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				I

				On the Top of the Tower

			
			Hortense Daniel pushed her win­dow ajar and whispered:

			“Are you there, Rossigny?”

			“I am here,” replied a voice from the shrub­bery at the front of the house.

			Lean­ing for­ward, she saw a rather fat man look­ing up at her out of a gross red face with its cheeks and chin set in un­pleas­antly fair whiskers.

			“Well?” he asked.

			“Well, I had a great ar­gu­ment with my uncle and aunt last night. They ab­so­lutely re­fuse to sign the doc­u­ment of which my law­yer sent them the draft, or to re­store the dowry squandered by my hus­band.”

			“But your uncle is re­spons­ible by the terms of the mar­riage-set­tle­ment.”

			“No mat­ter. He re­fuses.”

			“Well, what do you pro­pose to do?”

			“Are you still de­term­ined to run away with me?” she asked, with a laugh.

			“More so than ever.”

			“Your in­ten­tions are strictly hon­our­able, re­mem­ber!”

			“Just as you please. You know that I am madly in love with you.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately I am not madly in love with you!”

			“Then what made you choose me?”

			“Chance. I was bored. I was grow­ing tired of my hum­drum ex­ist­ence. So I’m ready to run risks. … Here’s my lug­gage: catch!”

			She let down from the win­dow a couple of large leath­er kit-bags. Rossigny caught them in his arms.

			“The die is cast,” she whispered. “Go and wait for me with your car at the If cross­roads. I shall come on horse­back.”

			“Hang it, I can’t run off with your horse!”

			“He will go home by him­self.”

			“Cap­it­al! … Oh, by the way. …”

			“What is it?”

			“Who is this Prince Rén­ine, who’s been here the last three days and whom nobody seems to know?”

			“I don’t know much about him. My uncle met him at a friend’s shoot and asked him here to stay.”

			“You seem to have made a great im­pres­sion on him. You went for a long ride with him yes­ter­day. He’s a man I don’t care for.”

			“In two hours I shall have left the house in your com­pany. The scan­dal will cool him off. … Well, we’ve talked long enough. We have no time to lose.”

			For a few minutes she stood watch­ing the fat man bend­ing un­der the weight of her traps as he moved away in the shel­ter of an empty av­en­ue. Then she closed the win­dow.

			Out­side, in the park, the hunts­men’s horns were sound­ing the re­veille. The hounds burst in­to frantic bay­ing. It was the open­ing day of the hunt that morn­ing at the Château de la Marèze, where, every year, in the first week in Septem­ber, the Comte d’Ai­gleroche, a mighty hunter be­fore the Lord, and his count­ess were ac­cus­tomed to in­vite a few per­son­al friends and the neigh­bour­ing landown­ers.

			Hortense slowly fin­ished dress­ing, put on a rid­ing-habit, which re­vealed the lines of her supple fig­ure, and a wide-brimmed felt hat, which en­circled her lovely face and au­burn hair, and sat down to her writ­ing-desk, at which she wrote to her uncle, M. d’Ai­gleroche, a farewell let­ter to be de­livered to him that even­ing. It was a dif­fi­cult let­ter to word; and, after be­gin­ning it sev­er­al times, she ended by giv­ing up the idea.

			“I will write to him later,” she said to her­self, “when his an­ger has cooled down.”

			And she went down­stairs to the din­ing-room.

			Enorm­ous logs were blaz­ing in the hearth of the lofty room. The walls were hung with trophies of rifles and shot­guns. The guests were flock­ing in from every side, shak­ing hands with the Comte d’Ai­gleroche, one of those typ­ic­al coun­try squires, heav­ily and power­fully built, who lives only for hunt­ing and shoot­ing. He was stand­ing be­fore the fire, with a large glass of old brandy in his hand, drink­ing the health of each new ar­rival.

			Hortense kissed him ab­sently:

			“What, uncle! You who are usu­ally so sober!”

			“Pooh!” he said. “A man may surely in­dulge him­self a little once a year! …”

			“Aunt will give you a scold­ing!”

			“Your aunt has one of her sick head­aches and is not com­ing down. Be­sides,” he ad­ded, gruffly, “it is not her busi­ness … and still less is it yours, my dear child.”

			Prince Rén­ine came up to Hortense. He was a young man, very smartly dressed, with a nar­row and rather pale face, whose eyes held by turns the gentlest and the harshest, the most friendly and the most satir­ic­al ex­pres­sion. He bowed to her, kissed her hand and said:

			“May I re­mind you of your kind prom­ise, dear ma­dame?”

			“My prom­ise?”

			“Yes, we agreed that we should re­peat our de­light­ful ex­cur­sion of yes­ter­day and try to go over that old boarded-up place the look of which made us so curi­ous. It seems to be known as the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre.”

			She answered a little curtly:

			“I’m ex­tremely sorry, mon­sieur, but it would be rather far and I’m feel­ing a little done up. I shall go for a canter in the park and come in­doors again.”

			There was a pause. Then Serge Rén­ine said, smil­ing, with his eyes fixed on hers and in a voice which she alone could hear:

			“I am sure that you’ll keep your prom­ise and that you’ll let me come with you. It would be bet­ter.”

			“For whom? For you, you mean?”

			“For you, too, I as­sure you.”

			She col­oured slightly, but did not reply, shook hands with a few people around her and left the room.

			A groom was hold­ing the horse at the foot of the steps. She moun­ted and set off to­wards the woods bey­ond the park.

			It was a cool, still morn­ing. Through the leaves, which barely quivered, the sky showed crys­tal­line blue. Hortense rode at a walk down wind­ing av­en­ues which in half an hour brought her to a coun­tryside of rav­ines and bluffs in­ter­sec­ted by the high road.

			She stopped. There was not a sound. Rossigny must have stopped his en­gine and con­cealed the car in the thick­ets around the If cross­roads.

			She was five hun­dred yards at most from that cir­cu­lar space. After hes­it­at­ing for a few seconds, she dis­moun­ted, tied her horse care­lessly, so that he could re­lease him­self by the least ef­fort and re­turn to the house, shrouded her face in the long brown veil that hung over her shoulders and walked on.

			As she ex­pec­ted, she saw Rossigny dir­ectly she reached the first turn in the road. He ran up to her and drew her in­to the cop­pice!

			“Quick, quick! Oh, I was so afraid that you would be late … or even change your mind! And here you are! It seems too good to be true!”

			She smiled:

			“You ap­pear to be quite happy to do an idi­ot­ic thing!”

			“I should think I am happy! And so will you be, I swear you will! Your life will be one long fairytale. You shall have every lux­ury, and all the money you can wish for.”

			“I want neither money nor lux­ur­ies.”

			“What then?”

			“Hap­pi­ness.”

			“You can safely leave your hap­pi­ness to me.”

			She replied, jest­ingly:

			“I rather doubt the qual­ity of the hap­pi­ness which you would give me.”

			“Wait! You’ll see! You’ll see!”

			They had reached the mo­tor. Rossigny, still stam­mer­ing ex­pres­sions of de­light, star­ted the en­gine. Hortense stepped in and wrapped her­self in a wide cloak. The car fol­lowed the nar­row, grassy path which led back to the cross­roads and Rossigny was ac­cel­er­at­ing the speed, when he was sud­denly forced to pull up. A shot had rung out from the neigh­bour­ing wood, on the right. The car was swerving from side to side.

			“A front tire burst,” shouted Rossigny, leap­ing to the ground.

			“Not a bit of it!” cried Hortense. “Some­body fired!”

			“Im­possible, my dear! Don’t be so ab­surd!”

			At that mo­ment, two slight shocks were felt and two more re­ports were heard, one after the oth­er, some way off and still in the wood.

			Rossigny snarled:

			“The back tires burst now … both of them. … But who, in the dev­il’s name, can the ruf­fi­an be? … Just let me get hold of him, that’s all! …”

			He clambered up the road­side slope. There was no one there. Moreover, the leaves of the cop­pice blocked the view.

			“Damn it! Damn it!” he swore. “You were right: some­body was fir­ing at the car! Oh, this is a bit thick! We shall be held up for hours! Three tires to mend! … But what are you do­ing, dear girl?”

			Hortense her­self had alighted from the car. She ran to him, greatly ex­cited:

			“I’m go­ing.”

			“But why?”

			“I want to know. Someone fired. I want to know who it was.”

			“Don’t let us sep­ar­ate, please!”

			“Do you think I’m go­ing to wait here for you for hours?”

			“What about your run­ning away? … All our plans … ?”

			“We’ll dis­cuss that to­mor­row. Go back to the house. Take back my things with you. … And good­bye for the present.”

			She hur­ried, left him, had the good luck to find her horse and set off at a gal­lop in a dir­ec­tion lead­ing away from La Marèze.

			There was not the least doubt in her mind that the three shots had been fired by Prince Rén­ine.

			“It was he,” she muttered, an­grily, “it was he. No one else would be cap­able of such be­ha­viour.”

			Be­sides, he had warned her, in his smil­ing, mas­ter­ful way, that he would ex­pect her.

			She was weep­ing with rage and hu­mi­li­ation. At that mo­ment, had she found her­self face to face with Prince Rén­ine, she could have struck him with her rid­ing-whip.

			Be­fore her was the rugged and pic­tur­esque stretch of coun­try which lies between the Orne and the Sarthe, above Alençon, and which is known as Little Switzer­land. Steep hills com­pelled her fre­quently to mod­er­ate her pace, the more so as she had to cov­er some six miles be­fore reach­ing her des­tin­a­tion. But, though the speed at which she rode be­came less head­long, though her phys­ic­al ef­fort gradu­ally slackened, she nev­er­the­less per­sisted in her in­dig­na­tion against Prince Rén­ine. She bore him a grudge not only for the un­speak­able ac­tion of which he had been guilty, but also for his be­ha­viour to her dur­ing the last three days, his per­sist­ent at­ten­tions, his as­sur­ance, his air of ex­cess­ive po­lite­ness.

			She was nearly there. In the bot­tom of a val­ley, an old park-wall, full of cracks and covered with moss and weeds, re­vealed the ball-tur­ret of a château and a few win­dows with closed shut­ters. This was the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre. She fol­lowed the wall and turned a corner. In the middle of the cres­cent-shaped space be­fore which lay the en­trance-gates, Serge Rén­ine stood wait­ing be­side his horse.

			She sprang to the ground, and, as he stepped for­ward, hat in hand, thank­ing her for com­ing, she cried:

			“One word, mon­sieur, to be­gin with. Some­thing quite in­ex­plic­able happened just now. Three shots were fired at a mo­tor­car in which I was sit­ting. Did you fire those shots?”

			“Yes.”

			She seemed dumb­foun­ded:

			“Then you con­fess it?”

			“You have asked a ques­tion, ma­dame, and I have answered it.”

			“But how dared you? What gave you the right?”

			“I was not ex­er­cising a right, ma­dame; I was per­form­ing a duty!”

			“In­deed! And what duty, pray?”

			“The duty of pro­tect­ing you against a man who is try­ing to profit by your troubles.”

			“I for­bid you to speak like that. I am re­spons­ible for my own ac­tions, and I de­cided upon them in per­fect liberty.”

			“Ma­dame, I over­heard your con­ver­sa­tion with M. Rossigny this morn­ing and it did not ap­pear to me that you were ac­com­pa­ny­ing him with a light heart. I ad­mit the ruth­less­ness and bad taste of my in­ter­fer­ence and I apo­lo­gise for it humbly; but I risked be­ing taken for a ruf­fi­an in or­der to give you a few hours for re­flec­tion.”

			“I have re­flec­ted fully, mon­sieur. When I have once made up my mind to a thing, I do not change it.”

			“Yes, ma­dame, you do, some­times. If not, why are you here in­stead of there?”

			Hortense was con­fused for a mo­ment. All her an­ger had sub­sided. She looked at Rén­ine with the sur­prise which one ex­per­i­ences when con­fron­ted with cer­tain per­sons who are un­like their fel­lows, more cap­able of per­form­ing un­usu­al ac­tions, more gen­er­ous and dis­in­ter­ested. She real­ised per­fectly that he was act­ing without any ul­teri­or motive or cal­cu­la­tion, that he was, as he had said, merely ful­filling his duty as a gen­tle­man to a wo­man who has taken the wrong turn­ing.

			Speak­ing very gently, he said:

			“I know very little about you, ma­dame, but enough to make me wish to be of use to you. You are twenty-six years old and have lost both your par­ents. Sev­en years ago, you be­came the wife of the Comte d’Ai­gleroche’s neph­ew by mar­riage, who proved to be of un­sound mind, half in­sane in­deed, and had to be con­fined. This made it im­possible for you to ob­tain a di­vorce and com­pelled you, since your dowry had been squandered, to live with your uncle and at his ex­pense. It’s a de­press­ing en­vir­on­ment. The count and count­ess do not agree. Years ago, the count was deser­ted by his first wife, who ran away with the count­ess’ first hus­band. The aban­doned hus­band and wife de­cided out of spite to unite their for­tunes, but found noth­ing but dis­ap­point­ment and ill-will in this second mar­riage. And you suf­fer the con­sequences. They lead a mono­ton­ous, nar­row, lonely life for el­ev­en months or more out of the year. One day, you met M. Rossigny, who fell in love with you and sug­ges­ted an elope­ment. You did not care for him. But you were bored, your youth was be­ing wasted, you longed for the un­ex­pec­ted, for ad­ven­ture … in a word, you ac­cep­ted with the very def­in­ite in­ten­tion of keep­ing your ad­mirer at arm’s length, but also with the rather in­genu­ous hope that the scan­dal would force your uncle’s hand and make him ac­count for his trust­ee­ship and as­sure you of an in­de­pend­ent ex­ist­ence. That is how you stand. At present you have to choose between pla­cing your­self in M. Rossigny’s hands … or trust­ing your­self to me.”

			She raised her eyes to his. What did he mean? What was the pur­port of this of­fer which he made so ser­i­ously, like a friend who asks noth­ing but to prove his de­vo­tion?

			After a mo­ment’s si­lence, he took the two horses by the bridle and tied them up. Then he ex­amined the heavy gates, each of which was strengthened by two planks nailed cross­wise. An elect­or­al poster, dated twenty years earli­er, showed that no one had entered the do­main since that time.

			Rén­ine tore up one of the iron posts which sup­por­ted a rail­ing that ran round the cres­cent and used it as a lever. The rot­ten planks gave way. One of them un­covered the lock, which he at­tacked with a big knife, con­tain­ing a num­ber of blades and im­ple­ments. A minute later, the gate opened on a waste of brack­en which led up to a long, dilap­id­ated build­ing, with a tur­ret at each corner and a sort of a belvedere, built on a taller tower, in the middle.

			The Prince turned to Hortense:

			“You are in no hurry,” he said. “You will form your de­cision this even­ing; and, if M. Rossigny suc­ceeds in per­suad­ing you for the second time, I give you my word of hon­our that I shall not cross your path. Un­til then, grant me the priv­ilege of your com­pany. We made up our minds yes­ter­day to in­spect the château. Let us do so. Will you? It is as good a way as any of passing the time and I have a no­tion that it will not be un­in­ter­est­ing.”

			He had a way of talk­ing which com­pelled obed­i­ence. He seemed to be com­mand­ing and en­treat­ing at the same time. Hortense did not even seek to shake off the en­er­va­tion in­to which her will was slowly sink­ing. She fol­lowed him to a half-de­mol­ished flight of steps at the top of which was a door like­wise strengthened by planks nailed in the form of a cross.

			Rén­ine went to work in the same way as be­fore. They entered a spa­cious hall paved with white and black flag­stones, fur­nished with old side­boards and choir-stalls and ad­orned with a carved es­cut­cheon which dis­played the re­mains of ar­mori­al bear­ings, rep­res­ent­ing an eagle stand­ing on a block of stone, all half-hid­den be­hind a veil of cob­webs which hung down over a pair of fold­ing-doors.

			“The door of the draw­ing-room, evid­ently,” said Rén­ine.

			He found this more dif­fi­cult to open; and it was only by re­peatedly char­ging it with his shoulder that he was able to move one of the doors.

			Hortense had not spoken a word. She watched not without sur­prise this series of for­cible entries, which were ac­com­plished with a really mas­terly skill. He guessed her thoughts and, turn­ing round, said in a ser­i­ous voice:

			“It’s child’s-play to me. I was a lock­smith once.”

			She seized his arm and whispered:

			“Listen!”

			“To what?” he asked.

			She in­creased the pres­sure of her hand, to de­mand si­lence. The next mo­ment, he mur­mured:

			“It’s really very strange.”

			“Listen, listen!” Hortense re­peated, in be­wil­der­ment. “Can it be pos­sible?”

			They heard, not far from where they were stand­ing, a sharp sound, the sound of a light tap re­cur­ring at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals; and they had only to listen at­tent­ively to re­cog­nise the tick­ing of a clock. Yes, it was this and noth­ing else that broke the pro­found si­lence of the dark room; it was in­deed the de­lib­er­ate tick­ing, rhyth­mic­al as the beat of a met­ro­nome, pro­duced by a heavy brass pen­du­lum. That was it! And noth­ing could be more im­press­ive than the meas­ured pulsa­tion of this trivi­al mech­an­ism, which by some mir­acle, some in­ex­plic­able phe­nomen­on, had con­tin­ued to live in the heart of the dead château.

			“And yet,” stammered Hortense, without dar­ing to raise her voice, “no one has entered the house?”

			“No one.”

			“And it is quite im­possible for that clock to have kept go­ing for twenty years without be­ing wound up?”

			“Quite im­possible.”

			“Then … ?”

			Serge Rén­ine opened the three win­dows and threw back the shut­ters.

			He and Hortense were in a draw­ing-room, as he had thought; and the room showed not the least sign of dis­order. The chairs were in their places. Not a piece of fur­niture was miss­ing. The people who had lived there and who had made it the most in­di­vidu­al room in their house had gone away leav­ing everything just as it was, the books which they used to read, the knick­knacks on the tables and con­soles.

			Rén­ine ex­amined the old grand­fath­er’s clock, con­tained in its tall carved case which showed the disk of the pen­du­lum through an oval pane of glass. He opened the door of the clock. The weights hanging from the cords were at their low­est point.

			At that mo­ment there was a click. The clock struck eight with a ser­i­ous note which Hortense was nev­er to for­get.

			“How ex­traordin­ary!” she said.

			“Ex­traordin­ary in­deed,” said he, “for the works are ex­ceed­ingly simple and would hardly keep go­ing for a week.”

			“And do you see noth­ing out of the com­mon?”

			“No, noth­ing … or, at least. …”

			He stooped and, from the back of the case, drew a met­al tube which was con­cealed by the weights. Hold­ing it up to the light:

			“A tele­scope,” he said, thought­fully. “Why did they hide it? … And they left it drawn out to its full length. … That’s odd. … What does it mean?”

			The clock, as is some­times usu­al, began to strike a second time, sound­ing eight strokes. Rén­ine closed the case and con­tin­ued his in­spec­tion without put­ting his tele­scope down. A wide arch led from the draw­ing-room to a smal­ler apart­ment, a sort of smoking-room. This also was fur­nished, but con­tained a glass case for guns of which the rack was empty. Hanging on a pan­el near by was a cal­en­dar with the date of the 5th of Septem­ber.

			“Oh,” cried Hortense, in as­ton­ish­ment, “the same date as today! … They tore off the leaves un­til the 5th of Septem­ber. … And this is the an­niversary! What an as­ton­ish­ing co­in­cid­ence!”

			“As­ton­ish­ing,” he echoed. “It’s the an­niversary of their de­par­ture … twenty years ago today.”

			“You must ad­mit,” she said, “that all this is in­com­pre­hens­ible.”

			“Yes, of course … but, all the same … per­haps not.”

			“Have you any idea?”

			He waited a few seconds be­fore reply­ing:

			“What puzzles me is this tele­scope hid­den, dropped in that corner, at the last mo­ment. I won­der what it was used for. … From the ground-floor win­dows you see noth­ing but the trees in the garden … and the same, I ex­pect, from all the win­dows. … We are in a val­ley, without the least open ho­ri­zon. … To use the tele­scope, one would have to go up to the top of the house. … Shall we go up?”

			She did not hes­it­ate. The mys­tery sur­round­ing the whole ad­ven­ture ex­cited her curi­os­ity so keenly that she could think of noth­ing but ac­com­pa­ny­ing Rén­ine and as­sist­ing him in his in­vest­ig­a­tions.

			They went up­stairs ac­cord­ingly, and, on the second floor, came to a land­ing where they found the spir­al stair­case lead­ing to the belvedere.

			At the top of this was a plat­form in the open air, but sur­roun­ded by a para­pet over six feet high.

			“There must have been bat­tle­ments which have been filled in since,” ob­served Prince Rén­ine. “Look here, there were loop­holes at one time. They may have been blocked.”

			“In any case,” she said, “the tele­scope was of no use up here either and we may as well go down again.”

			“I don’t agree,” he said. “Lo­gic tells us that there must have been some gap through which the coun­try could be seen and this was the spot where the tele­scope was used.”

			He hois­ted him­self by his wrists to the top of the para­pet and then saw that this point of vant­age com­manded the whole of the val­ley, in­clud­ing the park, with its tall trees mark­ing the ho­ri­zon; and, bey­ond, a de­pres­sion in a wood sur­mount­ing a hill, at a dis­tance of some sev­en or eight hun­dred yards, stood an­oth­er tower, squat and in ru­ins, covered with ivy from top to bot­tom.

			Rén­ine re­sumed his in­spec­tion. He seemed to con­sider that the key to the prob­lem lay in the use to which the tele­scope was put and that the prob­lem would be solved if only they could dis­cov­er this use.

			He stud­ied the loop­holes one after the oth­er. One of them, or rather the place which it had oc­cu­pied, at­trac­ted his at­ten­tion above the rest. In the middle of the lay­er of plaster, which had served to block it, there was a hol­low filled with earth in which plants had grown. He pulled out the plants and re­moved the earth, thus clear­ing the mouth of a hole some five inches in dia­met­er, which com­pletely pen­et­rated the wall. On bend­ing for­ward, Rén­ine per­ceived that this deep and nar­row open­ing in­ev­it­ably car­ried the eye, above the dense tops of the trees and through the de­pres­sion in the hill, to the ivy-clad tower.

			At the bot­tom of this chan­nel, in a sort of groove which ran through it like a gut­ter, the tele­scope fit­ted so ex­actly that it was quite im­possible to shift it, how­ever little, either to the right or to the left.

			Rén­ine, after wip­ing the out­side of the lenses, while tak­ing care not to dis­turb the lie of the in­stru­ment by a hair’s breadth, put his eye to the small end.

			He re­mained for thirty or forty seconds, gaz­ing at­tent­ively and si­lently. Then he drew him­self up and said, in a husky voice:

			“It’s ter­rible … it’s really ter­rible.”

			“What is?” she asked, anxiously.

			“Look.”

			She bent down but the im­age was not clear to her and the tele­scope had to be fo­cused to suit her sight. The next mo­ment she shuddered and said:

			“It’s two scare­crows, isn’t it, both stuck up on the top? But why?”

			“Look again,” he said. “Look more care­fully un­der the hats … the faces. …”

			“Oh!” she cried, turn­ing faint with hor­ror, “how aw­ful!”

			The field of the tele­scope, like the cir­cu­lar pic­ture shown by a ma­gic lan­tern, presen­ted this spec­tacle: the plat­form of a broken tower, the walls of which were high­er in the more dis­tant part and formed as it were a back­drop, over which surged waves of ivy. In front, amid a cluster of bushes, were two hu­man be­ings, a man and a wo­man, lean­ing back against a heap of fallen stones.

			But the words man and wo­man could hardly be ap­plied to these two forms, these two sin­is­ter pup­pets, which, it is true, wore clothes and hats—or rather shreds of clothes and rem­nants of hats—but had lost their eyes, their cheeks, their chins, every particle of flesh, un­til they were ac­tu­ally and pos­it­ively noth­ing more than two skel­et­ons.

			“Two skel­et­ons,” stammered Hortense. “Two skel­et­ons with clothes on. Who car­ried them up there?”

			“Nobody.”

			“But still. …”

			“That man and that wo­man must have died at the top of the tower, years and years ago … and their flesh rot­ted un­der their clothes and the ravens ate them.”

			“But it’s hideous, hideous!” cried Hortense, pale as death, her face drawn with hor­ror.

			

			Half an hour later, Hortense Daniel and Rén­ine left the Château de Hal­in­gre. Be­fore their de­par­ture, they had gone as far as the ivy-grown tower, the re­mains of an old don­jon-keep more than half de­mol­ished. The in­side was empty. There seemed to have been a way of climb­ing to the top, at a com­par­at­ively re­cent peri­od, by means of wooden stairs and lad­ders which now lay broken and scattered over the ground. The tower backed against the wall which marked the end of the park.

			A curi­ous fact, which sur­prised Hortense, was that Prince Rén­ine had neg­lected to pur­sue a more minute en­quiry, as though the mat­ter had lost all in­terest for him. He did not even speak of it any longer; and, in the inn at which they stopped and took a light meal in the nearest vil­lage, it was she who asked the land­lord about the aban­doned château. But she learnt noth­ing from him, for the man was new to the dis­trict and could give her no par­tic­u­lars. He did not even know the name of the own­er.

			They turned their horses’ heads to­wards La Marèze. Again and again Hortense re­called the squal­id sight which had met their eyes. But Rén­ine, who was in a lively mood and full of at­ten­tions to his com­pan­ion, seemed ut­terly in­dif­fer­ent to those ques­tions.

			“But, after all,” she ex­claimed, im­pa­tiently, “we can’t leave the mat­ter there! It calls for a solu­tion.”

			“As you say,” he replied, “a solu­tion is called for. M. Rossigny has to know where he stands and you have to de­cide what to do about him.”

			She shrugged her shoulders: “He’s of no im­port­ance for the mo­ment. The thing today. …”

			“Is what?”

			“Is to know what those two dead bod­ies are.”

			“Still, Rossigny. …”

			“Rossigny can wait. But I can’t. You have shown me a mys­tery which is now the only thing that mat­ters. What do you in­tend to do?”

			“To do?”

			“Yes. There are two bod­ies. … You’ll in­form the po­lice, I sup­pose.”

			“Gra­cious good­ness!” he ex­claimed, laugh­ing. “What for?”

			“Well, there’s a riddle that has to be cleared up at all costs, a ter­rible tragedy.”

			“We don’t need any­one to do that.”

			“What! Do you mean to say that you un­der­stand it?”

			“Al­most as plainly as though I had read it in a book, told in full de­tail, with ex­plan­at­ory il­lus­tra­tions. It’s all so simple!”

			She looked at him askance, won­der­ing if he was mak­ing fun of her. But he seemed quite ser­i­ous.

			“Well?” she asked, quiv­er­ing with curi­os­ity.

			The light was be­gin­ning to wane. They had trot­ted at a good pace; and the hunt was re­turn­ing as they neared La Marèze.

			“Well,” he said, “we shall get the rest of our in­form­a­tion from people liv­ing round about … from your uncle, for in­stance; and you will see how lo­gic­ally all the facts fit in. When you hold the first link of a chain, you are bound, wheth­er you like it or not, to reach the last. It’s the greatest fun in the world.”

			Once in the house, they sep­ar­ated. On go­ing to her room, Hortense found her lug­gage and a furi­ous let­ter from Rossigny in which he bade her good­bye and an­nounced his de­par­ture.

			Then Rén­ine knocked at her door:

			“Your uncle is in the lib­rary,” he said. “Will you go down with me? I’ve sent word that I am com­ing.”

			She went with him. He ad­ded:

			“One word more. This morn­ing, when I thwarted your plans and begged you to trust me, I nat­ur­ally un­der­took an ob­lig­a­tion to­wards you which I mean to ful­fill without delay. I want to give you a pos­it­ive proof of this.”

			She laughed:

			“The only ob­lig­a­tion which you took upon your­self was to sat­is­fy my curi­os­ity.”

			“It shall be sat­is­fied,” he as­sured her, gravely, “and more fully than you can pos­sibly ima­gine.”

			M. d’Ai­gleroche was alone. He was smoking his pipe and drink­ing sherry. He offered a glass to Rén­ine, who re­fused.

			“Well, Hortense!” he said, in a rather thick voice. “You know that it’s pretty dull here, ex­cept in these Septem­ber days. You must make the most of them. Have you had a pleas­ant ride with Rén­ine?”

			“That’s just what I wanted to talk about, my dear sir,” in­ter­rup­ted the prince.

			“You must ex­cuse me, but I have to go to the sta­tion in ten minutes, to meet a friend of my wife’s.”

			“Oh, ten minutes will be ample!”

			“Just the time to smoke a ci­gar­ette?”

			“No longer.”

