the neighborhood of the mysterious house, suggested, as before, that it was a love-nest to which Saint-Magloire came surreptitiously to frolic with the diva Germaine Reyval. It was quite possible that these suggestions were correct; the two lovers had, indeed, often been seen in the little hue late at night. The observations made by Lemoine from the height of his aerial observatory, however, convinced him that the house must serve some other purpose than sheltering the amours of the Baron and the cantatrice.

One other person, the American Smithson, ought to be resident there, according to the information the police had; he rarely went out and had the reputation of being an ascetic. Lemoine knew him, by virtue of having met him once or twice at Saint-Magloire’s house—and that austere individual had to have a very good reason to tolerate the financier coming to “play his pranks” there. A solid bond had to link the two men, so different in appearance and character.

It was precisely that bond that the doctor hoped to discover.

One day, he saw Smithson coming out of the house in company with Saint-Magloire. The scientist was easily recognizable by virtue of his tall stature and his apostolic head. He was dressed like a workman in knee-length trousers and a smock. He was bare-headed and his rolled-up sleeves allowed his muscular arms to be seen.

What the devil could the man be doing there? His clothing clearing indicated that he must be working, and that observation, combined with the observation previously made of suspicious fumes vomiting from the chimney, demonstrated that the scientist had a laboratory in which he was conducting research—and that research must interest Saint-Magloire, who came to visit him frequently.

The American—that was how Lemoine thought of Sokoloff, of whose identity he was unaware—had to be working for the Baron, but how could he find out exactly what the nature of that work was? Lemoine was frustrated. Far from clarifying the mystery, the observations of the aeronautical detectives were had thickened and complicated it even further.

Nevertheless, one thing was obvious: Saint-Magloire was still coming to the house in Auteuil, but no longer bringing Germaine Revyal. And when the Baron came to visit his friend Smithson he arrived in a cab, sometimes even on foot.

Lemoine attached considerable importance to these observations. He knew that the banker was not a man to put himself out, in order to make secret visits to this remote quarter, without an important reason, in which sentiment could not play the slightest role. The American must be his accomplice. He gave the impression, however, of being an honest man. Lemoine, who was a physiognomist and had trained himself methodically to decipher the most closed faces, would have sworn that he belonged to the species of worthy individuals.

The American might be a madman, a mystic, a bore or a fanatic—the asymmetrical form of his skull, the style of his gestures and his gaze denounced fanaticism—but he did not have the appearance of a rogue. A bandit could not have those limpid eyes, that frank smile and that entire appearance of honesty, almost of chivalry, which commanded esteem.

Don Quixote? Perhaps. Cartouche? Never.

But then, how could that familiarity with Saint-Magloire, and that effusiveness, be explained? The doctor deduced therefrom that Smithson was the Baron’s dupe; his imagination, working overtime, began to construct an entire romance. He saw the American as some eccentric millionaire whose confidence had been captured by Saint-Magloire, with an intention that was easy to deduce. He would certainly rob him, perhaps murder him...

And the good doctor, carried away by these generous hypotheses, wondered whether he would not do well to warn the scientist, perhaps by dropping an anonymous note wrapped around a stone into his garden, letting him know that he was in bad company...

Cooler and less overworked, Olivier Martin listened with surprise to these grotesque confidences, and a word from his pupil quickly brought the master back to the reality of the situation—which was that it was necessary to determine the role this Smithson was playing: a very important role, to judge by the extreme respect that Saint-Magloire showed him, which Lemoine had witnessed in the house in the Champs-Élysées.

The question was tormenting: why was that enigmatic American, whom he had seen comporting himself as an impeccable man of the word, an accomplished gentleman at home in a drawing-room, here, dressed as a man of the people, in the costume of a mechanic or zinc-worker?

Lemoine and Martin continued their surveillance. Almost every day, sometimes several times a day, to settle their conscience, one or other of them, if not both, would straddle the mechanical hippogriff and set off to explore the atmosphere. Alas, they always returned empty-handed.

For an entire week, they saw nothing new. The American scarcely showed himself; they only glimpsed him occasionally walking in the garden with a distracted expression, still dressed as a worker. Only once did he appear dressed as a gentleman, wearing a felt hat, with a large silk scarf around his neck, wearing a worn overcoat. That day, an individual that the aeronauts had had no difficulty recognizing as Yu, Saint-Magloire’s trusted Chinese servant, had entered the property mysteriously, and Smithson had gone out with him…but they soon lost sight of them in the inextricable maze of the side-streets of Auteuil.

All of that was vague, and only confused matters further. Time passed, and Lemoine was unable to give the head of the Sûreté any significant information. The nocturnal excursions that the war-weary amateur policemen ended up risking, pushing imprudence as far as to skim the chimneys of the villa, taught them no more than their diurnal ascensions. At the very most, they had observed that a strange noise rose up, comparable to the distant hum of a powerful dynamo rotating rapidly in a padded room, with dull and rhythmic pulsations, like the swinging of a gigantic pendulum.

Finally, one day when Lemoine, convinced by an overlong excursion that he had completely his time, was getting ready to come back down to earth, without any thought of returning, Saint-Magloire reappeared in the grounds, as if emerging from nowhere. This time however, he was not alone; he had brought the American another visitor: a short, thickset man, with the waddling gait, simultaneously supple and unsteady, affected by seamen ashore and trapeze-artists, characteristic of true sons of the barrières.

So far as Lemoine could tell, the individual might have been a croupier in a casino or a bookmaker. There was no doubt, however, given the attitudes of the three individuals, that Saint-Magloire and the American were treating the newcomer as a comrade. He took them by the arm in a familiar fashion.

Lemoine was flabbergasted. His thoughts were racing, and in their confusion he could not find the elements of a logical and satisfactory explanation. The doctor maneuvered the avion in such a way as to get a little closer, and gazed at the individual with the aid of his binoculars.

“But it seems to me,” he murmured, “that that fellow in none other than Mr. Robertson, Oliva’s suitor.” Then he uttered a muffled exclamation. “Damn! They’ve seen me. This is no time to be flying here. Forward! I haven’t wasted my time today, and my report will interest Cardec. Smithson, Robertson, Saint-Magloire. Come on! For sure, the Baron’s up to something unusual...”

While talking to himself, Lemoine carried out a bold maneuver. His intention was to give the impression a simple experimental flight. He thought that might lull the suspicions of the people who could have spotted him. With a powerful thrust of the wings he took his machine up to an altitude of six hundred meters and, describing an immense circle above the Point-du-Jour viaduct, was soon out of sight of the trio.

Five minutes later, he came back at a tangent, hiding behind the treetops, just in time to see the financier, the American and the bookmaker go into an isolated outbuilding in a corner of the grounds, abruptly closing the door behind them.

Without looking back, he set about returning to his hangar by means of a slow spiral descent.

If, however, his gaze had been able to penetrate the roof of the mysterious building in which he had seen the three suspects take refuge, the doctor would have seen them keeping watch on his slightest movements. His aerial incognito had been compromised. The roles had changed; the hunter had become the hunted.

Let us leave Dr. Lemoine and penetrate, with the three colleagues, into the room in which they had sealed themselves.

Still extremely disturbed by the sight of the aircraft flying overhead, they were talking in low voices.

“Do you know,” Sokoloff said to Saint-Magloire, “what that strange flying machine is? I’ve already glimpsed it from time to time, behind the poplars, describing arabesques in the sky.”

“I don’t know anything about it,” the Baron replied. “One sees all sorts of dirigible balloons and such-like over Paris nowadays. Not a day goes past without someone wanting me to finance a new one.  It’s a true craze, and the only thing that astonishes me is that here aren’t more accidents. There must be a god to protect madmen, I swear!”

“This time, you’re mistaken,” Sokoloff put in. “That’s surely not a product of folly. It’s something very interesting, very serious. I haven’t been able to make out with sufficient exactitude what it amounts to, having other things to do, but I sense that he man who has constructed and is manning that machine isn’t just anyone. Besides which, it’s not an ordinary balloon. That bat-like thing is visibly a ‘heavier-than-air’ machine.”

“Oh, I remember!” Rozen declared. “I must have read something about it in a newspaper. Right! But to tell the truth, I didn’t pay much attention to it.”

“You were wrong,” the Russian replied. “That airplane works marvelously, and its pilot seems to be steering it with incredible confidence. You ought to find out who the machine belongs to…you have the means of getting precise information. Believe me, it’s very important, firstly because the problem of aerial navigation is, in itself, one of the most exciting scientific questions I know—I’d give a great deal to see it resolved—and secondly, think of the powerful collaboration that such a machine could give Anarchism on the day, which I hope won’t be long delayed, of the supreme battle!”

The Baron de Saint-Magloire shrugged his shoulders imperceptibly, while an ironic smile creased his lips. Nevertheless, he promised to make the requested enquiries.

“Understood,” said Sokoloff. “I hope that you’ll have found out tomorrow. I’ll expect you here, at the same time, with Bastien.”

The next day, Saint-Magloire interrogated a few journalists, but he only obtained evasive replies. In Paris, at that moment, public opinion as completely absorbed by three sensational events: firstly, by a divorce case whose protagonists belonged to the highest political society, to what is conventionally known as the “Republican nobility,” and which promised to be particularly fecund in spicy and scandalous revelations; secondly, by the epic struggle of the director of a subsidized theater and a supremely pretty actress of dubious talent who had been imposed upon him, in return for her favors, by an important person close to the Head of State; and finally, by a murky affair of espionage, rapidly envenomed by political hatreds that had spontaneously seized upon that pretext to explode…there were denunciations flying in every direction, insinuations worse than formal accusations; very important people were caught up in the drama, which had emerged into the judiciary domain to the great harm of the country.

There was enough there to hypnotize boulevardian and faubourgian gossip for a long time, which curiosity the newspapers also undertook to excite with a considerable reinforcement of dramatic or piquant details. No one had the slightest idea of bothering about aeronauts, and the Auteuil avion had not attracted any more attention than the other flying machines competing for the conquest of the air.

So, when Saint-Magloire, accompanied by Bastien, went to his rendezvous with Sokoloff, he did not have anything new to tell him. The Russian, however, was in no mood to insist. He had summoned his two associates to talk to them about a matter of an entirely different sort, which was much dearer to his heart.

At his express request, Saint-Magloire had brought Bastien back from London, where he had sent him to cut short his compromising idyll with Madame Vauclair. The Baron had raised a few objections. He had declared that Macaron was in England undertaking a very special mission, making contact with several exiled comrades—but Sokoloff had held firm and imperiously demanded Bastien’s recall.

In all the aggregations of the workers of France, but principally in mining centers, general strikes were the order of the day. They were being organized in the shadows, without noise or declamations, like a vast conspiracy of which the government did not even have a vague indication.

The organizers, among whom the anarchist party had been able to insert the most energetic, albeit the least noisy and the least popular, of lay apostles, had steered their course so well that no precautions had been taken by the public authorities. A few more days and the eruption would take place everywhere at the same time, to the great stupefaction of the ruling classes, in the midst of the tumult of a general panic. There was a formal assurance that the Red Unions,18 formed by committed revolutionaries would march together to assist in the upheaval.

One can imagine the joy with which Sokoloff had greeted this news, which appeared to him to be the signal for the Great Work, the supreme goal of his life. It seemed to him that he could hear the first blast of the trumpet of the Last Judgment.

Even Saint-Magloire, in spite of the hypocrisy of his pretended convictions, was not indifferent to the movement in question, albeit for other reasons. In fact, after having tipped off the Minister of the Interior and the Minister of War as soon as he heard about it, in order that they could mobilize the gendarmerie and the army in time to nip the proletarian revolt in the bud, even at the price of torrents of blood, he had set himself up to profit from public emotion by mounting a double coup on mining shares and imports of American coal. All his batteries were in position, all his preparations made. The final result could no longer be in the slightest doubt; he would profit to the tune of a good twelve million.

That explained the triumphant and radiant expression on his face, which was normally a trifle irritated when he came to Auteuil. Sokoloff and Macaron respectively, in their naïve candor, took that expression for a reflection of the intimate seething of his revolutionary faith.

The three “comrades,” meeting for the second time in order to elaborate a plan of attack, were pacing around the grounds of the property, discussing their dreams of the future in low voices, when a bizarre shadow suddenly appeared on the ground at their feet, as if a geometrically-contoured cloud had just passed over the sun.

Macaron was the first to raise his head, mechanically. “Damn!” he exclaimed. “There’s that flying beast again that we saw yesterday.” And, pointing his cane into the air, he designated the avion, which was floating at an altitude of scarcely a hundred meters, almost motionless, with a slight flutter of its immense wings.

“It is, indeed, a flying machine,” Sokoloff out in. “See, Saint-Magloire, how curious it is and how well it flies!”

“A strange fashion of pedaling, all the same,” Macaron added. “It’s amazing! But damn it, one might think that the chap was spying on us. Look how he’s stretching his neck in our direction. Well, my lad, you’ve got a nerve!”

“It’s true,” said Saint-Magloire in his turn, astonishment and anger making his voice tremble. And after having looked at the bird-ship through a little pocket telescope, he added: “Macaron’s right. The man’s watching us. He’s a spy.”

“If he’s a spy, he’s terribly dangerous,” Sokoloff replied, torn between his hatred of intruders and his passionate admiration for masterpieces of science, “for it’s certainly a man of genius who has created that miraculous machine. What a pity you weren’t able to find out who the man is…just as long as we don’t have cause to regret it! No one must know what is happening here. Woe betide that aeronaut if he takes it into his head to stick his nose in our business, even from up in the sky. We need to clear this up. Let’s run to the outhouse at the far end of the garden. I have a collection of powerful marine telescopes there, which will permit us to find out more. Come on—there’s not a moment to lose.”

“Zut!” exclaimed Macaron, while following Rozen and Sokoloff, who were walking rapidly toward the building in question. “Too late—he’s off! He’s caught wind of the fact that the sight of him disturbed us, and he won’t be back any time soon. He’s gone to play with the sylphs for good.”

“No, no,” said Sokoloff. “It’s his habit to veer off to the right and left like that—but he always comes back. He must be based somewhere in the vicinity.”

“Come on!” said Saint-Magloire. “Not so much talk. Let’s find out who we’re dealing with first. We can discuss it afterwards...”

Macaron had guessed correctly. On perceiving them in the garden, Lemoine had allowed himself to descend close enough to study their physiognomies and, in the ambient calm, to catch a few shreds of their conversation. Intent on his observation, he had not noticed that the cloudy sky, which had permitted him to approach without attracting attention, was gradually clearing. A ray of sunlight, filtering through a gap in the clouds, had suddenly projected the shadow of the aircraft over the three strollers.

The doctor had seen Macaron’s gesture. This time, there was no doubt. He had been seen—and he had to fly away as quickly as possible. Then he had successfully carried out the same audacious maneuver as the day before.

The adventurers had scarcely taken cover behind the shutters of the attic in the pavilion, each equipped with a powerful telescope, when the avion reappeared, flying swiftly from the direction of the Point-du-Jour. Having reached the curtain of trees that bordered the grounds, but which had a wide gap at that exact point, it slowed down, and spiraled round, preparing to descend. The slightest details of all their faces were distinguishable.

Sokoloff could not suppress a cluck of enthusiasm—but he broke off abruptly at a furious exclamation from Saint-Magloire: “God’s thunder! It’s that damned Dr. Lemoine again!”

“I recognized him too,” said Macaron. “I’ve often seen him with Madame Vauclair—and I’ve spotted him a few times at the races with the head of the Sûreté. He’s in the pay of the Tour Pointue. But what’s that machine he has in his lap, with copper parts? It’s shining like gold coins.”

“It’s a telegraphic apparatus!” Sokoloff replied. “I’ve got it—he’s sending a wireless telegraphy signal. Yes, yes…I can make out the spools of the resonator, the big coil, the manipulator, everything! I can understand now why he has some sort of cable or chain in tow, like the tail of a kite. Look! Can you see it, at the end of his chain? He has a little windlass between his legs, with which he raises it up whenever he wants to fly upwards, but when he’s gliding he lets it hang down to the ground; it serves as a kind of antenna and earth connection. There’s no doubt about it; he’s carrying out aerial experiments in wireless telegraphy.”

“Yes,” retorted Saint-Magloire, “and it’s at our expense, you can be sure. He’s watching us, trying to see what’s happening here, in order to telegraph the information instantly. I’ve suspected the fellow for a long time. I can’t guarantee that he doesn’t already know something. At the very least, he has his suspicions.”

“I’ve seen him in your house several times,” Sokoloff replied, having recovered all his composure. “I’ve even chatted to him at length about thermoelectricity—and what struck me is that the engine of his aircraft looks like a thermoelectric motor. Only a motor of that type could develop so much force with so little noise and so little trepidation. One might think that he’d taken my idea...”

“That damned Sokoloff,” Macaron interjected. “He has no peer for giving things away and letting people get him to talk.”

But Sokoloff continued: “He’s a first-class mind, a rare scientist. He also struck me as a good man, with a broad mind…I would have sworn that he had the heart of an anarchist.”

“With the nose and eye of a policeman,” shouted Saint-Magloire, violently—who, sensing the imminence and gravity of the danger better than the others, emphasized each of those vain words. “Anarchist or not, honest man or rogue, we need to have his hide, if we don’t want him to have ours. Come on—we won’t see any more. He’s landed over there, behind that big house that opens, if I’m not mistaken, on to the Rue de l’Yvette. His lair must be over there. Tomorrow, I’ll find out what I want to know, and we’ll take action. In the meantime—prudence! We must no longer even show the tips of our noses.”

“In the meantime,” Sokoloff retorted, there are better things to do. Since this Lemoine is amusing himself sending wireless telegraph messages from the air, I’ll try to catch his secret messages in flight. I have a receiver in my laboratory with an automatic receiver. I only have to connect it up to a Branly tube. He can telegraph as much as he wants to thereafter; we’ll receive his messages at the same time as, if not sooner than, their intended recipient. In a few minutes, everything will be ready.

And at the top speed of his long stride, he went back to the villa, drawing his two companions after him—who, in spite of the tranquil cynicism that normally characterized them, were having difficulty hiding their anxieties. Macaron especially, less self-controlled, uttered a stream of invective, for which the exhausted the rich treasures of the blasphematory vocabularies of French and English—or, rather, of argot and slang.

The marvels of science, over which his uncultivated imagination stumbled, sometimes seemed to him to be rather like sorcery, awakening the old leaven of superstitious terror that lay formant in the depths of his apparently skeptical and mocking street-arab’s soul. The man who would not have trembled before any blade—including that, as he loved to repeat in moments of intimate expansiveness, of “the Widow”19—was positively fearful this time, afraid of the incomprehensible.

Sokoloff had little to do in the admirably-equipped laboratory that occupied an entire floor of his house to get his apparatus into working order. He had a battery of piles there with a telegraphic relay, linked on one side to the stem of a lightning-conductor, and on the other to a receiving apparatus with an automatically-unwinding ribbon.

He integrated a Branly tube, or radio-conductor, into the circuit—which is to say, one of those little crystal cases half-covered with silver filings, which serve as a key to open the sensitive heart, so to speak, of wireless telegraph installations. In its normal state, such a tube does not allow an electric current to pass through, so the circuit remains open, as if the electrodes were not in contact, and the relays do not work—but if a electric spark of a particular kind is generated in the vicinity, which provokes the quiver of an undulatory field around it, and the radiation thus produced, comparable to luminous waves except that they are invisible, strike the tube, the latter immediately becomes conductive. In other words, the circuit closes, as if the electrodes laced at opposite ends of the crystal case had been brought together; it follows that the current, interrupted until then, flows and the relay functions, so that the receiver, whose ribbon automatically inscribes either a dot or a dash, in accordance with the duration of the passage of the current provoked by the electric wave. Moreover, as soon as the electric wave—the Hertzian wave, according to the accepted terminology—has ceased to act, a small hammer known as a decoherer strikes the tube, and that impact suffices to restore the initial resistance of the filings. The current is no longer transmitted, until a new emission of waves renders it conductive again, and so on.

And as the entire transmission, in matters of wireless telegraphy, consists of producing a flow of Hertzian waves, periodically interrupted by intervals of varying duration, one can see that one can thus exchange at a distance, without any intermediary material, comprehensible appearances in the form of signals encoded in the Morse alphabet, which is composed of dots and dashes.

Because the Hertzian waves spread out in all directions concentrically, however—or, rather, spherically—it goes without saying that all receivers placed within range will register the variations at the same time and in the same way, thus collecting the messages transmitted as well as the receiver at the intended destination.

While setting up his apparatus, having begun by checking its continuous communication with the earth—for otherwise, nothing would have happened—Sokoloff tried in vain to get these summary explanations into Macaron’s skull, although the latter shook his head stubbornly and sulkily, repeating like a leitmotiv: “I don’t understand any of this jiggery-pokery.”

On the other hand, Saint-Magloire understood it, and even raised an objection. “If the destination receiver,” he murmured, “is specifically tuned to the aircraft’s transmitter, we won’t receive anything at all.”

“It’s not probable,” Sokoloff replied. “I know, of course, that one can synchronize such apparatus, in such a way that the transmitter and receiver are harmonized in order to transmit and receive certain waves to the exclusion of others. In that case, my receiver can only function usefully on condition that it, too, vibrates in unison, and the secret of accursed aeronaut’s communication will be protected, but I don’t believe that that will be the case. The synchronization of which you speak can, in fact, only be realized by means of special coils that require a particular placement. We didn’t notice anything of that sort just now. I conclude, in consequence, that we’re dealing with a banal and commonplace indiscreet apparatus.”

He had not finished when a sudden series of significant clicks was heard. The receiver had sprung spontaneously into action.

The three men looked at one another, Sokoloff and Saint-Magloire with a triumphant joy that they did not seek to hide, Macaron with a comical bewilderment, of which he took account himself and at which he was the first to laugh.

“I must look like a chicken that’s found a knife,” he said.

For five minutes the blue paper ribbon continued to unroll, covering itself with small cabalistic signs, which Sokoloff and Saint-Magloire, both familiar with the cryptograms of the Morse alphabet, tried to read as they emerged.

“That’s strange,” said Sokoloff, suddenly. “I don’t understand any of it.”

“Neither do I,” said the Baron. “It’s nothing but incoherent signs, a salad of disjointed letters with neither head nor tail.”

Sokoloff pursed his lips, and his straw-colored tresses bristled like a lion’s mane. He waited for the tick-tock of the receiver to stop, thus indicating that the transmitter had stopped working and that, in consequence, the message was complete. He severed the printed strip, and began to study it like a puzzle, with a spasmodic contraction of the forehead and eyebrows that revealed his mental tension, while Macaron yawned as if to dislocate his jaw and Saint-Magloire stamped his feet in impatience and annoyance.

“Aha!” the Russian finally exclaimed, brandishing he blue coils. “I have the key to the enigma. The telegram is drafted in accordance with a conventional cipher, in a secret script—but it’s not a cipher that a mathematician can’t decipher, not a secret script for which he can’t find the key. Just give me an hour, and we’ll know everything.”

And, departing like a bomb, he ran downstairs to shut himself up in a room cluttered with books and papers, to which he referred as his study, and which Macaron called his thinking room.


 

IX. A Message Gone Astray

 

 

There is no infallible cryptography—no indecipherable cipher, as Sokoloff had put it.

In the same way that, by means of magnetized wheels, one can eventually separate the iron from the copper in a mass of scrap iron, a skilled cryptologist can, by relying on the particularities of the language, fairly rapidly put each conventional sign back in place, and render the most abstruse and confused of secret scripts in clear. Conspirators and adulterers, the irregulars of politics and love, would do well to take that as read.

Of course, the task is variable in its difficulty, delicacy and slowness. To complete it rapidly and reliably, it is not enough to be experienced, to have spent long days and nights poring over problems of that sort, the solution of which, like games of chess, obsess impassioned amateurs. It is necessary to have the gift—which is to say, a mathematical mind orientated in a particular fashion, with a flair sui generis, combined with an uncommon faculty of attention and a patience proof against anything. All these qualities, all these conditions, Sokoloff possessed to the highest degree.

Perhaps, in another milieu than the one into which hazard had thrown him, in other circumstances than those that had dominated is life, he might have become a rival of Viète, Rossignol de Vimbois, Trixandière, Kerckhoffs, Commandant Bazeries and other celebrated codebreakers.20

Let us add that during the forced leisure of his exile in Siberia, he had once been constrained, in order to suppress the revolts of his flesh and his soul, equally impatient with servitude, to work on transcendent cryptology, in such a fashion that he had become a veritable master of that kind of game, to which he sometimes went back by way of distraction.

The cipher employed by Lemoine for his aerial telegrams could have been something exceptionally subtle, but Sokoloff, better than anyone, would have been able to discover the key. That was not the case, however. The cipher in question was one of the simplest imaginable, not to say the most childish.

Dr. Lemoine had never anticipated that correspondence transmitted by that unexpected means might be intercepted in flight, for wireless telegraphy, in spite of its relative perfection, had not yet entered common use. It only had a few applications aboard ships and along the coasts of the civilized countries. He had only thought of forearming himself against possible indiscretions by employees of the Prefecture of Police, in agreeing with the head of the Sûreté to use a cipher, without any malicious intent and without attaching any particular importance to it.

Thus, Sokoloff, who expected to have extreme difficulties to overcome, whose solution might require hours, was quite surprised, after a few minutes of mental concentration, to be able to read the cabalistic code fluently.

That message sent from the sky was not very long. It would not have seemed, in the eyes of an uninformed man, to signify anything much, or to signify anything serious or very precise.

Sokoloff, Saint-Magloire and Macaron shivered when they read it, however, for they sensed the most terrible and imminent of threats looming over them.

 

Our man is at Auteuil with the Englishman and the American. Send an agent urgently to follow the Englishman when he leaves.

 

“Well, damn it!” Macaron growled. “All the message tells us is that we’re being spied on.”

“This is very serious, very serious,” said Sokoloff, finally very anxious. “It’s incontestably us that the man is watching, and if he’s watching us, it’s not only the case that he has hostile intentions, which would be bad enough, but precise suspicions, which is worse.”

“Let’s not exaggerate,” Saint-Magloire replied, having recovered all his self-possession after a few seconds of silence. “It’s me that they’re on to, and only me, that’s obvious. ‘Our man is at Auteuil’—that’s me. You’re only mixed up in the affair because you’ve been seen with me. They don’t know who you really are, though, since they call you ‘the Englishman’ and ‘the American.’ Now we know that Macaron will be followed, it’ll be easy for him to avoid these messieurs by means of the tunnel.

“So, I’m the only one under discussion. In consequence, it’s much less serious. I have a great many enemies; I’ve often been attacked, denounced—I’ve had to ward off so many blows that I’m blasé about that sort of exercise. What does one more or less matter? We’ll see who’ll have the last word, especially as we now have a good idea of what we’re dealing with. A man forewarned is worth two.”

“So, three men forewarned are worth six,” Macaron put in, whose incorrigible sense of humor never let up, not even at the most tragic moments.

“Only one point remains obscure in my mind,” Saint-Magloire continued, in a lower voice, as if speaking to himself, “and that’s the role that Lemoine is playing in this business. What the devil does he have against me, this four-sou physician who has no interest in politics or finance, with whom I’ve never had the slightest friction? Is it, perhaps, because...”

He did not finish. Involuntarily, the memory of Lemoine on his knees to Eléna’s feet, as he had glimpsed him one day through the telectroscope, obsessed him like a night mere. At that moment, the obsession became precise, and took on an atrocious intensity... 

Was it, perchance, that the Baronne, vaguely amorous with regard to Lemoine, had talked? Might she not, in the delirium of the illness, so certain and so cleverly induced, from which Lemoine had saved her, against all expectation, have let slip some compromising revelation? Or had the doctor—a cunning fellow, there was no denying, and a diabolically clever one—discovered or deduced something?

A cruel enigma!

In any case, it was necessary, at all costs, to get rid of the hindrance. On that, the three accomplices were in agreement. Even Sokoloff, in spite of his repugnance for violent means, felt that it was a matter of self-defense, not to mention the defense of the sacred cause of anarchism, incarnate, until further notice, in the trio.

“The brigand’s goose is cooked,” Saint-Magloire eventually went on. “I’ll take care of him personally. You two, don’t make a move. It’s my business, and it won’t take long. Except that I’ll wait for the right time and place. Besides which, it’s best to know as much as possible about this jabbering between the balloon and the Prefect of Police…for it’s definitely the Prefecture that he’s telegraphing, since the dispatch mentions sending agents after us. To find out more, we need to filch more messages. So, tomorrow morning, my old Sokoloff, you know what you have to do.”

“Perfectly,” the Russian replied. No Hertzian wave will pass within range without my immediately having traced it here.”

“Death to spies!” howled Macaron. Then a sudden idea occurred to him. He proposed that he should go the following night to prowl around the property where the flying machine was based, climbing over the wall, if necessary, in order to find out once and for all what they were dealing with.

Every time the opportunity for a fight cropped up, and every time it was necessary to defend against a peril, Bastien felt the stir of his anarchist principles, which an easy life and the pleasures of the tavern had put to sleep. Happy and tranquil, Macaron hardly gave a thought to the renovation of a humankind that he found much to his liking—but when danger burst forth, he was ready to give up the soft life he led under the name of Robertson and quickly became the reckless comrade, the pure anarchist, ready for the most audacious strikes...

“It can’t be put in a pocket, a machine like that,” he said, “nor in a drawer. I’ll bet anything you like that I can sniff it out in less than an hour. After that, there are mates—true anarchists, attack dogs, not talkers—brothers who’ll help me take care of it. We’ll blow it all up, and set fire to the place into the bargain! Unseen and unknown!”

“Not in this life,” replied Saint-Magloire, severely. “That would be the worst of stupidities, and I forbid it. You can take it for granted that the shed must be guarded, and that the police are lying in ambush there. You be certain to get pinched, you and your anarchists. We’d be in a fine mess then.”

“All right, Boss, all right,” Macaron went on, cooling down. “I’ll be good. It’s up to Sokoloff, then—he’ll get us out of it.”

“Yes, it’s up to Sokoloff,” Rozen concluded. “But for my part, I won’t waste my time. In any case, rendezvous here at the same time. We can come back here, since they know that we come—but keep your eyes open on the way, and no imprudence.”

With that, the bookmaker and the financier took their leave of the scientist. The latter held the Baron back momentarily, and spoke to him in a low voice.

“Indeed,” murmured the banker, replying to the desire expressed by Sokoloff. “That’s the idea: To receive their dispatches and stop them receiving them. I’ll let you know when the time’s ripe.”

Macaron had gone on ahead. The Parisian street-arab and the financier each went their own way, hugging the walls, not without checking to see that no one was following them.

The street was absolutely deserted, as is almost always the case in that eccentric quarter, more rural than urban.

Neither Saint-Magloire or Macaron noticed anything suspicious, for the simple reason that no one was following them, and that no one at the Sûreté suspected anything. Lemoine’s message had not reached its destination.

At that very moment, the doctor was in the process of acquiring the dolorous certainty of that fact.

As soon as the avion was safe inside its hangar, in fact, into which it had been quietly led, rolling it on the castors that served to support it on the round, and he had inspected its various parts with the fussiness of a locomotive driver arrived at the terminus, he had raced at top speed to the Quai des Orfèvres, without even taking the trouble to wash his hands.

“Well,” he exclaimed, going into Monsieur Cardec’s office, “What do you think of my tips? Are we on the right track this time?”

“What tips? What track?”

“The dispatch that I just sent you! You didn’t find it suggestive enough? My word, you’re difficult. That trio’s planning something. By following Macaron, we might find out what it’s about…”

“I haven’t received any dispatch,” the head of the Sûreté declared.

“By the wireless telegraph—a coded message?”

“Once again, I repeat that I haven’t received anything, either via the wire or the wireless.”

Prey to the most violent surprise, Lemoine demanded to see the apparatus that Cardec had had installed in his private apartment, which was directly above his office. As soon as they had gone upstairs, the doctor looked at the apparatus. The radioconductor—the Branly tube—was in its place, as was the traditional blue paper ribbon, wound around its drum. Lemoine unwound the end of the ribbon between his feverishly tremulous fingers. It was blank. No sign had been inscribed there. Obviously, by virtue of a cause that as difficult to discern, the Hertzian waves radiated from the avion had not been received there.

Lemoine’s face convulsed. He had such a disappointed expression that Cardec, inclined to see the comical side of men and things, could not help laughing.

“Well, what’s up, old chap? Has someone stolen your dispatch?”

Lemoine muttered a curse between his teeth. “Let me be, damnable joker. With the wireless telegraph, one can indeed intercept messages in flight, but that doesn’t prevent them reaching their destination. Several people read them, that’s all—but they don’t evaporate for so little...

“No luck, all the same. An apparatus that works so well, so carefully set up, that hasn’t had the slightest breakdown. We had to find it faulty just at the critical moment! Just my luck! Unless, at least, no one’s surreptitious cut the end of the strip?”

“Impossible. I stayed here after lunch. I only went downstairs a quarter of a hour ago, and I put an orderly at the door of my apartment so that he could let me know if the bell on the apparatus rang.”

“In that case,” Lemoine said, “some fortuitous cause must have stopped the propagation of the Hertzian wave, for, in sum, your receiver is in perfect order.”

“What do you expect me to do about it?” Cardec replied. “Even precision chronometers have their caprices. It’s not such a great misfortune, in the final analysis, since you’re here and you can give me your message in person. Instead of weeping over your lost dispatch, you’d do better to tell me about it.”

“But it’s too late now to do what I asked you to do by telegraph, urgently.”

“Come on!” said the head of the Sûreté. It’s no use crying over spilt milk. If it’s too late, too bad. That doesn’t prevent you from bringing me up to date. I’m listening.”

The reasoning was sound. Lemoine understood that. He therefore hastened to tell his friend, briefly, everything that he had seen from his aerial observatory. To his profound disappointment, Cardec did not seem to be excited by it.

“If that’s the only tip you can report on the basis of your excursions over the chimneys, old chap, it really isn’t worth the risk of breaking your neck every day. In truth, the game’s not worth the candle. Saint-Magloire meets with suspect characters in a mysterious house in the depths of a remote quarter? Well, so what? What does that prove? What does it tell us that we didn’t already know about him? What new weapon does this fine discovery give us against him?

“Besides which, we know the two equivocal companions you’ve seen with him. You identified the old one yourself—it’s the American Smithson that you told me you’d seen in the Champs-Élysées: an old lunatic, as erudite as a Benedictine, but perfectly harmless. He’s probably an inventor without a sou, a dreamer whom Saint-Magloire’s exploiting...”

“No,” Lemoine put in, “he’s a man of the world—he has the manners of a true gentleman.”

“All right; I’ll take your word for it. He’s a visionary squandering his money running after chimeras. If Saint-Magloire eats him up and squeezes him like a lemon, that’s his business. He’s eaten many others.

“As for the other, that’s this Robertson, the pseudo-Englishman, an incorrigible drunkard, in whom Saint-Magloire is officially interested, whom he got out of that business when the agents picked him out of the gutter one day. Since then I’ve learned that Robertson’s real name is Bastien, that he escaped from Cayenne…and I beg you to believe that, if I haven’t yet sent him back to the colony, it’s because I think that the fellow might be useful to us some day in unmasking the Baron. We won’t lose sight of him—don’t worry. But what do you expect us to make of the observation you’ve made? Will it deliver us Saint-Magloire?”

“I hear you,” said Lemoine, with a hint of irritation, “but I think we’re marching on the spot. My opinion is that we ought to search this house in Auteuil from which strange noises emerge.”

“By what right? Have you a search warrant to give me? If I took such a step, I’d be accused of acting arbitrarily; there’d be talk of nothing less than sacking me…and people would wonder whether I ought not to be sent to the bagne to replace the vanished Gaston Rozen. Abuses of power aren’t treated kindly—and I’d be in big trouble. All I can do is to organize a more active surveillance around the famous house.”

“Oh, that won’t do any good,” said the doctor. “I know all about police surveillance and tailing…they usually end up with the inspectors of the Sûreté catching chills and bronchitis. Do you think people like Saint-Magloire and his associates would take long to give your agents the slip?”

“I can’t do anything else, though, until further notice—until you bring me more precise information, something more tangible.”

“That’s all right,” Lemoine replied, getting to his feet with an angry gesture. “You’ll have the material indication you want tomorrow, the day after, in six weeks or three months. Every day, I’ll resume my aerial ambush. I’ll be damned if I don’t end up finding out where the prize is buried…or I’ll die trying.”

“Be careful they don’t find out what you’re up to,” said Cardec, amicably. “You’ve already told me that they’ve noticed your presence. Be prudent.”

“Bah! My avion causes some sensation wherever it goes.  Dishonesty doesn’t exclude curiosity…the bandits at Auteuil probably looked at me as they might look at a monster, as they’d look at any dirigible flying overhead, nothing more, and nothing less. In these times of abundant ballooning, it’s of no importance. Anyway, too bad—let it not be said that the evildoers will always have the last word.”

“Go ahead, then, my dear Lemoine—and good luck!”

“It’s enough to make one despair of science,” murmured the doctor. “You’re scarcely consoling.”

“What do you want me to say, my poor friend? You’re a great scientist and I’m only a simple policeman, not very well up in science, and I’m wondering whether all this rigmarole of amateur policing—don’t take offense—all this wireless telegraph apparatus, this more-or-less dirigible balloon, etc., is worth even one good sleuth, with vulgar means at his disposal, but endowed with a subtle sense of smell and hardened in his profession. In the same was that one doesn’t make a physician by following courses at the École des Beaux-Arts, one can’t improvise a policeman even out of the most erudite of men. You have a robust faith, but that’s not sufficient.

“I’ve let you go your own way, because you’re an apostle, and because, after all, your machinations haven’t hindered me and have, on the contrary, interested me. I’m not an enemy of the new, but I’ll wager that it’s still me, the professional, with my modest baggage, who’ll arrive at finding the chink in the armor. Like the hunter lying in wait, I’m watching out for the prey; my patience is inexhaustible and there’ll come a day when it passes within firing range. When that day comes, I’ll give you the signal, and you can be in on the kill. Adieu, my dear friend. Don’t get upset…strong as our man is, we already know quite a lot about him, and the slightest incident might deliver him to us...”

And while Lemoine went away, disappointed, the head of the Sûreté went to sit down at his desk, shaking his head pityingly.

“The poor doctor,” he murmured. “He’ll hurt himself, and all for nothing!” And he added, by way of conclusion: “The bandits are beginning to call upon the resources of science. Lemoine want to fight them with the same weapons. All that’s curious to watch, no doubt…but I persist in thinking that the old means are more reliable. We’re not yet ready for the scientific police. It’s still in the domain of fiction...”


 

X. The Fall

 

 

While Lemoine valiantly continued his aerial surveillance—which revealed nothing new—Saint-Magloire and Sokoloff tried to find a way of to get rid of the troublesome apparatus that flew over the Auteuil property every day.

“There’s certainly one means of putting a stop to that accursed machine and the man flying it…but I’m hesitant…it can’t...”

It was with these enigmatic words that Sokoloff greeted Saint-Magloire one morning, when the latter had hurried to Auteuil at dawn, his forehead anxious and his lip curled by the rictus that afflicted it on bad days: ones that were particularly dangerous or put obstacles in his path.

Gaston had resolved, whatever the cost, to get rid of Lemoine, even if he had to do it with his own hand, as he had for Dulac, and send him to a realm where the worst indiscretions are sterile, given that no one ever returns therefrom. Lemoine had been condemned to death by him. It remained to determine how the sentence was to be carried out.

It was not exactly convenient. Paris is not the Grand Chaco and Parisian civilization, so favorable to certain occult villainies, which grow there like mushrooms on a dung-heap, has its restrictions, which Saint-Magloire—for the first time since he had constructed his new identity—was tempted to curse. Certain precautions were imperative, inasmuch as Lemoine was not a Dulac, capable of hurling himself recklessly into the wolf’s mouth.

In any case, the mere fact that he was operating in a balloon, at a height of several hundred meters, in almost fabulous conditions, rendered the task even more difficult. How could he be reached? Above all, how could he be reached immediately, that being the essential thing? For it was necessary to act quickly, urgently, without losing a minute, in order not to leave him any longer at the height of his aerial observatory, in order not to give him time to tell the Prefecture of Police everything.”

Undoubtedly, he could not have learned very much. His gaze, looking down into the grounds of the villa, obviously could not have pierced the roofs or the walls to the extent of recognizing the forgery equipment and other suspect objects hidden in their shade. But it was already too much for him to have perceived him in that mysterious retreat, in the rather unexpected company of Sokoloff and Macaron. Lemoine had found the meeting unusual, even suspicious, since he had immediately telegraphed to demand a “tail.”

Besides which, he was an enemy: a flagrant, undeniable enemy. It needed no more than that for his suppression to be imperative, provided that the suppression did not have troublesome consequences—but that was the snag.

The accursed quack could, of course, easily be caught one day or another in Paris. Already, a man in the Baron’s pay, installed in a wine-merchant’s facing his domicile, was dogging his footsteps in order never to lose sight of him and keep track of everything he did. It would therefore be possible, sooner or later, to catch up with him in a deserted spot and settle his hash with a sure blow.

Macaron could certainly have done that marvelously. He knew his business, and there was no danger, now that he had a taste for expensive wines and liqueurs, that he would allow himself to be tempted by a basement bartender’s rot-gut. So, as he would have said himself, “the job would have been taken care of,” all the better if he was nervous about it, that being the best way of preventing him from doing anything stupid or imprudent.

But what a fine move! Macaron must be being tailed himself, and it would have been silly to give him the task of watching Lemoine. In any case, the Baron was only interested in that tailing for reasons of curiosity. It might be necessary to follow the prey for days or weeks in order to find the golden opportunity to kill him without risk. What is the opportunity came too late?

All night, which he had spent pacing around his room like a tiger in a cage, Saint-Magloire had turned his thoughts over and over in his tormented mind, without being able to find a practical solution.

“Only Sokoloff,” he said to himself, finally, “can get us out of this. He alone is capable of finding us a trick. Oh, how idiotic I’d have been to smash his skull, as I had a strong desire to do, on the day when he first showed me the secret of the argentaurum. He’s sometimes very maddening, but still, he’s much more use to me…for he knows everything, that man, and can do everything. Oh, if only I were in his skin, if I knew what he knows, if I could do what he can do!”

In spite of his prodigious vanity, Saint-Magloire was too intelligent not to render justice to Sokoloff’s genius. He knew from experience that one never knocked in vain on the door of that marvelous brain, where miracles were permanently simmering, always ready to boil over and translate themselves into tangible realities. So, he was not surprised when Sokoloff, as if responding, like an echo, the tumult of his intimate concerns, addressed the words quoted above to him.

“A means? You have a means? What? Come on, quick, spit it out. We’ll discuss your scruples later.”

“It’s quite simple,” the Russian replied, calmly. “Last night, I calculated all the constants of that dirigible aircraft. I know them by heart now; I could construct one like it tomorrow, if necessary...”

“Yes, I know it isn’t necessary to show you things twice—but you’re not thinking, I imagine, of giving chase to the man through the clouds, or of demolishing him by means of an aerial combat, a battle of eagles...”

“Patience! I’m getting there. The aircraft is a veritable marvel: a marvel of equilibrium—but an unstable equilibrium. Its instability is such—I’ve established it mathematically—that the slightest disturbance or damage…a broken wire, a spring that extends awkwardly…and bang!” Reclaimed momentarily by the chimera of the impenitent inventor, Sokoloff continued in a lower voice, as if talking to himself: “That’s the crucial and fatal flaw of these miraculous machines.”

“So what?” the Baron interjected, violently. “It would be necessary to disrupt that unstable equilibrium, to break one of the monster’s paws so as to cause and accident—of course! I’ve already thought of that. But it’s the method that escapes me.”

“A good rifle, in the hands of a marksman like you, who can put ten bullets out of ten in the black at three hundred meters...”

“Come on, Sokoloff, are you crazy? A rifle shot, with the detonation and the smoke, to rouse the quarter! We’d be pinched five minutes afterwards. Thanks, but I’m not yet ready to commit suicide.”

Sokoloff smiled in his long beard, and his green eyes sparkled behind his gold-rimmed spectacles. “I’m not talking about an ordinary rifle,” he said, softly.

“An air-rifle, perhaps?” said Saint-Magloire, keenly interested.

“Better than that! A liquefied gas rifle. Come on—I want to show it to you.”

And, drawing Saint-Magloire away, he took him into his laboratory, where he put in his hands a strange kind of carbine, with all the appearances of an ordinary precision weapon, except that the firing mechanism, equipped with two knurled triggers, had an abnormal form, and that under the barrel, to which it was solidly attached by soldered and riveted rings, ran a long steel tube sealed by a hood of the same metal.

“In this rifle,” Sokoloff explained, “the propulsive force of the projectile is furnished, not by the deflagration of powder, but by the released of a provision of liquefied gas stored in that cylinder. I tried liquid air first, but had to give up on it and give preference to carbon dioxide...”

“Yes, yes,” Saint-Magloire interjected, delighted. “It’s a Giffard rifle!”21

“Much improved, my dear chap. The inferior section of the carbon dioxide magazine is fitted with an automatic valve with a spring. A percussion-pin controls the valve. If you press the trigger, the hammer strikes the percussion-pin, which activates the valve of the reservoir, from which a drop of liquid gas is released. The drop vaporizes immediately, furnishing the force necessary for the projection of the bullet.”

“How far can the bullet travel?”

“At least five hundred meters; and you have enough in the reservoir—be careful, it’s loaded—to fire some fifty shots without lowering the gun. Needless to say, there’s no noise or smoke.

“We have our man, then!” exclaimed Saint-Magloire. “I wouldn’t give two sous for his skin. It’s the solution we need!” And he put out his hand to take possession of the magic weapon.

Sokoloff stepped back. “Stop there,” he said, in his grave apostolic voice. “If the balloon crashes, struck by a mysterious bullet, Lemoine is a dead man. We can’t do that! Human life is sacred…unless reasons of a superior order...the triumph of anarchism, for instance...”

Saint-Magloire uttered a fearful blasphemy. Momentarily, he was tempted to snatch the rifle from Sokoloff by force and make immediate use of it, first to get rid of the immediate hindrance, the faint-heart…but he got a grip on himself immediately. He knew how to go about defeating Sokoloff’s scruples.

“Of course,” he said, in his most honeyed voice, “human life is sacred. Consequently, your life is sacred, mine is sacred, and Bastien’s to. Now, our three lives are threatened; they’re going to be sacrificed if we spare the enemy who is watching us, and won’t spare us. It’s sometimes necessary to kill one man to save another, whose life is no less sacred. Now, today, it’s not merely a matter of saving one life by means of a cruel but necessary action, but a matter of saving three—ours!”

Sokoloff made a vague gesture, in which there was Parisian mockery and Slavic mysticism, indicating that dying, after all, was a matter of indifference to him. A little sooner, a little later...it was the common lot, and revolutionaries, more than anyone, always had to be ready to make the leap.