			He took a ci­gar­ette from the case which M. d’Ai­gleroche handed to him, lit it and said:

			“I must tell you that our ride happened to take us to an old do­main which you are sure to know, the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre.”

			“Cer­tainly I know it. But it has been closed, boarded up for twenty-five years or so. You wer­en’t able to get in, I sup­pose?”

			“Yes, we were.”

			“Really? Was it in­ter­est­ing?”

			“Ex­tremely. We dis­covered the strangest things.”

			“What things?” asked the count, look­ing at his watch.

			Rén­ine de­scribed what they had seen:

			“On a tower some way from the house there were two dead bod­ies, two skel­et­ons rather … a man and a wo­man still wear­ing the clothes which they had on when they were murdered.”

			“Come, come, now! Murdered?”

			“Yes; and that is what we have come to trouble you about. The tragedy must date back to some twenty years ago. Was noth­ing known of it at the time?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” de­clared the count. “I nev­er heard of any such crime or dis­ap­pear­ance.”

			“Oh, really!” said Rén­ine, look­ing a little dis­ap­poin­ted. “I hoped to ob­tain a few par­tic­u­lars.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“In that case, I apo­lo­gise.”

			He con­sul­ted Hortense with a glance and moved to­wards the door. But on second thought:

			“Could you not at least, my dear sir, bring me in­to touch with some per­sons in the neigh­bour­hood, some mem­bers of your fam­ily, who might know more about it?”

			“Of my fam­ily? And why?”

			“Be­cause the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre used to be­long and no doubt still be­longs to the d’Ai­gleroches. The arms are an eagle on a heap of stones, on a rock. This at once sug­ges­ted the con­nec­tion.”

			This time the count ap­peared sur­prised. He pushed back his de­canter and his glass of sherry and said:

			“What’s this you’re telling me? I had no idea that we had any such neigh­bours.”

			Rén­ine shook his head and smiled:

			“I should be more in­clined to be­lieve, sir, that you were not very eager to ad­mit any re­la­tion­ship between your­self … and the un­known own­er of the prop­erty.”

			“Then he’s not a re­spect­able man?”

			“The man, to put it plainly, is a mur­der­er.”

			“What do you mean?”

			The count had ris­en from his chair. Hortense, greatly ex­cited, said:

			“Are you really sure that there has been a murder and that the murder was done by someone be­long­ing to the house?”

			“Quite sure.”

			“But why are you so cer­tain?”

			“Be­cause I know who the two vic­tims were and what caused them to be killed.”

			Prince Rén­ine was mak­ing none but pos­it­ive state­ments and his meth­od sug­ges­ted the be­lief that he sup­por­ted by the strongest proofs.

			M. d’Ai­gleroche strode up and down the room, with his hands be­hind his back. He ended by say­ing:

			“I al­ways had an in­stinct­ive feel­ing that some­thing had happened, but I nev­er tried to find out. … Now, as a mat­ter of fact, twenty years ago, a re­la­tion of mine, a dis­tant cous­in, used to live at the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre. I hoped, be­cause of the name I bear, that this story, which, as I say, I nev­er knew but sus­pec­ted, would re­main hid­den forever.”

			“So this cous­in killed some­body?”

			“Yes, he was ob­liged to.”

			Rén­ine shook his head:

			“I am sorry to have to amend that phrase, my dear sir. The truth, on the con­trary, is that your cous­in took his vic­tims’ lives in cold blood and in a cow­ardly man­ner. I nev­er heard of a crime more de­lib­er­ately and craft­ily planned.”

			“What is it that you know?”

			The mo­ment had come for Rén­ine to ex­plain him­self, a sol­emn and an­guish-stricken mo­ment, the full grav­ity of which Hortense un­der­stood, though she had not yet di­vined any part of the tragedy which the prince un­fol­ded step by step.

			“It’s a very simple story,” he said. “There is every reas­on to be­lieve that M. d’Ai­gleroche was mar­ried and that there was an­oth­er couple liv­ing in the neigh­bour­hood with whom the own­er of the Do­maine de Hal­in­gre were on friendly terms. What happened one day, which of these four per­sons first dis­turbed the re­la­tions between the two house­holds, I am un­able to say. But a likely ver­sion, which at once oc­curs to the mind, is that your cous­in’s wife, Ma­dame d’Ai­gleroche, was in the habit of meet­ing the oth­er hus­band in the ivy-covered tower, which had a door open­ing out­side the es­tate. On dis­cov­er­ing the in­trigue, your cous­in d’Ai­gleroche re­solved to be re­venged, but in such a man­ner that there should be no scan­dal and that no one even should ever know that the guilty pair had been killed. Now he had as­cer­tained—as I did just now—that there was a part of the house, the belvedere, from which you can see, over the trees and the un­du­la­tions of the park, the tower stand­ing eight hun­dred yards away, and that this was the only place that over­looked the top of the tower. He there­fore pierced a hole in the para­pet, through one of the former loop­holes, and from there, by us­ing a tele­scope which fit­ted ex­actly in the grove which he had hol­lowed out, he watched the meet­ings of the two lov­ers. And it was from there, also, that, after care­fully tak­ing all his meas­ure­ments, and cal­cu­lat­ing all his dis­tances, on a Sunday, the 5th of Septem­ber, when the house was empty, he killed them with two shots.”

			The truth was be­com­ing ap­par­ent. The light of day was break­ing. The count muttered:

			“Yes, that’s what must have happened. I ex­pect that my cous­in d’Ai­gleroche. …”

			“The mur­der­er,” Rén­ine con­tin­ued, “stopped up the loop­hole neatly with a clod of earth. No one would ever know that two dead bod­ies were de­cay­ing on the top of that tower which was nev­er vis­ited and of which he took the pre­cau­tion to de­mol­ish the wooden stairs. Noth­ing there­fore re­mained for him to do but to ex­plain the dis­ap­pear­ance of his wife and his friend. This presen­ted no dif­fi­culty. He ac­cused them of hav­ing eloped to­geth­er.”

			Hortense gave a start. Sud­denly, as though the last sen­tence were a com­plete and to her an ab­so­lutely un­ex­pec­ted rev­el­a­tion, she un­der­stood what Rén­ine was try­ing to con­vey:

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“I mean that M. d’Ai­gleroche ac­cused his wife and his friend of elop­ing to­geth­er.”

			“No, no!” she cried. “I can’t al­low that! … You are speak­ing of a cous­in of my uncle’s? Why mix up the two stor­ies?”

			“Why mix up this story with an­oth­er which took place at that time?” said the prince. “But I am not mix­ing them up, my dear ma­dame; there is only one story and I am telling it as it happened.”

			Hortense turned to her uncle. He sat si­lent, with his arms fol­ded; and his head re­mained in the shad­ow cast by the lamp­shade. Why had he not pro­tested?

			Rén­ine re­peated in a firm tone:

			“There is only one story. On the even­ing of that very day, the 5th of Septem­ber at eight o’clock, M. d’Ai­gleroche, doubt­less al­leging as his reas­on that he was go­ing in pur­suit of the run­away couple, left his house after board­ing up the en­trance. He went away, leav­ing all the rooms as they were and re­mov­ing only the fire­arms from their glass case. At the last minute, he had a presen­ti­ment, which has been jus­ti­fied today, that the dis­cov­ery of the tele­scope which had played so great a part in the pre­par­a­tion of his crime might serve as a clue to an en­quiry; and he threw it in­to the clock-case, where, as luck would have it, it in­ter­rup­ted the swing of the pen­du­lum. This un­re­flect­ing ac­tion, one of those which every crim­in­al in­ev­it­ably com­mits, was to be­tray him twenty years later. Just now, the blows which I struck to force the door of the draw­ing-room re­leased the pen­du­lum. The clock was set go­ing, struck eight o’clock … and I pos­sessed the clue of thread which was to lead me through the labyrinth.”

			“Proofs!” stammered Hortense. “Proofs!”

			“Proofs?” replied Rén­ine, in a loud voice. “Why, there are any num­ber of proofs; and you know them as well as I do. Who could have killed at that dis­tance of eight hun­dred yards, ex­cept an ex­pert shot, an ar­dent sports­man? You agree, M. d’Ai­gleroche, do you not? … Proofs? Why was noth­ing re­moved from the house, noth­ing ex­cept the guns, those guns which an ar­dent sports­man can­not af­ford to leave be­hind—you agree, M. d’Ai­gleroche—those guns which we find here, hanging in trophies on the walls! … Proofs? What about that date, the 5th of Septem­ber, which was the date of the crime and which has left such a hor­rible memory in the crim­in­al’s mind that every year at this time—at this time alone—he sur­rounds him­self with dis­trac­tions and that every year, on this same 5th of Septem­ber, he for­gets his habits of tem­per­ance? Well, today, is the 5th of Septem­ber. … Proofs? Why, if there wer­en’t any oth­ers, would that not be enough for you?”

			And Rén­ine, fling­ing out his arm, poin­ted to the Comte d’Ai­gleroche, who, ter­ri­fied by this evoc­a­tion of the past, had sunk huddled in­to a chair and was hid­ing his head in his hands.

			Hortense did not at­tempt to ar­gue with him. She had nev­er liked her uncle, or rather her hus­band’s uncle. She now ac­cep­ted the ac­cus­a­tion laid against him.

			Sixty seconds passed. Then M. d’Ai­gleroche walked up to them and said:

			“Wheth­er the story be true or not, you can’t call a hus­band a crim­in­al for aven­ging his hon­our and killing his faith­less wife.”

			“No,” replied Rén­ine, “but I have told only the first ver­sion of the story. There is an­oth­er which is in­fin­itely more ser­i­ous … and more prob­able, one to which a more thor­ough in­vest­ig­a­tion would be sure to lead.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean this. It may not be a mat­ter of a hus­band tak­ing the law in­to his own hands, as I char­it­ably sup­posed. It may be a mat­ter of a ruined man who cov­ets his friend’s money and his friend’s wife and who, with this ob­ject in view, to se­cure his free­dom, to get rid of his friend and of his own wife, draws them in­to a trap, sug­gests to them that they should vis­it that lonely tower and kills them by shoot­ing them from a dis­tance safely un­der cov­er.”

			“No, no,” the count pro­tested. “No, all that is un­true.”

			“I don’t say it isn’t. I am basing my ac­cus­a­tion on proofs, but also on in­tu­itions and ar­gu­ments which up to now have been ex­tremely ac­cur­ate. All the same, I ad­mit that the second ver­sion may be in­cor­rect. But, if so, why feel any re­morse? One does not feel re­morse for pun­ish­ing guilty people.”

			“One does for tak­ing life. It is a crush­ing bur­den to bear.”

			“Was it to give him­self great­er strength to bear this bur­den that M. d’Ai­gleroche af­ter­wards mar­ried his vic­tim’s wid­ow? For that, sir, is the crux of the ques­tion. What was the motive of that mar­riage? Was M. d’Ai­gleroche pen­ni­less? Was the wo­man he was tak­ing as his second wife rich? Or were they both in love with each oth­er and did M. d’Ai­gleroche plan with her to kill his first wife and the hus­band of his second wife? These are prob­lems to which I do not know the an­swer. They have no in­terest for the mo­ment; but the po­lice, with all the means at their dis­pos­al, would have no great dif­fi­culty in elu­cid­at­ing them.”

			M. d’Ai­gleroche staggered and had to steady him­self against the back of a chair. Liv­id in the face, he spluttered:

			“Are you go­ing to in­form the po­lice?”

			“No, no,” said Rén­ine. “To be­gin with, there is the stat­ute of lim­it­a­tions. Then there are twenty years of re­morse and dread, a memory which will pur­sue the crim­in­al to his dy­ing hour, ac­com­pan­ied no doubt by do­mest­ic dis­cord, hatred, a daily hell … and, in the end, the ne­ces­sity of re­turn­ing to the tower and re­mov­ing the traces of the two murders, the fright­ful pun­ish­ment of climb­ing that tower, of touch­ing those skel­et­ons, of un­dress­ing them and bury­ing them. That will be enough. We will not ask for more. We will not give it to the pub­lic to bat­ten on and cre­ate a scan­dal which would re­coil upon M. d’Ai­gleroche’s niece. No, let us leave this dis­grace­ful busi­ness alone.”

			The count re­sumed his seat at the table, with his hands clutch­ing his fore­head, and asked:

			“Then why … ?”

			“Why do I in­ter­fere?” said Rén­ine. “What you mean is that I must have had some ob­ject in speak­ing. That is so. There must in­deed be a pen­alty, how­ever slight, and our in­ter­view must lead to some prac­tic­al res­ult. But have no fear: M. d’Ai­gleroche will be let off lightly.”

			The con­test was ended. The count felt that he had only a small form­al­ity to ful­fil, a sac­ri­fice to ac­cept; and, re­cov­er­ing some of his self-as­sur­ance, he said, in an al­most sar­cast­ic tone:

			“What’s your price?”

			Rén­ine burst out laugh­ing:

			“Splen­did! You see the po­s­i­tion. Only, you make a mis­take in draw­ing me in­to the busi­ness. I’m work­ing for the glory of the thing.”

			“In that case?”

			“You will be called upon at most to make resti­tu­tion.”

			“Resti­tu­tion?”

			Rén­ine leant over the table and said:

			“In one of those draw­ers is a deed await­ing your sig­na­ture. It is a draft agree­ment between you and your niece Hortense Daniel, re­lat­ing to her private for­tune, which for­tune was squandered and for which you are re­spons­ible. Sign the deed.”

			M. d’Ai­gleroche gave a start:

			“Do you know the amount?”

			“I don’t wish to know it.”

			“And if I re­fuse? …”

			“I shall ask to see the Comtesse d’Ai­gleroche.”

			Without fur­ther hes­it­a­tion, the count opened a draw­er, pro­duced a doc­u­ment on stamped pa­per and quickly signed it:

			“Here you are,” he said, “and I hope. …”

			“You hope, as I do, that you and I may nev­er have any fu­ture deal­ings? I’m con­vinced of it. I shall leave this even­ing; your niece, no doubt, to­mor­row. Good­bye.”

			

			In the draw­ing-room, which was still empty, while the guests at the house were dress­ing for din­ner, Rén­ine handed the deed to Hortense. She seemed dazed by all that she had heard; and the thing that be­wildered her even more than the re­lent­less light shed upon her uncle’s past was the mi­ra­cu­lous in­sight and amaz­ing lu­cid­ity dis­played by this man: the man who for some hours had con­trolled events and con­jured up be­fore her eyes the ac­tu­al scenes of a tragedy which no one had be­held.

			“Are you sat­is­fied with me?” he asked.

			She gave him both her hands:

			“You have saved me from Rossigny. You have giv­en me back my free­dom and my in­de­pend­ence. I thank you from the bot­tom of my heart.”

			“Oh, that’s not what I am ask­ing you to say!” he answered. “My first and main ob­ject was to amuse you. Your life seemed so hum­drum and lack­ing in the un­ex­pec­ted. Has it been so today?”

			“How can you ask such a ques­tion? I have had the strangest and most stir­ring ex­per­i­ences.”

			“That is life,” he said. “When one knows how to use one’s eyes. Ad­ven­ture ex­ists every­where, in the mean­est hov­el, un­der the mask of the wisest of men. Every­where, if you are only will­ing, you will find an ex­cuse for ex­cite­ment, for do­ing good, for sav­ing a vic­tim, for end­ing an in­justice.”

			Im­pressed by his power and au­thor­ity, she mur­mured:

			“Who are you ex­actly?”

			“An ad­ven­turer. Noth­ing more. A lov­er of ad­ven­tures. Life is not worth liv­ing ex­cept in mo­ments of ad­ven­ture, the ad­ven­tures of oth­ers or per­son­al ad­ven­tures. Today’s has up­set you be­cause it af­fected the in­ner­most depths of your be­ing. But those of oth­ers are no less stim­u­lat­ing. Would you like to make the ex­per­i­ment?”

			“How?”

			“Be­come the com­pan­ion of my ad­ven­tures. If any­one calls on me for help, help him with me. If chance or in­stinct puts me on the track of a crime or the trace of a sor­row, let us both set out to­geth­er. Do you con­sent?”

			“Yes,” she said, “but. …”

			She hes­it­ated, as though try­ing to guess Rén­ine’s secret in­ten­tions.

			“But,” he said, ex­press­ing her thoughts for her, with a smile, “you are a trifle scep­tic­al. What you are say­ing to your­self is, ‘How far does that lov­er of ad­ven­tures want to make me go? It is quite ob­vi­ous that I at­tract him; and soon­er or later he would not be sorry to re­ceive pay­ment for his ser­vices.’ You are quite right. We must have a form­al con­tract.”

			“Very form­al,” said Hortense, pre­fer­ring to give a jest­ing tone to the con­ver­sa­tion. “Let me hear your pro­pos­als.”

			He re­flec­ted for a mo­ment and con­tin­ued:

			“Well, we’ll say this. The clock at Hal­in­gre gave eight strokes this af­ter­noon, the day of the first ad­ven­ture. Will you ac­cept its de­cree and agree to carry out sev­en more of these de­light­ful en­ter­prises with me, dur­ing a peri­od, for in­stance, of three months? And shall we say that, at the eighth, you will be pledged to grant me. …”

			“What?”

			He de­ferred his an­swer:

			“Ob­serve that you will al­ways be at liberty to leave me on the road if I do not suc­ceed in in­ter­est­ing you. But, if you ac­com­pany me to the end, if you al­low me to be­gin and com­plete the eighth en­ter­prise with you, in three months, on the 5th of Decem­ber, at the very mo­ment when the eighth stroke of that clock sounds—and it will sound, you may be sure of that, for the old brass pen­du­lum will not stop swinging again—you will be pledged to grant me. …”

			“What?” she re­peated, a little un­nerved by wait­ing.

			He was si­lent. He looked at the beau­ti­ful lips which he had meant to claim as his re­ward. He felt per­fectly cer­tain that Hortense had un­der­stood and he thought it un­ne­ces­sary to speak more plainly:

			“The mere de­light of see­ing you will be enough to sat­is­fy me. It is not for me but for you to im­pose con­di­tions. Name them: what do you de­mand?”

			She was grate­ful for his re­spect and said, laugh­ingly:

			“What do I de­mand?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can I de­mand any­thing I like, how­ever dif­fi­cult and im­possible?”

			“Everything is easy and everything is pos­sible to the man who is bent on win­ning you.”

			Then she said:

			“I de­mand that you shall re­store to me a small, an­tique clasp, made of a cor­ne­li­an set in a sil­ver mount. It came to me from my moth­er and every­one knew that it used to bring her hap­pi­ness and me too. Since the day when it van­ished from my jew­el-case, I have had noth­ing but un­hap­pi­ness. Re­store it to me, my good geni­us.”

			“When was the clasp stolen?”

			She answered gaily:

			“Sev­en years ago … or eight … or nine; I don’t know ex­actly … I don’t know where … I don’t know how … I know noth­ing about it. …”

			“I will find it,” Rén­ine de­clared, “and you shall be happy.”

		
	
		
			
				II

				The Wa­ter-Bottle

			
			Four days after she had settled down in Par­is, Hortense Daniel agreed to meet Prince Rén­ine in the Bois. It was a glor­i­ous morn­ing and they sat down on the ter­race of the Res­taur­ant Im­péri­al, a little to one side.

			Hortense, feel­ing glad to be alive, was in a play­ful mood, full of at­tract­ive grace. Rén­ine, lest he should startle her, re­frained from al­lud­ing to the com­pact in­to which they had entered at his sug­ges­tion. She told him how she had left La Marèze and said that she had not heard of Rossigny.

			“I have,” said Rén­ine. “I’ve heard of him.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes, he sent me a chal­lenge. We fought a duel this morn­ing. Rossigny got a scratch in the shoulder. That fin­ished the duel. Let’s talk of some­thing else.”

			There was no fur­ther men­tion of Rossigny. Rén­ine at once ex­pounded to Hortense the plan of two en­ter­prises which he had in view and in which he offered, with no great en­thu­si­asm, to let her share:

			“The finest ad­ven­ture,” he de­clared, “is that which we do not fore­see. It comes un­ex­pec­tedly, un­an­nounced; and no one, save the ini­ti­ated, real­izes that an op­por­tun­ity to act and to ex­pend one’s en­er­gies is close at hand. It has to be seized at once. A mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion may mean that we are too late. We are warned by a spe­cial sense, like that of a sleuth­hound which dis­tin­guishes the right scent from all the oth­ers that cross it.”

			The ter­race was be­gin­ning to fill up around them. At the next table sat a young man read­ing a news­pa­per. They were able to see his in­sig­ni­fic­ant pro­file and his long, dark mous­tache. From be­hind them, through an open win­dow of the res­taur­ant, came the dis­tant strains of a band; in one of the rooms a few couples were dan­cing.

			As Rén­ine was pay­ing for the re­fresh­ments, the young man with the long mous­tache stifled a cry and, in a chok­ing voice, called one of the waiters:

			“What do I owe you? … No change? Oh, good Lord, hurry up!”

			Rén­ine, without a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion, had picked up the pa­per. After cast­ing a swift glance down the page, he read, un­der his breath:

			
				“Maître Dour­dens, the coun­sel for the de­fence in the tri­al of Jacques Au­brieux, has been re­ceived at the Élysée. We are in­formed that the Pres­id­ent of the Re­pub­lic has re­fused to re­prieve the con­demned man and that the ex­e­cu­tion will take place to­mor­row morn­ing.”

			

			After cross­ing the ter­race, the young man found him­self faced, at the en­trance to the garden, by a lady and gen­tle­man who blocked his way; and the lat­ter said:

			“Ex­cuse me, sir, but I no­ticed your agit­a­tion. It’s about Jacques Au­brieux, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, yes, Jacques Au­brieux,” the young man stammered. “Jacques, the friend of my child­hood. I’m hur­ry­ing to see his wife. She must be be­side her­self with grief.”

			“Can I of­fer you my as­sist­ance? I am Prince Rén­ine. This lady and I would be happy to call on Ma­dame Au­brieux and to place our ser­vices at her dis­pos­al.”

			The young man, up­set by the news which he had read, seemed not to un­der­stand. He in­tro­duced him­self awk­wardly:

			“My name is Dutreuil, Gaston Dutreuil.”

			Rén­ine beckoned to his chauf­feur, who was wait­ing at some little dis­tance, and pushed Gaston Dutreuil in­to the car, ask­ing:

			“What ad­dress? Where does Ma­dame Au­brieux live?”

			“23 bis, Av­en­ue du Roule.”

			After help­ing Hortense in, Rén­ine re­peated the ad­dress to the chauf­feur and, as soon as they drove off, tried to ques­tion Gaston Dutreuil:

			“I know very little of the case,” he said. “Tell it to me as briefly as you can. Jacques Au­brieux killed one of his near re­la­tions, didn’t he?”

			“He is in­no­cent, sir,” replied the young man, who seemed in­cap­able of giv­ing the least ex­plan­a­tion. “In­no­cent, I swear it. I’ve been Jacques’ friend for twenty years … He is in­no­cent … and it would be mon­strous. …”

			There was noth­ing to be got out of him. Be­sides, it was only a short drive. They entered Neuilly through the Porte des Sablons and, two minutes later, stopped be­fore a long, nar­row pas­sage between high walls which led them to a small, one-storeyed house.

			Gaston Dutreuil rang.

			“Ma­dame is in the draw­ing-room, with her moth­er,” said the maid who opened the door.

			“I’ll go in to the ladies,” he said, tak­ing Rén­ine and Hortense with him.

			It was a fair-sized, pret­tily-fur­nished room, which, in or­din­ary times, must have been used also as a study. Two wo­men sat weep­ing, one of whom, eld­erly and grey-haired, came up to Gaston Dutreuil. He ex­plained the reas­on for Rén­ine’s pres­ence and she at once cried, amid her sobs:

			“My daugh­ter’s hus­band is in­no­cent, sir. Jacques? A bet­ter man nev­er lived. He was so good-hearted! Murder his cous­in? But he wor­shipped his cous­in! I swear that he’s not guilty, sir! And they are go­ing to com­mit the in­famy of put­ting him to death? Oh, sir, it will kill my daugh­ter!”

			Rén­ine real­ized that all these people had been liv­ing for months un­der the ob­ses­sion of that in­no­cence and in the cer­tainty that an in­no­cent man could nev­er be ex­ecuted. The news of the ex­e­cu­tion, which was now in­ev­it­able, was driv­ing them mad.

			He went up to a poor creature bent in two whose face, a quite young face, framed in pretty, flax­en hair, was con­vulsed with des­per­ate grief. Hortense, who had already taken a seat be­side her, gently drew her head against her shoulder. Rén­ine said to her:

			“Ma­dame, I do not know what I can do for you. But I give you my word of hon­our that, if any­one in this world can be of use to you, it is my­self. I there­fore im­plore you to an­swer my ques­tions as though the clear and def­in­ite word­ing of your replies were able to al­ter the as­pect of things and as though you wished to make me share your opin­ion of Jacques Au­brieux. For he is in­no­cent, is he not?”

			“Oh, sir, in­deed he is!” she ex­claimed; and the wo­man’s whole soul was in the words.

			“You are cer­tain of it. But you were un­able to com­mu­nic­ate your cer­tainty to the court. Well, you must now com­pel me to share it. I am not ask­ing you to go in­to de­tails and to live again through the hideous tor­ment which you have suffered, but merely to an­swer cer­tain ques­tions. Will you do this?”

			“I will.”

			Rén­ine’s in­flu­ence over her was com­plete. With a few sen­tences Rén­ine had suc­ceeded in sub­du­ing her and in­spir­ing her with the will to obey. And once more Hortense real­ized all the man’s power, au­thor­ity and per­sua­sion.

			“What was your hus­band?” he asked, after beg­ging the moth­er and Gaston Dutreuil to pre­serve ab­so­lute si­lence.

			“An in­sur­ance-broker.”

			“Lucky in busi­ness?”

			“Un­til last year, yes.”

			“So there have been fin­an­cial dif­fi­culties dur­ing the past few months?”

			“Yes.”

			“And the murder was com­mit­ted when?”

			“Last March, on a Sunday.”

			“Who was the vic­tim?”

			“A dis­tant cous­in, M. Guil­laume, who lived at Suresnes.”

			“What was the sum stolen?”

			“Sixty thou­sand-franc notes, which this cous­in had re­ceived the day be­fore, in pay­ment of a long-out­stand­ing debt.”

			“Did your hus­band know that?”

			“Yes. His cous­in told him of it on the Sunday, in the course of a con­ver­sa­tion on the tele­phone, and Jacques in­sisted that his cous­in ought not to keep so large a sum in the house and that he ought to pay it in­to a bank next day.”

			“Was this in the morn­ing?”

			“At one o’clock in the af­ter­noon. Jacques was to have gone to M. Guil­laume on his mo­tor­cycle. But he felt tired and told him that he would not go out. So he re­mained here all day.”

			“Alone?”

			“Yes. The two ser­vants were out. I went to the Cinéma des Ternes with my moth­er and our friend Dutreuil. In the even­ing, we learnt that M. Guil­laume had been murdered. Next morn­ing, Jacques was ar­res­ted.”

			“On what evid­ence?”

			The poor creature hes­it­ated to reply: the evid­ence of guilt had evid­ently been over­whelm­ing. Then, obey­ing a sign from Rén­ine, she answered without a pause:

			“The mur­der­er went to Suresnes on a mo­tor­cycle and the tracks dis­covered were those of my hus­band’s ma­chine. They found a handker­chief with my hus­band’s ini­tials; and the re­volver which was used be­longed to him. Lastly, one of our neigh­bours main­tains that he saw my hus­band go out on his bi­cycle at three o’clock and an­oth­er that he saw him come in at half-past four. The murder was com­mit­ted at four o’clock.”

			“And what does Jacques Au­brieux say in his de­fence?”

			“He de­clares that he slept all the af­ter­noon. Dur­ing that time, someone came who man­aged to un­lock the cycle-shed and take the mo­tor­cycle to go to Suresnes. As for the handker­chief and the re­volver, they were in the tool-bag. There would be noth­ing sur­pris­ing in the mur­der­er’s us­ing them.”

			“It seems a plaus­ible ex­plan­a­tion.”

			“Yes, but the pro­sec­u­tion raised two ob­jec­tions. In the first place, nobody, ab­so­lutely nobody, knew that my hus­band was go­ing to stay at home all day, be­cause, on the con­trary, it was his habit to go out on his mo­tor­cycle every Sunday af­ter­noon.”

			“And the second ob­jec­tion?”

			She flushed and mur­mured:

			“The mur­der­er went to the pantry at M. Guil­laume’s and drank half a bottle of wine straight out of the bottle, which shows my hus­band’s fin­ger­prints.”

			It seemed as though her strength was ex­hausted and as though, at the same time, the un­con­scious hope which Rén­ine’s in­ter­ven­tion had awakened in her had sud­denly van­ished be­fore the ac­cu­mu­la­tion of ad­verse facts. Again she col­lapsed, with­drawn in­to a sort of si­lent med­it­a­tion from which Hortense’s af­fec­tion­ate at­ten­tions were un­able to dis­tract her.

			The moth­er stammered:

			“He’s not guilty, is he, sir? And they can’t pun­ish an in­no­cent man. They haven’t the right to kill my daugh­ter. Oh dear, oh dear, what have we done to be tor­tured like this? My poor little Madeleine!”

			“She will kill her­self,” said Dutreuil, in a scared voice. “She will nev­er be able to en­dure the idea that they are guil­lotin­ing Jacques. She will kill her­self presently … this very night. …”

			Rén­ine was strid­ing up and down the room.

			“You can do noth­ing for her, can you?” asked Hortense.

			“It’s half-past el­ev­en now,” he replied, in an anxious tone, “and it’s to hap­pen to­mor­row morn­ing.”

			“Do you think he’s guilty?”

			“I don’t know. … I don’t know. … The poor wo­man’s con­vic­tion is too im­press­ive to be neg­lected. When two people have lived to­geth­er for years, they can hardly be mis­taken about each oth­er to that de­gree. And yet. …”

			He stretched him­self out on a sofa and lit a ci­gar­ette. He smoked three in suc­ces­sion, without a word from any­one to in­ter­rupt his train of thought. From time to time he looked at his watch. Every minute was of such im­port­ance!

			At last he went back to Madeleine Au­brieux, took her hands and said, very gently:

			“You must not kill your­self. There is hope left un­til the last minute has come; and I prom­ise you that, for my part, I will not be dis­heartened un­til that last minute. But I need your calmness and your con­fid­ence.”

			“I will be calm,” she said, with a pi­ti­able air.

			“And con­fid­ent?”

			“And con­fid­ent.”

			“Well, wait for me. I shall be back in two hours from now. Will you come with us, M. Dutreuil?”

			As they were step­ping in­to his car, he asked the young man:

			“Do you know any small, un­fre­quen­ted res­taur­ant, not too far in­side Par­is?”

			“There’s the Bras­ser­ie Lute­tia, on the ground-floor of the house in which I live, on the Place des Ternes.”

			“Cap­it­al. That will be very handy.”

			They scarcely spoke on the way. Rén­ine, how­ever, said to Gaston Dutreuil:

			“So far as I re­mem­ber, the num­bers of the notes are known, aren’t they?”

			“Yes. M. Guil­laume had entered the sixty num­bers in his pock­et­book.”

			Rén­ine muttered, a mo­ment later:

			“That’s where the whole prob­lem lies. Where are the notes? If we could lay our hands on them, we should know everything.”

			At the Bras­ser­ie Lute­tia there was a tele­phone in the private room where he asked to have lunch served. When the waiter had left him alone with Hortense and Dutreuil, he took down the re­ceiv­er with a res­ol­ute air:

			“Hullo! … Pre­fec­ture of po­lice, please. … Hullo! Hullo! … Is that the Pre­fec­ture of po­lice? Please put me on to the crim­in­al in­vest­ig­a­tion de­part­ment. I have a very im­port­ant com­mu­nic­a­tion to make. You can say it’s Prince Rén­ine.”

			Hold­ing the re­ceiv­er in his hand, he turned to Gaston Dutreuil:

			“I can ask someone to come here, I sup­pose? We shall be quite un­dis­turbed?”

			“Quite.”

			He listened again:

			“The sec­ret­ary to the head of the crim­in­al in­vest­ig­a­tion de­part­ment? Oh, ex­cel­lent! Mr. Sec­ret­ary, I have on sev­er­al oc­ca­sions been in com­mu­nic­a­tion with M. Dudouis and have giv­en him in­form­a­tion which has been of great use to him. He is sure to re­mem­ber Prince Rén­ine. I may be able today to show him where the sixty thou­sand-franc notes are hid­den which Au­brieux the mur­der­er stole from his cous­in. If he’s in­ter­ested in the pro­pos­al, beg him to send an in­spect­or to the Bras­ser­ie Lute­tia, Place des Ternes. I shall be there with a lady and M. Dutreuil, Au­brieux’s friend. Good day, Mr. Sec­ret­ary.”

			When Rén­ine hung up the in­stru­ment, he saw the amazed faces of Hortense and of Gaston Dutreuil con­front­ing him.

			Hortense whispered:

			“Then you know? You’ve dis­covered … ?”

			“Noth­ing,” he said, laugh­ing.

			“Well?”

			“Well, I’m act­ing as though I knew. It’s not a bad meth­od. Let’s have some lunch, shall we?”

			The clock marked a quarter to one.

			“The man from the pre­fec­ture will be here,” he said, “in twenty minutes at latest.”

			“And if no one comes?” Hortense ob­jec­ted.

			“That would sur­prise me. Of course, if I had sent a mes­sage to M. Dudouis say­ing, ‘Au­brieux is in­no­cent,’ I should have failed to make any im­pres­sion. It’s not the least use, on the eve of an ex­e­cu­tion, to at­tempt to con­vince the gentry of the po­lice or of the law that a man con­demned to death is in­no­cent. No. From hence­forth Jacques Au­brieux be­longs to the ex­e­cu­tion­er. But the pro­spect of se­cur­ing the sixty bank­notes is a wind­fall worth tak­ing a little trouble over. Just think: that was the weak point in the in­dict­ment, those sixty notes which they were un­able to trace.”

			“But, as you know noth­ing of their where­abouts. …”

			“My dear girl—I hope you don’t mind my call­ing you so?—my dear girl, when a man can’t ex­plain this or that phys­ic­al phe­nomen­on, he ad­opts some sort of the­ory which ex­plains the vari­ous mani­fest­a­tions of the phe­nomen­on and says that everything happened as though the the­ory were cor­rect. That’s what I am do­ing.”

			“That amounts to say­ing that you are go­ing upon a sup­pos­i­tion?”

			Rén­ine did not reply. Not un­til some time later, when lunch was over, did he say:

			“Ob­vi­ously I am go­ing upon a sup­pos­i­tion. If I had sev­er­al days be­fore me, I should take the trouble of first veri­fy­ing my the­ory, which is based upon in­tu­ition quite as much as upon a few scattered facts. But I have only two hours; and I am em­bark­ing on the un­known path as though I were cer­tain that it would lead me to the truth.”

			“And sup­pose you are wrong?”

			“I have no choice. Be­sides, it is too late. There’s a knock. Oh, one word more! Whatever I may say, don’t con­tra­dict me. Nor you, M. Dutreuil.”

			He opened the door. A thin man, with a red im­per­i­al, entered:

			“Prince Rén­ine?”

			“Yes, sir. You, of course, are from M. Dudouis?”

			“Yes.”

			And the new­comer gave his name:

			“Chief-in­spect­or Moris­seau.”

			“I am ob­liged to you for com­ing so promptly, Mr. Chief-in­spect­or,” said Prince Rén­ine, “and I hope that M. Dudouis will not re­gret hav­ing placed you at my dis­pos­al.”

			“At your en­tire dis­pos­al, in ad­di­tion to two in­spect­ors whom I have left in the square out­side and who have been in the case, with me, from the first.”

			“I shall not de­tain you for any length of time,” said Rén­ine, “and I will not even ask you to sit down. We have only a few minutes in which to settle everything. You know what it’s all about?”

			“The sixty thou­sand-franc notes stolen from M. Guil­laume. I have the num­bers here.”

			Rén­ine ran his eyes down the slip of pa­per which the chief-in­spect­or handed him and said:

			“That’s right. The two lists agree.”

			In­spect­or Moris­seau seemed greatly ex­cited:

			“The chief at­taches the greatest im­port­ance to your dis­cov­ery. So you will be able to show me? …”

			Rén­ine was si­lent for a mo­ment and then de­clared:

			“Mr. Chief-in­spect­or, a per­son­al in­vest­ig­a­tion—and a most ex­haust­ive in­vest­ig­a­tion it was, as I will ex­plain to you presently—has re­vealed the fact that, on his re­turn from Suresnes, the mur­der­er, after re­pla­cing the mo­tor­cycle in the shed in the Av­en­ue du Roule, ran to the Ternes and entered this house.”

			“This house?”

			“Yes.”

			“But what did he come here for?”

			“To hide the pro­ceeds of his theft, the sixty bank­notes.”

			“How do you mean? Where?”

			“In a flat of which he had the key, on the fifth floor.”

			Gaston Dutreuil ex­claimed, in amazement:

			“But there’s only one flat on the fifth floor and that’s the one I live in!”

			“Ex­actly; and, as you were at the cinema with Ma­dame Au­brieux and her moth­er, ad­vant­age was taken of your ab­sence. …”

			“Im­possible! No one has the key ex­cept my­self.”

			“One can get in without a key.”

			“But I have seen no marks of any kind.”

			Moris­seau in­ter­vened:

			“Come, let us un­der­stand one an­oth­er. You say the bank­notes were hid­den in M. Dutreuil’s flat?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then, as Jacques Au­brieux was ar­res­ted the next morn­ing, the notes ought to be there still?”

			“That’s my opin­ion.”

			Gaston Dutreuil could not help laugh­ing:

			“But that’s ab­surd! I should have found them!”

			“Did you look for them?”

			“No. But I should have come across them at any mo­ment. The place isn’t big enough to swing a cat in. Would you care to see it?”

			“How­ever small it may be, it’s large enough to hold sixty bits of pa­per.”

			“Of course, everything is pos­sible,” said Dutreuil. “Still, I must re­peat that nobody, to my know­ledge, has been to my rooms; that there is only one key; that I am my own house­keep­er; and that I can’t quite un­der­stand. …”

			Hortense too could not un­der­stand. With her eyes fixed on Prince Rén­ine’s, she was try­ing to read his in­ner­most thoughts. What game was he play­ing? Was it her duty to sup­port his state­ments? She ended by say­ing:

			“Mr. Chief-in­spect­or, since Prince Rén­ine main­tains that the notes have been put away up­stairs, wouldn’t the simplest thing be to go and look? M. Dutreuil will take us up, won’t you?”

			“This minute,” said the young man. “As you say, that will be simplest.”

			They all four climbed the five storys of the house and, after Dutreuil had opened the door, entered a tiny set of cham­bers con­sist­ing of a sit­ting-room, bed­room, kit­chen and bath­room, all ar­ranged with fas­ti­di­ous neat­ness. It was easy to see that every chair in the sit­ting-room oc­cu­pied a def­in­ite place. The pipes had a rack to them­selves; so had the matches. Three walk­ing-sticks, ar­ranged ac­cord­ing to their length, hung from three nails. On a little table be­fore the win­dow a hat­box, filled with tis­sue-pa­per, awaited the felt hat which Dutreuil care­fully placed in it. He laid his gloves be­side it, on the lid.

			He did all this with sed­ate and mech­an­ic­al move­ments, like a man who loves to see things in the places which he has chosen for them. In­deed, no soon­er did Rén­ine shift some­thing than Dutreuil made a slight ges­ture of protest, took out his hat again, stuck it on his head, opened the win­dow and res­ted his el­bows on the sill, with his back turned to the room, as though he were un­able to bear the sight of such van­dal­ism.

			“You’re pos­it­ive, are you not?” the in­spect­or asked Rén­ine.

			“Yes, yes, I’m pos­it­ive that the sixty notes were brought here after the murder.”

			“Let’s look for them.”

			This was easy and soon done. In half an hour, not a corner re­mained un­ex­plored, not a knick­knack un­lif­ted.

			“Noth­ing,” said In­spect­or Moris­seau. “Shall we con­tin­ue?”

			“No,” replied Rén­ine, “The notes are no longer here.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean that they have been re­moved.”

			“By whom? Can’t you make a more def­in­ite ac­cus­a­tion?”

			Rén­ine did not reply. But Gaston Dutreuil wheeled round. He was chok­ing and spluttered:

			“Mr. In­spect­or, would you like me to make the ac­cus­a­tion more def­in­ite, as con­veyed by this gen­tle­man’s re­marks? It all means that there’s a dis­hon­est man here, that the notes hid­den by the mur­der­er were dis­covered and stolen by that dis­hon­est man and de­pos­ited in an­oth­er and safer place. That is your idea, sir, is it not? And you ac­cuse me of com­mit­ting this theft don’t you?”

			He came for­ward, drum­ming his chest with his fists: “Me! Me! I found the notes, did I, and kept them for my­self? You dare to sug­gest that!”

			Rén­ine still made no reply. Dutreuil flew in­to a rage and, tak­ing In­spect­or Moris­seau aside, ex­claimed:

			“Mr. In­spect­or, I strongly protest against all this farce and against the part which you are un­con­sciously play­ing in it. Be­fore your ar­rival, Prince Rén­ine told this lady and my­self that he knew noth­ing, that he was ven­tur­ing in­to this af­fair at ran­dom and that he was fol­low­ing the first road that offered, trust­ing to luck. Do you deny it, sir?”

			Rén­ine did not open his lips.

			“An­swer me, will you? Ex­plain your­self; for, really, you are put­ting for­ward the most im­prob­able facts without any proof whatever. It’s easy enough to say that I stole the notes. And how were you to know that they were here at all? Who brought them here? Why should the mur­der­er choose this flat to hide them in? It’s all so stu­pid, so il­lo­gic­al and ab­surd! … Give us your proofs, sir … one single proof!”

			In­spect­or Moris­seau seemed per­plexed. He ques­tioned Rén­ine with a glance. Rén­ine said:

			“Since you want spe­cif­ic de­tails, we will get them from Ma­dame Au­brieux her­self. She’s on the tele­phone. Let’s go down­stairs. We shall know all about it in a minute.”

			Dutreuil shrugged his shoulders:

			“As you please; but what a waste of time!”

			He seemed greatly ir­rit­ated. His long wait at the win­dow, un­der a blaz­ing sun, had thrown him in­to a sweat. He went to his bed­room and re­turned with a bottle of wa­ter, of which he took a few sips, af­ter­wards pla­cing the bottle on the win­dowsill:

			“Come along,” he said.

			Prince Rén­ine chuckled.

			“You seem to be in a hurry to leave the place.”

			“I’m in a hurry to show you up,” re­tor­ted Dutreuil, slam­ming the door.

			They went down­stairs to the private room con­tain­ing the tele­phone. The room was empty. Rén­ine asked Gaston Dutreuil for the Au­brieuxs’ num­ber, took down the in­stru­ment and was put through.

			The maid who came to the tele­phone answered that Ma­dame Au­brieux had fain­ted, after giv­ing way to an ac­cess of des­pair, and that she was now asleep.

			“Fetch her moth­er, please. Prince Rén­ine speak­ing. It’s ur­gent.”

			He handed the second re­ceiv­er to Moris­seau. For that mat­ter, the voices were so dis­tinct that Dutreuil and Hortense were able to hear every word ex­changed.

			“Is that you, ma­dame?”

			“Yes. Prince Rén­ine, I be­lieve?”

			“Prince Rén­ine.”

			“Oh, sir, what news have you for me? Is there any hope?” asked the old lady, in a tone of en­treaty.

			“The en­quiry is pro­ceed­ing very sat­is­fact­or­ily,” said Rén­ine, “and you may hope for the best. For the mo­ment, I want you to give me some very im­port­ant par­tic­u­lars. On the day of the murder, did Gaston Dutreuil come to your house?”

			“Yes, he came to fetch my daugh­ter and my­self, after lunch.”

			“Did he know at the time that M. Guil­laume had sixty thou­sand francs at his place?”

			“Yes, I told him.”

			“And that Jacques Au­brieux was not feel­ing very well and was pro­pos­ing not to take his usu­al cycle-ride but to stay at home and sleep?”

			“Yes.”

			“You are sure?”

			“Ab­so­lutely cer­tain.”

			“And you all three went to the cinema to­geth­er?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you were all sit­ting to­geth­er?”

			“Oh, no! There was no room. He took a seat farther away.”

			“A seat where you could see him?”

			“No.”

			“But he came to you dur­ing the in­ter­val?”

			“No, we did not see him un­til we were go­ing out.”

			“There is no doubt of that?”

			“None at all.”

			“Very well, ma­dame. I will tell you the res­ult of my ef­forts in an hour’s time. But above all, don’t wake up Ma­dame Au­brieux.”

			“And sup­pose she wakes of her own ac­cord?”

			“Re­as­sure her and give her con­fid­ence. Everything is go­ing well, very well in­deed.”

			He hung up the re­ceiv­er and turned to Dutreuil, laugh­ing:

			“Ha, ha, my boy! Things are be­gin­ning to look clear­er. What do you say?”

			It was dif­fi­cult to tell what these words meant or what con­clu­sions Rén­ine had drawn from his con­ver­sa­tion. The si­lence was pain­ful and op­press­ive.

			“Mr. Chief-In­spect­or, you have some of your men out­side, haven’t you?”

			“Two de­tect­ive-ser­geants.”

			“It’s im­port­ant that they should be there. Please also ask the man­ager not to dis­turb us on any ac­count.”

			And, when Moris­seau re­turned, Rén­ine closed the door, took his stand in front of Dutreuil and, speak­ing in a good-hu­moured but em­phat­ic tone, said:

			“It amounts to this, young man, that the ladies saw noth­ing of you between three and five o’clock on that Sunday. That’s rather a curi­ous de­tail.”

			“A per­fectly nat­ur­al de­tail,” Dutreuil re­tor­ted, “and one, moreover, which proves noth­ing at all.”

			“It proves, young man, that you had a good two hours at your dis­pos­al.”

			“Ob­vi­ously. Two hours which I spent at the cinema.”

			“Or some­where else.”

			Dutreuil looked at him:

			“Some­where else?”

			“Yes. As you were free, you had plenty of time to go wherever you liked … to Suresnes, for in­stance.”

			“Oh!” said the young man, jest­ing in his turn. “Suresnes is a long way off!”

			“It’s quite close! Hadn’t you your friend Jacques Au­brieux’s mo­tor­cycle?”

			A fresh pause fol­lowed these words. Dutreuil had knit­ted his brows as though he were try­ing to un­der­stand. At last he was heard to whis­per:

			“So that is what he was try­ing to lead up to! … The brute! …”

			Rén­ine brought down his hand on Dutreuil’s shoulder:

			“No more talk! Facts! Gaston Dutreuil, you are the only per­son who on that day knew two es­sen­tial things: first, that Cous­in Guil­laume had sixty thou­sand francs in his house; secondly, that Jacques Au­brieux was not go­ing out. You at once saw your chance. The mo­tor­cycle was avail­able. You slipped out dur­ing the per­form­ance. You went to Suresnes. You killed Cous­in Guil­laume. You took the sixty bank­notes and left them at your rooms. And at five o’clock you went back to fetch the ladies.”

			Dutreuil had listened with an ex­pres­sion at once mock­ing and flur­ried, cast­ing an oc­ca­sion­al glance at In­spect­or Moris­seau as though to en­list him as a wit­ness:

			“The man’s mad,” it seemed to say. “It’s no use be­ing angry with him.”

			When Rén­ine had fin­ished, he began to laugh:

			“Very funny! … A cap­it­al joke! … So it was I whom the neigh­bours saw go­ing and re­turn­ing on the mo­tor­cycle?”

			“It was you dis­guised in Jacques Au­brieux’s clothes.”

			“And it was my fin­ger­prints that were found on the bottle in M. Guil­laume’s pantry?”

			“The bottle had been opened by Jacques Au­brieux at lunch, in his own house, and it was you who took it with you to serve as evid­ence.”

			“Fun­ni­er and fun­ni­er!” cried Dutreuil, who had the air of be­ing frankly amused. “Then I con­trived the whole af­fair so that Jacques Au­brieux might be ac­cused of the crime?”

			“It was the safest means of not be­ing ac­cused your­self.”

			“Yes, but Jacques is a friend whom I have known from child­hood.”

			“You’re in love with his wife.”

			The young man gave a sud­den, in­furi­ated start:

			“You dare! … What! You dare make such an in­fam­ous sug­ges­tion?”

			“I have proof of it.”

			“That’s a lie! I have al­ways re­spec­ted Madeleine Au­brieux and revered her. …”

			“Ap­par­ently. But you’re in love with her. You de­sire her. Don’t con­tra­dict me. I have abund­ant proof of it.”

			“That’s a lie, I tell you! You have only known me a few hours!”

			“Come, come! I’ve been quietly watch­ing you for days, wait­ing for the mo­ment to pounce upon you.”

			He took the young man by the shoulders and shook him:

			“Come, Dutreuil, con­fess! I hold all the proofs in my hand. I have wit­nesses whom we shall meet presently at the crim­in­al in­vest­ig­a­tion de­part­ment. Con­fess, can’t you? In spite of everything, you’re tor­tured by re­morse. Re­mem­ber your dis­may, at the res­taur­ant, when you had seen the news­pa­per. What? Jacques Au­brieux con­demned to die? That’s more than you bar­gained for! Pen­al ser­vitude would have suited your book; but the scaf­fold! … Jacques Au­brieux ex­ecuted to­mor­row, an in­no­cent man! … Con­fess, won’t you? Con­fess to save your own skin! Own up!”

			Bend­ing over the oth­er, he was try­ing with all his might to ex­tort a con­fes­sion from him. But Dutreuil drew him­self up and coldly, with a sort of scorn in his voice, said:

			“Sir, you are a mad­man. Not a word that you have said has any sense in it. All your ac­cus­a­tions are false. What about the bank­notes? Did you find them at my place as you said you would?”

			Rén­ine, ex­as­per­ated, clenched his fist in his face:

			“Oh, you swine, I’ll dish you yet, I swear I will!”

			He drew the in­spect­or aside:

			“Well, what do you say to it? An ar­rant rogue, isn’t he?”

			The in­spect­or nod­ded his head:

			“It may be. … But, all the same … so far there’s no real evid­ence.”

			“Wait, M. Moris­seau,” said Rén­ine. “Wait un­til we’ve had our in­ter­view with M. Dudouis. For we shall see M. Dudouis at the pre­fec­ture, shall we not?”

			“Yes, he’ll be there at three o’clock.”

			“Well, you’ll be con­vinced, Mr. In­spect­or! I tell you here and now that you will be con­vinced.”

			Rén­ine was chuck­ling like a man who feels cer­tain of the course of events. Hortense, who was stand­ing near him and was able to speak to him without be­ing heard by the oth­ers, asked, in a low voice:

			“You’ve got him, haven’t you?”

			He nod­ded his head in as­sent:

			“Got him? I should think I have! All the same, I’m no farther for­ward than I was at the be­gin­ning.”

			“But this is aw­ful! And your proofs?”

			“Not the shad­ow of a proof … I was hop­ing to trip him up. But he’s kept his feet, the ras­cal!”

			“Still, you’re cer­tain it’s he?”

			“It can’t be any­one else. I had an in­tu­ition at the very out­set; and I’ve not taken my eyes off him since. I have seen his anxi­ety in­creas­ing as my in­vest­ig­a­tions seemed to centre on him and con­cern him more closely. Now I know.”

			“And he’s in love with Ma­dame Au­brieux?”

			“In lo­gic, he’s bound to be. But so far we have only hy­po­thet­ic­al sup­pos­i­tions, or rather cer­tain­ties which are per­son­al to my­self. We shall nev­er in­ter­cept the guil­lot­ine with those. Ah, if we could only find the bank­notes! Giv­en the bank­notes, M. Dudouis would act. Without them, he will laugh in my face.”

			“What then?” mur­mured Hortense, in an­guished ac­cents.

			He did not reply. He walked up and down the room, as­sum­ing an air of gaiety and rub­bing his hands. All was go­ing so well! It was really a treat to take up a case which, so to speak, worked it­self out auto­mat­ic­ally.

			“Sup­pose we went on to the pre­fec­ture, M. Moris­seau? The chief must be there by now. And, hav­ing gone so far, we may as well fin­ish. Will M. Dutreuil come with us?”

			“Why not?” said Dutreuil, ar­rog­antly.

			But, just as Rén­ine was open­ing the door, there was a noise in the pas­sage and the man­ager ran up, wav­ing his arms:

			“Is M. Dutreuil still here? … M. Dutreuil, your flat is on fire! … A man out­side told us. He saw it from the square.”

			The young man’s eyes lit up. For per­haps half a second his mouth was twis­ted by a smile which Rén­ine no­ticed:

			“Oh, you ruf­fi­an!” he cried. “You’ve giv­en your­self away, my beauty! It was you who set fire to the place up­stairs; and now the notes are burn­ing.”

			He blocked his exit.

			“Let me pass,” shouted Dutreuil. “There’s a fire and no one can get in, be­cause no one else has a key. Here it is. Let me pass, damn it!”

			Rén­ine snatched the key from his hand and, hold­ing him by the col­lar of his coat:

			“Don’t you move, my fine fel­low! The game’s up! You pre­cious black­guard! M. Moris­seau, will you give or­ders to the ser­geant not to let him out of his sight and to blow out his brains if he tries to get away? Ser­geant, we rely on you! Put a bul­let in­to him, if ne­ces­sary! …”

			He hur­ried up the stairs, fol­lowed by Hortense and the chief in­spect­or, who was protest­ing rather peev­ishly:

			“But, I say, look here, it wasn’t he who set the place on fire! How do you make out that he set it on fire, see­ing that he nev­er left us?”

			“Why, he set it on fire be­fore­hand, to be sure!”

			“How? I ask you, how?”

			“How do I know? But a fire doesn’t break out like that, for no reas­on at all, at the very mo­ment when a man wants to burn com­prom­ising pa­pers.”

			They heard a com­mo­tion up­stairs. It was the waiters of the res­taur­ant try­ing to burst the door open. An ac­rid smell filled the well of the stair­case.

			Rén­ine reached the top floor:

			“By your leave, friends. I have the key.”

			He in­ser­ted it in the lock and opened the door.

			He was met by a gust of smoke so dense that one might well have sup­posed the whole floor to be ablaze. Rén­ine at once saw that the fire had gone out of its own ac­cord, for lack of fuel, and that there were no more flames:

			“M. Moris­seau, you won’t let any­one come in with us, will you? An in­truder might spoil everything. Bolt the door, that will be best.”

			He stepped in­to the front room, where the fire had ob­vi­ously had its chief centre. The fur­niture, the walls and the ceil­ing, though blackened by the smoke, had not been touched. As a mat­ter of fact, the fire was con­fined to a blaze of pa­pers which was still burn­ing in the middle of the room, in front of the win­dow.

			Rén­ine struck his fore­head:

			“What a fool I am! What an un­speak­able ass!”

			“Why?” asked the in­spect­or.

			“The hat­box, of course! The card­board hat­box which was stand­ing on the table. That’s where he hid the notes. They were there all through our search.”

			“Im­possible!”

			“Why, yes, we al­ways over­look that par­tic­u­lar hid­ing-place, the one just un­der our eyes, with­in reach of our hands! How could one ima­gine that a thief would leave sixty thou­sand francs in an open card­board box, in which he places his hat when he comes in, with an ab­sent­minded air? That’s just the one place we don’t look in. … Well played, M. Dutreuil!”

			The in­spect­or, who re­mained in­cred­u­lous, re­peated:

			“No, no, im­possible! We were with him and he could not have star­ted the fire him­self.”

			“Everything was pre­pared be­fore­hand on the sup­pos­i­tion that there might be an alarm. … The hat­box … the tis­sue pa­per … the bank­notes: they must all have been steeped in some in­flam­mable li­quid. He must have thrown a match, a chem­ic­al pre­par­a­tion or what­not in­to it, as we were leav­ing.”

			“But we should have seen him, hang it all! And then is it cred­ible that a man who has com­mit­ted a murder for the sake of sixty thou­sand francs should do away with the money in this way? If the hid­ing-place was such a good one—and it was, be­cause we nev­er dis­covered it—why this use­less de­struc­tion?”

			“He got frightened, M. Moris­seau. Re­mem­ber that his head is at stake and he knows it. Any­thing rather than the guil­lot­ine; and they—the bank­notes—were the only proof which we had against him. How could he have left them where they were?”

			Moris­seau was flab­ber­gas­ted:

			“What! The only proof?”

			“Why, ob­vi­ously!”

			“But your wit­nesses? Your evid­ence? All that you were go­ing to tell the chief?”

			“Mere bluff.”

			“Well, upon my word,” growled the be­wildered in­spect­or, “you’re a cool cus­tom­er!”

			“Would you have taken ac­tion without my bluff?”

			“No.”

			“Then what more do you want?”

			Rén­ine stooped to stir the ashes. But there was noth­ing left, not even those rem­nants of stiff pa­per which still re­tain their shape.

			“Noth­ing,” he said. “It’s queer, all the same! How the deuce did he man­age to set the thing alight?”