Saint-Magloire, who had his plan, assumed an inspired expression. “Oh,” he continued, “if we were the only ones in play! We’ve played a good game, we’ve lot, goodnight all! As the fair-minded gamblers we are, we accept fate bravely, like the soldier who falls on the battlefield. But don’t you understand that it’s the cause that will perish with us, on the eve of victory? It would put paid to the anarchist movement, so painstakingly prepared.

“Everything would have to begin again, and in unfavorable conditions. We’re in charge of the revolution, my friend, let’s not forget that. We don’t have the right to compromise the interests that we personify, which are far more precious and sacred than the life of a miserable spy, for a vain sentimental scruple. We don’t have the right to put international justice in check. You said it just now: the triumph of anarchism excuses the condemnation to death of a man who is a obstacle.

“Remember that, at any moment, from the height of his flying observatory, he might discover the secret exit through which the bombs you’ve manufactured depart.”

Sokoloff hesitated, visibly troubled.

Saint-Magloire persisted: “Have great revolutionaries ever had such weaknesses at critical moments? Have they recoiled before the necessity of bloodshed? Remember Émile Henry, Ravachol, Rysakoff, Jeliaboff, Vera Zasulich.”22

At that last name, Sokoloff shivered. Saint-Magloire had hit the mark in evoking the memory of the woman who had been the educator, the intimate friend and the sister-in-arms of the woman he adored, hanged before his eyes in a public square, whose cherished image still haunted his dreams, and whose vengeance he had never renounced. He passed his hand over his forehead, as if to chase away a nightmare, and threw back his long straw-colored mane.

“You’re right,” he said, in a bank voice. “It needed to be ended. Our own conservation, indispensable to the triumph of anarchism and the vengeful concern of justice, commands us to act. Too bad for those who get in the way of the revolutionary work!”

And without any further reluctance, having made his decision energetically, he set about explaining the mechanism and manipulation of his rifle in detail to Saint-Magloire, with his customary admirable lucidity.

Saint-Magloire was a quick learner. In five minutes, he knew as much as the inventor.

He wanted to practice firing it right away, in order to familiarize himself with the weapon completely and definitively.

A target, made from a small piece of wood a decimeter square, was stuck to the enormous wall that separated the grounds from the convent next door, and the Baron started shooting, at first from a hundred meters, then a hundred and fifty, two hundred and two hundred and fifty. That was the maximum distance, beyond which the dimensions of the property forbade him to retreat further.

With the sure eye of a cowboy, he put seven bullets one after another into the same hole, almost in the geometrical center of the target, without anything but a slight hiss—psschutt!—giving evidence of the profuse fusillade.

“It’s perfect,” he said, finally. “Lemoine can come now; I’ll bring him down like a partridge with the first shot.”

“Be careful!” said Sokoloff then. “It’s necessary not to use lead bullets. The projectile might be found after the crash, embedded in some fragment of the debris of the flying machine. That might be sufficient to denounce malevolence and put the police on the track. Let’s not leave anything to chance. Instead of ordinary bullets, I’ll give you copper slugs of the same length and caliber, which will produce the same effect, but which might, on the other hand pass for having originated from the materials used in the construction of the aircraft.

And, combining action with speech, he set about cutting a few fragments from a sheet of copper with a metal saw, exactly the same size as the cartridges of the carbon dioxide rifle. He had scarcely finished this operation when a muted hum advertised the approach of the avion.

Rapidly, Saint-Magloire slipped one of the small metal cylinders into the breech of the rifle, and, with his finger on the trigger, hid in a thick clump of giant spindle-trees.

Sokoloff, who had run after him, followed the movements of the Bird-Ship with attentive eyes. The slightest details of the framework were visible, its aluminum fibers shining like silver against the khaki backcloth of the wings.

“Can you see where you need to aim?” he murmured in Gaston Rozen’s ear. “It’s not the man that it’s necessary to hit, for it’s indispensable that it’s believed to be a accident—it’s the articulation for the wing. That’s the critical point of equilibrium.”

“Yes,” Rozen replied, over his shoulder. “I know that.”

The avion was gliding smoothly over the waste ground of the Rue Jasmin, at an altitude of about a hundred meters, about a hundred and eight meters away from where they were stationed. An imperceptible rhythmic quivering was agitating its wings. It seemed to be almost motionless in the splendor of the rising sun. Standing up on his pedals, Lemoine was searching the bushes in the grounds and the partly-opened blinds of the villa’s first-floor windows with his binoculars.

Suddenly, without any sound being audible, the avion rose up abruptly into the sky, like a bird taking flight. Then it began to spin, one of its wings hanging down lamentably, and fall with increasing speed, describing an irregular parabola, like a kite in the process of “taking a dive,” all the way to the height of the curtain of trees, behind which it disappeared.

“There!” said Rozen. “A Hertzian wave that animal didn’t expect. There goes the wireless telegraph, all the way! The dispatch hasn’t gone to the wrong address.”

“Poor fellow,” murmured Sokoloff, like an echo. “It’s a shame—such a fine intelligence!” Then the scientist got the upper hand again. “Did you see,” he asked, “how the aircraft, once damaged, began to rise up in the air instead of falling instantly like a stone? That was the propulsive force of the motor, which, no longer being counterbalanced, suddenly changed direction. It’s very curious, all the same!”

“Yes, yes,” Saint-Magloire replied, “and it meant that he fell at least an extra fifty meters.”

With that, delighted with his work, with his mind tranquil and his heart at ease, he got ready to finish a day so well begun in joyful fashion, while Sokoloff, the incorrigible mathematician, went back to shut himself in his study, alone with a blackboard, to try to calculate by virtue of what law a dirigible aircraft whose wing had just been broken might rise up to begin with, instead of falling down.


 

XI. The Resources of Science

 

 

Saint-Magloire was not in too much of a hurry to celebrate his enemy’s inevitable death. He was not in too much of a hurry to compose, privately, the funeral oration, so penetrating and so heartfelt, by which he would salute, at the Bourse, in the salons, in the wings and in the cabarets—everywhere—the sad news of a foolish accident that had cost the life of a man of Lemoine’s value:

“The martyrology of science counts one victim more... Science too has its battlefields, where blood flows and cadavers pile up... Even the earth is insufficient for its ambitions; it is in infinite space that it operates—and kills. Above, as below, it must go: a Minotaur insatiable for human sacrifices…Nature never yields her majestic secrets gratuitously! But what a loss for France, for civilization! The life of a man like Lemoine, one of the most admirable of the contemporary era—which had not yet given its all, it must be said—is too high a price to pay for a progress as fecund as the solution to the irritating problem.”

Certainly that sensational occurrence—a man dying in a balloon-crash is fairly rare—would be a good opportunity for “the King of Paris” the strike fine poses and achieve fine oratory effects. Everything was definitely working out for the best, since his prestige would gain from it as well as his security.

But it was necessary for the news of the catastrophe to spread through the city first—and the evening newspapers did not breathe a word and out it, even in the “stop press.”

Saint-Magloire was slightly surprised by that silence, but not unduly worried about it. Doubtless Lemoine had come down in some waste ground, or in some deserted worksite, without anyone seeing the crash. Hours might pass, perhaps days, before his body was found in the midst of the debris of his broken machine.

So much the better. In the final analysis, wasn’t that delay one more stroke of luck?

The truth, however, was quite different.

The truth was that Dr. Lemoine was not dead. He had not suffered the slightest scratch. A further miracle—a scientific miracle, premeditated and designed—had saved him.

That morning, without knowing why, Lemoine had been full of hope.

Perfectly fit in body and mind, with more courage and resolution than ever, he had set out under the empire of a singular presentiment. A sort of divinatory intuition, with which subtle psychologists accustomed to refined observation are sometimes equipped, informed him very quietly that he was finally approaching the end of his epic struggle against the evil genius, and that the day would not pass without some serious event.

When he took off, with a powerful thrust of wings, into the limpid morning air over is aerodrome, everything in the mysterious villa seemed dead. Only the shutters, slightly open, and a thin plume of smoke emerging from one of the chimneys, attested that the house was not completely uninhabited.

The doctor steered his avion to skim the curtain of trees limiting the grounds and there, in order to be able to observe more comfortably, he began to hover—which is to say, to remain stationary, neither climbing nor descending, without veering to the right or the left, by means of a maneuver that he had perfected after long practice.

He was there, as tranquil as in the armchair in his study, when all of a sudden, above his head, there was a sinister cracking sound, like the impact of a stone vigorously hurled against a wooden partition.

The intrepid airman did not have time to raise his eyes before he felt himself being lifted up—or, rather, projected into the air—with his machine, as if by an irresistible upward pressure. At the same time, the left wing of the avion slumped, dislocated, hiding the horizon behind its inopportune screen.

If the instinct of self-preservation that operates at crucial moments by reflex action, without the cooperation of the will, had not caused him to clench his knees vigorously, he would have been unseated.

He did not, however, lose his self-composure.

One of my wings is broken, he said to himself. The airplane is no longer offering a sufficient surface to counterbalance the ascensional force of the moving propellers. That’s why I’m rising up. That could be dangerous; let’s put a stop to it.

And, turning the commutator placed beneath his hand with a nervous gesture, he cut off the current. When the motor stopped turning, the ascensional movement was transformed for a fraction of a second into a fall—not a vertical fall, but, because of the acquired momentum, an obliquely parabolic fall—and, for the duration of a lightning-flash, Lemoine had the anguishing sensation of a man falling, with accelerating velocity, from the top of the Arc de Triomphe or the Eiffel Tower.

He did not get excited, however, for he knew what he was doing. That precipitation was premeditated, the peril that had to be countered having been anticipated and warded off in advance. What the engineer Leloup, with an inventor’s hectic enthusiasm, had forgotten, the possibility of an accident, a rupture of equilibrium or damage to the machine never having entered his head, Lemoine had considered and thought about in advance—and he had made arrangements to reduce the risks to a minimum.

One cannot, of course, prevent an aircraft, especially one that is, by definition, “heavier than air,” from obeying the law of gravity, when no ascensional force is counterbalancing the effect of that law—but one can, at least, slow down the fall.

A lead bullet and a tuft of down are equally subject to gravity; however, by virtue of the resistance of the air, the tuft of down takes a great deal longer to descend. Lemoine knew that, like everyone else, but, as no one else would perhaps have thought of doing, he had designed his avion in consequence.

He had therefore begun, before even starting his fall by stopping the motor, by retracting the right wing of the apparatus by means of a trigger controlled by a spring. Remaining extended on its own, it could not have failed to bring about a rupture of equilibrium, probably followed by a disastrous crash.

Once both wings were symmetrically refurled, the first by virtue of the impact of the bullet that had broken its articulation, the second by virtue of a voluntary maneuver, the movement of descent automatically opened, above the avion, an immense parachute in the form of a umbrella, constituted by a system of silk panels extended over a double frame of aluminum wire.

While moving upwards, these panels were maintained almost vertically, but during a descent, especially an abrupt descent, they tended toward the horizontal, and stuck together like the scales of a fish, thus opposing to the pressure of the air a resistant surface great enough to slow down the fall to the point of rendering it almost devoid of danger.

It followed that the avion could never fall vertically, the parachute that deployed proprio motu as soon as the need arose also being maneuverable by the pilot, by means of a system of ropes and pulleys placed within arm’s reach.

As soon as the parachute opened, Lemoine had nothing more to fear. He had once again become the master of the “Bird-Ship,” exactly as if nothing had happened, save that it had become impossible for him to rise up. The descent, however, which he still steered as he wished, was sufficiently slow to offer no particular danger.

He was just in time, though. When the parachute completed opening, with the clicking of wood and silk, the avion was no more than fifty meters above the ground. One second longer, a little stiffness in the bodywork of the suspension panels, or a fault sufficient to cause a rupture…and the machine would have smashed mercilessly into the pavement of a street or the angle of a roof.

Fortunately, the ingenious mechanism functioned as intended, soon enough for Lemoine to be able to choose his landing-spot—but too late, on the other hand, for the deceleration of the fall, interrupted by the unexpected intervention of a paradoxical safety-mechanism, to inform the murderer that his shot had failed.

By multiplying pirouettes and swerves, for which he made the parachute play the role of an improvised rudder, Lemoine succeeded in returning to his base, where the avion finally settled, a trifle heavily, like a huge injured bird, with a grinding of metal.

The impact was a trifle rude, but Lemoine, who took care to jump out of the saddle with a slight rearward leap just as it was about to occur, got away with a slight shock that left him stunned for a few seconds.

Nothing broken, he said to himself, feeling his limbs and flexing all his joints. Noting broken…except for my poor avion! That’s all right! I’ve been very lucky, and I can tell myself that I’ve had a narrow escape. It’s necessary to believe, all things considered, that I was born under a lucky star!

To a reflective observer like Lemoine, however, it was not sufficient to have come out of a dramatic adventure safe and sound; he needed to know exactly what had happened, what it’s cause had been—in brief, how and why the incomprehensible accident had occurred. At the critical moment, when it was necessary to attend to more pressing matters, he had not even asked himself the question, but now that he felt safe, with his feet solidly on the ground, his instinct as a researcher, always determined to get to the bottom of things—especially mysterious things—was awakened more sharply than ever.

He therefore began examining the damaged carcass of the avion with meticulous attention, and soon discovered the mortal wound.

At the articulation of the left wing, at the point where the aluminum wires were united in a sheaf, there was a clearly-perceptible fracture, apparently made by a blunt instrument such as a hatchet or a powerful hammer.

Not having heard a detonation, Lemoine did not even think of a rifle-shot, even though the damage bore a singular resemblance to a bullet-hole. The bullet had, in any case, disappeared. The copper slug that Saint-Magloire had used by way of a projectile had remained in the hole that it had made in the aluminum armature, but at the moment when the mutilated avion had touché down, it had been dislodged. The bullet had fallen out and was lost in the grass, where the doctor, who did not even think of looking there for it, did not find it.

He noticed at the location of the fracture—on the rim of the wound, so to speak—a few yellowish imprints, easy to distinguish from the silver-grey of the aluminum, which intrigued him. He did not, however, perceive any indication sufficiently precise for him to draw even the slightest hypothetical presumption therefrom.

The devil must be mixed up in it, he said to himself. Might not a criminal hand have applied the thrust of a file or a saw to the joint of the wing last night, which subsequently caused the break under the effort of mechanical work? It’s possible, but scarcely probable…if that had been the case, I wouldn’t have been up in the air for three minutes, but I must have been flying or at least a quarter of an hour.

I give up. I’ll come back later to search for the key to the mystery with Olivier Martin and Leloup. Three pairs of eyes are better than one! It’s not the most urgent thing, right now. Better to go to the Sûreté to see what’s going on.

As soon as he had touched down, he had transmitted news of his accident to Cardec by wireless telegraph. He ought to go there immediately to reassure his friend.

The dispatch had, in addition, been intercepted by Sokoloff, who hastened to let Rozen know the result of the rifle-shot.

The Russian was glad to know that Lemoine was alive. The aircraft would be out of commission for some time. That was already a great deal, and he would have time to get his “munitions” out before the doctor could resume his aerial surveillance.

Without any more excitement than if the accident had happened to someone else and he had only been a witness to it, Lemoine went calmly on foot along the quais, mulling over the events of the tumultuous morning—which, in sum, preoccupied him more than he wanted to admit—without being able to cast any light thereon.

Curiously enough, the thought that Saint-Magloire might be no stranger to the catastrophe that he had so narrowly escaped did not even cross his mind. Just as he was leaving the Quai des Orfèvres, however, in order to go into the corridor that led to the office of the head of the Sûreté, he had a flash of intuition.

What if it were Rozen?

He did not stop there, however.

Telepathy would need to have made singular progress, he said to himself, for it to possible to kill a mandarin at a distance by simple suggestion, or break metal rods with nothing but metal effort.

He was still laughing, almost out loud, at his own naivety and the puerile hypothesis when he arrived at the door and asked the office orderly whether Monsieur Cardec was there.

“Yes,” the orderly replied. “Monsieur le Commissaire is there—but I don’t know whether he’ll be able to see you. There’s a lady with him, who asked to see him ten minutes ago. It must be a serious matter, because the chief let her in straight away, and even said that he’d no longer be in to anyone.”

Damn! Lemoine said to himself. Our friend the magistrate is being difficult...

Aloud, he said: “The order doesn’t apply to me. You know that Monsieur Cardec never makes me wait. Tell him that it’s Dr. Lemoine, and that it’s urgent.”

The attendant did as he was told and came back a few moments later.

“Monsieur le Chef asks you to wait in his secretary’s office or a moment. He’ll see you as soon as he can.”


 

XII. Germaine’s Friend

 

 

Shortly thereafter, Lemoine went into the office of the head of the Sûreté.

“Well, old man, that’s a bit stiff—receiving women while your friends kick their heels in the antechamber!”

“You’ll forgive me,” Cardec replied, “when you know that the person I received and have sent away, at least temporarily, in your favor is none other than Germaine Revyal. Do you think I was flirting?”

“Germaine here! Damn! Are things hotting up? Are there new developments? Is the torch alight?”

“Perhaps, my friend. I don’t know what will come of it. It might be that the woman only came to see me about one of the thousand silly things to which people mixed up in Parisian society are prone, but, in any case, I’m ready to take advantage of the circumstance that brought her here in order to get some useful information out of her.”

“You’re perfectly capable of that, for you have a marvelous understanding of how to get people to talk...”

“With women, it’s generally easy, especially when they’re angry. Who could ever analyze what goes on in a woman’s brain? Here’s one, for example, on which Saint-Magloire has lavished love and money—well, it wouldn’t be astonishing if, in a burst of fury, a sharp fit of petulance, she started running him down extravagantly.”

“Which would be highly desirable.”

“We’ll see about that this evening, when she comes back. She might know a great deal, and I promise that I’ll push her to as complete a confession as possible.”

“Once again, old chap, I’ll trust to your subtle flair—but since you’re doing me a favor, I need to tell you right away what’s happened to me. You were close to never seeing me again—alive, at least.”

“What?” said Cardec. “Have you been attacked?”

“And in an uncommon fashion. I’ve taken a dive in my bird-ship. I telegraphed to let you know...”

“I haven’t received anything.”

“You’re joking, my dear Cardec. You’re having me on...”

“I swear that I’m not. Since yesterday, my receiver hasn’t registered any message.”

Lemoine frowned. He reflected momentarily, then said, stressing the words: “Are you sure of all the people who have access to your quarters?”

“Why?”

“You’ll understand—but first, show me your apparatus. This time, we need to have an explanation of why it didn’t work.”

“Willingly.”

They both went upstairs to the head of the Sûreté’s apartment. The doctor examined all the parts of the instrument attentively, and said, after a moment: “You’ve touched the radioconductor.”

“No. Since you installed it, I swear that neither I nor anyone else has disturbed anything. The only person who’s touched it is you, the other day, with regard to the dispatch I didn’t receive.”

“Well, my dear chap, I can assure you of the contrary—and the proof is that this radioconductor is incapable of functioning, while the one that I put in place was in perfect working order, and should still be...”

“Who the devil do you think…?”

“Oh,” said Lemoine, “there’s no point arguing about it any longer. Someone has been in here.”

“I sometimes let my agents in when they have something urgent to tell me, but none of them is suspect.”

“You haven’t received anyone else?”

No...except…someone came to repair my electric bells...”

“Well, my friend,” said Lemoine, swiftly, “Saint-Magloire has simply taken a peek. One of his acolytes has got in here, in the guise of an electrician. He’s repaired your bells, to be sure, and must have done that well, but at the same time, he’s replaced a working radioconductor with one that doesn’t work. Make all the enquiries you wish, but the fact is obvious and undeniable...”

“You’re scaring me.”

“Oh, you see, my friend, that we’re dealing with a powerful adversary. The Baron is infernal, and it’s high time that chance—the god of policemen—helped us to defeat him; otherwise, we’ll lose. Anyway, this explains one thing that I didn’t understand. Of course—Saint-Magloire, or rather his friend Smithson, who is a peerless scientist, has found a means of receiving my telegrams, instead of you. It’s relatively easy, given that we only have standard equipment. As always, the police are behind the times. Don’t protest—we’re backward, and instead of these instruments, fit for the rubbish bin, we should have synchronized apparatus.”

“I admit, frankly, that you’ve lost me with all this scientific jargon.”

“I’ve we’d had that apparatus, it would taken Smithson some time to find a receiver tuned into ours. Instead of which, we’re burned now—well burned. We need to find another means…once again, our science has been vanquished.”

“We’ll go back to the old means, of course...”

“Why not. You’re a resourceful man. You have imagination...”

“Come on, Doctor, don’t get carried away,” Cardec interjected. “So, you said that the bandit nearly killed you...”

“Yes, but for a providential hazard, I’d have been done for. My machine’s fall was caused by a fracture in one of its wing-struts. Now, that fracture seems to have been produced by a violent blow—one might think that it had been hit by a projectile.”

“Bah! Where did the projectile come from?”

“That animal Saint-Magloire, of course. He’s one step ahead of us again. He’s discovered and disposed of the surveillance I’d set up around him, thanks to those telegrams that you didn’t receive but that he intercepted, as I’ve just told you. It’s that infernal Baron who caused my bird to fall by means of some other invention, surely believing that he’d kill me...”

“He was mistaken, fortunately.”

“Yes, Providence was on the side of good.”

“Oh,” murmured the head of the Sûreté, “if only we could prove that attempted murder.”

“It’s impossible, my friend. Who would believe that our bandit has found a means of hitting my aerial machine at a distance of three or four hundred meters, without any detonation advertising the attempt? People would simply laugh in our faces, saying that we were dreaming.”

“We’ll see it through to the end even so!” the policeman exclaimed. “The day when I get the slightest leverage, I can assure you that it will be all I need...”

“Perhaps. We’ve already forced him to abandon some of his shady operations, for no one can rid me of the idea that he was the secret chief of the gangs that committed the audacious thefts for which you and the prefect were pilloried.”

“Obviously. Saint-Magloire, as a member of several clubs and acquainted with all of high society, could easily discover when anyone was departing to spend the winter in Nice, Menton or Monte Carlo, or the summer in Biarritz, Royan, Paramé, Dieppe or Trouvillle, or the autumn in a châteaux. Without being suspected, he could inform his men, who could thus operate freely...”

“What proves that our suspicions are well-founded is that the series of burglaries came to a stop at the exact moment we began our surveillance, which the villain had to put off the track right away.”

“And we also saw the end of the financial misappropriations, for the delivery truck robbery was surely his work.”

“Of course. He had to reimburse the bonds he’s begun to put into circulation, generously...”

“Generously and promptly,” said the head of the Sûreté, smiling.

“His generosity was a clever calculation. It sheltered him from any suspicion, and behind that screen, the bold rogue was able to continue his financial operations at his ease.”

“And he’s still using them!”

“And abusing them.”

“In sum,” Cardec concluded, “We’re reduced to the old means. This evening, I’ll grill Germaine Reyval carefully.”

“That’s your business. I hope she furnishes you with a useful clue…and that everything will go well.”

“I’m confident. Would you like to listen in on the interview?”

“I’d be something of a hindrance.”

“Not at all. You can station yourself in my secretary’s office, next door to mine. The door’s thick, but I’ll leave it ajar, masked by a curtain.”

“Perfect. I’d be very interested...”

“And you might be useful to me, by listening carefully to the diva’s replies.”

“As long as I can hear...”

“Don’t worry…we’ll be talking loudly. For days now, Saint-Magloire’s mistress hasn’t calmed down; she’ll cry if I let her.”

“Until this evening, then—what time?”

“I’ve given her an appointment at ten o’clock. She’s not singing today…besides, she says that she’s ill.”

As Lemoine shook his hand to bid him farewell, Cardec held him back. “Shall we dine together? That would be more practical.”

“Casually?”

“Of course—as comrades.”