			He stood up, look­ing at­tent­ively about him. Hortense had a feel­ing that he was mak­ing his su­preme ef­fort and that, after this last struggle in the dark, he would either have de­vised his plan of vic­tory or ad­mit that he was beaten.

			Fal­ter­ing with anxi­ety, she asked:

			“It’s all up, isn’t it?”

			“No, no,” he said, thought­fully, “it’s not all up. It was, a few seconds ago. But now there is a gleam of light … and one that gives me hope.”

			“God grant that it may be jus­ti­fied!”

			“We must go slowly,” he said. “It is only an at­tempt, but a fine, a very fine at­tempt; and it may suc­ceed.”

			He was si­lent for a mo­ment; then, with an amused smile and a click of the tongue, he said:

			“An in­fernally clev­er fel­low, that Dutreuil! His trick of burn­ing the notes: what a fer­tile ima­gin­a­tion! And what cool­ness! A pretty dance the beg­gar has led me! He’s a mas­ter!”

			He fetched a broom from the kit­chen and swept a part of the ashes in­to the next room, re­turn­ing with a hat­box of the same size and ap­pear­ance as the one which had been burnt. After crump­ling the tis­sue pa­per with which it was filled, he placed the hat­box on the little table and set fire to it with a match.

			It burst in­to flames, which he ex­tin­guished when they had con­sumed half the card­board and nearly all the pa­per. Then he took from an in­ner pock­et of his waist­coat a bundle of bank­notes and se­lec­ted six, which he burnt al­most com­pletely, ar­ran­ging the re­mains and hid­ing the rest of the notes at the bot­tom of the box, among the ashes and the blackened bits of pa­per:

			“M. Moris­seau,” he said, when he had done, “I am ask­ing for your as­sist­ance for the last time. Go and fetch Dutreuil. Tell him just this: ‘You are un­masked. The notes did not catch fire. Come with me.’ And bring him up here.”

			Des­pite his hes­it­a­tion and his fear of ex­ceed­ing his in­struc­tions from the head of the de­tect­ive ser­vice, the chief-in­spect­or was power­less to throw off the as­cend­ancy which Rén­ine had ac­quired over him. He left the room.

			Rén­ine turned to Hortense:

			“Do you un­der­stand my plan of battle?”

			“Yes,” she said, “but it’s a dan­ger­ous ex­per­i­ment. Do you think that Dutreuil will fall in­to the trap?”

			“Everything de­pends on the state of his nerves and the de­gree of de­mor­al­iz­a­tion to which he is re­duced. A sur­prise at­tack may very well do for him.”

			“Nev­er­the­less, sup­pose he re­cog­nizes by some sign that the box has been changed?”

			“Oh, of course, he has a few chances in his fa­vour! The fel­low is much more cun­ning than I thought and quite cap­able of wrig­gling out of the trap. On the oth­er hand, how­ever, how un­easy he must be! How the blood must be buzz­ing in his ears and ob­scur­ing his sight! No, I don’t think that he will avoid the trap. … He will give in. … He will give in. …”

			They ex­changed no more words. Rén­ine did not move. Hortense was stirred to the very depths of her be­ing. The life of an in­no­cent man hung trem­bling in the bal­ance. An er­ror of judg­ment, a little bad luck … and, twelve hours later, Jacques Au­brieux would be put to death. And to­geth­er with a hor­rible an­guish she ex­per­i­enced, in spite of all, a feel­ing of eager curi­os­ity. What was Prince Rén­ine go­ing to do? What would be the out­come of the ex­per­i­ment on which he was ven­tur­ing? What res­ist­ance would Gaston Dutreuil of­fer? She lived through one of those minutes of su­per­hu­man ten­sion in which life be­comes in­tens­i­fied un­til it reaches its ut­most value.

			They heard foot­steps on the stairs, the foot­steps of men in a hurry. The sound drew near­er. They were reach­ing the top floor.

			Hortense looked at her com­pan­ion. He had stood up and was listen­ing, his fea­tures already trans­figured by ac­tion. The foot­steps were now echo­ing in the pas­sage. Then, sud­denly, he ran to the door and cried:

			“Quick! Let’s make an end of it!”

			Two or three de­tect­ives and a couple of waiters entered. He caught hold of Dutreuil in the midst of the de­tect­ives and pulled him by the arm, gaily ex­claim­ing:

			“Well done, old man! That trick of yours with the table and the wa­ter-bottle was really splen­did! A mas­ter­piece, on my word! Only, it didn’t come off!”

			“What do you mean? What’s the mat­ter?” mumbled Gaston Dutreuil, stag­ger­ing.

			“What I say: the fire burnt only half the tis­sue-pa­per and the hat­box; and, though some of the bank­notes were des­troyed, like the tis­sue-pa­per, the oth­ers are there, at the bot­tom. … You un­der­stand? The long-sought notes, the great proof of the murder: they’re there, where you hid them. … As chance would have it, they’ve es­caped burn­ing. … Here, look: there are the num­bers; you can check them. … Oh, you’re done for, done for, my beauty!”

			The young man drew him­self up stiffly. His eye­lids quivered. He did not ac­cept Rén­ine’s in­vit­a­tion to look; he ex­amined neither the hat­box nor the bank­notes. From the first mo­ment, without tak­ing the time to re­flect and be­fore his in­stinct could warn him, he be­lieved what he was told and col­lapsed heav­ily in­to a chair, weep­ing.

			The sur­prise at­tack, to use Rén­ine’s ex­pres­sion, had suc­ceeded. On see­ing all his plans baffled and the en­emy mas­ter of his secrets, the wretched man had neither the strength nor the per­spica­city ne­ces­sary to de­fend him­self. He threw up the sponge.

			Rén­ine gave him no time to breathe:

			“Cap­it­al! You’re sav­ing your head; and that’s all, my good youth! Write down your con­fes­sion and get it off your chest. Here’s a foun­tain-pen. … The luck has been against you, I ad­mit. It was dev­il­ishly well thought out, your trick of the last mo­ment. You had the bank­notes which were in your way and which you wanted to des­troy. Noth­ing sim­pler. You take a big, round-bel­lied wa­ter-bottle and stand it on the win­dowsill. It acts as a burn­ing-glass, con­cen­trat­ing the rays of the sun on the card­board and tis­sue-pa­per, all nicely pre­pared. Ten minutes later, it bursts in­to flames. A splen­did idea! And, like all great dis­cov­er­ies, it came quite by chance, what? It re­minds one of New­ton’s apple. … One day, the sun, passing through the wa­ter in that bottle, must have set fire to a scrap of cot­ton or the head of a match; and, as you had the sun at your dis­pos­al just now, you said to your­self, ‘Now’s the time,’ and stood the bottle in the right po­s­i­tion. My con­grat­u­la­tions, Gaston! … Look, here’s a sheet of pa­per. Write down: ‘It was I who murdered M. Guil­laume.’ Write, I tell you!”

			Lean­ing over the young man, with all his im­plac­able force of will he com­pelled him to write, guid­ing his hand and dic­tat­ing the sen­tences. Dutreuil, ex­hausted, at the end of his strength, wrote as he was told.

			“Here’s the con­fes­sion, Mr. Chief-in­spect­or,” said Rén­ine. “You will be good enough to take it to M. Dudouis. These gen­tle­men,” turn­ing to the waiters, from the res­taur­ant, “will, I am sure, con­sent to serve as wit­nesses.”

			And, see­ing that Dutreuil, over­whelmed by what had happened, did not move, he gave him a shake:

			“Hi, you, look alive! Now that you’ve been fool enough to con­fess, make an end of the job, my gentle idi­ot!”

			The oth­er watched him, stand­ing in front of him.

			“Ob­vi­ously,” Rén­ine con­tin­ued, “you’re only a sim­pleton. The hat­box was fairly burnt to ashes: so were the notes. That hat­box, my dear fel­low, is a dif­fer­ent one; and those notes be­long to me. I even burnt six of them to make you swal­low the stunt. And you couldn’t make out what had happened. What an owl you must be! To fur­nish me with evid­ence at the last mo­ment, when I hadn’t a single proof of my own! And such evid­ence! A writ­ten con­fes­sion! Writ­ten be­fore wit­nesses! … Look here, my man, if they do cut off your head—as I sin­cerely hope they will—upon my word, you’ll have jolly well de­served it! Good­bye, Dutreuil!”

			

			Down­stairs, in the street, Rén­ine asked Hortense Daniel to take the car, go to Madeleine Au­brieux and tell her what had happened.

			“And you?” asked Hortense.

			“I have a lot to do … ur­gent ap­point­ments. …”

			“And you deny your­self the pleas­ure of bring­ing the good news?”

			“It’s one of the pleas­ures that pall upon one. The only pleas­ure that nev­er flags is that of the fight it­self. Af­ter­wards, things cease to be in­ter­est­ing.”

			She took his hand and for a mo­ment held it in both her own. She would have liked to ex­press all her ad­mir­a­tion to that strange man, who seemed to do good as a sort of game and who did it with some­thing like geni­us. But she was un­able to speak. All these rap­id in­cid­ents had up­set her. Emo­tion con­stric­ted her throat and brought the tears to her eyes.

			Rén­ine bowed his head, say­ing:

			“Thank you. I have my re­ward.”

		
	
		
			
				III

				The Case of Jean Louis

			
			“Mon­sieur,” con­tin­ued the young girl, ad­dress­ing Serge Rén­ine, “it was while I was spend­ing the East­er hol­i­days at Nice with my fath­er that I made the ac­quaint­ance of Jean Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al. …”

			Rén­ine in­ter­rup­ted her:

			“Ex­cuse me, ma­demois­elle, but just now you spoke of this young man as Jean Louis Vaurois.”

			“That’s his name also,” she said.

			“Has he two names then?”

			“I don’t know … I don’t know any­thing about it,” she said, with some em­bar­rass­ment, “and that is why, by Hortense’s ad­vice, I came to ask for your help.”

			This con­ver­sa­tion was tak­ing place in Rén­ine’s flat on the Boulevard Hauss­mann, to which Hortense had brought her friend Geneviève Ay­mard, a slender, pretty little creature with a face over­shad­owed by an ex­pres­sion of the greatest mel­an­choly.

			“Rén­ine will be suc­cess­ful, take my word for it, Geneviève. You will, Rén­ine, won’t you?”

			“Please tell me the rest of the story, ma­demois­elle,” he said.

			Geneviève con­tin­ued:

			“I was already en­gaged at the time to a man whom I loathe and de­test. My fath­er was try­ing to force me to marry him and is still try­ing to do so. Jean Louis and I felt the keen­est sym­pathy for each oth­er, a sym­pathy that soon de­veloped in­to a pro­found and pas­sion­ate af­fec­tion which, I can as­sure you, was equally sin­cere on both sides. On my re­turn to Par­is, Jean Louis, who lives in the coun­try with his moth­er and his aunt, took rooms in our part of the town; and, as I am al­lowed to go out by my­self, we used to see each oth­er daily. I need not tell you that we were en­gaged to be mar­ried. I told my fath­er so. And this is what he said: ‘I don’t par­tic­u­larly like the fel­low. But, wheth­er it’s he or an­oth­er, what I want is that you should get mar­ried. So let him come and ask for your hand. If not, you must do as I say.’ In the middle of June, Jean Louis went home to ar­range mat­ters with his moth­er and aunt. I re­ceived some pas­sion­ate let­ters; and then just these few words:

			
				“There are too many obstacles in the way of our hap­pi­ness. I give up. I am mad with des­pair. I love you more than ever. Good­bye and for­give me.”

			

			“Since then, I have re­ceived noth­ing: no reply to my let­ters and tele­grams.”

			“Per­haps he has fallen in love with some­body else?” asked Rén­ine. “Or there may be some old con­nec­tion which he is un­able to shake off.”

			Geneviève shook her head:

			“Mon­sieur, be­lieve me, if our en­gage­ment had been broken off for an or­din­ary reas­on, I should not have al­lowed Hortense to trouble you. But it is some­thing quite dif­fer­ent, I am ab­so­lutely con­vinced. There’s a mys­tery in Jean Louis’ life, or rather an end­less num­ber of mys­ter­ies which hamper and pur­sue him. I nev­er saw such dis­tress in a hu­man face; and, from the first mo­ment of our meet­ing, I was con­scious in him of a grief and mel­an­choly which have al­ways per­sisted, even at times when he was giv­ing him­self to our love with the greatest con­fid­ence.”

			“But your im­pres­sion must have been con­firmed by minor de­tails, by things which happened to strike you as pe­cu­li­ar?”

			“I don’t quite know what to say.”

			“These two names, for in­stance?”

			“Yes, there was cer­tainly that.”

			“By what name did he in­tro­duce him­self to you?”

			“Jean Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al.”

			“But Jean Louis Vaurois?”

			“That’s what my fath­er calls him.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause that was how he was in­tro­duced to my fath­er, at Nice, by a gen­tle­man who knew him. Be­sides, he car­ries vis­it­ing-cards which de­scribe him un­der either name.”

			“Have you nev­er ques­tioned him on this point?”

			“Yes, I have, twice. The first time, he said that his aunt’s name was Vaurois and his moth­er’s d’Im­bl­ev­al.”

			“And the second time?”

			“He told me the con­trary: he spoke of his moth­er as Vaurois and of his aunt as d’Im­bl­ev­al. I poin­ted this out. He col­oured up and I thought it bet­ter not to ques­tion him any fur­ther.”

			“Does he live far from Par­is?”

			“Right down in Brit­tany: at the Manoir d’El­sev­en, five miles from Car­haix.”

			Rén­ine rose and asked the girl, ser­i­ously:

			“Are you quite cer­tain that he loves you, ma­demois­elle?”

			“I am cer­tain of it and I know too that he rep­res­ents all my life and all my hap­pi­ness. He alone can save me. If he can’t, then I shall be mar­ried in a week’s time to a man whom I hate. I have prom­ised my fath­er; and the banns have been pub­lished.”

			“We shall leave for Car­haix, Ma­dame Daniel and I, this even­ing,” said Rén­ine.

			That even­ing he and Hortense took the train for Brit­tany. They reached Car­haix at ten o’clock in the morn­ing; and, after lunch, at half past twelve o’clock they stepped in­to a car bor­rowed from a lead­ing res­id­ent of the dis­trict.

			

			“You’re look­ing a little pale, my dear,” said Rén­ine, with a laugh, as they alighted by the gate of the garden at El­sev­en.

			“I’m very fond of Geneviève,” she said. “She’s the only friend I have. And I’m feel­ing frightened.”

			He called her at­ten­tion to the fact that the cent­ral gate was flanked by two wick­ets bear­ing the names of Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois re­spect­ively. Each of these wick­ets opened on a nar­row path which ran among the shrub­ber­ies of box and auc­uba to the left and right of the main av­en­ue. The av­en­ue it­self led to an old man­or-house, long, low and pic­tur­esque, but provided with two clum­sily-built, ugly wings, each in a dif­fer­ent style of ar­chi­tec­ture and each form­ing the des­tin­a­tion of one of the side-paths. Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al evid­ently lived on the left and Ma­dame Vaurois on the right.

			Hortense and Rén­ine listened. Shrill, hasty voices were dis­put­ing in­side the house. The sound came through one of the win­dows of the ground-floor, which was level with the garden and covered through­out its length with red creep­ers and white roses.

			“We can’t go any farther,” said Hortense. “It would be in­dis­creet.”

			“All the more reas­on,” whispered Rén­ine. “Look here: if we walk straight ahead, we shan’t be seen by the people who are quar­rel­ling.”

			The sounds of con­flict were by no means abat­ing; and, when they reached the win­dow next to the front-door, through the roses and creep­ers they could both see and hear two old ladies shriek­ing at the tops of their voices and shak­ing their fists at each oth­er.

			The wo­men were stand­ing in the fore­ground, in a large din­ing-room where the table was not yet cleared; and at the farther side of the table sat a young man, doubt­less Jean Louis him­self, smoking his pipe and read­ing a news­pa­per, without ap­pear­ing to trouble about the two old har­rid­ans.

			One of these, a thin, tall wo­man, was wear­ing a purple silk dress; and her hair was dressed in a mass of curls much too yel­low for the rav­aged face around which they tumbled. The oth­er, who was still thin­ner, but quite short, was bust­ling round the room in a cot­ton dress­ing-gown and dis­played a red, painted face blaz­ing with an­ger:

			“A bag­gage, that’s what you are!” she yelped. “The wick­ed­est wo­man in the world and a thief in­to the bar­gain!”

			“I, a thief!” screamed the oth­er.

			“What about that busi­ness with the ducks at ten francs apiece: don’t you call that thiev­ing?”

			“Hold your tongue, you low creature! Who stole the fifty-franc note from my dress­ing-table? Lord, that I should have to live with such a wretch!”

			The oth­er star­ted with fury at the out­rage and, ad­dress­ing the young man, cried:

			“Jean, are you go­ing to sit there and let me be in­sul­ted by your hussy of a d’Im­bl­ev­al?”

			And the tall one re­tor­ted, furi­ously:

			“Hussy! Do you hear that, Louis? Look at her, your Vaurois! She’s got the airs of a su­per­an­nu­ated bar­maid! Make her stop, can’t you?”

			Sud­denly Jean Louis banged his fist upon the table, mak­ing the plates and dishes jump, and shouted:

			“Be quiet, both of you, you old lun­at­ics!”

			They turned upon him at once and loaded him with ab­use:

			“Cow­ard! … Hy­po­crite! … Li­ar! … A pretty sort of son you are! … The son of a slut and not much bet­ter your­self! …”

			The in­sults rained down upon him. He stopped his ears with his fin­gers and writhed as he sat at table like a man who has lost all pa­tience and has need to re­strain him­self lest he should fall upon his en­emy.

			Rén­ine whispered:

			“Now’s the time to go in.”

			“In among all those in­furi­ated people?” pro­tested Hortense.

			“Ex­actly. We shall see them bet­ter with their masks off.”

			And, with a de­term­ined step, he walked to the door, opened it and entered the room, fol­lowed by Hortense.

			His ad­vent gave rise to a feel­ing of stu­pefac­tion. The two wo­men stopped yelling, but were still scar­let in the face and trem­bling with rage. Jean Louis, who was very pale, stood up.

			Profit­ing by the gen­er­al con­fu­sion, Rén­ine said briskly:

			“Al­low me to in­tro­duce my­self. I am Prince Rén­ine. This is Ma­dame Daniel. We are friends of Mlle. Geneviève Ay­mard and we have come in her name. I have a let­ter from her ad­dressed to you, mon­sieur.”

			Jean Louis, already dis­con­cer­ted by the new­comers’ ar­rival, lost coun­ten­ance en­tirely on hear­ing the name of Geneviève. Without quite know­ing what he was say­ing and with the in­ten­tion of re­spond­ing to Rén­ine’s cour­teous be­ha­viour, he tried in his turn to in­tro­duce the two ladies and let fall the astound­ing words:

			“My moth­er, Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al; my moth­er, Ma­dame Vaurois.”

			For some time no one spoke. Rén­ine bowed. Hortense did not know with whom she should shake hands, with Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al, the moth­er, or with Ma­dame Vaurois, the moth­er. But what happened was that Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois both at the same time at­temp­ted to snatch the let­ter which Rén­ine was hold­ing out to Jean Louis, while both at the same time mumbled:

			“Mlle. Ay­mard! … She has had the cool­ness … she has had the au­da­city … !”

			Then Jean Louis, re­cov­er­ing his self-pos­ses­sion, laid hold of his moth­er d’Im­bl­ev­al and pushed her out of the room by a door on the left and next of his moth­er Vaurois and pushed her out of the room by a door on the right. Then, re­turn­ing to his two vis­it­ors, he opened the en­vel­ope and read, in an un­der­tone:

			
				“I am to be mar­ried in a week, Jean Louis. Come to my res­cue, I be­seech you. My friend Hortense and Prince Rén­ine will help you to over­come the obstacles that baffle you. Trust them. I love you.

				
					“Geneviève.”

				
			

			He was a rather dull-look­ing young man, whose very swarthy, lean and bony face cer­tainly bore the ex­pres­sion of mel­an­choly and dis­tress de­scribed by Geneviève. In­deed, the marks of suf­fer­ing were vis­ible in all his har­assed fea­tures, as well as in his sad and anxious eyes.

			He re­peated Geneviève’s name over and over again, while look­ing about him with a dis­trac­ted air. He seemed to be seek­ing a course of con­duct.

			He seemed on the point of of­fer­ing an ex­plan­a­tion but could find noth­ing to say. The sud­den in­ter­ven­tion had taken him at a dis­ad­vant­age, like an un­forseen at­tack which he did not know how to meet.

			Rén­ine felt that the ad­versary would ca­pit­u­late at the first sum­mons. The man had been fight­ing so des­per­ately dur­ing the last few months and had suffered so severely in the re­tire­ment and ob­stin­ate si­lence in which he had taken refuge that he was not think­ing of de­fend­ing him­self. Moreover, how could he do so, now that they had forced their way in­to the pri­vacy of his odi­ous ex­ist­ence?

			“Take my word for it, mon­sieur,” de­clared Rén­ine, “that it is in your best in­terests to con­fide in us. We are Geneviève Ay­mard’s friends. Do not hes­it­ate to speak.”

			“I can hardly hes­it­ate,” he said, “after what you have just heard. This is the life I lead, mon­sieur. I will tell you the whole secret, so that you may tell it to Geneviève. She will then un­der­stand why I have not gone back to her … and why I have not the right to do so.”

			He pushed a chair for­ward for Hortense. The two men sat down, and, without any need of fur­ther per­sua­sion, rather as though he him­self felt a cer­tain re­lief in un­bur­den­ing him­self, he said:

			“You must not be sur­prised, mon­sieur, if I tell my story with a cer­tain flip­pancy, for, as a mat­ter of fact, it is a frankly com­ic­al story and can­not fail to make you laugh. Fate of­ten amuses it­self by play­ing these im­be­cile tricks, these mon­strous farces which seem as though they must have been in­ven­ted by the brain of a mad­man or a drunk­ard. Judge for your­self. Twenty-sev­en years ago, the Manoir d’El­sev­en, which at that time con­sisted only of the main build­ing, was oc­cu­pied by an old doc­tor who, to in­crease his mod­est means, used to re­ceive one or two pay­ing guests. In this way, Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al spent the sum­mer here one year and Ma­dame Vaurois the fol­low­ing sum­mer. Now these two ladies did not know each oth­er. One of them was mar­ried to a Bre­ton of a mer­chant-ves­sel and the oth­er to a com­mer­cial trav­el­ler from the Vendée.

			“It so happened that they lost their hus­bands at the same time, at a peri­od when each of them was ex­pect­ing a baby. And, as they both lived in the coun­try, at places some dis­tance from any town, they wrote to the old doc­tor that they in­ten­ded to come to his house for their con­fine­ment. … He agreed. They ar­rived al­most on the same day, in the au­tumn. Two small bed­rooms were pre­pared for them, be­hind the room in which we are sit­ting. The doc­tor had en­gaged a nurse, who slept in this very room. Everything was per­fectly sat­is­fact­ory. The ladies were put­ting the fin­ish­ing touches to their baby-clothes and were get­ting on to­geth­er splen­didly. They were de­term­ined that their chil­dren should be boys and had chosen the names of Jean and Louis re­spect­ively. … One even­ing the doc­tor was called out to a case and drove off in his gig with the manser­vant, say­ing that he would not be back till next day. In her mas­ter’s ab­sence, a little girl who served as maid-of-all-work ran out to keep com­pany with her sweet­heart. These ac­ci­dents des­tiny turned to ac­count with diabol­ic­al ma­lig­nity. At about mid­night, Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al was seized with the first pains. The nurse, Mlle. Boussign­ol, had had some train­ing as a mid­wife and did not lose her head. But, an hour later, Ma­dame Vaurois’ turn came; and the tragedy, or I might rather say the tra­gi­com­edy, was en­acted amid the screams and moans of the two pa­tients and the be­wildered agit­a­tion of the nurse run­ning from one to the oth­er, be­wail­ing her fate, open­ing the win­dow to call out for the doc­tor or fall­ing on her knees to im­plore the aid of Provid­ence. … Ma­dame Vaurois was the first to bring a son in­to the world. Mlle. Boussign­ol hur­riedly car­ried him in here, washed and ten­ded him and laid him in the cradle pre­pared for him. … But Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al was scream­ing with pain; and the nurse had to at­tend to her while the new­born child was yelling like a stuck pig and the ter­ri­fied moth­er, un­able to stir from her bed, fain­ted. … Add to this all the wretched­ness of dark­ness and dis­order, the only lamp, without any oil, for the ser­vant had neg­lected to fill it, the candles burn­ing out, the moan­ing of the wind, the screech­ing of the owls, and you will un­der­stand that Mlle. Boussign­ol was scared out of her wits. How­ever, at five o’clock in the morn­ing, after many tra­gic in­cid­ents, she came in here with the d’Im­bl­ev­al baby, like­wise a boy, washed and ten­ded him, laid him in his cradle and went off to help Ma­dame Vaurois, who had come to her­self and was cry­ing out, while Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al had fain­ted in her turn. And, when Mlle. Boussign­ol, hav­ing settled the two moth­ers, but half-crazed with fa­tigue, her brain in a whirl, re­turned to the new­born chil­dren, she real­ized with hor­ror that she had wrapped them in sim­il­ar bind­ers, thrust their feet in­to sim­il­ar woolen socks and laid them both, side by side, in the same cradle, so that it was im­possible to tell Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al from Jean Vaurois! … To make mat­ters worse, when she lif­ted one of them out of the cradle, she found that his hands were cold as ice and that he had ceased to breathe. He was dead. What was his name and what the sur­viv­or’s? … Three hours later, the doc­tor found the two wo­men in a con­di­tion of fren­zied de­li­ri­um, while the nurse was drag­ging her­self from one bed to the oth­er, en­treat­ing the two moth­ers to for­give her. She held me out first to one, then to the oth­er, to re­ceive their caresses—for I was the sur­viv­ing child—and they first kissed me and then pushed me away; for, after all, who was I? The son of the wid­owed Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and the late mer­chant-cap­tain or the son of the wid­owed Ma­dame Vaurois and the late com­mer­cial trav­el­ler? There was not a clue by which they could tell. … The doc­tor begged each of the two moth­ers to sac­ri­fice her rights, at least from the leg­al point of view, so that I might be called either Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al or Jean Vaurois. They re­fused ab­so­lutely. ‘Why Jean Vaurois, if he’s a d’Im­bl­ev­al?’ pro­tested the one. ‘Why Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al, if he’s a Vaurois?’ re­tor­ted the oth­er. And I was re­gistered un­der the name of Jean Louis, the son of an un­known fath­er and moth­er.”

			Prince Rén­ine had listened in si­lence. But Hortense, as the story ap­proached its con­clu­sion, had giv­en way to a hil­ar­ity which she could no longer re­strain and sud­denly, in spite of all her ef­forts, she burst in­to a fit of the wild­est laughter:

			“For­give me,” she said, her eyes filled with tears, “do for­give me; it’s too much for my nerves. …”

			“Don’t apo­lo­gize, ma­dame,” said the young man, gently, in a voice free from re­sent­ment. “I warned you that my story was laugh­able; I, bet­ter than any­one, know how ab­surd, how non­sensic­al it is. Yes, the whole thing is per­fectly grot­esque. But be­lieve me when I tell you that it was no fun in real­ity. It seems a hu­mor­ous situ­ation and it re­mains hu­mor­ous by the force of cir­cum­stances; but it is also hor­rible. You can see that for your­self, can’t you? The two moth­ers, neither of whom was cer­tain of be­ing a moth­er, but neither of whom was cer­tain that she was not one, both clung to Jean Louis. He might be a stranger; on the oth­er hand, he might be their own flesh and blood. They loved him to ex­cess and fought for him furi­ously. And, above all, they both came to hate each oth­er with a deadly hatred. Dif­fer­ing com­pletely in char­ac­ter and edu­ca­tion and ob­liged to live to­geth­er be­cause neither was will­ing to fore­go the ad­vant­age of her pos­sible ma­ter­nity, they lived the life of ir­re­con­cil­able en­emies who can nev­er lay their weapons aside. … I grew up in the midst of this hatred and had it in­stilled in­to me by both of them. When my child­ish heart, hun­ger­ing for af­fec­tion, in­clined me to one of them, the oth­er would seek to in­spire me with loath­ing and con­tempt for her. In this man­or-house, which they bought on the old doc­tor’s death and to which they ad­ded the two wings, I was the in­vol­un­tary tor­turer and their daily vic­tim. Tor­men­ted as a child, and, as a young man, lead­ing the most hideous of lives, I doubt if any­one on earth ever suffered more than I did.”

			“You ought to have left them!” ex­claimed Hortense, who had stopped laugh­ing.