“Agreed.”

The head of the Sûreté went down to his office and gave a few orders; then the two men went to the restaurant.

 

On leaving the office of the head of the Sûreté, Germaine Reyval had gone along the corridor that led to the Quasi des Orfèvres. Her carriage, a coupé with two horses, was waiting for her.

“The house,” she instructed.

Germaine’s house, a gift from Saint-Magloire, was in the Rue de Prony. It was one of those pretty modern buildings between a courtyard and a garden. A veranda overlooked the street, and the apartments were on the other side, where no indiscreet gaze could intrude.

When her carriage stopped under the entrance arch, Germaine stepped nimbly down and ran up the stairway leading to the first floor. With the same haste, she opened doors and went into a boudoir whose walls were decked with pink satin, adjacent to the drawing-room.

In that restful room, a rather plump man was lying on a divan upholstered in the same fabric as the wall-hangings, smoking a cigarette. He did not get up when the young woman came in, and continued to contemplate the capricious spirals of smoke rising up to the ceiling.

The cantatrice stood still momentary, seemingly awaiting a word or a smile from the man who was installed there as if at home. She coughed lightly.

The individual did not appear to notice Germaine’s arrival; the latter finally decided to speak.

“It’s me, Auguste,” she said, approaching the person timidly.

“I can see that.” Auguste replied, in a hoarse voice. “Of course it’s you. I didn’t think it was the President of the Republic.”

“You haven’t budged since I came in. I thought you hadn’t heard me.”

“You don’t want me to tire myself out bowing to you. The very idea! And you’re very polite, yourself! I’ve been kicking my heels here for at least two hours.”

“It’s not my fault, darling,” Germaine stammered. “I was delayed. You know that I don’t want to annoy you.” Imploringly, she added: “Come on, don’t grumble…come and kiss me.”

Monsieur Auguste stood up. He was a man of about twenty-five, of medium height but broad-shouldered rather massive. Very dark-complexioned, he had short hair and was clean-shaven.

Monsieur Auguste was an artiste. He sang Polin23 in second- and third-rate music halls. Absolutely devoid of talent, the low comedian only imitated his model very poorly. Although he lacked ability on stage, he had the gift of pleasing a certain category of women…among them, Auguste had a reputation that probably overrated him somewhat, but he was very popular in that milieu. Women tore one another’s hair out over him. He had been the hero of numerous adventures, and women went crazy for his physique.

Germaine, who gladly mixed with riff-raff, had wanted to conquer the Don Juan of the cafés and for the sake of ostentation and pride, had stolen him from a dancer of whom the victory had made a mortal enemy.

Lemoine had judged La Reyval accurately. Her beauty concealed a vicious soul. She was, in the full sense of the term, a whore. Only chance and her talent as a singer had saved her from the sidewalk. Incapable of finer sentiments, she had betrayed Dulac for the banker who had provided her with her first luxury. Then she had dropped the banker for Saint-Magloire. Finally, she was deceiving Saint-Magloire with Monsieur Auguste, a “lyric artiste” for the sake of saving appearances, but in reality a pimp.

The fellow made fun of her, exploited her, insulted her and beat her, but Germain had what is conventionally called a “crush” on him. She supported him very comfortably, and Monsieur Auguste, seeing that the strategy was successful, paid her back in increasingly emphatic brutalities.

The amiable fellow had, however, gone too far. He was no longer taking his role as a heartfelt lover seriously, to the extent that the actress, having been mad about him for a few weeks, had gradually wearied of that regime, whose originality had seduced her to begin with but which had eventually become intolerable.

Except that when she had tried to get rid of Auguste, the latter, finding his situation lucrative and pleasant, had held firm. He had even done better. He had declared explicitly to Germaine that if she broke with him, he would inform both the banker and Saint-Magloire that she had deceived both of them with him.

“They’ll both clear out,” he added, with a cynical laugh. “That’ll be funny!”

That threat of blackmail plunged Germaine into a continual anxiety, and Auguste had profited from it to redouble his insolence. At the beginning of the liaison he had seemed amorous and thoughtful, initially coming to see her in secret; now he had a key to the service stairway, and installed himself in the house as if it were his home whenever he wished. To the slightest observation he responded with brutal scenes, accompanied by blows, and if Germaine did not cave in, and did not submit to his demands, he threatened to go to see Saint-Magloire and his rival right away and “spill the beans.”

The objective of Germaine’s visit to Monsieur Cardec had been to ask for help against the blackmailer, who might cause her to lose her situation at any moment. Once she was in the office of the head of the Sûreté, however, she had been gripped by hesitation, and, almost glad not to be seen straight way, she had quickly returned to the house, where Auguste was waiting for her, smoking cigarettes. She hoped to be able to mollify the terrible villain.

“Kiss me,” she repeated, with a tender intonation.

“Zut! I’m standing up, since you’re here,” groaned Auguste, stretching his arms. “I’ll kiss you later, when you’ve told me where you’ve been.”

“I’ve been for my music lesson.”

“I haven’t been holding my breath…but I’m bored. You’re here, that’s the main thing. Am I dining here today?”

“Impossible, darling. I have a rendezvous with the Baron.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?”

“Why would I lie?”

“Enough fuss—you’ve been putting on singular airs for some time now. You must be planning some dirty trick against Bibi. Beware!”

“Of what?”

“Of me. I think you want to get rid of me.”

“Me? Do you think…?”

“Yes—and I won’t stand for it, you know.”

“I swear...”

“You’re boring me. I know what I’m talking about. I don’t keep my eyes in my pocket—I know what women are like, all more spiteful than one another. But remember one thing, my darling…I like it here with you, and as the maréchal said: ‘I’m here, and I’m staying.’”

“You’re becoming unbearable,” Germaine replied, putting on a show of rebellion. “We’re not married.”

“It’s as good as, and if you have ideas about letting Auguste go, you’d better not count your chickens, as they say. After the bout I’ll do what I promised relative to your wretched Baron and your other fancy man…and then what, eh? I don’t like scenes. Since we can’t have dinner together, offer me an aperitif—I’m thirsty.”

“My pleasure, darling. What would you like? Port or Madeira?”

“Absinthe, if you have any…That’s still my favorite. I’m not singing tonight. My evening’s free. “He added, with a marked emphasis: “I’ll go amuse myself in town too.”

Contrary to Auguste’s hope, however, this insinuation did not have the expected effect. Germaine had not been jealous for a long time. She shrugged her shoulders, rang, and sent for the requested absinthe.

“You don’t want a drop?” Auguste asked. “That’s right—you’re afraid of that perfume, for your Baron. Poor dear—he’s so delicate.”

The young woman needed all her courage not to explode. The man had never seemed so ignoble.

“Oh,” she murmured, “to think that I was able to love that!”

Auguste gulped down his liquor conscientiously. “And now,” he said, wiping his lips, “au revoir, my pet. Give my good wishes to the dear Baron, and try to get rid of him tomorrow, so that we can spend the evening together. I’m full of pretty things to say to you.”

He kissed her. Germaine returned the kiss and hid her anger behind a forced smile. “Adieu,” she said.

“Until tomorrow,” shouted Auguste from the doorway.

The actress did not reply.

Oh, she said to herself, when he had gone, I can still play the comedy of love with those who pay me, but with that one, never! He nauseates me. I can’t remain in is grip any longer. No, no, no! Whatever he might do, I have to get rid of him.

She rang again.

“Have dinner served right away, and hitch up the carriage for nine o’clock. I’m going out.”

“What if Monsieur le Baron comes?”

“I’m not in to anyone.”

The chambermaid bowed and went out, a little surprised.

“Let’s go!” Germaine murmured. “The die is cast. I need to rest easy from now on.”


 

XIII. Confidences

 

 

At ten o’clock, the exact time of her appointment, Germaine Reyval went into the office of the head of the Sûreté.

She was still under the influence of the scene, that “her Auguste” had just made, and Monsieur Cardec did not fail to notice that the cantatrice was very overexcited.

Good, he said to himself. With a nervous and angry woman, it will be easier for me to guide the conversation as I intend. Addressing Germaine, and directing her to a seat next to his desk, he said: “Sit down, my dear Madame. First of all, forgive me for having asked you to come back...”

“Oh, Monsieur,” said Germaine, “it’s me who ought to apologize to you for taking this step. You have so much to do and you have so little time that, truly, I feel guilty for distracting you with matters that are personal…intimate, I should say.”

“Is it not my duty to help everyone?” said Cardec, smiling. “Am I not here, like a sort of confessor, called to render tranquility to persons under threat? I consider that a policeman’s role is never more useful than when he can anticipate a drama, prevent an evil deed from being committed. In a word, I prefer the preventive method to the curative. You’ve come to me, and you’ve done well. I will do everything possible to save you from annoyance. If I grasped the few rapid explanations you gave me a little while ago correctly, it’s a matter of blackmail that you want to avoid?”

“Yes,” the diva replied, clenching her delicate fists. “Yes, I’m under the dominion of a wretch I was once unfortunate enough to love. Oh, the bandit!”

“Calm down, calm down! I understand your indignation, but it’s necessary not to let yourself get carried away by anger—otherwise we won’t get anywhere...”

“I’m so unhappy! The coward maltreats me. He plants himself in my house, robs me, insults me, even beats me…and when, prompted by disgust, I talk about throwing him out, he threatens to make me lose my situation...”

“So what caused you to throw yourself into the arms of the individual?”

“What indeed! But we women, you know, need affection, and he seemed so polite, so attentive...”

“That’s always how these things begin...”

“And then…I ought to tell you the whole truth...”

“Certainly.”

“When I took Auguste for a lover, I was obedient to a sentiment of vanity...”

“Vanity?” repeated Cardec, pretending not to understand.

“Auguste was sought after by so many other women that I wanted to have him all to myself. Oh, I certainly succeeded! Today, he’s making me pay for it with my head…and I need to get rid of that M…onsieur…at all costs. But he only has to talk, and I’d be lost...”

“You’re panicking, I think...”

“Not at all. I have two lovers to whom I owe all my luxury. Please permit me not to go into detail...”

“On the contrary. As I told you, I’m a confessor...”

“They’re both unaware that I’ve deceived them...”

“Naturally.”

“If they found out that I’ve paid Monsieur Auguste, perhaps that wouldn’t cause them any great annoyance...”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes. I could easily convince them that there’s a…sentimental side to that infidelity, which they’d forgive me. An actor is of no consequence. A lover is a gentleman that one receives secretly, and who withdraws prudently when the lord and master appears...”

Cardec could not help smiling on hearing that explanation offered so ingenuously.

“However,” Germaine continued, “neither of my lovers would forgive me for receiving other subsidies than theirs...”

“I understand. Their vanity would be wounded by that.”

“And I sense strongly that, for them, I’m an object of luxury that they want to keep to themselves…they they alone want to be able to buy. It’s necessary to play to the gallery. The Baron would never accept that someone else was helping to support me…so you understand how sorry I’d be if that villain Auguste stuck his feet in the dish...”

“In sum,” Cardec declared, “you’re at the mercy of this Auguste.”

“Yes. I sing…and I suffer, because I’m afraid.”

“I feel sorry for you,” replied the head of the Sûreté, with an admirably feigned expression of commiseration.

“Really? I know how good you are. I didn’t doubt that you would save me...”

“Oh! Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It might not be as easy as that. Let’s see: do you have any kind of weapon against the person who’s tormenting you? Do you know of any incident or affair that would permit me to muzzle him?”

“Alas, no—otherwise I wouldn’t have waited so long to take action.”

“Damn. You don’t know anything about his life?”

“I know that he’s a vile person, a filthy individual, a pimp...”

“That’s something and nothing. The 1895 law can’t touch him. He works...?”

“Oh, not much...”

“He’s an artiste...”

“A buffoon...”

“I don’t say any different, but he has a profession, and I can’t do anything against him. We don’t have the right to act arbitrarily...”

“In that case,” moaned the cantatrice, “I believe there’s only one thing to do—kill Auguste.”

“A bad means…it would cost you dearly and wouldn’t avoid the scandal. On the contrary...” 

“Oh, I’m being punished...severely punished. To think that I have been loved…truly loved…by a man who was selfless, good, honest...”

“And you let that rare bird escape?”

“The poor fellow killed himself...”

“For you?”

“So it’s said…so it’s believed…because I once left him. It was necessary, though. A dramatic career has its exigencies. We’re not mistresses of our own actions...”

“However,” the head of the Sûreté put in, “Dulac—for it’s him we’re talking about, isn’t it…?”

Germaine nodded her head.

“Dulac had acquired a brilliant situation, and could have...”

“Kept me? Say it, Monsieur. Yes…but at that moment, I was the mistress of the Baron de Saint-Magloire...”

Cardec was delighted by the turn the conversation was taking, without his having to bring it to the point that interested him.

“You could have left the Baron...”

“He would have killed Dulac, Monsieur...”

“Really? The Baron, it’s said, has a broad mind, and he was the first to deplore the death of the unfortunate Dulac, found hanged from your gate...”

“I can assure you that the Baron would never have tolerated my becoming that man’s mistress. Oh, many things have been said against me, with regard to that death…I’ve been held, in a way, responsible. People have even gone so far as to say that I made an advertisement of it...”

“Calumnies, obviously,” said Cardec.

“Some advertisement!” exclaimed Germaine, hotly. “It caused me so much trouble. I had to leave that house, where I couldn’t stay, after that drama. I had to answer a summons to appear in court…”

“I remember, in fact…it was alleged that Dulac had followed you and the Baron to Auteuil.”

“That’s true. On the way, Saint-Magloire told me that…and I shivered; I was afraid, because the Baron, at one time, made threats; he wanted to stop the carriage and have it out with the intruder. I got an atrocious headache from that…but when I got out of the carriage when we arrived at Auteuil, no more Dulac. I was reassured. Saint-Magloire came back cheerful.”

“You didn’t confide these details to the judge…”

“What was the point? It was of no importance, and I tell you, frankly, I was afraid of adding weight to those malevolent rumors that attributed Dulac’s death to my coquetry. And if the Baron hadn’t begged me so insistently, I wouldn’t have shown them the note found in my dressing-room.”

“Oh. It was the Baron who...”

“Well, it was necessary to silence certain absurd accusations. It was my duty...”

“Of course.”

“And yet, it was impossible to have the slightest doubt about Dulac’s suicide...”

“The law is curious,” said Cardec.

“And indiscreet. I had to say that the Baron hadn’t left me for a single instant that night.”

“Which can’t have been very pleasant for you...” And, as Germaine Reyval looked at him uncomprehendingly, the head of the Sûreté added: “You had an atrocious headache...”

“That’s true, but my lover, who’s very expert in chemistry—he’s a scientist—had given me some tea to drink, in which he’d put a few drops of a sovereign liquor, and I slept as if miraculously…”

“You slept for a long time?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Not to embarrass you,” riposted the head of the Sûreté, with a singular smile, fixing his eyes on the actress, who was embarrassed by that penetrating gaze.

“No, after all,” she replied, hesitantly. “I know that I slept well. How long? I don’t know. What I do know is that when I woke up, the Baron was beside me…and that I no longer had the headache.”

“It’s obvious,” Cardec continued, resuming his placid physiognomy, “that all these accusations against the Baron don’t stand up. Anyway, he hardly knew Dulac...”

“You’re mistaken,” Germaine put in. “On the contrary—they’d known one another for long time...”

“Oh!”

“Yes. Saint-Magloire, Sokoloff and Dulac met one another in Buenos Aires, several years ago...”

“Sokoloff?” asked the head of the Sûreté, struck by the name, which he had heard pronounced before. “Who’s he?”

“Sokoloff,” repeated Germaine, trembling from head to toe. “I said Sokoloff…oh my God!”

“What’s the matter?”

“Oh, I beg you…if Saint-Magloire knew that, he’d be capable…of…no, no…you won’t betray the secret I let slip, will you? Sokoloff…is hiding in Paris under an assumed name.”

“Smithson, perhaps?”

“You know that?”

“And many other things too. I have a good memory. Sokoloff is a Russian prince who as obliged to leave his homeland after a nihilist plot...”

“I don’t know…but one day, in the house in Auteuil, Saint-Magloire asked Yu—his Chinese servant—whether Sokoloff was there. Until then, he’d be introduced to me under the name Smithson. And afterwards, the Baron made me swear never to make any allusion to that error on his part...”

“You’ve broken your word,” said Cardec, laughing. “But that’s not a problem, Madame. Don’t worry. I wish you nothing but good, you know that. And by the way, suppose we get back to Monsieur Auguste, since, after all, it’s about him that you came to see me...and we’ve become somewhat sidetracked. I’ve caused you to remember things that might be disagreeable to Monsieur le Baron de Saint-Magloire, whom you love...”

“Oh, I loved him. Today, I tolerate him, because he’s generous...”

“A confession devoid of artifice!”

“Completely.”

“The honeymoon’s over, then, with the Baron?”

“Yes. People think I’m worse than I am…they say that I’m heartless...”

“Impossible.”

“Yes, they say so because I’m royally paid. Why should I do otherwise? But, you see, since I’m making my confession, I can tell you that I no longer love Saint-Magloire. To begin with, he treated me harshly when I expressed my regrets at Dulac’s death...”

“That was a delicate sentiment on your part...”

“Wasn’t it? The Baron’s attitude shocked me…and I was gripped by a kind of worship for the man who had adored me to the point of dying of it. That might seem bizarre in a woman like me—a whore, as right-thinking people say...”

“But no, no…when one has your talent, one can brave certain prejudices. There are two moralities: one for the use of common mortals and a broader one for the use of genius and talent. Many things are permissible to artistes—and you’re a great artiste...”

A smile from Germaine thanked Cardec for this small item of calculated flattery.

The head of the Sûreté had just learned some extremely important things, and he did not want the diva to perceive the interest that he had taken in the few revelations that she had let slip.

“Well,” said Germaine, “I’ve begun to love Dulac again now he’s dead. His memory is sweet to me…and I’m completely detached from the Baron. He’s my money-provider, and that’s all. Furthermore, during the Baronne’s serious illness, when he was with me I saw him cheerful and sprightly, although people everywhere were praising his grief sand admirable devotion. I even had to remind him about propriety. He wanted to hold a house-warming party at my house in the Rue de Prony when his wife was dying! He understood…and we put off our little celebration… until the day after tomorrow...”

With his chin in his right hand, Cardec reflected. An idea suddenly occurred to him. “Will it be a success, your party?”

“I hope so. There’ll be singing, a comedy play, a champagne lunch. We’re invited a lot of guests…all the notable people in literature and the arts, all the prettiest women in Paris...”

“People won’t get bored,” said Monsieur Cardec, laughing.

“No…and if I dared…but you’re too serious, too severe…otherwise, I’d invite you…but you’d refuse.”

“Why? On the contrary. In life, as the poet says, it’s necessary to mingle the serious and the tender, the pleasant and the severe...”

“Then you accept?”

“With pleasure. I’ll even ask for two invitations.”

“For a lady friend?”

“No…a man…who will interest you greatly.”

“What’s his name?”

“I’ll introduce him to you.”

“A mystery?”

“Perhaps.”

“It’s agreed, then. You have your two invitations—and you’ll tell us stories of brigands...” Germaine concluded with a burst of laughter. Then, with the versatility that was characteristic of her nature, she added, with a discomfited grimace. “There’s one person I’d like to be far away from there—he’ll spoil all my pleasure...”

“Auguste Chiron?”

“What! You know his name?”

“And his life story. Vey edifying, I assure you.”

“Unfortunately!” sighed Germaine.

“On the contrary—you’ll see.” The head of the Sûreté pressed the button of a bell.

The office orderly came in. “Tell my secretary to bring me file 254,” Cardec ordered.

“But that’s extraordinary!” claimed the cantatrice. “How did you discover all that…so quickly?”

The head of the Sûreté did not reply immediately. Germaine Reyval’s astonishment was amusing..

In reality, there was no great difficulty in keeping track of the comings and goings of Monsieur Auguste, who was nothing, in sum, but an old lag. When he had seen Germaine the first time, he had immediately made enquiries that had soon enabled him to retrieve the individual’s file.

“You can see,” he said, after a brief pause, “that the Paris police are efficient…whatever people say...”

At that moment, one of the head of the Sûreté’s secretaries brought in the requested file. Cardec opened it, and took out a piece of card to which two photographs were stuck, side by side, one in profile and the other full face.

“Look,” he said to Germaine. “Do you know this handsome fellow?”

The singer hesitated. “Oh,” she said, “it’s Auguste—but not at his best.”

Indeed, the photographs taken by the anthropometric service represented an individual with a surly face, to whom unkempt hair and a bushy moustache gave a wild expression. The shirt, without a collar, left the neck completely bare, and in the middle of the chest, a number attached to the waistcoat by a small pin added to the sinister aspect of the portrait.

“You find him less handsome than in life,” said the head of the Sûreté, smiling at Germaine’s disconcerted expression.

“The fact is that he’s quite ugly like this!”

“And if you had seen him like that, you’d never have opened your arms to him. Our photographers at the Prefecture are terrible people…they don’t beautify their clients. They don’t go in for retouching, for those advantageous poses the portrait artists know how to take. That’s nature.

“Then again, when he was put in front of the objective that day, Monsieur Auguste wasn’t exactly in a good moon. He had good reason—the poor thing had just been pinched, for a bit of blackmail exercised against a slightly mature lady who had had the weakness-like you—to be smitten by his charm…at Granville, where he had gone to perform at the Casino...

“And Auguste, who had already come to our notice two or three times, knew pretty much what to expect: a five year holiday at Poissy. I’ll wager he never mentioned that charming sojourn...”

“Oh!” said the cantatrice, utterly confused. “A jailbird...”

“My God, yes! But don’t be too upset about it; it will make it easier for me to get rid of him for you. The worthy fellow in a Belgian citizen. If he doesn’t go quietly, he’ll be taken to the frontier between two agents, after having obtained an expulsion order. You can see that you have no further need to worry. He won’t be bothering you for a long time...”

Germaine Reyval got to her feet, radiant. “How kind you are. I’ll never be grateful enough for what you’ve done for me, and I don’t know how to thank you...”

She had stood up in order to take her leave of Monsieur Cardec; the latter accompanied her to the door.

“One more word,” he said, retaining her. “In order that I can act in total security, don’t tell anyone what you’ve done today. Continue to be amiable with Auguste until after your soirée. He’ll go away as meekly as a lamb. Keep the conversation we’ve just had secret. Promise me that.”

“I swear.”

“Until the day after tomorrow, then.”

“At ten o’clock. Understood—and a thousand thanks...”

Cheerful and smiling, she left in a rustle of silk, leaving a heady odor of violets in the somber corridor of the Sûreté.

When he had closed his office door again, the head of the Sûreté went straight to the secretarial office where Dr. Lemoine was. “Well,” he said, triumphantly, “did you hear?”

“Everything.”

“I believe we’re now close to our goal...”

“How’s that?”

“Why, old chap, the Baron’s a friend of Sokoloff, and the Russian is an anarchist of the most dangerous kind. The conferences you spotted from your aerial observatory must have some connection with the revolutionary movement that’s brewing in the provinces. Now I can give the Minister a serious reason for taking action and unmasking Saint-Magloire...”

“That’s why you got yourself invited...”

“And why I got you invited too...”

“Me?”

“Yes—you’re the mysterious friend. I have a plan, and I guarantee that it will succeed…but it’s late. Come to see me tomorrow, and we’ll settle the details tomorrow—and the devil may take me, this time, if we don’t get our hands on the accursed Rozen...”

“I’m at your disposal—even if it requires the use of force.”

“Cunning will suffice,” Cardec concluded. “Until tomorrow.”

After an energetic handshake, the two friends separated, and, while Dr. Lemoine went away, intrigued, Cardec went back up to his apartment, whistling a popular tune—which was, in him, a mark of the utmost contentment.