			“One can’t leave one’s moth­er; and one of those two wo­men was my moth­er. And a wo­man can’t aban­don her son; and each of them was en­titled to be­lieve that I was her son. We were all three chained to­geth­er like con­victs, with chains of sor­row, com­pas­sion, doubt and also of hope that the truth might one day be­come ap­par­ent. And here we still are, all three, in­sult­ing one an­oth­er and blam­ing one an­oth­er for our wasted lives. Oh, what a hell! And there was no es­cap­ing it. I tried of­ten enough … but in vain. The broken bonds be­came tied again. Only this sum­mer, un­der the stim­u­lus of my love for Geneviève, I tried to free my­self and did my ut­most to per­suade the two wo­men whom I call moth­er. And then … and then! I was up against their com­plaints, their im­me­di­ate hatred of the wife, of the stranger, whom I was pro­pos­ing to force upon them. … I gave way. What sort of a life would Geneviève have had here, between Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois? I had no right to vic­tim­ize her.”

			Jean Louis, who had been gradu­ally be­com­ing ex­cited, uttered these last words in a firm voice, as though he would have wished his con­duct to be ascribed to con­scien­tious motives and a sense of duty. In real­ity, as Rén­ine and Hortense clearly saw, his was an un­usu­ally weak nature, in­cap­able of re­act­ing against a ri­dicu­lous po­s­i­tion from which he had suffered ever since he was a child and which he had come to look upon as fi­nal and ir­re­medi­able. He en­dured it as a man bears a cross which he has no right to cast aside; and at the same time he was ashamed of it. He had nev­er spoken of it to Geneviève, from dread of ri­dicule; and af­ter­wards, on re­turn­ing to his pris­on, he had re­mained there out of habit and weak­ness.

			He sat down to a writ­ing-table and quickly wrote a let­ter which he handed to Rén­ine:

			“Would you be kind enough to give this note to Mlle. Ay­mard and beg her once more to for­give me?”

			Rén­ine did not move and, when the oth­er pressed the let­ter upon him, he took it and tore it up.

			“What does this mean?” asked the young man.

			“It means that I will not charge my­self with any mes­sage.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause you are com­ing with us.”

			“I?”

			“Yes. You will see Mlle. Ay­mard to­mor­row and ask for her hand in mar­riage.”

			Jean Louis looked at Rén­ine with a rather dis­dain­ful air, as though he were think­ing:

			“Here’s a man who has not un­der­stood a word of what I’ve been ex­plain­ing to him.”

			But Hortense went up to Rén­ine:

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Be­cause it will be as I say.”

			“But you must have your reas­ons?”

			“One only; but it will be enough, provided this gen­tle­man is so kind as to help me in my en­quir­ies.”

			“En­quir­ies? With what ob­ject?” asked the young man.

			“With the ob­ject of prov­ing that your story is not quite ac­cur­ate.”

			Jean Louis took um­brage at this:

			“I must ask you to be­lieve, mon­sieur, that I have not said a word which is not the ex­act truth.”

			“I ex­pressed my­self badly,” said Rén­ine, with great kind­li­ness. “Cer­tainly you have not said a word that does not agree with what you be­lieve to be the ex­act truth. But the truth is not, can­not be what you be­lieve it to be.”

			The young man fol­ded his arms:

			“In any case, mon­sieur, it seems likely that I should know the truth bet­ter than you do.”

			“Why bet­ter? What happened on that tra­gic night can ob­vi­ously be known to you only at second­hand. You have no proofs. Neither have Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois.”

			“No proofs of what?” ex­claimed Jean Louis, los­ing pa­tience.

			“No proofs of the con­fu­sion that took place.”

			“What! Why, it’s an ab­so­lute cer­tainty! The two chil­dren were laid in the same cradle, with no marks to dis­tin­guish one from the oth­er; and the nurse was un­able to tell. …”

			“At least, that’s her ver­sion of it,” in­ter­rup­ted Rén­ine.

			“What’s that? Her ver­sion? But you’re ac­cus­ing the wo­man.”

			“I’m ac­cus­ing her of noth­ing.”

			“Yes, you are: you’re ac­cus­ing her of ly­ing. And why should she lie? She had no in­terest in do­ing so; and her tears and des­pair are so much evid­ence of her good faith. For, after all, the two moth­ers were there … they saw the wo­man weep­ing … they ques­tioned her. … And then, I re­peat, what in­terest had she … ?”

			Jean Louis was greatly ex­cited. Close be­side him, Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois, who had no doubt been listen­ing be­hind the doors and who had stealth­ily entered the room, stood stam­mer­ing, in amazement:

			“No, no … it’s im­possible. … We’ve ques­tioned her over and over again. Why should she tell a lie? …”

			“Speak, mon­sieur, speak,” Jean Louis en­joined. “Ex­plain your­self. Give your reas­ons for try­ing to cast doubt upon an ab­so­lute truth!”

			“Be­cause that truth is in­ad­miss­ible,” de­clared Rén­ine, rais­ing his voice and grow­ing ex­cited in turn to the point of punc­tu­at­ing his re­marks by thump­ing the table. “No, things don’t hap­pen like that. No, fate does not dis­play those re­fine­ments of cruelty and chance is not ad­ded to chance with such reck­less ex­tra­vag­ance! It was already an un­pre­ced­en­ted chance that, on the very night on which the doc­tor, his manser­vant and his maid were out of the house, the two ladies should be seized with la­bour-pains at the same hour and should bring two sons in­to the world at the same time. Don’t let us add a still more ex­cep­tion­al event! Enough of the un­canny! Enough of lamps that go out and candles that re­fuse to burn! No and again no, it is not ad­miss­able that a mid­wife should be­come con­fused in the es­sen­tial de­tails of her trade. How­ever be­wildered she may be by the un­fore­seen nature of the cir­cum­stances, a rem­nant of in­stinct is still on the alert, so that there is a place pre­pared for each child and each is kept dis­tinct from the oth­er. The first child is here, the second is there. Even if they are ly­ing side by side, one is on the left and the oth­er on the right. Even if they are wrapped in the same kind of bind­ers, some little de­tail dif­fers, a trifle which is re­cor­ded by the memory and which is in­ev­it­ably re­called to the mind without any need of re­flec­tion. Con­fu­sion? I re­fuse to be­lieve in it. Im­possible to tell one from the oth­er? It isn’t true. In the world of fic­tion, yes, one can ima­gine all sorts of fant­ast­ic ac­ci­dents and heap con­tra­dic­tion on con­tra­dic­tion. But, in the world of real­ity, at the very heart of real­ity, there is al­ways a fixed point, a sol­id nuc­le­us, about which the facts group them­selves in ac­cord­ance with a lo­gic­al or­der. I there­fore de­clare most pos­it­ively that Nurse Boussign­ol could not have mixed up the two chil­dren.”

			All this he said de­cis­ively, as though he had been present dur­ing the night in ques­tion; and so great was his power of per­sua­sion that from the very first he shook the cer­tainty of those who for more than a quarter of a cen­tury had nev­er doubted.

			The two wo­men and their son pressed round him and ques­tioned him with breath­less anxi­ety:

			“Then you think that she may know … that she may be able to tell us. … ?”

			He cor­rec­ted him­self:

			“I don’t say yes and I don’t say no. All I say is that there was some­thing in her be­ha­viour dur­ing those hours that does not tally with her state­ments and with real­ity. All the vast and in­tol­er­able mys­tery that has weighed down upon you three arises not from a mo­ment­ary lack of at­ten­tion but from some­thing of which we do not know, but of which she does. That is what I main­tain; and that is what happened.”

			Jean Louis said, in a husky voice:

			“She is alive. … She lives at Car­haix. … We can send for her. …”

			Hortense at once pro­posed:

			“Would you like me to go for her? I will take the mo­tor and bring her back with me. Where does she live?”

			“In the middle of the town, at a little draper’s shop. The chauf­feur will show you. Mlle. Boussign­ol: every­body knows her. …”

			“And, whatever you do,” ad­ded Rén­ine, “don’t warn her in any way. If she’s un­easy, so much the bet­ter. But don’t let her know what we want with her.”

			Twenty minutes passed in ab­so­lute si­lence. Rén­ine paced the room, in which the fine old fur­niture, the hand­some tapestries, the well-bound books and pretty knick­knacks de­noted a love of art and a seek­ing after style in Jean Louis. This room was really his. In the ad­join­ing apart­ments on either side, through the open doors, Rén­ine was able to note the bad taste of the two moth­ers.

			He went up to Jean Louis and, in a low voice, asked:

			“Are they well off?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you?”

			“They settled the man­or-house upon me, with all the land around it, which makes me quite in­de­pend­ent.”

			“Have they any re­la­tions?”

			“Sis­ters, both of them.”

			“With whom they could go to live?”

			“Yes; and they have some­times thought of do­ing so. But there can’t be any ques­tion of that. Once more, I as­sure you. …”

			Mean­time the car had re­turned. The two wo­men jumped up hur­riedly, ready to speak.

			“Leave it to me,” said Rén­ine, “and don’t be sur­prised by any­thing that I say. It’s not a mat­ter of ask­ing her ques­tions but of fright­en­ing her, of flur­ry­ing her. … The sud­den at­tack,” he ad­ded between his teeth.

			The car drove round the lawn and drew up out­side the win­dows. Hortense sprang out and helped an old wo­man to alight, dressed in a fluted lin­en cap, a black vel­vet bod­ice and a heavy gathered skirt.

			The old wo­man entered in a great state of alarm. She had a poin­ted face, like a weasel’s, with a prom­in­ent mouth full of pro­trud­ing teeth.

			“What’s the mat­ter, Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al?” she asked, tim­idly step­ping in­to the room from which the doc­tor had once driv­en her. “Good day to you, Ma­dame Vaurois.”

			The ladies did not reply. Rén­ine came for­ward and said, sternly:

			“Mlle. Boussign­ol, I have been sent by the Par­is po­lice to throw light upon a tragedy which took place here twenty-sev­en years ago. I have just se­cured evid­ence that you have dis­tor­ted the truth and that, as the res­ult of your false de­clar­a­tions, the birth-cer­ti­fic­ate of one of the chil­dren born in the course of that night is in­ac­cur­ate. Now false de­clar­a­tions in mat­ters of birth-cer­ti­fic­ates are mis­de­mean­ours pun­ish­able by law. I shall there­fore be ob­liged to take you to Par­is to be in­ter­rog­ated … un­less you are pre­pared here and now to con­fess everything that might re­pair the con­sequences of your of­fence.”

			The old maid was shak­ing in every limb. Her teeth were chat­ter­ing. She was evid­ently in­cap­able of op­pos­ing the least res­ist­ance to Rén­ine.

			“Are you ready to con­fess everything?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she panted.

			“Without delay? I have to catch a train. The busi­ness must be settled im­me­di­ately. If you show the least hes­it­a­tion, I take you with me. Have you made up your mind to speak?”

			“Yes.”

			He poin­ted to Jean Louis:

			“Whose son is this gen­tle­man? Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al’s?”

			“No.”

			“Ma­dame Vaurois’, there­fore?”

			“No.”

			A stu­pefied si­lence wel­comed the two replies.

			“Ex­plain your­self,” Rén­ine com­manded, look­ing at his watch.

			Then Ma­dame Boussign­ol fell on her knees and said, in so low and dull a voice that they had to bend over her in or­der to catch the sense of what she was mum­bling:

			“Someone came in the even­ing … a gen­tle­man with a new­born baby wrapped in blankets, which he wanted the doc­tor to look after. As the doc­tor wasn’t there, he waited all night and it was he who did it all.”

			“Did what?” asked Rén­ine. “What did he do? What happened?”

			“Well, what happened was that it was not one child but the two of them that died: Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al’s and Ma­dame Vaurois’ too, both in con­vul­sions. Then the gen­tle­man, see­ing this, said, ‘This shows me where my duty lies. I must seize this op­por­tun­ity of mak­ing sure that my own boy shall be happy and well cared for. Put him in the place of one of the dead chil­dren.’ He offered me a big sum of money, say­ing that this one pay­ment would save him the ex­pense of provid­ing for his child every month; and I ac­cep­ted. Only, I did not know in whose place to put him and wheth­er to say that the boy was Louis d’Im­bl­ev­al or Jean Vaurois. The gen­tle­man thought a mo­ment and said neither. Then he ex­plained to me what I was to do and what I was to say after he had gone. And, while I was dress­ing his boy in vest and bind­ers the same as one of the dead chil­dren, he wrapped the oth­er in the blankets he had brought with him and went out in­to the night.”

			Mlle. Boussign­ol bent her head and wept. After a mo­ment, Rén­ine said:

			“Your de­pos­ition agrees with the res­ult of my in­vest­ig­a­tions.”

			“Can I go?”

			“Yes.”

			“And is it over, as far as I’m con­cerned? They won’t be talk­ing about this all over the dis­trict?”

			“No. Oh, just one more ques­tion: do you know the man’s name?”

			“No. He didn’t tell me his name.”

			“Have you ever seen him since?”

			“Nev­er.”

			“Have you any­thing more to say?”

			“No.”

			“Are you pre­pared to sign the writ­ten text of your con­fes­sion?”

			“Yes.”

			“Very well. I shall send for you in a week or two. Till then, not a word to any­body.”

			He saw her to the door and closed it after her. When he re­turned, Jean Louis was between the two old ladies and all three were hold­ing hands. The bond of hatred and wretched­ness which had bound them had sud­denly snapped; and this rup­ture, without re­quir­ing them to re­flect upon the mat­ter, filled them with a gentle tran­quil­lity of which they were hardly con­scious, but which made them ser­i­ous and thought­ful.

			“Let’s rush things,” said Rén­ine to Hortense. “This is the de­cis­ive mo­ment of the battle. We must get Jean Louis on board.”

			Hortense seemed pre­oc­cu­pied. She whispered:

			“Why did you let the wo­man go? Were you sat­is­fied with her state­ment?”

			“I don’t need to be sat­is­fied. She told us what happened. What more do you want?”

			“Noth­ing. … I don’t know. …”

			“We’ll talk about it later, my dear. For the mo­ment, I re­peat, we must get Jean Louis on board. And im­me­di­ately. … Oth­er­wise. …”

			He turned to the young man:

			“You agree with me, don’t you, that, things be­ing as they are, it is best for you and Ma­dame Vaurois and Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al to sep­ar­ate for a time? That will en­able you all to see mat­ters more clearly and to de­cide in per­fect free­dom what is to be done. Come with us, mon­sieur. The most press­ing thing is to save Geneviève Ay­mard, your fiancée.”

			Jean Louis stood per­plexed and un­de­cided. Rén­ine turned to the two wo­men:

			“That is your opin­ion too, I am sure, ladies?”

			They nod­ded.

			“You see, mon­sieur,” he said to Jean Louis, “we are all agreed. In great crises, there is noth­ing like sep­ar­a­tion … a few days’ res­pite. Quickly now, mon­sieur.”

			And, without giv­ing him time to hes­it­ate, he drove him to­wards his bed­room to pack up.

			Half an hour later, Jean Louis left the man­or-house with his new friends.

			

			“And he won’t go back un­til he’s mar­ried,” said Rén­ine to Hortense, as they were wait­ing at Car­haix sta­tion, to which the car had taken them, while Jean Louis was at­tend­ing to his lug­gage. “Everything’s for the best. Are you sat­is­fied?”

			“Yes, Geneviève will be glad,” she replied, ab­sently.

			When they had taken their seats in the train, Rén­ine and she re­paired to the din­ing-car. Rén­ine, who had asked Hortense sev­er­al ques­tions to which she had replied only in mono­syl­lables, pro­tested:

			“What’s the mat­ter with you, my child? You look wor­ried!”

			“I? Not at all!”

			“Yes, yes, I know you. Now, no secrets, no mys­ter­ies!”

			She smiled:

			“Well, since you in­sist on know­ing if I am sat­is­fied, I am bound to ad­mit that of course I am … as re­gards my friend Geneviève, but that, in an­oth­er re­spect—from the point of view of the ad­ven­ture—I have an un­com­fort­able sort of feel­ing. …”

			“To speak frankly, I haven’t ‘staggered’ you this time?”

			“Not very much.”

			“I seem to you to have played a sec­ond­ary part. For, after all, what have I done? We ar­rived. We listened to Jean Louis’ tale of woe. I had a mid­wife fetched. And that was all.”

			“Ex­actly. I want to know if that was all; and I’m not quite sure. To tell you the truth, our oth­er ad­ven­tures left be­hind them an im­pres­sion which was—how shall I put it?—more def­in­ite, clear­er.”

			“And this one strikes you as ob­scure?”

			“Ob­scure, yes, and in­com­plete.”

			“But in what way?”

			“I don’t know. Per­haps it has some­thing to do with that wo­man’s con­fes­sion. Yes, very likely that is it. It was all so un­ex­pec­ted and so short.”

			“Well, of course, I cut it short, as you can read­ily ima­gine!” said Rén­ine, laugh­ing. “We didn’t want too many ex­plan­a­tions.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Why, if she had giv­en her ex­plan­a­tions with too much de­tail, we should have ended by doubt­ing what she was telling us.”

			“By doubt­ing it?”

			“Well, hang it all, the story is a trifle far­fetched! That fel­low ar­riv­ing at night, with a live baby in his pock­et, and go­ing away with a dead one: the thing hardly holds wa­ter. But you see, my dear, I hadn’t much time to coach the un­for­tu­nate wo­man in her part.”

			Hortense stared at him in amazement:

			“What on earth do you mean?”

			“Well, you know how dull-wit­ted these coun­try­wo­men are. And she and I had no time to spare. So we worked out a little scene in a hurry … and she really didn’t act it so badly. It was all in the right key: ter­ror, trem­olo, tears. …”

			“Is it pos­sible?” mur­mured Hortense. “Is it pos­sible? You had seen her be­fore­hand?”

			“I had to, of course.”

			“But when?”

			“This morn­ing, when we ar­rived. While you were tit­iv­at­ing your­self at the hotel at Car­haix, I was run­ning round to see what in­form­a­tion I could pick up. As you may ima­gine, every­body in the dis­trict knows the d’Im­bl­ev­al-Vaurois story. I was at once dir­ec­ted to the former mid­wife, Mlle. Boussign­ol. With Mlle. Boussign­ol it did not take long. Three minutes to settle a new ver­sion of what had happened and ten thou­sand francs to in­duce her to re­peat that … more or less cred­ible … ver­sion to the people at the man­or-house.”

			“A quite in­cred­ible ver­sion!”

			“Not so bad as all that, my child, see­ing that you be­lieved it … and the oth­ers too. And that was the es­sen­tial thing. What I had to do was to de­mol­ish at one blow a truth which had been twenty-sev­en years in ex­ist­ence and which was all the more firmly es­tab­lished be­cause it was foun­ded on ac­tu­al facts. That was why I went for it with all my might and at­tacked it by sheer force of elo­quence. Im­possible to identi­fy the chil­dren? I deny it. In­ev­it­able con­fu­sion? It’s not true. ‘You’re all three,’ I say, ‘the vic­tims of some­thing which I don’t know but which it is your duty to clear up!’ ‘That’s eas­ily done,’ says Jean Louis, whose con­vic­tion is at once shaken. ‘Let’s send for Mlle. Boussign­ol.’ ‘Right! Let’s send for her.’ Whereupon Mlle. Boussign­ol ar­rives and mumbles out the little speech which I have taught her. Sen­sa­tion! Gen­er­al stu­pefac­tion … of which I take ad­vant­age to carry off our young man!”

			Hortense shook her head:

			“But they’ll get over it, all three of them, on think­ing!”

			“Nev­er! Nev­er! They will have their doubts, per­haps. But they will nev­er con­sent to feel cer­tain! They will nev­er agree to think! Use your ima­gin­a­tion! Here are three people whom I have res­cued from the hell in which they have been flounder­ing for a quarter of a cen­tury. Do you think they’re go­ing back to it? Here are three people who, from weak­ness or a false sense of duty, had not the cour­age to es­cape. Do you think that they won’t cling like grim death to the liberty which I’m giv­ing them? Non­sense! Why, they would have swal­lowed a hoax twice as dif­fi­cult to di­gest as that which Mlle. Boussign­ol dished up for them! After all, my ver­sion was no more ab­surd than the truth. On the con­trary. And they swal­lowed it whole! Look at this: be­fore we left, I heard Ma­dame d’Im­bl­ev­al and Ma­dame Vaurois speak of an im­me­di­ate re­mov­al. They were already be­com­ing quite af­fec­tion­ate at the thought of see­ing the last of each oth­er.”

			“But what about Jean Louis?”

			“Jean Louis? Why, he was fed up with his two moth­ers! By Jingo, one can’t do with two moth­ers in a life­time! What a situ­ation! And when one has the luck to be able to choose between hav­ing two moth­ers or none at all, why, bless me, one doesn’t hes­it­ate! And, be­sides, Jean Louis is in love with Geneviève.” He laughed. “And he loves her well enough, I hope and trust, not to in­flict two moth­ers-in-law upon her! Come, you may be easy in your mind. Your friend’s hap­pi­ness is as­sured; and that is all you asked for. All that mat­ters is the ob­ject which we achieve and not the more or less pe­cu­li­ar nature of the meth­ods which we em­ploy. And, if some ad­ven­tures are wound up and some mys­ter­ies elu­cid­ated by look­ing for and find­ing ci­gar­ette-ends, or in­cen­di­ary wa­ter-bottles and blaz­ing hat­boxes as on our last ex­ped­i­tion, oth­ers call for psy­cho­logy and for purely psy­cho­lo­gic­al solu­tions. I have spoken. And I charge you to be si­lent.”

			“Si­lent?”

			“Yes, there’s a man and wo­man sit­ting be­hind us who seem to be say­ing some­thing un­com­monly in­ter­est­ing.”

			“But they’re talk­ing in whis­pers.”

			“Just so. When people talk in whis­pers, it’s al­ways about some­thing shady.”

			He lit a ci­gar­ette and sat back in his chair. Hortense listened, but in vain. As for him, he was emit­ting little slow puffs of smoke.

			Fif­teen minutes later, the train stopped and the man and wo­man got out.

			“Pity,” said Rén­ine, “that I don’t know their names or where they’re go­ing. But I know where to find them. My dear, we have a new ad­ven­ture be­fore us.”

			Hortense pro­tested:

			“Oh, no, please, not yet! … Give me a little rest! … And oughtn’t we to think of Geneviève?”

			He seemed greatly sur­prised:

			“Why, all that’s over and done with! Do you mean to say you want to waste any more time over that old story? Well, I for my part con­fess that I’ve lost all in­terest in the man with the two mam­mas.”

			And this was said in such a com­ic­al tone and with such di­vert­ing sin­cer­ity that Hortense was once more seized with a fit of gig­gling. Laughter alone was able to re­lax her ex­as­per­ated nerves and to dis­tract her from so many con­tra­dict­ory emo­tions.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				The Tell­tale Film

			
			“Do look at the man who’s play­ing the but­ler,” said Serge Rén­ine.

			“What is there pe­cu­li­ar about him?” asked Hortense.

			They were sit­ting in the bal­cony at a pic­ture-palace, to which Hortense had asked to be taken so that she might see on the screen the daugh­ter of a lady, now dead, who used to give her pi­ano-les­sons. Rose An­drée, a lovely girl with lis­some move­ments and a smil­ing face, was that even­ing fig­ur­ing in a new film, The Happy Prin­cess, which she lit up with her high spir­its and her warm, glow­ing beauty.

			Rén­ine made no dir­ect reply, but, dur­ing a pause in the per­form­ance, con­tin­ued:

			“I some­times con­sole my­self for an in­dif­fer­ent film by watch­ing the sub­or­din­ate char­ac­ters. It seems to me that those poor dev­ils, who are made to re­hearse cer­tain scenes ten or twenty times over, must of­ten be think­ing of oth­er things than their parts at the time of the fi­nal ex­pos­ure. And it’s great fun not­ing those little mo­ments of dis­trac­tion which re­veal some­thing of their tem­pera­ment, of their in­stinct self. As, for in­stance, in the case of that but­ler: look!”

			The screen now showed a lux­uri­ously served table. The Happy Prin­cess sat at the head, sur­roun­ded by all her suit­ors. Half-a-dozen foot­men moved about the room, un­der the or­ders of the but­ler, a big fel­low with a dull, coarse face, a com­mon ap­pear­ance and a pair of enorm­ous eye­brows which met across his fore­head in a single line.

			“He looks a brute,” said Hortense, “but what do you see in him that’s pe­cu­li­ar?”

			“Just note how he gazes at the prin­cess and tell me if he doesn’t stare at her of­ten­er than he ought to.”

			“I really haven’t no­ticed any­thing, so far,” said Hortense.

			“Why, of course he does!” Serge Rén­ine de­clared. “It is quite ob­vi­ous that in ac­tu­al life he en­ter­tains for Rose An­drée per­son­al feel­ings which are quite out of place in a name­less ser­vant. It is pos­sible that, in real life, no one has any idea of such a thing; but, on the screen, when he is not watch­ing him­self, or when he thinks that the act­ors at re­hears­al can­not see him, his secret es­capes him. Look. …”

			The man was stand­ing still. It was the end of din­ner. The prin­cess was drink­ing a glass of cham­pagne and he was gloat­ing over her with his glit­ter­ing eyes half-hid­den be­hind their heavy lids.

			Twice again they sur­prised in his face those strange ex­pres­sions to which Rén­ine ascribed an emo­tion­al mean­ing which Hortense re­fused to see:

			“It’s just his way of look­ing at people,” she said.

			The first part of the film ended. There were two parts, di­vided by an en­tr’acte. The no­tice on the pro­gramme stated that “a year had elapsed and that the Happy Prin­cess was liv­ing in a pretty Nor­man cot­tage, all hung with creep­ers, to­geth­er with her hus­band, a poor mu­si­cian.”

			The prin­cess was still happy, as was evid­ent on the screen, still as at­tract­ive as ever and still be­sieged by the greatest vari­ety of suit­ors. Nobles and com­mon­ers, peas­ants and fin­an­ci­ers, men of all kinds fell swoon­ing at her feet; and prom­in­ent among them was a sort of boor­ish sol­it­ary, a shaggy, half-wild wood­cut­ter, whom she met whenev­er she went out for a walk. Armed with his axe, a for­mid­able, crafty be­ing, he prowled around the cot­tage; and the spec­tat­ors felt with a sense of dis­may that a per­il was hanging over the Happy Prin­cess’ head.

			“Look at that!” whispered Rén­ine. “Do you real­ise who the man of the woods is?”

			“No.”

			“Simply the but­ler. The same act­or is doub­ling the two parts.”

			In fact, not­with­stand­ing the new fig­ure which he cut, the but­ler’s move­ments and pos­tures were ap­par­ent un­der the heavy gait and roun­ded shoulders of the wood­cut­ter, even as un­der the un­kempt beard and long, thick hair the once clean-shaven face was vis­ible with the cruel ex­pres­sion and the bushy line of the eye­brows.

			The prin­cess, in the back­ground, was seen to emerge from the thatched cot­tage. The man hid him­self be­hind a clump of trees. From time to time, the screen dis­played, on an enorm­ously en­larged scale, his fiercely rolling eyes or his mur­der­ous hands with their huge thumbs.

			“The man fright­ens me,” said Hortense. “He is really ter­ri­fy­ing.”

			“Be­cause he’s act­ing on his own ac­count,” said Rén­ine. “You must un­der­stand that, in the space of three or four months that ap­pears to sep­ar­ate the dates at which the two films were made, his pas­sion has made pro­gress; and to him it is not the prin­cess who is com­ing but Rose An­drée.”

			The man crouched low. The vic­tim ap­proached, gaily and un­sus­pect­ingly. She passed, heard a sound, stopped and looked about her with a smil­ing air which be­came at­tent­ive, then un­easy, and then more and more anxious. The wood­cut­ter had pushed aside the branches and was com­ing through the copse.

			They were now stand­ing face to face. He opened his arms as though to seize her. She tried to scream, to call out for help; but the arms closed around her be­fore she could of­fer the slight­est res­ist­ance. Then he threw her over his shoulder and began to run.

			“Are you sat­is­fied?” whispered Rén­ine. “Do you think that this fourth-rate act­or would have had all that strength and en­ergy if it had been any oth­er wo­man than Rose An­drée?”

			Mean­while the wood­cut­ter was cross­ing the skirt of a forest and plunging through great trees and masses of rocks. After set­ting the prin­cess down, he cleared the en­trance to a cave which the day­light entered by a slant­ing crevice.