 

XIV. The House-Warming

 

 

It was nearing midnight, and there as great activity in the Rue de Prony, at the house of Madame Germaine Reyval.

On the ground floor, entirely devoted to the servants’ quarters, the concierge’s lodge, the garage, stables and kitchen, an unaccustomed animation reigned. Before the ovens the chef, whose crimson face seemed ready to explode beneath his white hat, was moving back and forth with the imposing bearing of a general on the eve of a great battle. He harassed his two assistants while preparing the main dishes for the meal with the sure hand of a veritable artiste.

In the cellar, Monsieur Jean, the sommelier, assisted by the coachman—recruited for the occasion—was choosing the wines, taking care to set aside a few bottles of each vintage for them and their mates.

At the bottom of the dumb-waiter that connected the kitchens to the servants’ parlor, Monsieur Joseph, the valet from the house next door, who had come to lend a hand, was conveying the crockery and cutlery to the butler, Monsieur Pierre and his assistants, busy setting the small tables in the large dining room, whose sideboards and dressers were overloaded with crystal glass and silverware.

Germaine Reyval, in the hands of two chambermaids, was finishing getting dressed.

The artiste was sparkling with beauty, but anxiety was legible in her face.

What was happening at the Sûreté, to which—as Monsieur Cardec had promised, Auguste ought to have been summoned by now?

How would he take it? Might he not seek to take his revenge by coming to cause a scandal in the middle of the party? Then again, the young woman remembered certain details of the visit to the head of the Sûreté. Monsieur Cardec had been very quick to accept that invitation to her soirée. He had talked to her about Saint-Magloire with such persistence, and he had asked her to keep her approach to the Sûreté secret. The Baron, moreover, had been anxious and nervous for several days—and in spite of everything she told herself in order to reassure herself, she had not succeeded in chasing away her apprehensions.

The guests, who were beginning to arrive, gradually caused her to forget her worries. It was necessary for her to show the newcomers around the house. Germaine, very proud to be able to display her luxury to a great number of eyes, had nevertheless been selective in her guest-list: only the most fashionable women, the prettiest and most expensive; as for the men, she and Saint-Magloire had invited those most in view, the cream of those who liked partying, whatever their official or social status.

As they were greeted, the actress’s good friends waxed ecstatic over the wealth and god taste of the house, with an admiration strongly seasoned with envy.

The antechamber, in a pure Gothic style, opened over a vast winter garden garnished with rare plants; three ornamental doors gave access to the main hall, the boudoirs and the dining room.

Already, everyone was gathering in that vast room, and taking their places at the small tables for supper.

Saint-Magloire, overflowing with verve and good cheer, was enthroned alongside Germaine. The Baron had never been on better form—but when the footman announced Monsieur Cardec, the head of the Sûreté, and Dr. Lemoine, Germaine’s lover started, and suddenly went pale.

“What are they doing here?” he asked his mistress, rapidly.

“I invited them,” she replied. “They’re friends.”

“You could at least have warned me,” the banker murmured, his teeth clenched—but he was not a man to let his annoyance show for long. No one other than Germaine had perceived the impression that the entrance of the newcomers had made on him.

The presence of the head of the Sûreté at the house of the cantatrice was no surprise to the people who were there, all Parisians and Parisiennes who had needed at some time to ask Monsieur Cardec for information or advice. In spite of his absolute propriety, the latter never hesitated in his affability, and made himself useful whenever he could. The cares of duty did not prevent the head of the Sûreté from being a cheerful companion and a lover of pleasure. Never, however, had the magistrate neglected his business for that, thinking about it constantly.

Germaine had moved rapidly to Monsieur Cardec’s side. Immediately, with a feverish haste, she asked him, in a low voice: “Auguste?”

“Muzzled,” the head of the Sûreté replied, smiling. And, introducing her to the doctor, who had remained slightly behind him: “My friend Dr. Lemoine.”

“A pleasant surprise,” said the cantatrice, joyfully. “I’ve heard a lot about the doctor, and I’m flattered by the honor...”

Lemoine bowed courteously.

“Come on, Messieurs—I’ll introduce you to the Baron.”

Saint-Magloire had not waited for them to come to him, however. His face illuminated by a benevolent smile, he was coming forward to met his mistress’s guests with his hands extended. “No need for introductions, my dear. I know Monsieur le Chef de la Sûreté, who has never missed an opportunity to be agreeable to me. As for Dr. Lemoine, he’s more than a friend—he’s a savior.” Then, addressing Lemoine in a tone full of warm solicitude, he added: “I’m glad to see that you suffered no repercussions from your unfortunate accident, Doctor. It has deprived us of your visits to the house—but I hope that you’ll come back, won’t you? Inasmuch as the Baronne has need of your enlightened care...”

Without replying, the doctor bowed and shook the Baron’s hand limply.

The latter noticed the doctor’s hostile attitude, and his face contracted momentarily, but his swiftly dispelled that impression and said, in a jovial voice: “Welcome, Messieurs. You are in the home of the Queen of Paris, whose motto is: ‘Long live pleasure!’ Shame upon serious people in the palace of the most beautiful of Parisiennes!”

“God!” said Germaine, worried at first by Dr. Lemoine’s attitude. She pointed to a table at which there were two young women, and said: “I’ll introduce you to Mademoiselle Anita of the Bouffes-Parisiennes and Mademoiselle Van Hove of the Théâtre Antoine, two of my good friends.” When she had made the introductions she added: “I’ll leave you now, Messieurs. You know the password: ‘Enjoy!’”

The head of the Sûreté and the doctor sat down. Seeing that Saint-Magloire was watching them, they struck up a very animated conversation with their companions. Burst of laughter soon resounded, louder than those of their neighbors.

Might I be mistaken? The Baron wondered. Is their presence here really fortuitous? On seeing the doctor drink a glass of champagne, he felt completely reassured.

The meal continued, increasingly lively.

Although the billiard-room was open, in order to serve as a smoking-room, several of the men had lit cigars without getting up from their tables; the women had authorized them to do so. Liberality had been decreed, and no one was any longer standing on ceremony.

The conversation moved from the particular to the general.

“Do you know what we all ought to do?” declared Mademoiselle Anita.

“No.”

“Well, you ought to join your pleas with mine for Monsieur le Chef de la Sûreté to initiate us into the mysteries of the Tour Pointue. We were talking just now about the Anthropometric Service—that must be very curious.”

“Yes…yes...”

“You should tell us stories of brigands,” said Germaine Reyval.

“You shall have them, my dear Madame...”

“Modern ones, especially,” said a female guest.

“They shall be served up piping hot,” the magistrate replied, darting a glance at the Baron de Saint-Magloire, who was in the first row.

The latter, vaguely anxious, had sensed Cardec’s gaze weighing upon him. He wondered what all this police intrigue might have to do with the party give in Germaine’s honor. He decided to deflect attention by taking the floor.

“My opinion,” he said, “is that a lecture on the Anthropometric Service would be most interesting. For myself, I’d be delighted by it, for I’ve promised myself to study that important branch of police work.”

“Unfortunately,” someone said, “Monsieur le Chef de la Sûreté has no apparatus here that would be useful for demonstration...”

“It would indeed be interesting to carry out a few experiments in measurement,” Cardec replied, negligently, “and to give you a few examples of recognition by means of the records, but...”

There was a pause. The Baron smiled, delighted with the guests’ disappointment. The head of the Sûreté had spoiled his effect; that gave him pleasure. “We’ll be obliged to seek another kind of distraction,” he said. “Messieurs, the gaming awaits you...”

“One moment!” said Cardec, cutting off the Baron. And, taking on the tone of a street-hawker, he went on: “Mesdames et Messieurs, like the celebrated Robert Houdin, I have the ability to perform miracles...”

“Ha ha!” cried the guests, in chorus.

“It is as I have the honor of telling you…and I shall prove it. Look—I press this button three times...” 

Matching action to speech, the head of the Sûreté pressed the button of an electric bell. It was assumed to be a joke, and laughter broke out among the audience.

A footman appeared at the door of the antechamber. “Madame rang?” he asked, in the midst of a general silence.

“No, it was me,” Cardec replied. “Go to the fiacre that brought us here…number 883 I think...”

“No,” said Lemoine. “It was 963.”

“You have a better memory that I do, my dear chap. Thank you.” And, continuing to give orders to the domestic, he went on: “Take the two boxes that are under the coachman’s seat—he’ll give them to you...”

Saint-Magloire frowned. He looked at Cardec anxiously. The number 883, which the head of the Sûreté had pronounced in an indifferent tone had sent a shiver through his body. 883 had been Rozen’s number as a convict, and it was not possible that Cardec had been moved to mention it by chance alone.

He understood that a plot was being woven against him—but like a true gambler, he was determined to face up to the storm that he sensed rumbling in the distance. He heard a few whispers in the audience.

“It’s prescience,” said some.

“No, no,” others declared. “It’s like a conjuring trick…the obligatory card...”

“No,” Cardec declared, “it’s hazard alone, the god of the police, that is coming to my aid. I thought that there might perhaps be talk of criminology, and as my friend Lemoine has made a thorough study of Alphonse Bertillon’s theory, and as, moreover, the charming lady we are celebrating had told me, when she invited me, about her desire to hear stories of brigands…I took my precautions, that’s all, and equipped myself with everything necessary to interest people, if the need arose.”

The footman, quite out of breath, brought Cardec the two boxes that he had gone to fetch. The circle around the head of the Sûreté and Lemoine had been enlarged somewhat. The Baron, putting on a brave face, had sat down in the front row next to Germaine Reyval.

The police magistrate opened one of the boxes; it was an elongated flat case in which various instruments resembling those of a draughtsman were maintained by hooks and pegs. There were compasses, graduated rulers and an instrument like the one that shoemakers employ for measuring their clients’ feet; a meter rule, a manual, and printed cards completed the contents of the small case.

“This is a portable kit,” said Cardec. “We intend to give you something more here than a glimpse of that interesting and complicated branch of police work. Permit me to explain to you how the various instruments that you have before your eyes are used, and to tell you what immense services the patient and savant schemes of Alphonse Bertillon have made to criminal research.

“Suppose, for example, that we arrest a bandit who is carefully dissimulating his identity. This is how we operate. He is taken to the Anthropometric Service, and there, he is measured...”

While speaking, Cardec had drawn closer to Saint-Magloire. “I need a volunteer,” he said, “who will lend himself to the experiment. You, for example, Baron...”

The banker shook his head.

“Have no fear,” said the head of the Sûreté, laughing.

Visibly annoyed, however, the Baron sought a means to avoid serving as the subject. “It would be more interesting to measure a lady,” he said, with a slight tremor in his voice that Lemoine and the magistrate were the only ones to notice.

The guests, on seeing the Amphitryon striving to escape what they believed to be a simple joke, demanded insistently that he lend himself to the demonstration.

“Yes…yes…the Baron!”

“Go on, my friend,” Germaine said to him. “Preach by example...”

“The Baron! The Baron! The Baron!” clamored the women in chorus, to the tune of a drinkers’ chant.

Saint-Magloire understood that it might be awkward to resist any longer.

“All right, all right!” he laughed. “I yield to the plea of the fair sex. I’ve never refused anything to ladies...”

“Ever gallant!”

“Oh, very good, very good...”

“Would you like to sit here,” the head of the Sûreté continued. “My friend Lemoine will now take my place. As he goes along he’ll explain the phases of the measurement, its essential features, the process of swiftly achieving a recognition...”

The doctor went into action.

With the aid of the instruments from the box he took Saint-Magloire’s measurements successively.

The banker was making a powerful effort of self-control. Even so, Lemoine felt his trembling.

When he had finished the demonstration of the measurement procedure, skillfully bringing out the essential features in order to help the lay audience to understand, he handed Cardec the printed card on which he had inscribed all the measurements he had taken as he went along.

“Now,” the head of the Sûreté added, “this is the means of ascertaining whether the bandit who has just been measured is an old acquaintance of the Prefecture. I beg your pardon, Baron—it’s just a manner of speaking...”

“I understand that,” said Saint-Magloire, with a constrained laugh.

“Here,” Cardec continued, “is a series of authentic records, for which I’m obliged to the Head of Anthropometry...”

 

At this point, we owe the reader an explanation.

When he had eagerly accepted Germaine’s invitation, the head of the Sûreté already had an idea. He had developed it further thereafter in concert with Lemoine, who had thought it superb, and he had gone to refer it to the Prefect of Police.

The pretext for striking at Saint-Magloire had been found. It was known that he often saw the nihilist Sokoloff in the little house at Auteuil. It was also known that Bastien, alias Macaron, an undeniable anarchist, was a party to the conversations in question. These comings and goings of the three mysterious individuals indicated that they were hatching some plot against society, and it was indispensable to nip it in the bud. Did not the famous Article 10 of the Code d’Instruction Criminelle give the Prefect of Police full power to act in such circumstances?

In brief, Monsieur Cardec had been given carte blanche. He had been permitted to acquire from the Anthropometric Service everything necessary to the execution of the plan that he had made and which we have seen put into operation. Monsieur Bertillon being away, Lemoine had been deputed to assist the head of the Sûreté.

“Let us suppose,” Cardec declaimed, pompously, “that by a series of selections made from the height, the color of the eyes, the color of the hair, etc., etc., we find a particular group that includes the data that will convince us of the gentleman’s identity, which he is being carefully concealed...”

While speaking, Cardec never lost sight of the Baron. He saw his gaze fixed, as if hypnotized, on the box containing the authentic records advertised by the head of the Sûreté.

The man in question, who had never trembled in previous circumstances, that bold, audacious and powerful adventurer, felt weak at that moment. He understood that a danger was threatening him, and could not entirely divine its nature.

More than once, he had asked himself whether it would not be better to cut short the scene and use the pretext of a indisposition to absent himself—to escape them mental torture that the policeman was inflicting upon him with his bantering tone…but he told himself that flight would be stupid, if this “experiment,” obviously planed in advance—he had no doubt about that—had only been attempted with the objective of pushing him to betray himself...

After a few seconds of suspense, in order to keep his audience breathless, the head of the Sûreté, placing his finger on the lid of the box that contained the records leant to him by Monsieur Bertillon’s service, continued, raising his voice slightly.

“I have collected here the descriptions of several famous murderers, a few crooks of genius, numerous cut-throats, fraudulent bankrupts, etc. There are some to satisfy all tastes! But there is one in particular that concerns the most extraordinary individual with whom I have had to occupy myself in the course of my career.”

Here, Cardec opened the box, rummaged through the records and extracted one of them.

“Here it is,” he said, “here it is! Oh, the fellow whose complete description is inscribed on this little card had given us quite a thread to unravel…he was a man of intelligence—intelligence unfortunately devoted to evil. You’re all familiar with the story of that surprising criminal, Mesdames et Messieurs. It filled the columns of Parisian newspapers some years ago; there is probably no need to remind you now...”

“No... No!” exclaimed a few guests, gripped by Cardec’s patter. “The story... The story!”

“I repeat that you all know it…at least up to the time that he was sent to Cayenne. In the aristocracy of criminality he was very highly placed…a prince of thieves, a king of fraud...

“Unfortunately, he came to a bad end. So it was believed, at least, for today, we cannot be entirely certain that he died escaping from Cayenne. Who knows? Perhaps he’s among us!”

Saint-Magloire started violently—which everyone assumed to be the indignant protest of the master of the house reproached for entertaining a disreputable individual. “That joke oversteps the limits!” he said, in a voice that he strove to render firm.

“I’m not joking, Monsieur le Baron, “and I would not dreams of betraying the charming hospitality that Madame Reyval has accorded to me by doing so. I was asked for a story of brigands; I’m narrating the one that appears to me to be the most interesting. I said that this crook of genius might be among us. I meant that he is in Paris...for here, we all know one another, and I don’t quite understand Monsieur de Saint-Magloire’s interruption...”

“I beg you to excuse me,” the Baron declared, having recovered his self-composure somewhat. “I misinterpreted...”

“It’s for me to excuse myself,” the head of the Sûreté riposted, darting a malicious glance at Saint-Magloire, who shivered. “I know how carefully the invitations were made that have brought us together in this delightful house. But I’ll get back to my story. So, the bandit in question might be alive—and, rightly or wrongly, we suspect that, under a respected name, under a cover of perfect honorability and a brilliant position, he is the author of the crimes and thefts that have made Paris tremble in recent times. I shall not astonish you, Mesdames et Messieurs, when I tell you the name of this modern Cartouche...” He brandished the card he held between his thumb and index-finger. “The name of that emperor of crime was Rozen.”

Saint-Magloire went pale, but held firm under Cardec’s penetrating gaze, and that of Lemoine, which he felt weighing upon him.

“But we’re getting away from our anthropometric experiment,” said Cardec, abandoning his declamatory tone. Over to you, Lemoine. Identify Monsieur le Baron de Saint-Magloire...”

Lemoine took the cards that were in the box and, while giving a few explanations on the method adopted to filter the comparative reports, made a semblance of examining a few attentively.

“Oh!” he said. “Here’s something curious!”

“What is it?”

“It’s enough to make one doubt the Bertillon system!”

“Go on.”

“Yes…this summary report that I’ve just drawn up of Monsieur le Baron’s measurements, corresponds point by point with that of Rozen.”

A general burst of laughter greeted this remark.

“Yes,” Lemoine went on, when silence was reestablished, “it’s all there: the length and breadth of the skull…the extension of the medius and the left auricular...the dimensions of the right ear, etc., etc. It’s extraordinary! If we weren’t certain of being in the presence of the true Baron de Saint-Magloire…if we didn’t have the honor of being the guest of his friend, I would say to the man I’ve just measured: Monsieur, you are Rozen.”

“And,” said the head of the Sûreté, putting his hand on the Baron’s shoulder, I would add: “In the name of the law, I arrest you.”

Cardec could feel the Baron trembling like a leaf. His eyes were flashing with fury. He was lived.

But the guests, not forewarned, did not notice those details.

A salvo of applause thanked the head of the Sûreté and his friend for the scene they had just performed...

That created a diversion and permitted Saint-Magloire to pull himself together somewhat. Momentarily, he had thought that it was all over. He looked at the head of the Sûreté anxiously, believing that he was about to flourish an arrest warrant, that inspectors were about to arrive in response an agreed signal, and that he would leave the hotel with his wrists imprisoned in a set of handcuffs…but none of that happened, and hope was reborn. It really had been a comedy…and he supposed that he had not been betrayed.

He stood up, and, while laughing, concluded: “That’s funny…very funny...”

“Isn’t it?” said Cardec, ironically. And the head of the Sûreté resumed the tone of the salesman, crying in a loud voice; “Come on, Mesdames, whose turn is it? My friend Lemoine and his compasses are at your disposal. Who doesn’t have her little card? Take advantage of the opportunity...”

“Me! Me!” clamored several women, enormous amused.

Lemoine set about measuring several pretty guests in succession, who lent themselves to the operation gladly.

While the doctor was occupied in that game, in which everyone was taking a keen interest, Cardec did not lose sight of Saint-Magloire.

Taking advantage of the general inattention, the Baron had gone to the table on which stood the box in which the head of the Sûreté had replaced Rozen’s record card. The Baron did not think that Cardec was tracking his movements, but while pretending to assist Lemoine, the magistrate was watching the banker attentively.

The latter, while putting on a semblance of examining the contents of the box curiously, had delicately abstracted Rozen’s record and was heading for the large fireplace, where an ardent wood fire was burning.

At that moment, Cardec came toward him. In the most natural fashion in the world, Saint-Magloire put his hands behind his back, and struck the pose of someone warming his legs.

“Are you cold, Baron?” asked the head of the Sûreté, sarcastically.

“Yes,” Saint-Magloire replied. “I don’t feel well, and I’m going to ask our guests for permission to withdraw…all the more so as Madame Saint-Magloire is ill, and...”

Suddenly, with a flick of his fingers, he threw the card that he was holding into the hearth—but before it had fallen into the fire, Cardec had caught it in mid-air.

Eye to eye, the two men remained silent for a moment. Then the magistrate, handed the card to the petrified Saint-Magloire.

“You dropped this.”

“Me.”

“Yes. You’re stupid, Baron…Rozen. The exemplar isn’t unique. Come on, Rozen, you’ve given yourself away twenty times over. Your mask has been torn away. You’re caught.”

“I beg you,” murmured Saint-Magloire, “don’t arrest me here. Avoid the scandal…for Germaine’s sake.” The banker’s face was distraught. He could scarcely stand up. The blow that had struck him full in the chest was rude.

But Cardec had already gone back to resume his place beside Lemoine. The anthropometry session continued. Everyone wanted to have a card…and two operators were not sufficient.

The night was wearing on, however...

It was four o’clock in the morning...

Suddenly, Germane Reyval, anxious at no longer being able to see the Baron, questioned her guests.

Everyone looked for the Baron.

“The Baron!” exclaimed Cardec. “Oh, I forgot; a little while ago, he was suddenly taken ill and was obliged to ask me to excuse him...”

The head of the Sûreté went over to Germaine, shook her hand in a significant fashion, and said to her in a low voice: “Not a word—the Baron has fled...”

“Oh, my God,” the young woman murmured. “Fled! Him! It wasn’t a joke, then?”

“Keep it quiet, I said. I wanted to avoid an arrest that would cause a scandal in your home.” And, raising his voice in such a way as to be heard by the assembly, the magistrate thanked Germaine for her hospitality.

Lemoine added his compliments to his friend’s, and they both went out, carrying the boxes that had played such a fantastic role a little while before.

Germaine, ready to weep, accompanied them to the door—but she made an effort to hide her trouble, and it was with a smile on her lips that she returned to the midst of her guests.

In the fiacre that was taking them home, Dr. Lemoine questioned his friend Cardec. “I don’t understand. You let him run away.”

“Exactly. Believe me, I’m convinced that the big chiefs with be grateful to me for acting that way rather than otherwise.”

“But that’s insane. He’ll run home, collect his money, and tomorrow, he’ll have put the frontier between himself and the law. It’s crazy…”

“Collect his money?” riposted the head of the Sûreté. “I hope so. The bank and the house are under surveillance.”

“Oh!”

“Come on—you don’t take me for a novice, I assume. Without a sou, Rozen won’t get far—and besides, all my measures have been taken; we’ll always know where to find him when we want. In any cases, Paris is free of him—Deo gratias! This morning, the bank, his house and the house at Auteuil will be searched. We’ll arrest Sokoloff and Bastien there...”

“Be careful at Auteuil. The house is booby-trapped.”

“Good, good…that won’t make any difference.”

“Finally,” Lemoine concluded, “we’ve had the last word…and all the honor for that is yours.”

“You’ve played your part, old man.”

“Tomorrow,” Lemoine declared, when he separated from his friend, “I must go to Eléna. Poor woman...”

“You’re wrong to feel sorry for her. The bandit would have killed her some day.”


 

XV. The Debacle

 

 

When the head of the Sûreté had left the Baron de Saint-Magloire after the scene we have just described, the latter stood there momentarily, rooted to the spot. He was trembling as if he had suddenly been afflicted with epilepsy. It seemed to him that his shriveled, desiccated brain was swinging in his skull like the clapper of a bell.

Livid, he wanted for the two inspectors who were going to collect him and take him to the Station in handcuffs. A miserable end to a grandiose dream...

The colossus with feet of clay collapsed. The bandit who had planned to dominate toppled from the height of his immeasurable ambition.

This time, it would not be the bagne. The crimes committed since his escape destined him for the guillotine. His head belonged to Monsieur de Paris. Rozen could already feel the ignominious blade descending upon his neck. A sigh, almost a death-rattle, escaped his throat. He was obliged to lean on the marble fireplace in order not to fall over.

When he perceived that he had been left alone, however, and that no one had come in to arrest him; when he saw Cardec and Dr. Lemoine calmly continuing their anthropometric experiments as if nothing had happened, Saint-Magloire gradually recovered his composure. A smile passed over his discolored lips; his gaze resumed its intelligent expression.

Am I mad? he asked himself. Arrest me, put me on trial? They wouldn’t dare. It’s simply a warning that they’re giving me. It’s a demanded that I disappear, that I abdicate. I hold too many people in my hand for them to have the courage to take me to court; it’s my silence they’re buying...

Well, yes, I’ll go; yes, I’ll go and set myself up somewhere else…the game I’m playing isn’t conclusively lost yet...

Come on, Rozen, be brave! You’ll have the last word.

He had drawn himself up to his full height again and, certain that Germaine’s guests, distracted by Lemoine’s explanations, could not see him, he headed for the antechamber, rapidly put on his overcoat and left the house.

Down below, the servants were gaily emptying the bottles put aside by the sommelier, and no one paid any attention to Monsieur le Baron.

In the street, the carriages were lined up under the guard of two or three coachmen. The others had gone to a nearby wine-merchant’s to play Zanzibar and chat.

Momentarily, Saint-Magloire thought about taking his coupé, which was parked outside Germaine’s house, but he abandoned that plan. To what address would he have himself taken? Would his servants not observe his agitation?

In any case, the Baron needed to walk. The night air would do him good.

He increased his pace, and went down toward the Parc Monceau, not without checking to see that he was not being followed. An attentive examination reassured him. No one appeared to be dogging his footsteps.

Rozen was mistaken. Three men had attached themselves to his tail. The first two were moving prudently along the railings of the park, in the shadows projected by its border. They were two of Monsieur Cardec’s agents, whom he had posted in the vicinity of Germaine Reyval’s house with orders not to lose sight of the Baron. The third person, who had quit the guard of one of the carriages arranged along the Rue de Prony, was following at a distance. He was easily recognizable by his tall stature and exotic costume; it was the Chinaman Yu.

The good servant had been taken by surprise. He found it strange that the Baron did not climb into his coupé. Endowed with great perspicacity, he had noticed the banker’s jerky gait. Why was a man ordinarily so calm walking so rapidly?

Yu wanted to know where he was going, and he set off, leaving the footman to guard the vehicle.

After having walked for some time, Saint-Magloire, who had recovered all of his mental lucidity, slowed down in order to collect his thoughts.

For a moment, he thought about going to Auteuil to warn Sokoloff, but he did not persist in that idea. Why warn Sokoloff? The most urgent thing was to take immediate advantage of the facility of flight that had been granted to him. The others were of scant importance to him. They could get themselves out of trouble as best they could—and in the final analysis, Sokoloff and Bastien were somewhat inconvenient. It would not have been disagreeable to see them disappear.”

At that moment, a fiacre was going along the Boulevard de Courcelles. It was one of those nocturnal vehicles driven by an aged, wrinkled coachman, one of those countless unpainted vehicles that are falling apart, clinking metallically, seemingly held together by a miracle of equilibrium, such as passengers disembarking in Paris by night at railway stations find at their disposal. The antique rattletrap going past Saint-Magloire was a veritable model of the type. The horse, the coachman and the carriage itself seemed to be a hundred years old. One might have thought it a prodigy that the rig was still moving. The starveling beast could not have been unhitched since time immemorial; the driver seemed riveted to the worm-eaten sets; inside, the worn and greasy cushions reeked of mold. A bizarre odor emerged from the “roller”: a mixture of the residues of old pipes, sweat and horse manure.

On seeing Rozen walking at a measured pace along the sidewalk, the coachman scented a client and called out to him in a hoarse voice: “A carriage, my prince? Ordinary rate. Go on, let yourself go…it’s no trouble…you’ll have a nice ride...”

Saint-Magloire hesitated momentarily; then he thought that he would not find a regular coupé, and leapt into the carriage, which groaned under his weight. He was so preoccupied at that moment that he paid no attention o the repulsive dirtiness of the vehicle. Even his sense of smell was not offended by the reek exhaled by the cushions on which he had sat down, weary and bowed down by the atrocious fear that was still running through him.

“Where to, Bourgeois?” asked the coachman.

“Place Vendôme.”

Believing himself to be alone, the Baron had spoken distinctly. One of the policemen—the nearer of the two to the Baron—overheard. He made a sign to his colleague, who came closer.

“No need to follow now,” murmured the agent. “We know where he’s going. The orders are to let him go.”

The rattletrap had already set off, making an infernal racket on the roadway.

“Hang on,” said one of the policemen. “Who’s that fellow running after the jalopy at top speed?”

“A Chinaman!” said the other, astonished.

“Well, old chap, if he keeps that up all the way to the Place Vendôme, he’ll deserve a round of applause.

“We’re finished, right?”

“Completely. Now, I think it’s time to go to bed.”

“That’s my opinion. Since Monsieur le Baron permits…don’t forget to mention the Chinaman in your report.”

“Understood. Au revoir.”

While the two men were separating, the carriage sped on, followed by Yu, who was running breathlessly.

The emaciated mare hitched to the fiacre, excited by cracks of the whip delivered by the coachman, glad to have found a client, was galloping like a thoroughbred.

Saint-Magloire, completely in control of himself, was establishing his plan of campaign.

I’ve got about twelve hundred thousand francs in the safe at the bank, he said to himself. That’s a pretty penny...and I’ll be able to recommence the assault…make myself a new identity abroad, while waiting for better days...and come back to Paris in a few years’ time. Then again, I don’t want to leave them my papers, for the bank will naturally be searched tomorrow. The curiosity-seekers won’t find anything. Stupid of them not to have grabbed me straight away…prepared to let me go because they’re afraid of my revelations...

A pitying smile passed over his lips.

I’m definitely stronger than them. I’ll roll them over…all the way...

The carriage was about to turn the corner of the Rue des Capucines and the boulevard when the Baron told the coachman to stop. He judged it unnecessary to let the man know exactly where he was going. He put a louis in the dazzled Automedon’s hand, and blessings accompanied the client all the way to the corner.

Having reached the Place Vendôme, Saint-Magloire stifled an oath. Men were racing back and forth in front of the bank. At that ungodly hour, they were obviously not strollers.

That was a harsh blow. The bandit’s disappointment was bitter.

He understood that the struggle was impossible—and he had an intuition that at present, Cardec was playing with him like a cat with a mouse. Evidently, he was caught in the head of the Sûreté’s net. The latter had not wanted to arrest him at Germaine’s house; he had been prepared to wait to arrest him in his own time, without causing a scene. It was necessary to run, to shake off the agents of the Prefecture he sensed at his heels. But how could he reach the frontier with the derisory sum he had on him?

The situation was becoming critical.

What could he do without any other money than the few hundred-franc bills contained in his wallet?

That evening, he had not thought it necessary to carry very much money. In Germaine’s house, the gambling would not be very expensive.

It was definitely a debacle…wretched flight, life without a sou…an existence of expedients…the small crimes he would be obliged to commit...

If he had only been able to go to his house in the Champs-Élysées! There, in his private safe, he had about two hundred thousand francs in bearer bonds and twenty thousand-franc bills; he could also take Eléna’s jewelry…with that it would still be possible to do something serious...

But the house in the Champs-Élysées was bound to be guarded, like the building in the Place Vendôme.

Somber, his fists clenched and his lip trembling, he retreated at a fast pace under the Arcades of the Rue Castiglione.

And he thought once again about Sokoloff. The Russian had money. The house at Auteuil contained the funds that were to aliment the anarchist army on the day when it would be mobilized for the general upheaval. But would Sokoloff let him dip into his war-chest? He would certainly forbid it.

But then, no! Rozen would be able to take possession of it, if only at the price of a crime. Why hesitate to kill Sokoloff?

All these thoughts were floating incoherently in the wretch’s mind. In his confusion he had not thought right away that the house in Auteuil must be under surveillance, like the house in the Champs-Élysées—and when that idea occurred to him, he realized that he was encircled by a ring of iron. It really was the end, with no hope of getting up again.

At that early hour, the Rue Castiglione was deserted. Gradually, the Baron felt his self-composure ebbing away. He wandered aimlessly, talking to himself like a drunkard. All those successive emotions had annihilated his physical vigor. His eyes were veiled; he was walking as if in a nightmare, and, in the darkness, fell prey to a kind of nightmare.

He suddenly thought he saw Dulac’s corpse looming up before him. His former comrade had the rope around his neck that he had passed over the gate of Germaine’s villa…and Dulac was laughing in a sinister fashion.

Rozen thought he was going mad.

Beside Dulac he saw Lavardens, and then the boatman from Cayenne, and then the Maltese killed by Macaron, and also the poor gaucho, the true Saint-Magloire, whose documents he had stolen...

All those phantoms were following him…and soon, the group was swollen by all the anarchist comrades shot down on Île Royale.

Unsteady and bewildered, the Baron stopped.

The strongest and most hardened of men, under the influence of physical fatigue, sometimes loses all his mental energy. Fear and panic took possession of him…and Rozen, who had never been afraid, trembled.

That impression of fear dissipated rapidly, however. Moreover, someone had just arrived by his side, and he stood up, ready to defend himself if it were a policeman.

“Oh, it’s you, Yu,” he murmured. “I’m doomed, my poor Yu, doomed…for the sacred cause.”

Even at that critical moment, the actor in Rozen survived. In a few seconds, he made up an entire story of the discovered plot.

“It’s the end, you see,” he concluded. “There’s nothing I can do. No money accessible…it’s the end…the end.”

The Chinaman smiled and shook his head.

“No?” said Saint-Magloire. “You’re saying no?”

The mute picked up the slate he was never without, and by the light of the street-lamps the Baron as able to read the words that the Celestial scribbled in haste: Master, tell Yu what he can do to save you, and Yu will do it.

“If I could just get into my house,” the Baron replied, “if only for a quarter of an hour…I could find what I need to go abroad and recommence the struggle...”

There was a flicker of hope in the Chinaman’s eyes. The revolutionary could not admit that the man who personified, in his eyes, the great work of social regeneration, his life’s dream, the god of his religion, was defeated. He was ready to do anything to help him pick himself up again.

Rapidly, he wrote on the slate: Come with me. You’ll get into the house. And the physiognomy of the Son of Heaven expressed grim resolution.

Hope returned to Rozen. It was a vague hope, but in his present state of distress, he would have grasped at the slightest straw.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They both left silently by way of the Rue Rivoli; they went through the Place de la Concorde and up the Avenue des Champs-Élysées.

Level with the Rue de Washington, You took the Baron’s arm and showed him the slate. Rozen read: Go in by the little door to the Rue de Balzac.

The Chinaman’s idea was excellent. Why had he not thought of it sooner? Perhaps that door, opening into the garden of the house, would not be well-guarded. It was possible, after all, that the police did not know about that secret exit, which the inhabitants of the house never used.

However, as they emerged from the Avenue Friedland into the Rue de Balzac, the Baron uttered a muffled exclamation. Two men were stationed on the sidewalk in front of the little hidden door.

Cardec had not neglected anything. He had foreseen everything. It was an impasse into which he had drawn the adventurer. For want of official punishment he had inflicted a penalty upon him that was perhaps harsher for him than those foreseen by the Code: poverty! He, Saint-Magloire, accustomed to throwing money out of the windows, would be reduced to living meagerly—dying of hunger, so to speak...

But Yu took hold of his wrist and, pointing at the two men, made him understand by signs that he would take care of them, and that Rozen only had to concern himself with one thing: getting into the house.

Rozen had a fit of sincere gratitude; he shook the hands of that precious man affectionately. Not for an instant did he think that he was betraying the poor Chinaman, who believed that he was working for the revolutionary cause, but whose devotion was only favoring the interests of a thief and murderer...

Yu responded to his mater’s grip with an expressive handshake, and set off, shaving the walls, followed at a distance by the Baron.

Resolutely, he arrived at the little door, and put on a show of going to open it. With one bound, one of the agents of the Sûreté posted in the street was beside the Chinaman.

“You can’t go in there,” he said.

The policeman’s only response was a punch in the head that knocked him down in the roadway. It had happened so rapidly that the second inspector had not had time to lend his colleague a hand. He launched himself at the Chinaman in his turn and a terrible struggle began between the two men.

Hidden in the arch of a coaching-entrance, Saint-Magloire watched the scene, waiting anxiously for the way to be clear.

The first agent had got up again, and Yu was now fighting furiously against two adversaries, but with the vigor of desperation he shook the two inspectors so violently that they were obliged to let go of him. Then the Celestial, gesturing to Saint-Magloire, hurled himself into the Avenue des Chaps-Élysées.

Instinctively, the two inspectors launched themselves in pursuit, and one of them fired a revolver shot into the air to warn his colleagues in the avenue.

Yu’s stratagem had succeeded completely.

With a turn of his wrist, Saint-Magloire opened the door, went into the garden of his house and swiftly closed it behind him.

At the corner of the avenue and the Rue de Balzac, Yu ran into a group of four men—an inspector and three guardians of the peace—attracted by the shot, who had run to help their fellows. In the blink of an eye the Chinaman was grabbed and knocked to the ground—but in the struggle, which he sustained with a strength multiplied tenfold by desperation, Yu had succeeded in snatching the bayonet from one of the sergents de ville, and he stood up, thrusting off the human cluster that was holding on to him. Somewhat disconcerted by that surprising vigor, the policemen had recoiled and drawn their revolvers.

Yu was frightening. His eyes were bulging; his mouth, twisted in a horrible rictus, allowed the sight of the horrible mutilation of the tongue that he had once suffered. His face had been raked by fingernails during the struggle and blood was running from his bruised features. His clothes were in tatters.

With the naked blade in his hand, he whirled his arms around, trying to get through—but the agents held him at by with their revolvers.

While continuing to threaten the policemen, the Chinaman glanced in the direction of the Rue de Balzac. He saw that Saint-Magloire was no longer there and his face lit up.

At that moment, one of the agents ordered him to drop his weapon. Yu shook his head. The revolvers were aimed at him again, and the Celestial understood that escape was impossible.

He preferred to end it. A mad rage took hold of him. He did not want to fall into the hands of the police.

Then, casting a defiant gaze at all the men who, for him, were enemies of the Revolution, the Chinaman raised his blade, turned the point toward his breast, and ran himself through with a single thrust.

For a moment he remained upright, tragically, his face turned toward the heavens; then he spun round and collapsed, uttering a formidable sigh.

“Well, old chap, it was bound to happen!” exclaimed one of the guardians of the peace.

“We have to tell the boss,” said one of the inspectors.

And while the cadaver of the man who had died for him was carried away, Saint-Magloire, completely reassured, went stealthily through the garden of his house and silently went into the building.


 

XVI. The Flight

 

 

Inside the house, everything was silent. With infinite precaution, Saint-Magloire opened the door which gave access to the garden. To facilitate his exit, he avoided closing it.

Turning a commutator, he illuminated the staircase and went up to his study on tiptoe, fearful that every step that some creak or bump might reveal his presence.

Still with a view to a rapid escape, he left the door to the landing ajar.

That doorway was, in any case, lined with a curtain that was sufficient to muffle any slight sound he might make in sorting through the papers that he wanted to carry away.

Once in his study, where no one but himself and his faithful Yu had ever set foot, he felt slightly reassured. His gaze went to the safe, set in a corner of the room, and a glint of joy appeared in his eyes. Finally, he was about to take possession of the two hundred thousand francs it contained, and the compromising documents he had locked up with them, thanks to which he would be able to blackmail many people.

That thought restored a little of the strength that had abandoned him a short while before.

Two hundred thousand francs was obviously a trivial amount by comparison with the colossal sums he had handled, but with such a capital, he told himself, a resourceful man like him would quickly rebuild his fortune.

Eléna’s jewels? He left them out for the time being. It would have been dangerous to go into the Baronne’s apartment, to brazen out an encounter with her; better to play a discreet part and content himself with what he had to hand.

Rozen was back on his feet now.

On reflection, he no longer believed his situation to be as critical as he had thought a little while ago, in the moment of madness that had overtaken him.

Extradition…he had thought of that, but he would be able to avoid it, if anyone even bothered to request it. The essential thing was to depart as soon as possible, on the first train to Brussels. It was necessary not to allow the police time to get back...

Evidently, all the precautions taken by Cardec proved that the head of the Sûreté did not believe that he should arrest someone as important at the Baron de Saint-Magloire. The police magistrate did not want to be responsible for the scandal that would be the inevitable consequence of such an arrest, and he had spread his agents around to act in the event that an order from the Ministry of the Interior authorized him to do so.

Come on, Rozen, the adventurer said to himself. You weakened jut now…pull yourself together; a little backbone, and victory is still possible...

With that private admonition, he set about opening the safe—but no matter how gently he went about it, he could not avoid the slight click produced by the catch.

He shivered. It seemed that he had heard someone move in the next room. He listened.

Nothing. The silence was absolute.

Another hallucination, he thought. You’re definitely weakening, Saint-Magloire.

He took various wads from the drawers of the safe, and after having examined them rapidly, he stuck the bonds and banknotes in a wallet, and placed the precious package next to his breast, between his waistcoat and shirt-front.

Then he went through the papers scattered on his desk, kept those that interested him and threw the rest in the fireplace. When that was done, he set fire to the latter pile of papers.

There’s no need for them to find the elements of the case for the prosecution when they search, he said to himself. It’s not worth the trouble of brining them up to date with my little operations. 

Crouching in front of the hearth, he was stirring the pieces of paper with a poker in order to make sure that they burned completely, when he heard someone call softly from behind: “Rozen.”

With one bound he was upright. Pale, his eyes crazed, his body was agitated by a convulsive tremor...but there was no one in the study.

Suppressing his emotion, he resumed poking the blaze of papers.

A second time he heard his name whispered: “Rozen.”

“Damn it,” he muttered, through clenched teeth, racked by an atrocious fear. “Am I going mad? Who pronounced my name? What does it mean?”

The curtain masking the door had been raised.

Her eyes sparkling, firm and resolute, a woman was standing there, threatening him with a revolver. “It means, wretch, that you’ve given yourself away twice over.”

“Madame Vauclair,” he murmured.

“No—Oliva Lavardens: the widow of the unfortunate man who trusted you, and whom you murdered.”

It was indeed Oliva who was standing vengefully before Saint-Magloire.

Madame Lavardens, woken up by the noise of Yu’s battle with the police, had heard the door to the garden open. She had, so to speak, followed all of Rozen’s movements and for a few moments, hidden behind the curtain in the doorway of the study, had been watching the bandit’s movements.

Momentarily, Rozen thought about leaping at Oliva’s throat, but he glimpsed the consequences of that action: the house woken up, the servants and Eléna running...

He changed his mind, and it was with a perfectly feigned astonishment that he replied: “Madame, I don’t understand this comedy. Will you please return to the Baronne and let me work...”

“Oh, you don’t understand? It wasn’t you, Rozen who killed my poor Charles like the coward you are?”

“Rozen? Charles? Madame Vauclair, you’re mad...”

“No, I’m not mad. No, you really are Rozen…for jut now, your name, pronounced in a low voice, threw you into such terror that you were no longer in control of yourself...”

“Once again, I beg you...”

“Shut up,” Oliva ordered, imperiously, “and listen to me. The day when I had the bloody and disfigured corpse of the husband I adored before my eyes, I swore that I would find his murderer and deliver him to the law. I devoted my life to that task. Patiently, accepting the most dolorous proofs, I pursued my goal…to avenge the victim of an abominable crime. I’ve known for some time that the Baron de Saint-Magloire was an escaped convict...”

“Madness...” groaned the banker.

“Truth. Ask your accomplice, that Robertson, whose ignominious society I tolerated, who confessed that he had known you out there. Oh, he had no need to tell me that it was in Cayenne; I understood…and if I have not acted sooner, Rozen, it’s because I knew that you were going to be unmasked. Tonight, they were supposed to arrest you.

“You’ve been able to escape the claws of the police thus far…but Heaven has placed me in your path. You won’t escape me. I shall deliver you to the law, and you’ll finally answer for your crimes. It doesn’t matter to me that others will be compromised by you, or that there will be a scandal. I want the scaffold to avenge my husband’s death. It’s inevitable that you’ll be condemned to death once you’re in the hands of the judges. No mercy will stop the punishment.”

“This is too much,” said Rozen, finally. “I’m going to ring for someone to get rid of you.”

“You won’t ring; I don’t want you to wake the unhappy woman, that you’ve treacherously brought to the brink of the tomb. She would be dead if Dr. Lemoine hadn’t been there to save her. Listen to me carefully, Rozen. I’m going to stay here with you until the police come to take you. If you take one step to leave, I’ll kill you like a dog.”

“That’s good,” the bandit murmured. “Wait until you recognize yourself the ridiculous error that you’ve made. You see, Madame Vauclair, my attitude ought to demonstrate to you that I have nothing but pity for your absurd accusations—but tomorrow…or rather, very soon—you’ll leave this house.. I don’t want madwomen n my home. You’ll permit me, at least, to sit down at my desk. I have important work to finish.” With a sarcastic smile, he added: “Oh, you won’t disturb me. You can stand guard if you wish.”

Sure of herself, Oliva acceded to this desire. She could not suspect what was going through the mind of that man endowed with a diabolical intelligence. While listening to Madame Lavardens, Rozen had thought of a way to get himself out of trouble.

Instead of going to sit down at his desk, as he had requested, he had moved gradually closer to Oliva, and with gesture as rapid as lightning he had seized her wrist, which he squeezed as if to break it.

The pain obliged the widow to drop the weapon she held in her hand. She tried in vain to pick it up. Rozen kicked the revolver under the desk.

“And now, Oliva Lavardens,” he said, with a frightful calm, “you won’t prevent Rozen from escaping.

Momentarily terrorized, Oliva tried to shout for help, but Gaston Rozen’s iron hand stifled the unfortunate woman’s cry of distress.

“You asked for it—too bad!” And while he squeezed the young woman’s throat, as if in a vice, he took a dagger from his desk, which he used as a paper-knife, and stabbed Oliva with a terrible thrust.

She fell inert, her breast punctured: one more crime marking out 883’s route.

“She had it coming,” Rozen murmured—and, without looking at the corpse of his victim, he made sure that the wallet next to his own breast had not shifted, calmly picked up the papers he had put to one side before Oliva’s arrival from his desk, and went downstairs.

Dawn was just breaking when he arrived in the street. He looked to the right and the left, but did not see anyone. Then he went rapidly along the Rue de Balzac, only slowing his pace when he reached the corner of the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and the Boulevard Haussmann.

At a placid pace he walked to the Gare Saint-Lazare.

Already, a few marauding coachmen were circulating in quest of clients to take aboard. He stopped one of the carriages and installed himself therein, after having said to the coachman: “Gare du Nord…there’s a good tip.”

Almost at the same time, a man he had not noticed, who had followed him prudently from the Rue Balzac, climbed into another fiacre, having spoken a few rapid words to the Automedon.

The second carriage did not take long to overtake Saint-Magloire’s, and arrived at the Gare du Nord a few minutes before his.

The man got down and hurriedly went into the waiting room.

Five minutes later, the Barton de Saint-Magloire bought a first-class ticket to Brussels.

Immediately behind him, two travelers, who looked like provincial petits bourgeois, and who gave no sign of recognizing him, asked at the window for second-class tickets to the same destination.

Cardec had arranged things well, and the Baron de Saint-Magloire, in flight, could not, according to the time-honored saying, pass unnoticed. 


 

XVII. The Last Battle

 

 

Monsieur Cardec did not go to bed that night.