			A suc­ces­sion of views dis­played the hus­band’s des­pair, the search and the dis­cov­ery of some small branches which had been broken by the prin­cess and which showed the path that had been taken. Then came the fi­nal scene, with the ter­rible struggle between the man and the wo­man when the wo­man, van­quished and ex­hausted, is flung to the ground, the sud­den ar­rival of the hus­band and the shot that puts an end to the brute’s life. …

			

			“Well,” said Rén­ine, when they had left the pic­ture-palace—and he spoke with a cer­tain grav­ity—“I main­tain that the daugh­ter of your old pi­ano-teach­er has been in danger ever since the day when that last scene was filmed. I main­tain that this scene rep­res­ents not so much an as­sault by the man of the woods on the Happy Prin­cess as a vi­ol­ent and frantic at­tack by an act­or on the wo­man he de­sires. Cer­tainly it all happened with­in the bounds pre­scribed by the part and nobody saw any­thing in it—nobody ex­cept per­haps Rose An­drée her­self—but I, for my part, have de­tec­ted flashes of pas­sion which leave not a doubt in my mind. I have seen glances that be­trayed the wish and even the in­ten­tion to com­mit murder. I have seen clenched hands, ready to strangle, in short, a score of de­tails which prove to me that, at that time, the man’s in­stinct was ur­ging him to kill the wo­man who could nev­er be his.”

			“And it all amounts to what?”

			“We must pro­tect Rose An­drée if she is still in danger and if it is not too late.”

			“And to do this?”

			“We must get hold of fur­ther in­form­a­tion.”

			“From whom?”

			“From the World’s Cinema Com­pany, which made the film. I will go to them to­mor­row morn­ing. Will you wait for me in your flat about lunch­time?”

			At heart, Hortense was still scep­tic­al. All these mani­fest­a­tions of pas­sion, of which she denied neither the ar­dour nor the fe­ro­city, seemed to her to be the ra­tion­al be­ha­viour of a good act­or. She had seen noth­ing of the ter­rible tragedy which Rén­ine con­ten­ded that he had di­vined; and she wondered wheth­er he was not erring through an ex­cess of ima­gin­a­tion.

			“Well,” she asked, next day, not without a touch of irony, “how far have you got? Have you made a good bag? Any­thing mys­ter­i­ous? Any­thing thrill­ing?”

			“Pretty good.”

			“Oh, really? And your so-called lov­er. …”

			“Is one Dal­brèque, ori­gin­ally a scene-paint­er, who played the but­ler in the first part of the film and the man of the woods in the second and was so much ap­pre­ci­ated that they en­gaged him for a new film. Con­sequently, he has been act­ing lately. He was act­ing near Par­is. But, on the morn­ing of Fri­day the 18th of Septem­ber, he broke in­to the gar­age of the World’s Cinema Com­pany and made off with a mag­ni­fi­cent car and forty thou­sand francs in money. In­form­a­tion was lodged with the po­lice; and on the Sunday the car was found a little way out­side Dreux. And up to now the en­quiry has re­vealed two things, which will ap­pear in the pa­pers to­mor­row: first, Dal­brèque is al­leged to have com­mit­ted a murder which cre­ated a great stir last year, the murder of Bourguet, the jew­eller; secondly, on the day after his two rob­ber­ies, Dal­brèque was driv­ing through Le Havre in a mo­tor­car with two men who helped him to carry off, in broad day­light and in a crowded street, a lady whose iden­tity has not yet been dis­covered.”

			“Rose An­drée?” asked Hortense, un­eas­ily.

			“I have just been to Rose An­drée’s: the World’s Cinema Com­pany gave me her ad­dress. Rose An­drée spent this sum­mer trav­el­ling and then stayed for a fort­night in the Seine-in­férieure, where she has a small place of her own, the ac­tu­al cot­tage in The Happy Prin­cess. On re­ceiv­ing an in­vit­a­tion from Amer­ica to do a film there, she came back to Par­is, re­gistered her lug­gage at the Gare Saint-Laz­are and left on Fri­day the 18th of Septem­ber, in­tend­ing to sleep at Le Havre and take Sat­urday’s boat.”

			“Fri­day the 18th,” muttered Hortense, “the same day on which that man. …”

			“And it was on the Sat­urday that a wo­man was car­ried off by him at Le Havre. I looked in at the Com­pag­nie Transat­lantique and a brief in­vest­ig­a­tion showed that Rose An­drée had booked a cab­in but that the cab­in re­mained un­oc­cu­pied. The pas­sen­ger did not turn up.”

			“This is fright­ful. She has been car­ried off. You were right.”

			“I fear so.”

			“What have you de­cided to do?”

			“Ad­ol­phe, my chauf­feur, is out­side with the car. Let us go to Le Havre. Up to the present, Rose An­drée’s dis­ap­pear­ance does not seem to have be­come known. Be­fore it does and be­fore the po­lice identi­fy the wo­man car­ried off by Dal­brèque with the wo­man who did not turn up to claim her cab­in, we will get on Rose An­drée’s track.”

			There was not much said on the jour­ney. At four o’clock Hortense and Rén­ine reached Rouen. But here Rén­ine changed his road.

			“Ad­ol­phe, take the left bank of the Seine.”

			He un­fol­ded a mo­tor­ing-map on his knees and, tra­cing the route with his fin­ger, showed Hortense that, if you draw a line from Le Havre, or rather from Quil­le­beuf, where the road crosses the Seine, to Dreux, where the stolen car was found, this line passes through Routot, a mar­ket-town ly­ing west of the forest of Bro­tonne:

			“Now it was in the forest of Bro­tonne,” he con­tin­ued, “ac­cord­ing to what I heard, that the second part of The Happy Prin­cess was filmed. And the ques­tion that arises is this: hav­ing got hold of Rose An­drée, would it not oc­cur to Dal­brèque, when passing near the forest on the Sat­urday night, to hide his prey there, while his two ac­com­plices went on to Dreux and from there re­turned to Par­is? The cave was quite near. Was he not bound to go to it? How should he do oth­er­wise? Wasn’t it while run­ning to this cave, a few months ago, that he held in his arms, against his breast, with­in reach of his lips, the wo­man whom he loved and whom he has now conquered? By every rule of fate and lo­gic, the ad­ven­ture is be­ing re­peated all over again … but this time in real­ity. Rose An­drée is a cap­tive. There is no hope of res­cue. The forest is vast and lonely. That night, or on one of the fol­low­ing nights, Rose An­drée must sur­render … or die.”

			Hortense gave a shud­der:

			“We shall be too late. Be­sides, you don’t sup­pose that he’s keep­ing her a pris­on­er?”

			“Cer­tainly not. The place I have in mind is at a cross­roads and is not a safe re­treat. But we may dis­cov­er some clue or oth­er.”

			The shades of night were fall­ing from the tall trees when they entered the an­cient forest of Bro­tonne, full of Ro­man re­mains and me­di­ev­al rel­ics. Rén­ine knew the forest well and re­membered that near a fam­ous oak, known as the Wine-cask, there was a cave which must be the cave of the Happy Prin­cess. He found it eas­ily, switched on his elec­tric torch, rum­maged in the dark corners and brought Hortense back to the en­trance:

			“There’s noth­ing in­side,” he said, “but here is the evid­ence which I was look­ing for. Dal­brèque was ob­sessed by the re­col­lec­tion of the film, but so was Rose An­drée. The Happy Prin­cess had broken off the tips of the branches on the way through the forest. Rose An­drée has man­aged to break off some to the right of this open­ing, in the hope that she would be dis­covered as on the first oc­ca­sion.”

			“Yes,” said Hortense, “it’s a proof that she has been here; but the proof is three weeks old. Since that time. …”

			“Since that time, she is either dead and bur­ied un­der a heap of leaves or else alive in some hole even lone­li­er than this.”

			“If so, where is he?”

			Rén­ine pricked up his ears. Re­peated blows of the axe were sound­ing from some dis­tance, no doubt com­ing from a part of the forest that was be­ing cleared.

			“He?” said Rén­ine, “I won­der wheth­er he may not have con­tin­ued to be­have un­der the in­flu­ence of the film and wheth­er the man of the woods in The Happy Prin­cess has not quite nat­ur­ally re­sumed his call­ing. For how is the man to live, to ob­tain his food, without at­tract­ing at­ten­tion? He will have found a job.”

			“We can’t make sure of that.”

			“We might, by ques­tion­ing the wood­cut­ters whom we can hear.”

			The car took them by a forest-road to an­oth­er cross­roads where they entered on foot a track which was deeply rut­ted by wag­on-wheels. The sound of axes ceased. After walk­ing for a quarter of an hour, they met a dozen men who, hav­ing fin­ished work for the day, were re­turn­ing to the vil­lages near by.

			“Will this path take us to Routot?” ask Rén­ine, in or­der to open a con­ver­sa­tion with them.

			“No, you’re turn­ing your backs on it,” said one of the men, gruffly.

			And he went on, ac­com­pan­ied by his mates.

			Hortense and Rén­ine stood rooted to the spot. They had re­cog­nized the but­ler. His cheeks and chin were shaved, but his up­per lip was covered by a black mous­tache, evid­ently dyed. The eye­brows no longer met and were re­duced to nor­mal di­men­sions.

			

			Thus, in less than twenty hours, act­ing on the vague hints sup­plied by the bear­ing of a film-act­or, Serge Rén­ine had touched the very heart of the tragedy by means of purely psy­cho­lo­gic­al ar­gu­ments.

			“Rose An­drée is alive,” he said. “Oth­er­wise Dal­brèque would have left the coun­try. The poor thing must be im­prisoned and bound up; and he takes her some food at night.”

			“We will save her, won’t we?”

			“Cer­tainly, by keep­ing a watch on him and, if ne­ces­sary, but in the last re­sort, com­pel­ling him by force to give up his secret.”

			They fol­lowed the wood­cut­ter at a dis­tance and, on the pre­text that the car needed over­haul­ing, en­gaged rooms in the prin­cip­al inn at Routot.

			At­tached to the inn was a small café from which they were sep­ar­ated by the en­trance to the yard and above which were two rooms, reached by a wooden out­er stair­case, at one side. Dal­brèque oc­cu­pied one of these rooms and Rén­ine took the oth­er for his chauf­feur.

			Next morn­ing he learnt from Ad­ol­phe that Dal­brèque, on the pre­vi­ous even­ing, after all the lights were out, had car­ried down a bi­cycle from his room and moun­ted it and had not re­turned un­til shortly be­fore sun­rise.

			The bi­cycle tracks led Rén­ine to the un­in­hab­ited Château des Landes, five miles from the vil­lage. They dis­ap­peared in a rocky path which ran be­side the park down to the Seine, op­pos­ite the Ju­mièges pen­in­sula.

			Next night, he took up his po­s­i­tion there. At el­ev­en o’clock, Dal­brèque climbed a bank, scrambled over a wire fence, hid his bi­cycle un­der the branches and moved away. It seemed im­possible to fol­low him in the pitchy dark­ness, on a mossy soil that muffled the sound of foot­steps. Rén­ine did not make the at­tempt; but, at day­break, he came with his chauf­feur and hunted through the park all the morn­ing. Though the park, which covered the side of a hill and was bounded be­low by the river, was not very large, he found no clue which gave him any reas­on to sup­pose that Rose An­drée was im­prisoned there.

			He there­fore went back to the vil­lage, with the firm in­ten­tion of tak­ing ac­tion that even­ing and em­ploy­ing force:

			“This state of things can­not go on,” he said to Hortense. “I must res­cue Rose An­drée at all costs and save her from that ruf­fi­an’s clutches. He must be made to speak. He must. Oth­er­wise there’s a danger that we may be too late.”

			That day was Sunday; and Dal­brèque did not go to work. He did not leave his room ex­cept for lunch and went up­stairs again im­me­di­ately af­ter­wards. But at three o’clock Rén­ine and Hortense, who were keep­ing a watch on him from the inn, saw him come down the wooden stair­case, with his bi­cycle on his shoulder. Lean­ing it against the bot­tom step, he in­flated the tires and fastened to the handle­bar a rather bulky ob­ject wrapped in a news­pa­per.

			“By Jove!” muttered Rén­ine.

			“What’s the mat­ter?”

			In front of the café was a small ter­race bordered on the right and left by spindle-trees planted in boxes, which were con­nec­ted by a pal­ing. Be­hind the shrubs, sit­ting on a bank but stoop­ing for­ward so that they could see Dal­brèque through the branches, were four men.

			“Po­lice!” said Rén­ine. “What bad luck! If those fel­lows take a hand, they will spoil everything.”

			“Why? On the con­trary, I should have thought. …”

			“Yes, they will. They will put Dal­brèque out of the way … and then? Will that give us Rose An­drée?”

			Dal­brèque had fin­ished his pre­par­a­tions. Just as he was mount­ing his bi­cycle, the de­tect­ives rose in a body, ready to make a dash for him. But Dal­brèque, though quite un­con­scious of their pres­ence, changed his mind and went back to his room as though he had for­got­ten some­thing.

			“Now’s the time!” said Rén­ine. “I’m go­ing to risk it. But it’s a dif­fi­cult situ­ation and I’ve no great hopes.”

			He went out in­to the yard and, at a mo­ment when the de­tect­ives were not look­ing, ran up the stair­case, as was only nat­ur­al if he wished to give an or­der to his chauf­feur. But he had no soon­er reached the rus­tic bal­cony at the back of the house, which gave ad­mis­sion to the two bed­rooms than he stopped. Dal­brèque’s door was open. Rén­ine walked in.

			Dal­brèque stepped back, at once as­sum­ing the de­fens­ive:

			“What do you want? Who said you could. …”

			“Si­lence!” whispered Rén­ine, with an im­per­i­ous ges­ture. “It’s all up with you!”

			“What are you talk­ing about?” growled the man, an­grily.

			“Lean out of your win­dow. There are four men be­low on the watch for you to leave, four de­tect­ives.”

			Dal­brèque leant over the ter­race and muttered an oath:

			“On the watch for me?” he said, turn­ing round. “What do I care?”

			“They have a war­rant.”

			He fol­ded his arms:

			“Shut up with your piffle! A war­rant! What’s that to me?”

			“Listen,” said Rén­ine, “and let us waste no time. It’s ur­gent. Your name’s Dal­brèque, or, at least, that’s the name un­der which you ac­ted in The Happy Prin­cess and un­der which the po­lice are look­ing for you as be­ing the mur­der­er of Bourguet the jew­eller, the man who stole a mo­tor­car and forty thou­sand francs from the World’s Cinema Com­pany and the man who ab­duc­ted a wo­man at Le Havre. All this is known and proved … and here’s the up­shot. Four men down­stairs. My­self here, my chauf­feur in the next room. You’re done for. Do you want me to save you?”

			Dal­brèque gave his ad­versary a long look:

			“Who are you?”

			“A friend of Rose An­drée’s,” said Rén­ine.

			The oth­er star­ted and, to some ex­tent drop­ping his mask, re­tor­ted:

			“What are your con­di­tions?”

			“Rose An­drée, whom you have ab­duc­ted and tor­men­ted, is dy­ing in some hole or corner. Where is she?”

			A strange thing oc­curred and im­pressed Rén­ine. Dal­brèque’s face, usu­ally so com­mon, was lit up by a smile that made it al­most at­tract­ive. But this was only a flash­ing vis­ion: the man im­me­di­ately re­sumed his hard and im­pass­ive ex­pres­sion.

			“And sup­pose I re­fuse to speak?” he said.

			“So much the worse for you. It means your ar­rest.”

			“I dare say; but it means the death of Rose An­drée. Who will re­lease her?”

			“You. You will speak now, or in an hour, or two hours hence at least. You will nev­er have the heart to keep si­lent and let her die.”

			Dal­brèque shrugged his shoulders. Then, rais­ing his hand, he said:

			“I swear on my life that, if they ar­rest me, not a word will leave my lips.”

			“What then?”

			“Then save me. We will meet this even­ing at the en­trance to the Parc des Landes and say what we have to say.”

			“Why not at once?”

			“I have spoken.”

			“Will you be there?”

			“I shall be there.”

			Rén­ine re­flec­ted. There was some­thing in all this that he failed to grasp. In any case, the fright­ful danger that threatened Rose An­drée dom­in­ated the whole situ­ation; and Rén­ine was not the man to des­pise this threat and to per­sist out of van­ity in a per­il­ous course. Rose An­drée’s life came be­fore everything.

			He struck sev­er­al blows on the wall of the next bed­room and called his chauf­feur.

			“Ad­ol­phe, is the car ready?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Set her go­ing and pull her up in front of the ter­race out­side the café, right against the boxes so as to block the exit. As for you,” he con­tin­ued, ad­dress­ing Dal­brèque, “you’re to jump on your ma­chine and, in­stead of mak­ing off along the road, cross the yard. At the end of the yard is a pas­sage lead­ing in­to a lane. There you will be free. But no hes­it­a­tion and no blun­der­ing … else you’ll get your­self nabbed. Good luck to you.”

			He waited till the car was drawn up in ac­cord­ance with his in­struc­tions and, when he reached it, he began to ques­tion his chauf­feur, in or­der to at­tract the de­tect­ives’ at­ten­tion.

			One of them, how­ever, hav­ing cast a glance through the spindle-trees, caught sight of Dal­brèque just as he reached the bot­tom of the stair­case. He gave the alarm and dar­ted for­ward, fol­lowed by his com­rades, but had to run round the car and bumped in­to the chauf­feur, which gave Dal­brèque time to mount his bi­cycle and cross the yard un­im­peded. He thus had some seconds’ start. Un­for­tu­nately for him as he was about to enter the pas­sage at the back, a troop of boys and girls ap­peared, re­turn­ing from ves­pers. On hear­ing the shouts of the de­tect­ives, they spread their arms in front of the fu­git­ive, who gave two or three lurches and ended by fall­ing.

			Cries of tri­umph were raised:

			“Lay hold of him! Stop him!” roared the de­tect­ives as they rushed for­ward.

			Rén­ine, see­ing that the game was up, ran after the oth­ers and called out:

			“Stop him!”

			He came up with them just as Dal­brèque, after re­gain­ing his feet, knocked one of the po­lice­men down and lev­elled his re­volver. Rén­ine snatched it out of his hands. But the two oth­er de­tect­ives, startled, had also pro­duced their weapons. They fired. Dal­brèque, hit in the leg and the chest, pitched for­ward and fell.

			“Thank you, sir,” said the in­spect­or to Rén­ine in­tro­du­cing him­self. “We owe a lot to you.”

			“It seems to me that you’ve done for the fel­low,” said Rén­ine. “Who is he?”

			“One Dal­brèque, a scoun­drel for whom we were look­ing.”

			Rén­ine was be­side him­self. Hortense had joined him by this time; and he growled:

			“The silly fools! Now they’ve killed him!”

			“Oh, it isn’t pos­sible!”

			“We shall see. But, wheth­er he’s dead or alive, it’s death to Rose An­drée. How are we to trace her? And what chance have we of find­ing the place—some in­ac­cess­ible re­treat—where the poor thing is dy­ing of misery and star­va­tion?”

			The de­tect­ives and peas­ants had moved away, bear­ing Dal­brèque with them on an im­pro­vised stretch­er. Rén­ine, who had at first fol­lowed them, in or­der to find out what was go­ing to hap­pen, changed his mind and was now stand­ing with his eyes fixed on the ground. The fall of the bi­cycle had un­fastened the par­cel which Dal­brèque had tied to the handle­bar; and the news­pa­per had burst, re­veal­ing its con­tents, a tin sauce­pan, rusty, den­ted, battered and use­less.

			“What’s the mean­ing of this?” he muttered. “What was the idea? …”

			He picked it up ex­amined it. Then he gave a grin and a click of the tongue and chuckled, slowly:

			“Don’t move an eye­lash, my dear. Let all these people clear off. All this is no busi­ness of ours, is it? The troubles of po­lice don’t con­cern us. We are two mo­tor­ists trav­el­ling for our pleas­ure and col­lect­ing old sauce­pans if we feel so in­clined.”

			He called his chauf­feur:

			“Ad­ol­phe, take us to the Parc des Landes by a round­about road.”

			Half an hour later they reached the sunken track and began to scramble down it on foot be­side the wooded slopes. The Seine, which was very low at this time of day, was lap­ping against a little jetty near which lay a worm-eaten, moul­der­ing boat, full of puddles of wa­ter.

			Rén­ine stepped in­to the boat and at once began to bale out the puddles with his sauce­pan. He then drew the boat along­side of the jetty, helped Hortense in and used the one oar which he shipped in a gap in the stern to work her in­to mid­stream:

			“I be­lieve I’m there!” he said, with a laugh. “The worst that can hap­pen to us is to get our feet wet, for our craft leaks a trifle. But haven’t we a sauce­pan? Oh, bless­ings on that use­ful utensil! Al­most as soon as I set eyes upon it, I re­membered that people use those art­icles to bale out the bot­toms of leaky boats. Why, there was bound to be a boat in the Landes woods! How was it I nev­er thought of that? But of course Dal­brèque made use of her to cross the Seine! And, as she made wa­ter, he brought a sauce­pan.”

			“Then Rose An­drée … ?” asked Hortense.

			“Is a pris­on­er on the oth­er bank, on the Ju­mièges pen­in­sula. You see the fam­ous ab­bey from here.”

			They ran aground on a beach of big pebbles covered with slime.

			“And it can’t be very far away,” he ad­ded. “Dal­brèque did not spend the whole night run­ning about.”

			A towpath fol­lowed the deser­ted bank. An­oth­er path led away from it. They chose the second and, passing between orch­ards en­closed by hedges, came to a land­scape that seemed strangely fa­mil­i­ar to them. Where had they seen that pool be­fore, with the wil­lows over­hanging it? And where had they seen that aban­doned hov­el?

			Sud­denly both of them stopped with one ac­cord:

			“Oh!” said Hortense. “I can hardly be­lieve my eyes!”

			Op­pos­ite them was the white gate of a large orch­ard, at the back of which, among groups of old, gnarled apple-trees, ap­peared a cot­tage with blue shut­ters, the cot­tage of the Happy Prin­cess.

			“Of course!” cried Rén­ine. “And I ought to have known it, con­sid­er­ing that the film showed both this cot­tage and the forest close by. And isn’t everything hap­pen­ing ex­actly as in The Happy Prin­cess? Isn’t Dal­brèque dom­in­ated by the memory of it? The house, which is cer­tainly the one in which Rose An­drée spent the sum­mer, was empty. He has shut her up there.”

			“But the house, you told me, was in the Seine-in­férieure.”

			“Well, so are we! To the left of the river, the Eure and the forest of Bro­tonne; to the right, the Seine-in­férieure. But between them is the obstacle of the river, which is why I didn’t con­nect the two. A hun­dred and fifty yards of wa­ter form a more ef­fect­ive di­vi­sion than dozens of miles.”

			The gate was locked. They got through the hedge a little lower down and walked to­wards the house, which was screened on one side by an old wall shaggy with ivy and roofed with thatch.

			“It seems as if there was some­body there,” said Hortense. “Didn’t I hear the sound of a win­dow?”

			“Listen.”

			Someone struck a few chords on a pi­ano. Then a voice arose, a wo­man’s voice softly and sol­emnly singing a bal­lad that thrilled with re­strained pas­sion. The wo­man’s whole soul seemed to breathe it­self in­to the me­lodi­ous notes.

			They walked on. The wall con­cealed them from view, but they saw a sit­ting-room fur­nished with bright wall­pa­per and a blue Ro­man car­pet. The throb­bing voice ceased. The pi­ano ended with a last chord; and the sing­er rose and ap­peared framed in the win­dow.

			“Rose An­drée!” whispered Hortense.

			“Well!” said Rén­ine, ad­mit­ting his as­ton­ish­ment. “This is the last thing that I ex­pec­ted! Rose An­drée! Rose An­drée at liberty! And singing Massen­et in the sit­ting room of her cot­tage!”

			“What does it all mean? Do you un­der­stand?”

			“Yes, but it has taken me long enough! But how could we have guessed … ?”

			Al­though they had nev­er seen her ex­cept on the screen, they had not the least doubt that this was she. It was really Rose An­drée, or rather, the Happy Prin­cess, whom they had ad­mired a few days be­fore, amidst the fur­niture of that very sit­ting-room or on the threshold of that very cot­tage. She was wear­ing the same dress; her hair was done in the same way; she had on the same bangles and neck­laces as in The Happy Prin­cess; and her lovely face, with its rosy cheeks and laugh­ing eyes, bore the same look of joy and serenity.

			Some sound must have caught her ear, for she leant over to­wards a clump of shrubs be­side the cot­tage and whispered in­to the si­lent garden:

			“Georges … Georges … Is that you, my darling?”

			Re­ceiv­ing no reply, she drew her­self up and stood smil­ing at the happy thoughts that seemed to flood her be­ing.

			But a door opened at the back of the room and an old peas­ant wo­man entered with a tray laden with bread, but­ter and milk:

			“Here, Rose, my pretty one, I’ve brought you your sup­per. Milk fresh from the cow. …”

			And, put­ting down the tray, she con­tin­ued:

			“Aren’t you afraid, Rose, of the chill of the night air? Per­haps you’re ex­pect­ing your sweet­heart?”

			“I haven’t a sweet­heart, my dear old Cath­er­ine.”

			“What next!” said the old wo­man, laugh­ing. “Only this morn­ing there were foot­prints un­der the win­dow that didn’t look at all prop­er!”

			“A burg­lar’s foot­prints per­haps, Cath­er­ine.”

			“Well, I don’t say they wer­en’t, Rose dear, es­pe­cially as in your call­ing you have a lot of people round you whom it’s well to be care­ful of. For in­stance, your friend Dal­brèque, eh? Nice go­ings on his are! You saw the pa­per yes­ter­day. A fel­low who has robbed and murdered people and car­ried off a wo­man at Le Havre … !”

			Hortense and Rén­ine would have much liked to know what Rose An­drée thought of the rev­el­a­tions, but she had turned her back to them and was sit­ting at her sup­per; and the win­dow was now closed, so that they could neither hear her reply nor see the ex­pres­sion of her fea­tures.

			They waited for a mo­ment. Hortense was listen­ing with an anxious face. But Rén­ine began to laugh:

			“Very funny, really funny! And such an un­ex­pec­ted end­ing! And we who were hunt­ing for her in some cave or damp cel­lar, a hor­rible tomb where the poor thing was dy­ing of hun­ger! It’s a fact, she knew the ter­rors of that first night of cap­tiv­ity; and I main­tain that, on that first night, she was flung, half-dead, in­to the cave. Only, there you are: the next morn­ing she was alive! One night was enough to tame the little rogue and to make Dal­brèque as hand­some as Prince Charm­ing in her eyes! For see the dif­fer­ence. On the films or in nov­els, the Happy Prin­cesses res­ist or com­mit sui­cide. But in real life … oh, wo­man, wo­man!”

			“Yes,” said Hortense, “but the man she loves is al­most cer­tainly dead.”

			“And a good thing too! It would be the best solu­tion. What would be the out­come of this crim­in­al love for a thief and mur­der­er?”

			A few minutes passed. Then, amid the peace­ful si­lence of the wan­ing day, mingled with the first shad­ows of the twi­light, they again heard the grat­ing of the win­dow, which was cau­tiously opened. Rose An­drée leant over the garden and waited, with her eyes turned to the wall, as though she saw some­thing there.

			Presently, Rén­ine shook the ivy-branches.

			“Ah!” she said. “This time I know you’re there! Yes, the ivy’s mov­ing. Georges, Georges darling, why do you keep me wait­ing? Cath­er­ine has gone. I am all alone. …”

			She had knelt down and was dis­trac­tedly stretch­ing out her shapely arms covered with bangles which clashed with a metal­lic sound:

			“Georges! … Georges! …”

			Her every move­ment, the thrill of her voice, her whole be­ing ex­pressed de­sire and love. Hortense, deeply touched, could not help say­ing:

			“How the poor thing loves him! If she but knew. …”

			“Ah!” cried the girl. “You’ve spoken. You’re there, and you want me to come to you, don’t you? Here I am, Georges! …”

			She climbed over the win­dow-ledge and began to run, while Rén­ine went round the wall and ad­vanced to meet her.

			She stopped short in front of him and stood chok­ing at the sight of this man and wo­man whom she did not know and who were step­ping out of the very shad­ow from which her be­loved ap­peared to her each night.

			Rén­ine bowed, gave his name and in­tro­duced his com­pan­ion:

			“Ma­dame Hortense Daniel, a pu­pil and friend of your moth­er’s.”

			Still mo­tion­less with stu­pefac­tion, her fea­tures drawn, she stammered:

			“You know who I am? … And you were there just now? … You heard what I was say­ing … ?”

			Rén­ine, without hes­it­at­ing or paus­ing in his speech, said:

			“You are Rose An­drée, the Happy Prin­cess. We saw you on the films the oth­er even­ing; and cir­cum­stances led us to set out in search of you … to Le Havre, where you were ab­duc­ted on the day when you were to have left for Amer­ica, and to the forest of Bro­tonne, where you were im­prisoned.”

			She pro­tested eagerly, with a forced laugh:

			“What is all this? I have not been to Le Havre. I came straight here. Ab­duc­ted? Im­prisoned? What non­sense!”

			“Yes, im­prisoned, in the same cave as the Happy Prin­cess; and you broke off some branches to the right of the cave.”

			“But how ab­surd! Who would have ab­duc­ted me? I have no en­emy.”

			“There is a man in love with you: the one whom you were ex­pect­ing just now.”

			“Yes, my lov­er,” she said, proudly. “Have I not the right to re­ceive whom I like?”

			“You have the right; you are a free agent. But the man who comes to see you every even­ing is wanted by the po­lice. His name is Georges Dal­brèque. He killed Bourguet the jew­eller.”

			The ac­cus­a­tion made her start with in­dig­na­tion and she ex­claimed:

			“It’s a lie! An in­fam­ous fab­ric­a­tion of the news­pa­pers! Georges was in Par­is on the night of the murder. He can prove it.”

			“He stole a mo­tor car and forty thou­sand francs in notes.”

			She re­tor­ted vehe­mently:

			“The mo­tor­car was taken back by his friends and the notes will be re­stored. He nev­er touched them. My leav­ing for Amer­ica had made him lose his head.”

			“Very well. I am quite will­ing to be­lieve everything that you say. But the po­lice may show less faith in these state­ments and less in­dul­gence.”

			She be­came sud­denly un­easy and faltered:

			“The po­lice. … There’s noth­ing to fear from them. … They won’t know. …”

			“Where to find him? I suc­ceeded, at all events. He’s work­ing as a wood­cut­ter, in the forest of Bro­tonne.”

			“Yes, but … you … that was an ac­ci­dent … where­as the po­lice. …”

			The words left her lips with the greatest dif­fi­culty. Her voice was trem­bling. And sud­denly she rushed at Rén­ine, stam­mer­ing:

			“He is ar­res­ted? … I am sure of it! … And you have come to tell me. … Ar­res­ted! Wounded! Dead per­haps? … Oh, please, please! …”

			She had no strength left. All her pride, all the cer­tainty of her great love gave way to an im­mense des­pair and she sobbed out.

			“No, he’s not dead, is he? No, I feel that he’s not dead. Oh, sir, how un­just it all is! He’s the gentlest man, the best that ever lived. He has changed my whole life. Everything is dif­fer­ent since I began to love him. And I love him so! I love him! I want to go to him. Take me to him. I want them to ar­rest me too. I love him. … I could not live without him. …”

			An im­pulse of sym­pathy made Hortense put her arms around the girl’s neck and say warmly:

			“Yes, come. He is not dead, I am sure, only wounded; and Prince Rén­ine will save him. You will, won’t you, Rén­ine? … Come. Make up a story for your ser­vant: say that you’re go­ing some­where by train and that she is not to tell any­body. Be quick. Put on a wrap. We will save him, I swear we will.”

			Rose An­drée went in­doors and re­turned al­most at once, dis­guised bey­ond re­cog­ni­tion in a long cloak and a veil that shrouded her face; and they all took the road back to Routot. At the inn, Rose An­drée passed as a friend whom they had been to fetch in the neigh­bour­hood and were tak­ing to Par­is with them. Rén­ine ran out to make en­quir­ies and came back to the two wo­men.

			“It’s all right. Dal­brèque is alive. They have put him to bed in a private room at the may­or’s of­fices. He has a broken leg and a rather high tem­per­at­ure; but all the same they ex­pect to move him to Rouen to­mor­row and they have tele­phoned there for a mo­tor­car.”

			“And then?” asked Rose An­drée, anxiously.

			Rén­ine smiled:

			“Why, then we shall leave at day­break. We shall take up our po­s­i­tions in a sunken road, rifle in hand, at­tack the mo­tor-coach and carry off Georges!”

			“Oh, don’t laugh!” she said, plaint­ively. “I am so un­happy!”

			But the ad­ven­ture seemed to amuse Rén­ine; and, when he was alone with Hortense, he ex­claimed:

			“You see what comes of pre­fer­ring dis­hon­our to death! But hang it all, who could have ex­pec­ted this? It isn’t a bit the way in which things hap­pen in the pic­tures! Once the man of the woods had car­ried off his vic­tim and con­sid­er­ing that for three weeks there was no one to de­fend her, how could we ima­gine—we who had been pro­ceed­ing all along un­der the in­flu­ence of the pic­tures—that in the space of a few hours the vic­tim would be­come a prin­cess in love? Con­found that Georges! I now un­der­stand the sly, hu­mor­ous look which I sur­prised on his mo­bile fea­tures! He re­membered, Georges did, and he didn’t care a hang for me! Oh, he tricked me nicely! And you, my dear, he tricked you too! And it was all the in­flu­ence of the film. They show us, at the cinema, a brute beast, a sort of long-haired, ape-faced sav­age. What can a man like that be in real life? A brute, in­ev­it­ably, don’t you agree? Well, he’s noth­ing of the kind; he’s a Don Juan! The hum­bug!”

			“You will save him, won’t you?” said Hortense, in a be­seech­ing tone.

			“Are you very anxious that I should?”

			“Very.”

			“In that case, prom­ise to give me your hand to kiss.”

			“You can have both hands, Rén­ine, and gladly.”

			The night was un­event­ful. Rén­ine had giv­en or­ders for the two ladies to be waked at an early hour. When they came down, the mo­tor was leav­ing the yard and pulling up in front of the inn. It was rain­ing; and Ad­ol­phe, the chauf­feur, had fixed up the long, low hood and packed the lug­gage in­side.

			Rén­ine called for his bill. They all three took a cup of cof­fee. But, just as they were leav­ing the room, one of the in­spect­or’s men came rush­ing in:

			“Have you seen him?” he asked. “Isn’t he here?”

			The in­spect­or him­self ar­rived at a run, greatly ex­cited:

			“The pris­on­er has es­caped! He ran back through the inn! He can’t be far away!”

			A dozen rus­tics ap­peared like a whirl­wind. They ran­sacked the lofts, the stables, the sheds. They scattered over the neigh­bour­hood. But the search led to no dis­cov­ery.

			“Oh, hang it all!” said Rén­ine, who had taken his part in the hunt. “How can it have happened?”

			“How do I know?” spluttered the in­spect­or in des­pair. “I left my three men watch­ing in the next room. I found them this morn­ing fast asleep, stu­pefied by some nar­cot­ic which had been mixed with their wine! And the Dal­brèque bird had flown!”

			“Which way?”

			“Through the win­dow. There were evid­ently ac­com­plices, with ropes and a lad­der. And, as Dal­brèque had a broken leg, they car­ried him off on the stretch­er it­self.”

			“They left no traces?”

			“No traces of foot­steps, true. The rain has messed everything up. But they went through the yard, be­cause the stretch­er’s there.”

			“You’ll find him, Mr. In­spect­or, there’s no doubt of that. In any case, you may be sure that you won’t have any trouble over the af­fair. I shall be in Par­is this even­ing and shall go straight to the pre­fec­ture, where I have in­flu­en­tial friends.”

			Rén­ine went back to the two wo­men in the cof­fee-room and Hortense at once said:

			“It was you who car­ried him off, wasn’t it? Please put Rose An­drée’s mind at rest. She is so ter­ri­fied!”

			He gave Rose An­drée his arm and led her to the car. She was stag­ger­ing and very pale; and she said, in a faint voice:

			“Are we go­ing? And he: is he safe? Won’t they catch him again?”

			Look­ing deep in­to her eyes, he said:

			“Swear to me, Rose An­drée, that in two months, when he is well and when I have proved his in­no­cence, swear that you will go away with him to Amer­ica.”

			“I swear.”

			“And that, once there, you will marry him.”

			“I swear.”

			He spoke a few words in her ear.

			“Ah!” she said. “May Heav­en bless you for it!”

			Hortense took her seat in front, with Rén­ine, who sat at the wheel. The in­spect­or, hat in hand, fussed around the car un­til it moved off.

			They drove through the forest, crossed the Seine at La Mailleraie and struck in­to the Havre-Rouen road.

			“Take off your glove and give me your hand to kiss,” Rén­ine ordered. “You prom­ised that you would.”

			“Oh!” said Hortense. “But it was to be when Dal­brèque was saved.”

			“He is saved.”

			“Not yet. The po­lice are after him. They may catch him again. He will not be really saved un­til he is with Rose An­drée.”

			“He is with Rose An­drée,” he de­clared.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Turn round.”

			She did so.

			In the shad­ow of the hood, right at the back, be­hind the chauf­feur, Rose An­drée was kneel­ing be­side a man ly­ing on the seat.

			“Oh,” stammered Hortense, “it’s in­cred­ible! Then it was you who hid him last night? And he was there, in front of the inn, when the in­spect­or was see­ing us off?”

			“Lord, yes! He was there, un­der the cush­ions and rugs!”

			“It’s in­cred­ible!” she re­peated, ut­terly be­wildered. “It’s in­cred­ible! How were you able to man­age it all?”

			“I wanted to kiss your hand,” he said.

			She re­moved her glove, as he bade her, and raised her hand to his lips.

			The car was speed­ing between the peace­ful Seine and the white cliffs that bor­der it. They sat si­lent for a long while. Then he said:

			“I had a talk with Dal­brèque last night. He’s a fine fel­low and is ready to do any­thing for Rose An­drée. He’s right. A man must do any­thing for the wo­man he loves. He must de­vote him­self to her, of­fer her all that is beau­ti­ful in this world: joy and hap­pi­ness … and, if she should be bored, stir­ring ad­ven­tures to dis­tract her, to ex­cite her and to make her smile … or even weep.”

			Hortense shivered; and her eyes were not quite free from tears. For the first time he was al­lud­ing to the sen­ti­ment­al ad­ven­ture that bound them by a tie which as yet was frail, but which be­came stronger and more en­dur­ing with each of the ven­tures on which they entered to­geth­er, pur­su­ing them fe­ver­ishly and anxiously to their close. Already she felt power­less and un­easy with this ex­traordin­ary man, who sub­jec­ted events to his will and seemed to play with the des­tinies of those whom he fought or pro­tec­ted. He filled her with dread and at the same time he at­trac­ted her. She thought of him some­times as her mas­ter, some­times as an en­emy against whom she must de­fend her­self, but of­ten­est as a per­turb­ing friend, full of charm and fas­cin­a­tion. …

		
	
		
			
				V

				Thérèse and Ger­maine

			
			The weath­er was so mild that au­tumn that, on the 12th of Oc­to­ber, in the morn­ing, sev­er­al fam­il­ies still linger­ing in their vil­las at Étretat had gone down to the beach. The sea, ly­ing between the cliffs and the clouds on the ho­ri­zon, might have sug­ges­ted a moun­tain-lake slum­ber­ing in the hol­low of the en­clos­ing rocks, were it not for that crisp­ness in the air and those pale, soft and in­def­in­ite col­ours in the sky which give a spe­cial charm to cer­tain days in Nor­mandy.

			“It’s de­li­cious,” mur­mured Hortense. But the next mo­ment she ad­ded: “All the same, we did not come here to en­joy the spec­tacle of nature or to won­der wheth­er that huge stone Needle on our left was really at one time the home of Arsène Lupin.”

			“We came here,” said Prince Rén­ine, “be­cause of the con­ver­sa­tion which I over­heard, a fort­night ago, in a din­ing-car, between a man and a wo­man.”

			“A con­ver­sa­tion of which I was un­able to catch a single word.”

			“If those two people could have guessed for an in­stant that it was pos­sible to hear a single word of what they were say­ing, they would not have spoken, for their con­ver­sa­tion was one of ex­traordin­ary grav­ity and im­port­ance. But I have very sharp ears; and though I could not fol­low every sen­tence, I in­sist that we may be cer­tain of two things. First, that man and wo­man, who are broth­er and sis­ter, have an ap­point­ment at a quarter to twelve this morn­ing, the 12th of Oc­to­ber, at the spot known as the Trois Math­ildes, with a third per­son, who is mar­ried and who wishes at all costs to re­cov­er his or her liberty. Secondly, this ap­point­ment, at which they will come to a fi­nal agree­ment, is to be fol­lowed this even­ing by a walk along the cliffs, when the third per­son will bring with him or her the man or wo­man, I can’t def­in­itely say which, whom they want to get rid of. That is the gist of the whole thing. Now, as I know a spot called the Trois Math­ildes some way above Étretat and as this is not an every­day name, we came down yes­ter­day to thwart the plan of these ob­jec­tion­able per­sons.”

			“What plan?” asked Hortense. “For, after all, it’s only your as­sump­tion that there’s to be a vic­tim and that the vic­tim is to be flung off the top of the cliffs. You your­self told me that you heard no al­lu­sion to a pos­sible murder.”

			“That is so. But I heard some very plain words re­lat­ing to the mar­riage of the broth­er or the sis­ter with the wife or the hus­band of the third per­son, which im­plies the need for a crime.”

			They were sit­ting on the ter­race of the casino, fa­cing the stairs which run down to the beach. They there­fore over­looked the few privately-owned cab­ins on the shingle, where a party of four men were play­ing bridge, while a group of ladies sat talk­ing and knit­ting.

			A short dis­tance away and near­er to the sea was an­oth­er cab­in, stand­ing by it­self and closed.

			Half-a-dozen bare­legged chil­dren were pad­dling in the wa­ter.

			“No,” said Hortense, “all this au­tum­nal sweet­ness and charm fails to at­tract me. I have so much faith in all your the­or­ies that I can’t help think­ing, in spite of everything, of this dread­ful prob­lem. Which of those people yon­der is threatened? Death has already se­lec­ted its vic­tim. Who is it? Is it that young, fair-haired wo­man, rock­ing her­self and laugh­ing? Is it that tall man over there, smoking his ci­gar? And which of them has the thought of murder hid­den in his heart? All the people we see are quietly en­joy­ing them­selves. Yet death is prowl­ing among them.”

			“Cap­it­al!” said Rén­ine. “You too are be­com­ing en­thu­si­ast­ic. What did I tell you? The whole of life’s an ad­ven­ture; and noth­ing but ad­ven­ture is worth while. At the first breath of com­ing events, there you are, quiv­er­ing in every nerve. You share in all the tra­gedies stir­ring around you; and the feel­ing of mys­tery awakens in the depths of your be­ing. See, how closely you are ob­serving that couple who have just ar­rived. You nev­er can tell: that may be the gen­tle­man who pro­poses to do away with his wife? Or per­haps the lady con­tem­plates mak­ing away with her hus­band?”

			“The d’Or­mevals? Nev­er! A per­fectly happy couple! Yes­ter­day, at the hotel, I had a long talk with the wife. And you your­self. …”

			“Oh, I played a round of golf with Jacques d’Or­mev­al, who rather fan­cies him­self as an ath­lete, and I played at dolls with their two charm­ing little girls!”

			The d’Or­mevals came up and ex­changed a few words with them. Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al said that her two daugh­ters had gone back to Par­is that morn­ing with their gov­erness. Her hus­band, a great tall fel­low with a yel­low beard, car­ry­ing his blazer over his arm and puff­ing out his chest un­der a cel­lu­lar shirt, com­plained of the heat:

			“Have you the key of the cab­in, Thérèse?” he asked his wife, when they had left Rén­ine and Hortense and stopped at the top of the stairs, a few yards away.

			“Here it is,” said the wife. “Are you go­ing to read your pa­pers?”

			“Yes. Un­less we go for a stroll? …”

			“I had rather wait till the af­ter­noon: do you mind? I have a lot of let­ters to write this morn­ing.”

			“Very well. We’ll go on the cliff.”

			Hortense and Rén­ine ex­changed a glance of sur­prise. Was this sug­ges­tion ac­ci­dent­al? Or had they be­fore them, con­trary to their ex­pect­a­tions, the very couple of whom they were in search?

			Hortense tried to laugh:

			“My heart is thump­ing,” she said. “Nev­er­the­less, I ab­so­lutely re­fuse to be­lieve in any­thing so im­prob­able. ‘My hus­band and I have nev­er had the slight­est quar­rel,’ she said to me. No, it’s quite clear that those two get on ad­mir­ably.”

			“We shall see presently, at the Trois Math­ildes, if one of them comes to meet the broth­er and sis­ter.”

			M. d’Or­mev­al had gone down the stairs, while his wife stood lean­ing on the bal­us­trade of the ter­race. She had a beau­ti­ful, slender, supple fig­ure. Her clear-cut pro­file was em­phas­ized by a rather too prom­in­ent chin when at rest; and, when it was not smil­ing, the face gave an ex­pres­sion of sad­ness and suf­fer­ing.

			“Have you lost some­thing, Jacques?” she called out to her hus­band, who was stoop­ing over the shingle.

			“Yes, the key,” he said. “It slipped out of my hand.”

			She went down to him and began to look also. For two or three minutes, as they sheered off to the right and re­mained close to the bot­tom of the un­der-cliff, they were in­vis­ible to Hortense and Rén­ine. Their voices were covered by the noise of a dis­pute which had aris­en among the bridge-play­ers.

			They re­appeared al­most sim­ul­tan­eously. Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al slowly climbed a few steps of the stairs and then stopped and turned her face to­wards the sea. Her hus­band had thrown his blazer over his shoulders and was mak­ing for the isol­ated cab­in. As he passed the bridge-play­ers, they asked him for a de­cision, point­ing to their cards spread out upon the table. But, with a wave of the hand, he re­fused to give an opin­ion and walked on, covered the thirty yards which di­vided them from the cab­in, opened the door and went in.

			Thérèse d’Or­mev­al came back to the ter­race and re­mained for ten minutes sit­ting on a bench. Then she came out through the casino. Hortense, on lean­ing for­ward, saw her en­ter­ing one of the chalets an­nexed to the Hôtel Hauville and, a mo­ment later, caught sight of her again on the bal­cony.

			“El­ev­en o’clock,” said Rén­ine. “Who­ever it is, he or she, or one of the card-play­ers, or one of their wives, it won’t be long be­fore someone goes to the ap­poin­ted place.”

			Nev­er­the­less, twenty minutes passed and twenty-five; and no one stirred.

			“Per­haps Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al has gone.” Hortense sug­ges­ted, anxiously. “She is no longer on her bal­cony.”

			“If she is at the Trois Math­ildes,” said Rén­ine, “we will go and catch her there.”

			He was rising to his feet, when a fresh dis­cus­sion broke out among the bridge-play­ers and one of them ex­claimed:

			“Let’s put it to d’Or­mev­al.”

			“Very well,” said his ad­versary. “I’ll ac­cept his de­cision … if he con­sents to act as um­pire. He was rather huffy just now.”

			They called out:

			“D’Or­mev­al! D’Or­mev­al!”

			They then saw that d’Or­mev­al must have shut the door be­hind him, which kept him in the half dark, the cab­in be­ing one of the sort that has no win­dow.

			“He’s asleep,” cried one. “Let’s wake him up.”

			All four went to the cab­in, began by call­ing to him and, on re­ceiv­ing no an­swer, thumped on the door:

			“Hi! D’Or­mev­al! Are you asleep?”

			On the ter­race Serge Rén­ine sud­denly leapt to his feet with so un­easy an air that Hortense was as­ton­ished. He muttered:

			“If only it’s not too late!”

			And, when Hortense asked him what he meant, he tore down the steps and star­ted run­ning to the cab­in. He reached it just as the bridge-play­ers were try­ing to break in the door:

			“Stop!” he ordered. “Things must be done in the reg­u­lar fash­ion.”

			“What things?” they asked.

			He ex­amined the Vene­tian shut­ters at the top of each of the fold­ing-doors and, on find­ing that one of the up­per slats was partly broken, hung on as best he could to the roof of the cab­in and cast a glance in­side. Then he said to the four men:

			“I was right in think­ing that, if M. d’Or­mev­al did not reply, he must have been pre­ven­ted by some ser­i­ous cause. There is every reas­on to be­lieve that M. d’Or­mev­al is wounded … or dead.”

			“Dead!” they cried. “What do you mean? He has only just left us.”

			Rén­ine took out his knife, prized open the lock and pulled back the two doors.

			There were shouts of dis­may. M. d’Or­mev­al was ly­ing flat on his face, clutch­ing his jack­et and his news­pa­per in his hands. Blood was flow­ing from his back and stain­ing his shirt.

			“Oh!” said someone. “He has killed him­self!”

			“How can he have killed him­self?” said Rén­ine. “The wound is right in the middle of the back, at a place which the hand can’t reach. And, be­sides, there’s not a knife in the cab­in.”

			The oth­ers pro­tested:

			“If so, he has been murdered. But that’s im­possible! There has been nobody here. We should have seen, if there had been. Nobody could have passed us without our see­ing. …”

			The oth­er men, all the ladies and the chil­dren pad­dling in the sea had come run­ning up. Rén­ine al­lowed no one to enter the cab­in, ex­cept a doc­tor who was present. But the doc­tor could only say that M. d’Or­mev­al was dead, stabbed with a dag­ger.

			At that mo­ment, the may­or and the po­lice­man ar­rived, to­geth­er with some people of the vil­lage. After the usu­al en­quir­ies, they car­ried away the body.

			A few per­sons went on ahead to break the news to Thérèse d’Or­mev­al, who was once more to be seen on her bal­cony.

			

			And so the tragedy had taken place without any clue to ex­plain how a man, pro­tec­ted by a closed door with an un­injured lock, could have been murdered in the space of a few minutes and in front of twenty wit­nesses, one might al­most say, twenty spec­tat­ors. No one had entered the cab­in. No one had come out of it. As for the dag­ger with which M. d’Or­mev­al had been stabbed between the shoulders, it could not be traced. And all this would have sug­ges­ted the idea of a trick of sleight-of-hand per­formed by a clev­er con­jur­or, had it not con­cerned a ter­rible murder, com­mit­ted un­der the most mys­ter­i­ous con­di­tions.

			Hortense was un­able to fol­low, as Rén­ine would have liked, the small party who were mak­ing for Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al; she was para­lysed with ex­cite­ment and in­cap­able of mov­ing. It was the first time that her ad­ven­tures with Rén­ine had taken her in­to the very heart of the ac­tion and that, in­stead of not­ing the con­sequences of a murder, or as­sist­ing in the pur­suit of the crim­in­als, she found her­self con­fron­ted with the murder it­self.

			It left her trem­bling all over; and she stammered:

			“How hor­rible! … The poor fel­low! … Ah, Rén­ine, you couldn’t save him this time! … And that’s what up­sets me more than any­thing, that we could and should have saved him, since we knew of the plot. …”

			Rén­ine made her sniff at a bottle of salts; and when she had quite re­covered her com­pos­ure, he said, while ob­serving her at­tent­ively:

			“So you think that there is some con­nec­tion between the murder and the plot which we were try­ing to frus­trate?”

			“Cer­tainly,” said she, as­ton­ished at the ques­tion.

			“Then, as that plot was hatched by a hus­band against his wife or by a wife against her hus­band, you ad­mit that Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al … ?”

			“Oh, no, im­possible!” she said. “To be­gin with, Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al did not leave her rooms … and then I shall nev­er be­lieve that pretty wo­man cap­able. … No, no, of course there was some­thing else. …”

			“What else?”

			“I don’t know. … You may have mis­un­der­stood what the broth­er and sis­ter were say­ing to each oth­er. … You see, the murder has been com­mit­ted un­der quite dif­fer­ent con­di­tions … at an­oth­er hour and an­oth­er place. …”

			“And there­fore,” con­cluded Rén­ine, “the two cases are not in any way re­lated?”

			“Oh,” she said, “there’s no mak­ing it out! It’s all so strange!”

			Rén­ine be­came a little satir­ic­al:

			“My pu­pil is do­ing me no cred­it today,” he said. “Why, here is a per­fectly simple story, un­fol­ded be­fore your eyes. You have seen it reeled off like a scene in the cinema; and it all re­mains as ob­scure to you as though you were hear­ing of an af­fair that happened in a cave a hun­dred miles away!”

			Hortense was con­foun­ded:

			“What are you say­ing? Do you mean that you have un­der­stood it? What clues have you to go by?”

			Rén­ine looked at his watch:

			“I have not un­der­stood everything,” he said. “The murder it­self, the mere bru­tal murder, yes. But the es­sen­tial thing, that is to say, the psy­cho­logy of the crime: I’ve no clue to that. Only, it is twelve o’clock. The broth­er and sis­ter, see­ing no one come to the ap­point­ment at the Trois Math­ildes, will go down to the beach. Don’t you think that we shall learn some­thing then of the ac­com­plice whom I ac­cuse them of hav­ing and of the con­nec­tion between the two cases?”

			They reached the esplanade in front of the Hauville chalets, with the cap­stans by which the fish­er­men haul up their boats to the beach. A num­ber of in­quis­it­ive per­sons were stand­ing out­side the door of one of the chalets. Two coast­guards, pos­ted at the door, pre­ven­ted them from en­ter­ing.

			The may­or shouldered his way eagerly through the crowd. He was back from the post-of­fice, where he had been tele­phon­ing to Le Havre, to the of­fice of the pro­cur­at­or-gen­er­al, and had been told that the pub­lic pro­sec­utor and an ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate would come on to Étretat in the course of the af­ter­noon.

			“That leaves us plenty of time for lunch,” said Rén­ine. “The tragedy will not be en­acted be­fore two or three o’clock. And I have an idea that it will be sen­sa­tion­al.”

			They hur­ried nev­er­the­less. Hortense, over­wrought by fa­tigue and her de­sire to know what was hap­pen­ing, con­tinu­ally ques­tioned Rén­ine, who replied evas­ively, with his eyes turned to the esplanade, which they could see through the win­dows of the cof­fee-room.

			“Are you watch­ing for those two?” asked Hortense.

			“Yes, the broth­er and sis­ter.”

			“Are you sure that they will ven­ture? …”

			“Look out! Here they come!”

			He went out quickly.

			Where the main street opened on the seafront, a lady and gen­tle­man were ad­van­cing with hes­it­at­ing steps, as though un­fa­mil­i­ar with the place. The broth­er was a puny little man, with a sal­low com­plex­ion. He was wear­ing a mo­tor­ing-cap. The sis­ter too was short, but rather stout, and was wrapped in a large cloak. She struck them as a wo­man of a cer­tain age, but still good-look­ing un­der the thin veil that covered her face.

			They saw the groups of bystand­ers and drew near­er. Their gait be­trayed un­eas­i­ness and hes­it­a­tion.

			The sis­ter asked a ques­tion of a sea­man. At the first words of his an­swer, which no doubt con­veyed the news of d’Or­mev­al’s death, she uttered a cry and tried to force her way through the crowd. The broth­er, learn­ing in his turn what had happened, made great play with his el­bows and shouted to the coast­guards:

			“I’m a friend of d’Or­mev­al’s! … Here’s my card! Frédéric As­ta­ing. … My sis­ter, Ger­maine As­ta­ing, knows Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al in­tim­ately! … They were ex­pect­ing us. … We had an ap­point­ment! …”

			They were al­lowed to pass. Rén­ine, who had slipped be­hind them, fol­lowed them in without a word, ac­com­pan­ied by Hortense.

			The d’Or­mevals had four bed­rooms and a sit­ting-room on the second floor. The sis­ter rushed in­to one of the rooms and threw her­self on her knees be­side the bed on which the corpse lay stretched. Thérèse d’Or­mev­al was in the sit­ting-room and was sob­bing in the midst of a small com­pany of si­lent per­sons. The broth­er sat down be­side her, eagerly seized her hands and said, in a trem­bling voice:

			“My poor friend! … My poor friend! …”

			Rén­ine and Hortense gazed at the pair of them: and Hortense whispered:

			“And she’s sup­posed to have killed him for that? Im­possible!”

			“Nev­er­the­less,” ob­served Rén­ine, “they are ac­quaint­ances; and we know that As­ta­ing and his sis­ter were also ac­quain­ted with a third per­son who was their ac­com­plice. So that. …”

			“It’s im­possible!” Hortense re­peated.

			And, in spite of all pre­sump­tion, she felt so much at­trac­ted by Thérèse that, when Frédéric As­ta­ing stood up, she pro­ceeded straight­way to sit down be­side her and con­soled her in a gentle voice. The un­happy wo­man’s tears dis­tressed her pro­foundly.

			Rén­ine, on the oth­er hand, ap­plied him­self from the out­set to watch­ing the broth­er and sis­ter, as though this were the only thing that mattered, and did not take his eyes off Frédéric As­ta­ing, who, with an air of in­dif­fer­ence, began to make a minute in­spec­tion of the premises, ex­amin­ing the sit­ting-room, go­ing in­to all the bed­rooms, ming­ling with the vari­ous groups of per­sons present and ask­ing ques­tions about the man­ner in which the murder had been com­mit­ted. Twice his sis­ter came up and spoke to him. Then he went back to Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al and again sat down be­side her, full of earn­est sym­pathy. Lastly, in the lobby, he had a long con­ver­sa­tion with his sis­ter, after which they par­ted, like people who have come to a per­fect un­der­stand­ing. Frédéric then left. These man­oeuvers had las­ted quite thirty or forty minutes.