It was not enough for him to have unmasked Saint-Magloire; certain that the adventurer could not escape the toils of the extended net, and that he could take him into custody whenever he wishes, even if he tried to leave the country, the head of the Sûreté had, in spite of the early hour, alerted his direct superior, the Prefect of Police.

Warmly congratulated for the initiative of which he had given proof and the prudent tact with which he had operated. Cardec rapidly brought the Prefect up to date regarding the situation.

The conspiracy discovered between Saint-Magloire, Macaron and Sokoloff was clear evidence that an anarchist plot, of which he was the mastermind, was being hatched in the villa at Auteuil.

The measures taken by the head of the Sûreté had not permitted the banker to warn his acolytes or to get rid of the important papers held in the premises in the Place Vendôme, where he funds of the anarchist party had to be deposited, which would throw the principal affiliates of that dangerous organization into the hands of the police.

Without wasting a minute, the Prefect of Police alerted the Minister of the Interior, and at dawn, at the very moment when Saint-Magloire was heading for Belgium, closely followed by the two sleuths from the Quasi des Orfèvres, the police forces were on the move.

The court was immediately involved in the affair, and arrest warrants were issued for Sokoloff sand Bastien, alias Macaron. Other blank warrants awaited the names that the searches immediately ordered of the premises in the Place Vendôme, the Avenue des Champs-Élysées and at Auteuil would yield.

The search of the Banque Saint-Magloire was edifying, with regard to the shady operations of the former convict. The examining magistrate, assisted by Cardec and several gents of the Sûreté, placed all the papers seized under seal, as well as the bank’s accountant—and the usher Florent, utterly bewildered and very pained by the terrible things that were happening to Monsieur le Baron, tremulously gave all the information he could. As he was, in sum, an honest man, a good servant on whom no suspicion could weigh, he was left at the bank, where two agents were guarding the seals.

The magistrates would have liked to question Monsieur Baker, the principal employee, who was designated as the boss’s right arm, but Baker, too subtle to throw himself into the wolf’s mouth, had scented, on seeing the bank under guard, that it was no longer a safe place for him, and had simply and phlegmatically turned on his heels and immediately gone to pack his bag for the free country of England, where he knew that no one would come looking for him.

Another individual had similarly come to prowl around the vicinity of the bank. On perceiving the curious crowds in the square in front of the bank, he felt that he had been kicked in the stomach. It was Bastien, who had come to “tap” Saint-Magloire for a few banknotes. Following the Baron’s strict orders, he no longer set foot in the house in the Champs-Élysées, and when he wanted to see the boss he asked for him at his office.

In order to find out exactly what was happening, Macaron joined the gawkers. From the right and the left he collected a few items of information, and learned that the Baron de Saint-Magloire had fled, and that the bank was being searched. There was already talk of a plot.

In the blink of an eye, Rozen’s accomplice glimpsed the danger. He understood that the “balloon man,” as he called Lemoine, must have denounced the meetings in the house at Auteuil to the “cops.”

One thing astonished him, however. Why had Rozen not warned him?

It did not take him long to find an answer to that question, which he asked himself mentally.

Why? Because he’s not a brother, of course. Others are of no consequence to him. He’s taken a hike…get out of it if you can, the rest of you. Me, I’ll get out! Damn it, if I catch up with him, that Rozen…I’ll spit in his eye. But that’s not all…must warn Sokoloff…save the comrades. A pity, if the searchers in there get their hands, as is all too probable, on the association’s money…that will do for us good and proper...

Bastien, as we have said, felt his sentiments of anarchist brotherhood revive in moments of peril. He was a bandit, capable of the most criminal acts, a dilettante murderer, but he was not a traitor, and rather than run away like Rozen, leaving his friends in the lurch, he preferred to be arrested trying to save the fervent adherents of the revolutionary cause. Moreover, he had an admiration for Sokoloff bordering on worship; for Bastien, the Russian was a god…and it was necessary to warn him about the danger at all costs. He was surely strong enough to ward off the gathering storm.

While making these reflections, Macaron had quit the group of curiosity-seekers that was swelling in the Place Vendôme and arrived in the Rue Rivoli. Several times, he had looked back mechanically and had noticed, some distance behind him, two men who seemed to be following the same route as him.

Damn! he said to himself. I think they’re two flics, who are rather inconvenient, and if there’s a way to shake them off, that would be a great help to my cause...

Of course, the moment that Rozen was rumbled, I was bound to be as well...

He walked rapidly, and made sure that the two men adjusted their pace similarly. There was no more doubt; they were inspectors—and they had orders not to lose sight of him. They probably thought that he would go to his friends, the anarchists, to give them the warning…it was as clear as crystal.

At the Place de la Concorde he saw an empty coupé going past. He still had two louis in his pocket. He ran to the coachman. “Hey, old man—two louis for you if you can take me in the direction of the Cours La Reine, flat out. Urgent business.”

“Fine,” said the coachman. “Pay up front.”

“Here’s one louis. You’ll get the other in due course.”

Bastien dived into the coupé, which moved off at a rapid pace.

Raising the cloth screen that masked the small window set in the rear of the vehicle, the anarchist saw the two agents desperately searching for another cab, but he was already in the Cours La Reine and was going away a hellish speed, while the inspectors had not yet found a fiacre.

Good, he said to himself. Now I’ve got time to get ahead of the cops. So far, so good.

Leaning out of the window, he gave the coachman an address quite different from that of Sokoloff’s villa.

Having arrived at the destination, he gave the second louis to the Automedon, who, glad to have earned his daily wage so easily, dissolved in expressions of thanks, to which Bastien was in no mood to listen.

Once alone, he walked through the side-streets of Auteuil and went into an isolated house to which he had a key

They didn’t put a guard on that door, he said to himself. One can’t think of everything.

He closed the door carefully behind him, put the key back in his pocket, and swiftly went down to the house’s cellar. The small house, bought by Sokoloff shortly after the acquisition of the villa in Auteuil, backed on to the wall that enclosed the property. A subterranean tunnel connected the cellars of the two houses. Sokoloff had taken his precautions, not with a view to eventual flight, but in order to be able to export from his laboratory, without awakening suspicion, the explosive devices that he manufactured for the comrades working for social renovation and simultaneously sowing terror in the four corners of Europe.

The Russian’s plan was to be able to blow up entire quarters of capital cities. The man, naturally so gentle, became more ferocious than the worst murderers when, in his hallucinated dreams, he believed that he was acting for the future good of humankind. That was why Dr. Lemoine’s aerial surveillance had alarmed him. Had that surveillance persisted, the aeronaut might, at any moment, have discovered the secret exit by which the bombs manufactured in the villa had to be shipped out—and it was for that reason that he had lent his hand to a crime…for the success of the sacred cause.

Let us return to Bastien.

Once in the tunnel, he pressed a button set near the door, and the vault lit up. He went rapidly to two large panels equipped with commutators, whose copper sparkled in the rays of electric lamps.

“The heavy artillery,” he said. “A turn of the wrist and boom! Everything blown sky high. All the same, that damned Sokoloff has the most delightful inventions.”

Having arrived at the end of the tunnel he found a small iron spiral staircase, a few steps of which he climbed. He learned on a bell-push. The bell started ringing, and almost immediately, a panel was raised. Bastien saw Sokoloff, cold and resolute, waiting at the entrance to the tunnel.

“Why did you come that way? What’s happening?” the Russian demanded, calmly.

“What’s happening, Master,” said Macaron, closing the trap-door, “is quite simple. We’re stuffed! Within half an hour, the police, the law and the whole caboodle will be here.”

“What about Rosen?”

“Rozen’s taken off. I don’t know what happened last night, but this morning, as I was going to the Place Vendôme to see him before our rendezvous here, I found out that he’s made himself scarce—without warning his friends. He’s a traitor.”

“You might be right, Bastien,” the scientist declared. “Yesterday, I received various letters, which reached me by roundabout ways because I’m afraid of the chambre noire, as you know…and I was expecting to get some serious explanations from Rozen today. Certain large sums of money, which I had instructed him to distribute for our propaganda in the strikebound regions haven’t reached their destination.

“For a long time, I’ve reproached our associate for his frivolous lifestyle and his laxity in serving our cause, but I thought he was faithful, if not fervent...”

“Well, Master,” Bastien groaned, “if you want explanations from the Baron, you’ll have to take the train. Would you like some advice?”

“Speak.”

“Do the same. Get away. There’s still time.”

“No,” Sokoloff replied. “I don’t want to go without collecting all our documents and putting them in a safe place—buried in the cellars of the small house at the end of the tunnel.”

“But you haven’t understood,” said Bastien, bewildered. “The police will be here soon—you don’t have time. Get away. Let’s go, quickly—quickly!”

“The doors are solid,” the scientist retorted, “and before our enemies have got in...”

There was no time to say any more. Repeated blows hammered on the coaching entrance in the Rue Jasmin.

“You can hear,” Macaron murmured, pale with fear. “It’s them.”

They both listened. A loud voice outside shouted: “Open up, in the name of the law!”

“It’s them,” Macaron repeated, trembling from head to toe. “Let’s go, Master, let’s go…please…and we’ll blow up the house...”

“People will be killed,” Sokoloff replied, sadly.

“So what? And afterwards? I don’t suppose your bombs are made for dogs. A great misfortune, when we’ll have killed cops and detectives...”

“Shut up,” said the Russian, “and listen hard to what I’m going to tell you. At this moment, I need to be obeyed…like a leader.”

These words were pronounced in such a tone of authority that Bastien murmured: “Go on. I’ll do whatever you want, and if it’s necessary to die…well, I’m in it with you...”

“No, you’re going to go. I’ll stay here, alone...”

While they were arguing, noises from outside were clearly audible. There was a redoubled hammering at the coaching entrance; they were obviously trying to break it down. But those sounds, which made the Parisian shiver, did not frighten the scientist at all. Calmly and thoughtfully, he picked up a packet of letters that were on his workbench and threw them into the fire.

“They won’t find that…and we’ll spare our friends from arrest...”

“But what about the papers in the room next door?” Bastien observed. “Your archives.. the whole party organization, by sections, with special instructions for each post...”

“Listen carefully,” said Sokoloff. “I’m approaching the supreme moment. I’m old. Then again, I don’t know why, but doubt is taking hold of me. Might we not be mistaken? Is it really the right path that we’ve followed? I sense that I no longer have the faith! I’m old, tired…disgusted by life. For me, death will be a relief. For the others, it will be an example...

“The blood of martyrs is like a benevolent dew for the roots of the revolutionary tree...”

“You’re crazy! Kill yourself! That’s stupid! I don’t want that, damn it!”

“Shut up. And do as I command...

“They’re going to break down the door, and I’ll let them come in. I won’t use any of the powerful means I have to hand in order to stop them. I don’t want to make use of the defenses I’ve organized in the villa. So, they’ll come in, and it’s me who’ll receive them.”

“They’ll take you away, and you’ll go to the bagne—you, master! Too bad! I’ll stay and let myself be captured with you, since that’s the way it is...”

“They won’t capture me. I want to die, and my death will serve our cause. It will prove to the party that the man who was at its head was able to sacrifice his life...

“You’ll search for Rozen. You’ll make certain whether he betrayed us—and if you acquire that conviction, your arm will avenge us. That example will also serve the cause of Anarchism. There must be no traitors in our ranks. Swear to me that you will deliver justice...”

“For sure—you can count on that. There’ll be no shirking, I guarantee...” A sinister gleam passed through Macaron’s gaze.

“Good,” said Sokoloff. “Now, take this money.” The Russian handed him a wallet stuffed with banknotes.

“A fair bit of cash!” murmured the Parisian, excited by the thought of having a fortune on him.

“There are two hundred and fifty thousand francs there. Two hundred thousand I want to you take to Saint Petersburg. You’ll find all the instructions in the wallet. I’ve only kept that here. The rest was on deposit in the Place Vendôme...”

Well placed, Bastien thought.

“The other fifty thousand francs are for you…to employ for the good of our cause. Go everywhere in France, tell the comrades that my last adieu was for them.”

“No, no...”

A violent blow, followed by a loud crack, cut off Macaron’s words. The coaching entrance had just caved in. The sound of voices could be heard in the garden.

Sokoloff went to the window and saw men advancing cautiously, revolvers in hand. “Go—run,” he ordered the Parisian. Stop at the electric panel in the tunnel and in twenty minutes, watch in hand, turn the commutators marked A and Z. Adieu—and long live Anarchism!”

At that moment, someone knocked on the entrance door to the villa.

Sokoloff held out his arms to Bastien. The latter, although usually not very sensitive, had tears in his eyes. For a moment, they two men remained thus.

“Adieu, Brother...”

“Adieu, Master...”

Then, resolutely, Sokoloff lifted the trap-door, through which Bastien disappeared.

“In twenty minutes,” the scientist repeated. “That’s understood. Rozen…the companions…Saint Petersburg...”

“Don’t worry, damn it! One doesn’t have a Prix Monthyon, but one is pure…and one has courage...”

The trap-door fell back.

Left alone, Sokoloff closed all the doors giving access to the room where he was, which served as his study. It was the antechamber to his laboratory. It was necessary to go through it to get into the rooms where the secret documents of the Anarchist organization were, and the bombs ready to receive the explosives buried in a small underground store at the far end of the building.

All the doors that the Russian had just closed were lined with iron and the locks could only be opened by someone who knew their secret.

When that was done he took a minuscule phial with a ground-glass stopper from a cupboard, which he kept in his hand, and then went to open the door on which the public prosecutor, accompanied by an examining magistrate and the head of the Sûreté were still knocking and shouting: “Open up, in the name of the law!”

Behind the magistrates, agents and guardians of the peace were standing, ready to attempts an assault on the mysterious villa.

When the door opened, Sokoloff appeared to the gaze of the magistrates and the policemen, majestic and imposing. He drew himself up to his full height; his masculine and intelligent face seemed to be surrounded by a luminous aureole.

The newcomers stopped momentarily, immobilized, struck by admiration before that Titan of the Anarchist cause.

Sokoloff was famous. They remembered his past, the sacrifices he had made for the revolutionary ideal. The men in front of him—the prosecutor, the examining magistrate and Cardec, knew that the erudite man had given up his position and he wealth in order to serve Anarchism—and, while doing their duty, which was to arrest a man who was dangerous to the social order, they could not help feeling a sort of respect for him.

The Russian thought they were afraid.

“Have no fear, Messieurs,” he said, with a smile. “I have no homicidal intention toward you. Dutiful soldiers, you are acting in the name of a society that I execrate, whose foundations I would like to undermine in order to rebuild it on the bases of justice and fraternity...

“You are the instruments of the egotistical bourgeoisie, which proclaims the rights of man but which today, belying its oaths, crushes all who are weak. You are the executors of the laws and barbaric desires of the powerful and cowardly hypocrites who consider the people as a vile herd only good for feeding their appetites...

“It isn’t you that I shall strike. You’re not here by virtue of your own will; you’re obedient slaves of an order...”

“Arrest that man,” ordered the prosecutor, cutting short the scientist’s inflamed harangue.

“One moment!” shouted Sokoloff. “In the interest of your lives...

“There are papers in this house that your mission is to seize, machines that you ought to destroy. I could have let you in, and with a gesture without warning, annihilated you all.

“That, I repeat, is no longer my intention. I don’t strike servants. It’s the masters that I want to attain. In circumstances in which the denunciation of a coward has caused the work to fail at the very moment when everything was ready…when general terror would have give us Power…I have lost the game. I condemn myself, leaving others the care of continuing...”

Before anyone could interrupt him, he rapidly unsealed the little bottle that he had in his hand and swallowed its contents.

“In a minute,” he went on, “I shall be dead...but don’t try to search the house. Flee, if you don’t want to perish...”

Visibly, he went pale, and tottered, leaning against the door...

Hesitant, momentarily nonplussed by the tragic scene, which they had not expected, the magistrates and the head of the Sûreté ran toward Sokoloff. The scientist’s eyes were already clouding over, however, and his violet-tinted lips could scarcely articulate a sound.

Death was coming rapidly.

“Go…go…for the sake of your families…the explosion…the expl...”

He collapsed, and in a last surge of his entire being, as if life had suddenly returned to him, he cried in a loud voice: “Long live Anarchism!”

Then a violent spasm ran through him, and he expired.

While this drama was unfolding, agents and guardians of the peace had climbed up to the windows, and, standing on the sills, they were trying to open them with pliers they had found in a workshop situated in one of the corners of the garden.

The prosecutor, the examining magistrate and he head of the Sûreté conferred. Was it not all mere bravado of the vanquished man attempting to terrorize his vanquishers in exhaling his last breath?

The impetuous examining magistrate wanted to go on right away—but Cardec stopped him.

“Better to wait, Monsieur,” the policeman said, “in case some infernal machine is hidden in the villa; prudence commands us to withdraw our men. I observed the unfortunate while he was speaking—he could have been sincere...”

“You’re right, Monsieur,” the prosecutor declared. “It’s better...”

The magistrate did not finish. A mighty explosion lifted up the ground.

A cloud of dust surrounded the three men, at the same time as debris of stones and wood, hurled in all directions, rained back down on the property. Cries of agony rang out.

The inspectors of the Sûreté and the guardians of the peace fled in panic toward the exit—and as they ran they tripped over the iron wires distributed throughout the lawns, and bells rang furiously on all sides.

There was a moment of indescribable confusion—but Cardec and the magistrates quickly pulled themselves together. They had got away with a violent shock, and a thick layer of dust covering their clothing.

The head of the Sûreté swiftly brought all his men back to their posts. In a few words, setting them an example with his own composure, he reassured them, and they set about taking account of the damage done by the explosion.

The entire left hand side of the villa had collapsed. Fire was beginning to destroy what still remained standing. Unfortunately, there were casualties. One Sûreté inspector was lying on the ground, his limbs lacerated. Two guardians of the peace, only recognizable by their half-burned uniforms were no longer anything but a frightful pulp of mingled flesh and rubble.

While firemen arrived in haste to fight the fire, Sokoloff’s corpse and those of the soldiers of the police, victims of their duty, were taken away.

Once again, Anarchism had immolated the humble. They were three threads of the people, struck down by the blind utopia.

Monsieur Cardec, the magistrates and all those close to the dwelling had had a narrow escape. If Bastien had followed Sokoloff’s instructions punctiliously, not one of those who were there would have escaped the disaster, but the nuclei of the explosion were commanded by the combination of commutators A and Z, which it was necessary to operate in that order, and Macaron had turned the commutator marked Z first, with the result that the explosion had only been produced in the room where the archives were, and had not extended to the storage bunker where the explosive materials were that Sokoloff had prepared to arm the bombs destined to be transported by affiliates to the provincial comrades.

Nevertheless, the Russian scientist’s objective had been attained. It was impossible for the magistrates, in spite of a minute search, to discover any paper able to assist them in putting their hands on the principal members of the formidable association of which Sokoloff was the soul.


 

XVIII. The Hunt for the Traitor

 

 

Although Monsieur Cardec had done all kinds of things since the previous day, he had not thought of taking a rest. Very active and highly strung, it often happened that, when he was preoccupied with important business, he went without sleep for several successive nights—and no affair had ever been closer to his heart than putting a stop to the bandit who had been mocking the police and terrorizing Paris for years.

The name of Sokoloff, carelessly and unconsciously let slip by Germaine Reyval, had been a flash of light for the head of the Sûreté. He had finally found the weak point, the chink in the armor. Sokoloff, a Russian anarchist, lost to sight for a long time, Bastien, alias Macaron, a propagandist by action, and Saint-Magloire were evidently putting together some formidable plot—and thanks to that discovery, Cardec was certain that his superiors would give him carte blanche to act.

We have seen how he had executed the first part of the plan that he had contrived for Rozen’s ruin. The banker was in flight, unmasked and irremediably fallen…but he had been able, by eluding some of the head of the Sûreté’s provisions, to take away enough money to attempt a comeback.

It was, however, necessary not to stop the bandit, whose crimes—the murder of Lavardens, the attempted murder of Eléna—it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to prove. The redoubtable adventurer would escape the scaffold. He would certainly be sent back to the penitentiary, but after what scandal, and what sensational revelations? How many unfortunates who had trusted him would have been splashed with mud by the pseudo-Baron’s revelations?

Thus, it had been necessary to find another way to make the vile being disappear—and Monsieur Cardec had found that means.

Immediately after the dramatic operation in Auteuil, the police magistrate had gone to the office of the Minister of the Interior, who been had already been brought up to date by the Prefect of Police with all the serious events that had just taken place.

The supreme master of the police had seen the head of the Sûreté immediately, and when the latter had emerged from the building in the Place Beauvau he was radiant.

It was not the compliments that had been lavished upon him that had given Cardec that joy; he was especially happy to have received authorization from the Minister to carry the war against the criminal that could not be delivered to Monsieur de Paris all the way to the end.

From the Ministry of the Interior the head of the Sûreté had himself taken to the Ministry of the Colonies in the Pavillon de Flore, and went up to see the Director of Penitentiary Services. There, he was immediately handed a voluminous file concerning the convict Rozenkruz.

On consulting this dossier, Cardec uttered an exclamation of triumph. The entire story of the anarchist revolt on Île Royale fomented by Rozen and denounced by him was recounted there. A report compiled by the directory of the penitentiary related “the service rendered to the colony by number 883” and mentioned the anarchist “eliminations” carried out thanks to the Levantine’s treachery.

On arrival at the Quai des Orfèvres, the policeman found Dr. Lemoine waiting for him, who immediately reassured him at to the fate of Madame Lavardens.

The blow inflicted by Saint-Magloire on the courageous woman had been less terrible that had initially been supposed when, shortly after the Baron’s flight, people had come running on hearing the injured woman’s moans. Olivier Martin, hastily summoned, had lavished his intelligent care on the widow, and had dressed the wound, having become less anxious after a serious examination thereof. The patient had no fever, and there was every reason to hope that she would be on her feet in a matter of days.

Lemoine, continuing to inform his friend, also told him how Eléna had learned, stoically, of the tragic adventure that had separated her forever from the wretch she had loved. The doctor was unable to keep quiet about his admiration for that energetic woman, a worthy descendant of the heroic man who had died in defense of Cuban liberty. He spoke abundantly, the good doctor, with an eloquence that came from the heart—and Cardec listened, smiling, while scribbling notes on a pad.

“Oh,” said Lemoine, concluding his story, “it’s truly unfortunate that the man is still alive—for, in sum, you’ve unmasked him, ruined him, destroyed him…but with a fellow of his stripe, can one ever know what might happen? He’s capable of getting back on his feet one day, and resuming the exploits that you’ve so skillfully interrupted elsewhere, under another name...”

“No,” Cardec riposted, “he won’t recover…I’ll guarantee that. I promised that you’d be in on the kill and I’ll keep my promise…or very nearly, as I don’t know exactly where the wild beast will be brought down.” As the doctor looked at him in astonishment, not grasping the meaning of his words, the head of the Sûreté added: “You’ll understand in time. I’m only asking for a little patience.” He pressed a bell-push set within arm’s reach.

The office orderly appeared in response to the summons.

“Tell my secretaries to come in right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

A few moments later, Monsieur Cardec was striding back and forth in his office, dictating a rather long note to his secretaries, in which he brought to light the role played by Rozenkruz in the drama on Île Royale.

“Make copies of that urgently,” he ordered. “Bring them to me as soon as they’re ready.”

“What are you going to do with that story?” asked Lemoine, as soon as the secretaries had gone out.

“It will appear this evening in all the Paris newspapers, and tomorrow in all those in the provinces and abroad.” Cardec’s eyes were shining. “And I hope it won’t fall on deaf ears…now do you understand?”

“No—I confess that you’ve got ahead of me since yesterday.”

“Well, my friend, that story is the equivalent of a jury’s verdict without attenuating circumstances. If I’m not mistaken, it’s the death-warrant of the man that I regret not having sent to Monsieur Deibler.”24

“But he’s run away.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be informed telegraphically by the inspectors who are on his heels with special instructions, and I’ll have the extreme generosity to give his address to any comrades who might, by chance, have the desire to catch up with him...”

“Damn!” cried the doctor. “That’s Machiavellian. It’s ferocious…but very clever.”

“Ferocious!” Cardec replied. “My word, one might think that you felt pity for a bandit of that sort. Count the bodies that he’s left along his route. The comrades on Île Royale, Lavardens, Dulac. Is it his fault that Eléna Ruiz is still alive? Do you think that he failed to kill Oliva Lavardens deliberately? And what about you—your fall from the balloon? And many other ‘good deeds’ of which we’re unaware. If you think that he doesn’t deserve the death penalty...”

“Twenty times over,” said the doctor. “Yes, you’re right. It’s necessary to kill the bandit.”

“I’ll do my best,” Cardec went on, “and I hope it won’t take long. I assure you, my dear friend, that is spite of my usual repugnance for the death penalty, I’ll utter a sigh of relief on the day when a ‘fatal accident’ has scythed down the Baron de Saint-Magloire...”

“And you won’t be alone,” Lemoine concluded. “All honest folk will be with you.”

“Honest folk,” said the head of the Sûreté, smiling, “and many others too, for at this moment, there are quite a few people more or less in view who aren’t celebrating, I can assure you—and they’ll be glad to escape the scandal, and the blackmail to which, at a time perhaps not very far in the future, the villain would not fail to have recourse to try and get himself afloat again.”

 

That same evening, extraordinary articles appeared in all the Paris newspapers:

 

The End of an adventurer.

From Cayenne to the Place Vendôme.

The house-warming in the Rue de Prony.

In flight.

The death of a prince.

Terrible explosion.

The Anarchist Plot.

Etc.

 

No one in Paris was talking about anything other than the affair in question. In every newspaper, entire columns were devoted to the story of the Baron de Saint-Magloire—and clearly in view, in the adventurer’s antecedents, was the note drafted by Monsieur Cardec, who had obligingly allowed himself to be interviewed, informing the “Comrades” of the treason of the man they had always considered, thanks of the intermediary of Sokoloff, as a brother.

The man who was the most flabbergasted of all was Bastien, alias Macaron.

“Shit!” he growled, his fist clenched. “I’ll have his hide, the swine...” Saint-Magloire’s accomplice was sincere in his hatred. The death of Sokoloff, whom he had liked a great deal, and for whom he had a profound admiration, whom he considered as the god of the revolutionary ideal, had already set him against Rozen—and the story of the ex-883’s treason laid bare, brought his rage to a paroxysm.

For sure, he would kill the traitor. Was it not necessary to prove to the comrades that he was not involved in the filthy plot on Île Royale?

Macaron forgot that he had not had as many scruples out there, and that he had accepted Rozen’s help to flee the penitentiary, with his eyes closed. That was one of the curious aspects of the Parisian gamin’s versatile nature.

And without any concern for his own safety, Bastien—who had prudently hidden after leaving the house in Auteuil after the explosion that he believed to have been complete—took a fiacre and had himself taken to the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève, to the home of one of the most fervent disciples of Anarchism, Comrade Duloup.

Several adepts of propaganda by action were meeting in Duloup’s house at that moment, and Macaron had a veritable success when he announced his intention of “skinning the hide of the false brother.”

Duloup and another comrade, the anarchist Sanclair—a colossus who seemed to have been hewn by blows of a billhook from a knotty tree-trunk—offered enthusiastically to help Bastien in his work of vengeance.

An exemplary punishment was required.

The Baron de Saint-Magloire as help responsible for the irremediable check to which the revolution had just been subjected. It was because of him that Sokoloff had died heroically, destroying all the documents that might have delivered the leaders of the party to the police. It was that wretched banker, that sybarite, that traitor, who had obviously given up the secret of the house in Auteuil, just as he had given up the brothers who had died in Guiana under the rifle-fire of the soldiers, armed slaves of the infamous bourgeoisie...

And Duloup, in a few inflammatory declarations, swore not to rest until the traitor had paid for his treason.

There was no shortage of money; Bastien had enough on him to organize a serious manhunt.

That same evening, Bastien and his two aides took the train to Brussels—where, according to the newspapers, Saint-Magloire must have taken refuge.

In the Belgian capital, the three comrades divided up the search. They went to the principal hotels, and the homes of the anarchists they knew and with whom they were in communication—but they could not lay their hands on the Baron.

The latter, having noticed on arrival in Brussels that he was being followed, had not felt safe, and had only stayed in the city for a matter of hours. He had taken the first train to Rotterdam.

His plan was simple. He intended to embark on the first steamship leaving for America, and he hoped to give the slip to the two agents of the Sûreté on his heels.

In fact, when he disembarked on the platform at Rotterdam station, he could no longer see the sleuths from the Quai des Orfèvres. Entirely reassured, he went to one of the city’s best hotels and dined with a healthy appetite.

The next morning, he went to the harbor to obtain information about the ships that were getting ready to depart in the near future. The departure of a steamship was advertised for the day after next. Rozen reserved a berth and returned to his hotel, not without checking carefully to see that he was not being followed—but he did not see anything suspicious.

Already, he was beginning to get his breath back.

The shock he had received had shaken him severely, and since his flight from the Champs-Élysées he had lived in a terrible fear. He still did not entirely understand why he had not been arrested.

Reading the newspapers, however, informed him in that regard. He had time to read them now that he believed himself to be safe. He had not been arrested because they feared his revelations; they thought that he was gone forever, and they were no longer afraid of him.

They were wrong! For he promised himself that he would have his revenge.

He left aside all the details that were given regarding Sokoloff’s death and his own past; that was not what interested him. He wanted to know whether the police intended to arrest him; that was the most important thing to him.

Suddenly, he went pale. A nervous tremor took possession of him.

No!” he murmured.

He reread the lines that had frightened him.

We are assured, said the newspaper that he held in his hand, that Rozen, alias the Baron de Saint-Magloire, has taken refuge in Rotterdam, and that a request for extradition has been made to the Dutch government. The adventurer’s arrest is now only a matter of hours.

“In that case,” the fugitive said to himself, “have I been followed this far? What does the article mean…in evident contradiction to what I’ve read so far?”

He crumpled the newspaper angrily, got to his feet, and strode feverishly back and forth in his room, with his fists clenched and his eyes flashing.

“Let them arrest me, then! We’ll see who has the last laugh! If I go under, I’ll take a great many others down with me.”

At that moment, there was a knock on his door.

His hair prickled; his hand clasped the dagger that he was carrying in his trouser pocket, and he immediately drew the weapon from its leather sheath.

Someone knocked a second time.

He did not answer…and stood there anxiously, ready to sell his skin dearly if it was agents who had come to arrest him. He intended to leap upon them, weapon raised, when they broke down the door, and he thought that the advantage of surprise might give him the means to escape the grip of the police.

Ears pricked, he listened—but no suspicious sound could be heard.

A slight shiver suddenly ran through him as he saw a white envelope that had just been passed under the door.

Rapidly, he picked it up and opened it.

He trembled as if he had been struck by any icy blast. He was obliged to sit down and wait for a few seconds before he was able to read the note that he had unfolded.

Terror had scarcely any purchase on that man; he quickly suppressed the most violent emotions.

“Why,” he said, both surprised and satisfied. “It’s from Bastien.”

And he read: Old man, after all the dirty tricks of recent days, I too have taken to my heels. As I’ve found your address—I’ll explain how—and as I think it dangerous to see you, I’m writing. Be at the harbor at midnight; I’ll wait for you. I have cash to give you on behalf of our poor friend Sokoloff, and I’ve hired a boat that will take us both to England.

Robertson.

Rozen’s nerves relaxed. He uttered a sigh of relief.

“Come on,” he said to himself. “All’s not lost. Sokoloff has thought about me.”

Not for a moment did the idea occur to him that a trap might have been set for him. He believed absolutely in Bastien’s loyalty. The moment Sokoloff ordered something, Macaron carried out the order punctiliously.

That was how thing worked...

What made him smile most of all, apart from the matter of the money sent by the Russian before his death, was the idea that Macaron had had of hiring the boat to go to England.

Obviously, they would only be watching the steamships.

And, completely set at ease, the Baron ordered dinner to be served in his room.

 

A brief explanation is necessary here. Imperturbably following his plan, Cardec, kept up to date by his agents regarding Rozen’s movements, had immediately passed the information on to the newspapers.

As he assumed that the bandit would seek passage on a ship, he had added the little note about the extradition request. That was sufficient to warn Saint-Magloire that he ought not to attempt to embark if he did not want to be immediately arrested.

Informed by the special commissaire at the Gare du Nord, who have observed the departure of Bastien and his two companions, Duloup and Sanclair, for Brussels, the head of the Sûreté, knowing that they would read the papers, had put them on the track of the quarry they were hunting.

In Rotterdam, following Rozen’s trail, Bastien had soon discovered his hotel.

Initially, on arriving in Rotterdam, comrades Duloup and Sanclair had proposed going to the hotel that evening to deal with the traitor, but Bastien had claimed that honor, and “knowing the fellow,” as he put it, had thought of luring him to a deserted spot by night.

At the appointed hour, the three anarchists were waiting in the harbor. Only Bastien was visible; the other two were hidden, ready to come to his aid if necessary.

The night was dark and foggy, and the docks were ill-lit.

Midnight had just chimed on the nearby clocks when Macaron saw Saint-Magloire’s silhouette outlined in the fog a few meters away; he recognized him immediately.

When the Baron approached him, he took him by the arm and drew him into a corner, next to a path of waste ground where the harbor employees discarded their household wastes, which night-soil collectors took away at dawn.

In his right hand, Bastien clutched his flick-knife, which he had taken care to open.

The Parisian felt sure of himself. He knew that one thrust of his “eustache,” well-placed in the middle of the torso, would sent his man ad patres, so he wanted to enjoy Rozen’s terror first.

“Let’s go,” Saint-Magloire said, immediately. “Where’s the boat you’ve hired? We’ll chat later...”

“Just a minute, Colonel. I have something to tell you first.”

“You’re sure you weren’t followed?”

“Listen,” Macaron retorted. “There’s a matter we have to settle.” A surge of anger swept over in the anarchist’s brain, and, incapable of restraining himself, in a hoarse voice, he said to his old friend, whose arm he was gripping forcefully: “Just the two of us, Gaston Rozen—us two, false brother. The comrades you betrayed on Île Royale are crying out for vengeance…for you to pay for your treason. I’m going to kill you, you swine!”

“You’re crazy,” Gaston murmured. “If it’s to tell me such stupid things that you disturbed me...”

“No, it’s to stick this in your skin!” Matching the action to the words, Bastien raised is knife.

Saint-Magloire had seen the movement. With a violent thrust, he pulled away from Macaron’s grip. The Parisian fell to the ground.

“Damn it!” growled Rozen. “You’re the one who’ll die.”

And before Bastien had time to get up, the Levantine, his strength multiplied tenfold by the danger he was in, hurled himself upon his former accomplice.

There was a brief, atrocious fight.

While struggling to free himself from Rozen’s hands, which were around his throat, Macaron lashed out—but the knife slid over Saint-Magloire’s shoulder, and, tearing through his garment, the blade only grazed him.

One of the Baron’s hands released the anarchist’s neck and grabbed his wrist, as if to break it. Under that vigorous pressure, the hand opened, and the weapon fell.

Then, with a desperate effort, Rozen lifted his adversary up and slammed him down again, head first.

“Help!” yelped Macaron.

Rapidly as Duloup and Sanclair responded to that appeal, they did not have time to save their comrade.

Saint-Magloire, drunk with fury, had seized the Parisian by the throat again, and with two curt blows he smashed his skull on the stones of the dock.

“You asked for it,” he growled. And he set about searching his former associate’s pockets conscientiously.

The place was utterly deserted; he had plenty of time to take possession of the cash given to Bastien by that imbecile Sokoloff.

Suddenly, however, Rozen felt himself pulled backwards and laid down o the ground—and without him even being able to make a gesture to defend himself, he was gagged, held down by the Herculean wrist of Sanclair. And while the latter held the wretch down, Duloup tied him up securely with a length of twine.

When that was done, the two comrades examined Bastien. They had no difficulty in establishing that he was dead. His skull had been split by the violent impact, and brain-tissue was leaking out.

“Poor chap,” murmured Sanclair, gripped by pity. “He’s croaked.”

“He’ll be avenged too,” growled Duloup.

They picked Rozen up then, and placed him upright beneath a street-lamp.

“Do you know,” said the anarchist, with a frightful calmness, “the fate reserved for those who betray us? We accepted responsibility, along with the comrade you’ve just killed, for avenging our brothers, who you sold in a cowardly manner on Île Royale. You also have to account to us for Sokoloff’s death…and we want you to suffer enough to expiate your infamy.

“It’s me, Comrade Duloup, who will make you see how we punish traitors. It’s with your blood that I’m going to write your sentence...”

His eyes crazed with fear, Rozen writhed in his bonds. He tried to rip the gag that was stifling him with his teeth.

He wanted to shout for help, to escape his executioners. The danger of being recognized and arrested did not matter now. It was his life that he wanted to preserve—the life that would permit him to fight another day, perhaps advantageously...

But Duloup had opened his large knife, coldly, and with a curt thrust, he sliced Rozen’s right wrist, from which blood flowed.

Sanclair handed his comrade a blank piece of paper, which he unfolded—and the latter, dipping his finger in Rozen’s blood, wrote in capital letters:

 

TRAITOR TO ANARCHISM

 

“You see,” he said to Saint-Magloire. “People will know why we have executed you. It’s written in this newspaper, which we’re going to pin to your breast.”

Carefully, the anarchist placed on the torso of the Levantine, whose body was writhing frightfully, a newspaper in which the article about the slaughter on Île Royale was circled in black. He placed the implacable sentence on top of it and maintained the papers in position with his right hand. Then he handed the knife to Sanclair.

“Over to you,” he said. “Strike the heart...”

Sanclair obeyed, and with a single thrust, sank the blade into the breast of the condemned man.

Rozen was agitated by a spasm. His eyes grew immeasurably wide, and a hoarse croak escaped his throat behind the gag. Then he fell heavily, face forward.

“He’s had his reckoning,” said Duloup. “Come on, help me—we have to take him to his final resting-place—the only one he deserves.”

And they carried the cadaver to the waste-depository.

“Carrion on the dung-heap!” pronounced Sanclair. That was the entire funeral oration for the man who had been the King of Paris.

And at daybreak, when the night-soil collectors of Rotterdam came to take away the detritus, they perceived, half-buried in the filth, stained with mud and blood, the cadaver of the man whose dream had been to live in the apotheosis of power and luxury.

 

“You didn’t dream of so complete a vengeance,” said Lemoine to Cardec when they learned about the bandit’s demise.

“Those officious executioners,” the head of the Sûreté replied, “do indeed have a heavier hand than their official counterpart, but I had no choice in the matter of means. At any rate, Rozen is dead, and Bastien too. Two fine rogues fewer! De profundis! Dead the beast, dead the venom, the proverb says—an eternal truth, especially in Paris, where people soon forget, in the whirlwind of feverish life in which some new event chases away those of the eve on a daily basis.”

Three months after the tragic adventure in Rotterdam, there was hardly any mention of the late Baron de Saint-Magloire. Already, the odyssey of that extraordinary bandit was no longer in the realm of reality. Henceforth, it belonged to those popular historians we call novelists, whose talent strives to show us life through a magic lantern with magnifying lenses.

It is necessary to say, in truth, that, especially among those who got closest to the Baron and who grew fat on the crumbs of the prodigious crook, no one wanted to have known him. They had all repudiated the villain who had come to such a miserable end.

There was perhaps only one man who retained a little gratitude toward Rozen, and that was Monsieur Cardec, who owed the most interesting case of his career to him.

 

The day after the disappearance of the man with whom she had lived as a spouse, Eléna Ruiz left the house in the Champs-Élysées and took up residence in a modest family boarding-house.

Before leaving for Havana she waited for Madame Lavardens to make a complete recovery. Oliva was to go with Eléna on that voyage.

The Cuban woman hoped that the air of her birthplace would purify her, and that, in the midst of memories of her childhood, she might gradually forget the years spent with the adventurer whose unwitting accomplice she had been.

While regretting the separation, Lemoine, on the advice of Monsieur Cardec, had encouraged the young woman in her plan. And on the day when the physicians declared that Madame Lavardens could tolerate the fatigue of a long voyage, the two women, escorted by Olivier Martin and Lemoine, took the train to Bordeaux from the Gare d’Austerlitz.

As the staff were closing the carriage doors, shouting the traditional “All aboard!” there were emotional embraces on both sides.

They were parting with the hope of seeing one another again soon.

Love knows no obstacles!

As for Germaine Reyval, whom the emotion experienced on the night of her opulent protector’s fall had rendered voiceless, she abandoned her theatrical career. In the world of finance—banks had an irresistible attraction for the ex-diva—she sought out Saint-Magloire’s successors. She was often seen in the Bois, always beautiful, always provocative, but the gentleman accompanying her was rarely the same one.

“The fact is,” she said, “that one doesn’t find twice in one lifetime a lover like Saint-Magloire, between whose fingers other people’s money flowed so easily.”


Notes


1 tr. as The Human Microbes, Black Coat Press, ISBN 978-1-61227-116-3.

2 tr. as The New World, Black Coat Press, ISBN 978-1-61227-117-0.

3 tr. as Mysteryville, Black Coat Press, ISBN 978-1-935558-27-9.

4 tr. as John Devil, Black Coat Press, ISBN 978-1-932983-15-9.

5 The author inserts a footnote: “A Spanish proverb that can be roughly translated as: ‘One cannot escape one’s destiny.’ Literally: ‘That which must be cannot fail to be.’”

6 The term “telectroscope” was frequently used in the 19th century to refer to a hypothetical telephone that would transmit pictures as well as sound. Gautier’s long-time friend and some-time associate Louis Figuier used the term in 1876 to advertise a device which he believed, wrongly, already to exist. Jan Szczepanik contrived to obtain a British patent for such a device in 1897, although it was never exhibited, which prompted Mark Twain to refer to it is his story “From the Times of 1904.”

7 Willoughby Smith published the article containing this observation in the 20 February 1873 issue of Nature. Joseph May was the chief technician of the company Smith worked for, which specialized in laying electric cable, and collaborated with him on the extrapolation of the (initially accidental) discovery.

8 The layer of the inner eye containing the rods and cones is known as “Jacob’s membrane,” thus licensing this slightly unusual nomenclature. 

9 The original text renders the final name Féré, but the context strongly suggests at the reference is to the Italian criminologist Enrico Ferri, a former pupil of Cesare Lombroso. P. E. Lannois did indeed make an extensive study of ear shape in the context of anthropological criminology, and a book entitled De l’oreille au point de vue anthropologique et médico-legal signed J. Julia was published in Lyon in 1889. I can find no trace of Saglas; the name might be misrendered.

10 Trichophyton is a parasitic fungus that causes such human skin diseases as athlete’s foot and ringworm.

11 There was an outbreak of dengue fever in Smyrna in 1889, but the name of “Dr. Bum” does not feature in the published medical reports of the occurrence.

12 The murder of the court usher Toussaint Gouffé in 1889 was one of Goron’s most famous cases while he was head of the Sûreté. After Alexandre Lacassagne had confirmed that the body dumped near Lyon was indeed Gouffré’s, Goron eventually identified the adventurer Michel Eyraud and his girl-friend Gabrielle Bompard as the likely murderers. The trial in 1890 caused a sensation, partly because Bompard’s defense claimed that she had been an unwitting accomplice acting under hypnosis.

13 The method of tattoo removal first publicized in 1888 by Gaston Variot involved the use of tannic acid; it is still in use today.

14 A medical term for “lying down.”

15 Radium chloride had been discovered by Marie and Pierre Curie in 1898, causing a sensation akin to that caused by the discovery of X-rays three years earlier, but it was not isolated in its metallic state until 1910 and remained fabulously expensive thereafter, rendering Saint-Magloire’s liberal purchase extremely unlikely. Marie Curie had been a student of Henri Becquerel, who had rediscovered the radioactivity of uranium (first observed in 1857) in 1896. Although the burning effect of X-rays was rapidly observed, the actual effects of radiation sickness were not fully understood until long after the publication of the present novel, which was probably the first—but by no means the last—example of a crime novel in which radiation is used as a murder weapon. 

16 Avion has, of course, become a commonplace French word, equivalent to the American “airplane,” but when this passage was written it was still an esoteric term, amenable to specific adaptation, as here, in a fashion that distinguishes it from aéroplane. I have left it untranslated rather than substituting the term “ornithopter,” although that might be a more appropriate term for what the narrative voice is describing. The text’s terminology in this respect is rather haphazard; the narrative voice and various characters also refer to the device in question as an “aerostat” and a “balloon,” although it is obviously neither in a literal sense. When the novel was published in 1901, no one had yet made a pioneering flight in a heavier-than-air machine, although experiments were indeed being carried out is some profusion. This passage is, therefore, ahead of its time, although it was soon to be surpassed by actual events. 

17 In fact, a whole series of thermopiles had been produced in the 19th century since Oersted and Fourier constructed the first in 1823, but their output was small; the 1879 coke-fueled thermopile developed by Clamond in 1879 put out 192 watts, but it was a massive device

18 The French far left, at this time, marched under two opposed flags: the red flag of Socialism and the black flag of Anarchism; it was rare for the two revolutionary parties actually to join forces, although few outsiders could see much difference between their rival brands of egalitarianism, except that Anarchism, by definition, refused all appointed or elected leaders, while Socialism typically envisaged some kind of Republican, and hence Presidential, government.

19 The author inserts a footnote to explain that “la Veuve” [the Widow] is the guillotine.

20 The mathematician François Viète (1540-1603) became famous for breaking a cipher used by the Spanish while working for Henri IV, thus greatly favoring French diplomatic maneuvers. Antoine Rossignol (1600-1682) and his sons took over where Viète left off, eventually developing the “Grand Cipher” for Louis XIV and ran his cabinet noir [Black Chamber], thus making that term a generic name for code-breaking enterprises. The Grand Cipher remained unbreakable until the 1890s, when a method for deciphering it was developed by Étienne Bazeries (1846-1891). Auguste Kerckhoffs (miserendered Kerkhoff in the original text) was a 19th century cryptanalyst who published a classic essay on military cryptography in 1883. The name Trixandière is presumably misrendered; the intended reference might conceivably be to Johannes Trithemius, who developed a famous cipher in the 15th century and published the first book on cryptology. 

21 The French engineer Paul Giffard obtained a patent for a gun design that could be used in association with compressed air or liquefied gas as a propellant. A more practical patent was issued in the late 1880s for a carbon-dioxide gun that actually went into mass-production, awakening great hopes that were soon frustrated, because the weapons could not compete with conventional firearms in terms of power and range. 

22 Rysakoff and Jeliaboff were Russian nihilists involved in attempts to assassinate Tsar Alexander II, the former being the unsuccessful initial bomb-thrower in the attack whose second missile completed the task. Vera Zasulich was tried for the attempted murder of the repressive governor of St. Petersburg, Theodore Trepov, whom she had shot and injured, but was sensationally acquitted by a jury whose members evidently thought that Trepov deserved to be shot; she subsequently converted to Marxism and translated a number of Marx’s works into Russian. 

23 “Polin” was the stage name of Pierre Paul Marsales (1863-1927), the leading figure in the French music halls of the period.

24 Anatole Deibler was the French executioner from 1890 until well into the 20th century.
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