			It was at this mo­ment that the mo­tor­car con­tain­ing the ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate and the pub­lic pro­sec­utor pulled up out­side the chalets. Rén­ine, who did not ex­pect them un­til later, said to Hortense:

			“We must be quick. On no ac­count leave Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al.”

			Word was sent up to the per­sons whose evid­ence might be of any ser­vice that they were to go to the beach, where the ma­gis­trate was be­gin­ning a pre­lim­in­ary in­vest­ig­a­tion. He would call on Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al af­ter­wards. Ac­cord­ingly, all who were present left the chalet. No one re­mained be­hind ex­cept the two guards and Ger­maine As­ta­ing.

			Ger­maine knelt down for the last time be­side the dead man and, bend­ing low, with her face in her hands, prayed for a long time. Then she rose and was open­ing the door on the land­ing, when Rén­ine came for­ward:

			“I should like a few words with you, ma­dame.”

			She seemed sur­prised and replied:

			“What is it, mon­sieur? I am listen­ing.”

			“Not here.”

			“Where then, mon­sieur?”

			“Next door, in the sit­ting-room.”

			“No,” she said, sharply.

			“Why not? Though you did not even shake hands with her, I pre­sume that Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al is your friend?”

			He gave her no time to re­flect, drew her in­to the next room, closed the door and, at once poun­cing upon Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al, who was try­ing to go out and re­turn to her own room, said:

			“No, ma­dame, listen, I im­plore you. Ma­dame As­ta­ing’s pres­ence need not drive you away. We have very ser­i­ous mat­ters to dis­cuss, without los­ing a minute.”

			The two wo­men, stand­ing face to face, were look­ing at each oth­er with the same ex­pres­sion of im­plac­able hatred, in which might be read the same con­fu­sion of spir­it and the same re­strained an­ger. Hortense, who be­lieved them to be friends and who might, up to a cer­tain point, have be­lieved them to be ac­com­plices, foresaw with ter­ror the hos­tile en­counter which she felt to be in­ev­it­able. She com­pelled Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al to re­sume her seat, while Rén­ine took up his po­s­i­tion in the middle of the room and spoke in res­ol­ute tones:

			“Chance, which has placed me in pos­ses­sion of part of the truth, will en­able me to save you both, if you are will­ing to as­sist me with a frank ex­plan­a­tion that will give me the par­tic­u­lars which I still need. Each of you knows the danger in which she stands, be­cause each of you is con­scious in her heart of the evil for which she is re­spons­ible. But you are car­ried away by hatred; and it is for me to see clearly and to act. The ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate will be here in half-an-hour. By that time, you must have come to an agree­ment.”

			They both star­ted, as though of­fen­ded by such a word.

			“Yes, an agree­ment,” he re­peated, in a more im­per­i­ous tone. “Wheth­er you like it or not, you will come to an agree­ment. You are not the only ones to be con­sidered. There are your two little daugh­ters, Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al. Since cir­cum­stances have set me in their path, I am in­ter­ven­ing in their de­fence and for their safety. A blun­der, a word too much; and they are ruined. That must not hap­pen.”

			At the men­tion of her chil­dren, Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al broke down and sobbed. Ger­maine As­ta­ing shrugged her shoulders and made a move­ment to­wards the door. Rén­ine once more blocked the way:

			“Where are you go­ing?”

			“I have been summoned by the ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate.”

			“No, you have not.”

			“Yes, I have. Just as all those have been who have any evid­ence to give.”

			“You were not on the spot. You know noth­ing of what happened. Nobody knows any­thing of the murder.”

			“I know who com­mit­ted it.”

			“That’s im­possible.”

			“It was Thérèse d’Or­mev­al.”

			The ac­cus­a­tion was hurled forth in an out­burst of rage and with a fiercely threat­en­ing ges­ture.

			“You wretched creature!” ex­claimed ma­dame d’Or­mev­al, rush­ing at her. “Go! Leave the room! Oh, what a wretch the wo­man is!”

			Hortense was try­ing to re­strain her, but Rén­ine whispered:

			“Let them be. It’s what I wanted … to pitch them one against the oth­er and so to let in the day­light.”

			Ma­dame As­ta­ing had made a con­vuls­ive ef­fort to ward off the in­sult with a jest; and she sniggered:

			“A wretched creature? Why? Be­cause I have ac­cused you?”

			“Why? For every reas­on! You’re a wretched creature! You hear what I say, Ger­maine: you’re a wretch!”

			Thérèse d’Or­mev­al was re­peat­ing the in­sult as though it af­forded her some re­lief. Her an­ger was abat­ing. Very likely also she no longer had the strength to keep up the struggle; and it was Ma­dame As­ta­ing who re­turned to the at­tack, with her fists clenched and her face dis­tor­ted and sud­denly aged by fully twenty years:

			“You! You dare to in­sult me, you! You after the murder you have com­mit­ted! You dare to lift up your head when the man whom you killed is ly­ing in there on his deathbed! Ah, if one of us is a wretched creature, it’s you, Thérèse, and you know it! You have killed your hus­band! You have killed your hus­band!”

			She leapt for­ward, in the ex­cite­ment of the ter­rible words which she was ut­ter­ing; and her fin­ger­nails were al­most touch­ing her friend’s face.

			“Oh, don’t tell me you didn’t kill him!” she cried. “Don’t say that: I won’t let you. Don’t say it. The dag­ger is there, in your bag. My broth­er felt it, while he was talk­ing to you; and his hand came out with stains of blood upon it: your hus­band’s blood, Thérèse. And then, even if I had not dis­covered any­thing, do you think that I should not have guessed, in the first few minutes? Why, I knew the truth at once, Thérèse! When a sail­or down there answered, ‘M. d’Or­mev­al? He has been murdered,’ I said to my­self then and there, ‘It’s she, it’s Thérèse, she killed him.’ ”

			Thérèse did not reply. She had aban­doned her at­ti­tude of protest. Hortense, who was watch­ing her with an­guish, thought that she could per­ceive in her the des­pond­ency of those who know them­selves to be lost. Her cheeks had fallen in and she wore such an ex­pres­sion of des­pair that Hortense, moved to com­pas­sion, im­plored her to de­fend her­self:

			“Please, please, ex­plain things. When the murder was com­mit­ted, you were here, on the bal­cony. … But then the dag­ger … how did you come to have it … ? How do you ex­plain it? …”

			“Ex­plan­a­tions!” sneered Ger­maine As­ta­ing. “How could she pos­sibly ex­plain? What do out­ward ap­pear­ances mat­ter? What does it mat­ter what any­one saw or did not see? The proof is the thing that tells. … The dag­ger is there, in your bag, Thérèse: that’s a fact. … Yes, yes, it was you who did it! You killed him! You killed him in the end! … Ah, how of­ten I’ve told my broth­er, ‘She will kill him yet!’ Frédéric used to try to de­fend you. He al­ways had a weak­ness for you. But in his in­ner­most heart he foresaw what would hap­pen. … And now the hor­rible thing has been done. A stab in the back! Cow­ard! Cow­ard! … And you would have me say noth­ing? Why, I didn’t hes­it­ate a mo­ment! Nor did Frédéric. We looked for proofs at once. … And I’ve de­nounced you of my own free will, per­fectly well aware of what I was do­ing. … And it’s over, Thérèse. You’re done for. Noth­ing can save you now. The dag­ger is in that bag which you are clutch­ing in your hand. The ma­gis­trate is com­ing; and the dag­ger will be found, stained with the blood of your hus­band. So will your pock­et­book. They’re both there. And they will be found. …”

			Her rage had in­censed her so vehe­mently that she was un­able to con­tin­ue and stood with her hand out­stretched and her chin twitch­ing with nervous tremors.

			Rén­ine gently took hold of Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al’s bag. She clung to it, but he in­sisted and said:

			“Please al­low me, ma­dame. Your friend Ger­maine is right. The ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate will be here presently; and the fact that the dag­ger and the pock­et­book are in your pos­ses­sion will lead to your im­me­di­ate ar­rest. This must not hap­pen. Please al­low me.”

			His in­sinu­at­ing voice di­min­ished Thérèse d’Or­mev­al’s res­ist­ance. She re­leased her fin­gers, one by one. He took the bag, opened it, pro­duced a little dag­ger with an ebony handle and a grey leath­er pock­et­book and quietly slipped the two in­to the in­side pock­et of his jack­et.

			Ger­maine As­ta­ing gazed at him in amazement:

			“You’re mad, mon­sieur! What right have you … ?”

			“These things must not be left ly­ing about. I shan’t worry now. The ma­gis­trate will nev­er look for them in my pock­et.”

			“But I shall de­nounce you to the po­lice,” she ex­claimed, in­dig­nantly. “They shall be told!”

			“No, no,” he said, laugh­ing, “you won’t say any­thing! The po­lice have noth­ing to do with this. The quar­rel between you must be settled in private. What an idea, to go drag­ging the po­lice in­to every in­cid­ent of one’s life!”

			Ma­dame As­ta­ing was chok­ing with fury:

			“But you have no right to talk like this, mon­sieur! Who are you, after all? A friend of that wo­man’s?”

			“Since you have been at­tack­ing her, yes.”

			“But I’m only at­tack­ing her be­cause she’s guilty. For you can’t deny it: she has killed her hus­band.”

			“I don’t deny it,” said Rén­ine, calmly. “We are all agreed on that point. Jacques d’Or­mev­al was killed by his wife. But, I re­peat, the po­lice must not know the truth.”

			“They shall know it through me, mon­sieur, I swear they shall. That wo­man must be pun­ished: she has com­mit­ted murder.”

			Rén­ine went up to her and, touch­ing her on the shoulder:

			“You asked me just now by what right I was in­ter­fer­ing. And you your­self, ma­dame?”

			“I was a friend of Jacques d’Or­mev­al.”

			“Only a friend?”

			She was a little taken aback, but at once pulled her­self to­geth­er and replied:

			“I was his friend and it is my duty to avenge his death.”

			“Nev­er­the­less, you will re­main si­lent, as he did.”

			“He did not know, when he died.”

			“That’s where you are wrong. He could have ac­cused his wife, if he had wished. He had ample time to ac­cuse her; and he said noth­ing.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause of his chil­dren.”

			Ma­dame As­ta­ing was not ap­peased; and her at­ti­tude dis­played the same long­ing for re­venge and the same de­test­a­tion. But she was in­flu­enced by Rén­ine in spite of her­self. In the small, closed room, where there was such a clash of hatred, he was gradu­ally be­com­ing the mas­ter; and Ger­maine As­ta­ing un­der­stood that it was against him that she had to struggle, while Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al felt all the com­fort of that un­ex­pec­ted sup­port which was of­fer­ing it­self on the brink of the abyss:

			“Thank you, mon­sieur,” she said. “As you have seen all this so clearly, you also know that it was for my chil­dren’s sake that I did not give my­self up. But for that … I am so tired … !”

			And so the scene was chan­ging and things as­sum­ing a dif­fer­ent as­pect. Thanks to a few words let fall in the midst of the dis­pute, the cul­prit was lift­ing her head and tak­ing heart, where­as her ac­cuser was hes­it­at­ing and seemed to be un­easy. And it also came about that the ac­cuser dared not say any­thing fur­ther and that the cul­prit was near­ing the mo­ment at which the need is felt of break­ing si­lence and of speak­ing, quite nat­ur­ally, words that are at once a con­fes­sion and a re­lief.

			“The time, I think, has come,” said Rén­ine to Thérèse, with the same un­vary­ing gen­tle­ness, “when you can and ought to ex­plain your­self.”

			She was again weep­ing, ly­ing huddled in a chair. She too re­vealed a face aged and rav­aged by sor­row; and, in a very low voice, with no dis­play of an­ger, she spoke, in short, broken sen­tences:

			“She has been his mis­tress for the last four years. … I can’t tell you how I suffered. … She her­self told me of it … out of sheer wicked­ness … Her loath­ing for me was even great­er than her love for Jacques … and every day I had some fresh in­jury to bear … She would ring me up to tell me of her ap­point­ments with my hus­band … she hoped to make me suf­fer so much I should end by killing my­self. … I did think of it some­times, but I held out, for the chil­dren’s sake … Jacques was weak­en­ing. She wanted him to get a di­vorce … and little by little he began to con­sent … dom­in­ated by her and by her broth­er, who is sly­er than she is, but quite as dan­ger­ous … I felt all this … Jacques was be­com­ing harsh to me. … He had not the cour­age to leave me, but I was the obstacle and he bore me a grudge. … Heav­ens, the tor­tures I suffered! …”

			“You should have giv­en him his liberty,” cried Ger­maine As­ta­ing. “A wo­man doesn’t kill her hus­band for want­ing a di­vorce.”

			Thérèse shook her head and answered:

			“I did not kill him be­cause he wanted a di­vorce. If he had really wanted it, he would have left me; and what could I have done? But your plans had changed, Ger­maine; di­vorce was not enough for you; and it was some­thing else that you would have ob­tained from him, an­oth­er, much more ser­i­ous thing which you and your broth­er had in­sisted on … and to which he had con­sen­ted … out of cow­ardice … in spite of him­self. …”

			“What do you mean?” spluttered Ger­maine. “What oth­er thing?”

			“My death.”

			“You lie!” cried Ma­dame As­ta­ing.

			Thérèse did not raise her voice. She made not a move­ment of aver­sion or in­dig­na­tion and simply re­peated:

			“My death, Ger­maine. I have read your latest let­ters, six let­ters from you which he was fool­ish enough to leave about in his pock­et­book and which I read last night, six let­ters in which the ter­rible word is not set down, but in which it ap­pears between every line. I trembled as I read it! That Jacques should come to this! … Nev­er­the­less the idea of stabbing him did not oc­cur to me for a second. A wo­man like my­self, Ger­maine, does not read­ily com­mit murder. … If I lost my head, it was after that … and it was your fault. …”

			She turned her eyes to Rén­ine as if to ask him if there was no danger in her speak­ing and re­veal­ing the truth.

			“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “I will be an­swer­able for everything.”

			She drew her hand across her fore­head. The hor­rible scene was be­ing reen­acted with­in her and was tor­tur­ing her. Ger­maine As­ta­ing did not move, but stood with fol­ded arms and anxious eyes, while Hortense Daniel sat dis­trac­tedly await­ing the con­fes­sion of the crime and the ex­plan­a­tion of the un­fathom­able mys­tery.

			“It was after that and it was through your fault Ger­maine … I had put back the pock­et­book in the draw­er where it was hid­den; and I said noth­ing to Jacques this morn­ing … I did not want to tell him what I knew. … It was too hor­rible. … All the same, I had to act quickly; your let­ters an­nounced your secret ar­rival today. … I thought at first of run­ning away, of tak­ing the train. … I had mech­an­ic­ally picked up that dag­ger, to de­fend my­self. … But when Jacques and I went down to the beach, I was resigned. … Yes, I had ac­cep­ted death: ‘I will die,’ I thought, ‘and put an end to all this night­mare!’ … Only, for the chil­dren’s sake, I was anxious that my death should look like an ac­ci­dent and that Jacques should have no part in it. That was why your plan of a walk on the cliff suited me. … A fall from the top of a cliff seems quite nat­ur­al … Jacques there­fore left me to go to his cab­in, from which he was to join you later at the Trois Math­ildes. On the way, be­low the ter­race, he dropped the key of the cab­in. I went down and began to look for it with him … And it happened then … through your fault … yes, Ger­maine, through your fault … Jacques’ pock­et­book had slipped from his jack­et, without his no­ti­cing it, and, to­geth­er with the pock­et­book, a pho­to­graph which I re­cog­nized at once: a pho­to­graph, taken this year, of my­self and my two chil­dren. I picked it up … and I saw. … You know what I saw, Ger­maine. In­stead of my face, the face in the pho­to­graph was yours! … You had put in your like­ness, Ger­maine, and blot­ted me out! It was your face! One of your arms was round my eld­er daugh­ter’s neck; and the young­er was sit­ting on your knees. … It was you, Ger­maine, the wife of my hus­band, the fu­ture moth­er of my chil­dren, you, who were go­ing to bring them up … you, you! … Then I lost my head. I had the dag­ger … Jacques was stoop­ing … I stabbed him. …”

			Every word of her con­fes­sion was strictly true. Those who listened to her felt this pro­foundly; and noth­ing could have giv­en Hortense and Rén­ine a keen­er im­pres­sion of tragedy.

			She had fallen back in­to her chair, ut­terly ex­hausted. Nev­er­the­less, she went on speak­ing un­in­tel­li­gible words; and it was only gradu­ally by lean­ing over her, that they were able to make out:

			“I thought that there would be an out­cry and that I should be ar­res­ted. But no. It happened in such a way and un­der such con­di­tions that no one had seen any­thing. Fur­ther, Jacques had drawn him­self up at the same time as my­self; and he ac­tu­ally did not fall. No, he did not fall! I had stabbed him; and he re­mained stand­ing! I saw him from the ter­race, to which I had re­turned. He had hung his jack­et over his shoulders, evid­ently to hide his wound, and he moved away without stag­ger­ing … or stag­ger­ing so little that I alone was able to per­ceive it. He even spoke to some friends who were play­ing cards. Then he went to his cab­in and dis­ap­peared. … In a few mo­ments, I came back in­doors. I was per­suaded that all of this was only a bad dream … that I had not killed him … or that at the worst the wound was a slight one. Jacques would come out again. I was cer­tain of it. … I watched from my bal­cony. … If I had thought for a mo­ment that he needed as­sist­ance, I should have flown to him. … But truly I didn’t know … I didn’t guess. … People speak of presen­ti­ments: there are no such things. I was per­fectly calm, just as one is after a night­mare of which the memory is fad­ing away. … No, I swear to you, I knew noth­ing … un­til the mo­ment …”

			She in­ter­rup­ted her­self, stifled by sobs.

			Rén­ine fin­ished her sen­tence for her,

			“Un­til the mo­ment when they came and told you, I sup­pose?”

			Thérèse stammered:

			“Yes. It was not till then that I was con­scious of what I had done … and I felt that I was go­ing mad and that I should cry out to all those people, ‘Why, it was I who did it! Don’t search! Here is the dag­ger … I am the cul­prit!’ Yes, I was go­ing to say that, when sud­denly I caught sight of my poor Jacques. … They were car­ry­ing him along. … His face was very peace­ful, very gentle. … And, in his pres­ence, I un­der­stood my duty, as he had un­der­stood his. … He had kept si­lent, for the sake of the chil­dren. I would be si­lent too. We were both guilty of the murder of which he was the vic­tim; and we must both do all we could to pre­vent the crime from re­coil­ing upon them. … He had seen this clearly in his dy­ing agony. He had had the amaz­ing cour­age to keep his feet, to an­swer the people who spoke to him and to lock him­self up to die. He had done this, wip­ing out all his faults with a single ac­tion, and in so do­ing had gran­ted me his for­give­ness, be­cause he was not ac­cus­ing me … and was or­der­ing me to hold my peace … and to de­fend my­self … against every­body … es­pe­cially against you, Ger­maine.”

			She uttered these last words more firmly. At first wholly over­whelmed by the un­con­scious act which she had com­mit­ted in killing her hus­band, she had re­covered her strength a little in think­ing of what she had done and in de­fend­ing her­self with such en­ergy. Faced by the in­triguing wo­man whose hatred had driv­en both of them to death and crime, she clenched her fists, ready for the struggle, all quiv­er­ing with res­ol­u­tion.

			Ger­maine As­ta­ing did not flinch. She had listened without a word, with a re­lent­less ex­pres­sion which grew harder and harder as Thérèse’s con­fes­sions be­came pre­cise. No emo­tion seemed to soften her and no re­morse to pen­et­rate her be­ing. At most, to­wards the end, her thin lips shaped them­selves in­to a faint smile. She was hold­ing her prey in her clutches.

			Slowly, with her eyes raised to a mir­ror, she ad­jus­ted her hat and powdered her face. Then she walked to the door.

			Thérèse dar­ted for­ward:

			“Where are you go­ing?”

			“Where I choose.”

			“To see the ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate?”

			“Very likely.”

			“You shan’t pass!”

			“As you please. I’ll wait for him here.”

			“And you’ll tell him what?”

			“Why, all that you’ve said, of course, all that you’ve been silly enough to say. How could he doubt the story? You have ex­plained it all to me so fully.”

			Thérèse took her by the shoulders:

			“Yes, but I’ll ex­plain oth­er things to him at the same time, Ger­maine, things that con­cern you. If I’m ruined, so shall you be.”

			“You can’t touch me.”

			“I can ex­pose you, show your let­ters.”

			“What let­ters?”

			“Those in which my death was de­cided on.”

			“Lies, Thérèse! You know that fam­ous plot ex­ists only in your ima­gin­a­tion. Neither Jacques nor I wished for your death.”

			“You did, at any rate. Your let­ters con­demn you.”

			“Lies! They were the let­ters of a friend to a friend.”

			“Let­ters of a mis­tress to her para­mour.”

			“Prove it.”

			“They are there, in Jacques’ pock­et­book.”

			“No, they’re not.”

			“What’s that you say?”

			“I say that those let­ters be­longed to me. I’ve taken them back, or rather my broth­er has.”

			“You’ve stolen them, you wretch! And you shall give them back again,” cried Thérèse, shak­ing her.

			“I haven’t them. My broth­er kept them. He has gone.”

			Thérèse staggered and stretched out her hands to Rén­ine with an ex­pres­sion of des­pair. Rén­ine said:

			“What she says is true. I watched the broth­er’s pro­ceed­ings while he was feel­ing in your bag. He took out the pock­et­book, looked through it with his sis­ter, came and put it back again and went off with the let­ters.”

			Rén­ine paused and ad­ded,

			“Or, at least, with five of them.”

			The two wo­men moved closer to him. What did he in­tend to con­vey? If Frédéric As­ta­ing had taken away only five let­ters, what had be­come of the sixth?

			“I sup­pose,” said Rén­ine, “that, when the pock­et­book fell on the shingle, that sixth let­ter slipped out at the same time as the pho­to­graph and that M. d’Or­mev­al must have picked it up, for I found it in the pock­et of his blazer, which had been hung up near the bed. Here it is. It’s signed Ger­maine As­ta­ing and it is quite enough to prove the writer’s in­ten­tions and the mur­der­ous coun­sels which she was press­ing upon her lov­er.”

			Ma­dame As­ta­ing had turned grey in the face and was so much dis­con­cer­ted that she did not try to de­fend her­self. Rén­ine con­tin­ued, ad­dress­ing his re­marks to her:

			“To my mind, ma­dame, you are re­spons­ible for all that happened. Pen­ni­less, no doubt, and at the end of your re­sources, you tried to profit by the pas­sion with which you in­spired M. d’Or­mev­al in or­der to make him marry you, in spite of all the obstacles, and to lay your hands upon his for­tune. I have proofs of this greed for money and these ab­om­in­able cal­cu­la­tions and can sup­ply them if need be. A few minutes after I had felt in the pock­et of that jack­et, you did the same. I had re­moved the sixth let­ter, but had left a slip of pa­per which you looked for eagerly and which also must have dropped out of the pock­et­book. It was an un­crossed cheque for a hun­dred thou­sand francs, drawn by M. d’Or­mev­al in your broth­er’s name … just a little wed­ding-present … what we might call pin-money. Act­ing on your in­struc­tions, your broth­er dashed off by mo­tor to Le Havre to reach the bank be­fore four o’clock. I may as well tell you that he will not have cashed the cheque, for I had a tele­phone-mes­sage sent to the bank to an­nounce the murder of M. d’Or­mev­al, which stops all pay­ments. The up­shot of all this is that the po­lice, if you per­sist in your schemes of re­venge, will have in their hands all the proofs that are wanted against you and your broth­er. I might add, as an edi­fy­ing piece of evid­ence, the story of the con­ver­sa­tion which I over­heard between your broth­er and your­self in a din­ing-car on the rail­way between Brest and Par­is, a fort­night ago. But I feel sure that you will not drive me to ad­opt these ex­treme meas­ures and that we un­der­stand each oth­er. Isn’t that so?”

			Natures like Ma­dame As­ta­ing’s, which are vi­ol­ent and head­strong so long as a fight is pos­sible and while a gleam of hope re­mains, are eas­ily swayed in de­feat. Ger­maine was too in­tel­li­gent not to grasp the fact that the least at­tempt at res­ist­ance would be shattered by such an ad­versary as this. She was in his hands. She could but yield.

			She there­fore did not in­dulge in any play­act­ing, nor in any demon­stra­tion such as threats, out­bursts of fury or hys­ter­ics. She bowed:

			“We are agreed,” she said. “What are your terms?”

			“Go away. If ever you are called upon for your evid­ence, say that you know noth­ing.”

			She walked away. At the door, she hes­it­ated and then, between her teeth, said:

			“The cheque.”

			Rén­ine looked at Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al, who de­clared:

			“Let her keep it. I would not touch that money.”

			

			When Rén­ine had giv­en Thérèse d’Or­mev­al pre­cise in­struc­tions as to how she was to be­have at the en­quiry and to an­swer the ques­tions put to her, he left the chalet, ac­com­pan­ied by Hortense Daniel.

			On the beach be­low, the ma­gis­trate and the pub­lic pro­sec­utor were con­tinu­ing their in­vest­ig­a­tions, tak­ing meas­ure­ments, ex­amin­ing the wit­nesses and gen­er­ally lay­ing their heads to­geth­er.

			“When I think,” said Hortense, “that you have the dag­ger and M. d’Or­mev­al’s pock­et­book on you!”

			“And it strikes you as aw­fully dan­ger­ous, I sup­pose?” he said, laugh­ing. “It strikes me as aw­fully com­ic.”

			“Aren’t you afraid?”

			“Of what?”

			“That they may sus­pect some­thing?”

			“Lord, they won’t sus­pect a thing! We shall tell those good people what we saw and our evid­ence will only in­crease their per­plex­ity, for we saw noth­ing at all. For prudence sake we will stay a day or two, to see which way the wind is blow­ing. But it’s quite settled: they will nev­er be able to make head or tail of the mat­ter.”

			“Nev­er­the­less, you guessed the secret and from the first. Why?”

			“Be­cause, in­stead of seek­ing dif­fi­culties where none ex­ist, as people gen­er­ally do, I al­ways put the ques­tion as it should be put; and the solu­tion comes quite nat­ur­ally. A man goes to his cab­in and locks him­self in. Half an hour later, he is found in­side, dead. No one has gone in. What has happened? To my mind there is only one an­swer. There is no need to think about it. As the murder was not com­mit­ted in the cab­in, it must have been com­mit­ted be­fore­hand and the man was already mor­tally wounded when he entered his cab­in. And forth­with the truth in this par­tic­u­lar case ap­peared to me. Ma­dame d’Or­mev­al, who was to have been killed this even­ing, fore­stalled her mur­der­ers and while her hus­band was stoop­ing to the ground, in a mo­ment of frenzy stabbed him in the back. There was noth­ing left to do but look for the reas­ons that promp­ted her ac­tion. When I knew them, I took her part un­re­servedly. That’s the whole story.”

			The day was be­gin­ning to wane. The blue of the sky was be­com­ing dark­er and the sea, even more peace­ful than be­fore.

			“What are you think­ing of?” asked Rén­ine, after a mo­ment.

			“I am think­ing,” she said, “that if I too were the vic­tim of some mach­in­a­tion, I should trust you whatever happened, trust you through and against all. I know, as cer­tainly as I know that I ex­ist, that you would save me, whatever the obstacles might be. There is no lim­it to the power of your will.”

			He said, very softly:

			“There is no lim­it to my wish to please you.”

		
	
		
			
				VI

				The Lady with the Hatchet

			
			One of the most in­com­pre­hens­ible in­cid­ents that pre­ceded the great war was cer­tainly the one which was known as the epis­ode of the lady with the hatchet. The solu­tion of the mys­tery was un­known and would nev­er have been known, had not cir­cum­stances in the cruellest fash­ion ob­liged Prince Rén­ine—or should I say, Arsène Lupin?—to take up the mat­ter and had I not been able today to tell the true story from the de­tails sup­plied by him.

			Let me re­cite the facts. In a space of eight­een months, five wo­men dis­ap­peared, five wo­men of dif­fer­ent sta­tions in life, all between twenty and thirty years of age and liv­ing in Par­is or the Par­is dis­trict.

			I will give their names: Ma­dame Ladoue, the wife of a doc­tor; Mlle. Ar­d­ant, the daugh­ter of a banker; Mlle. Cover­eau, a wash­er­wo­man of Courbe­voie; Mlle. Hon­or­ine Ver­n­is­set, a dress­maker; and Ma­dame Grollinger, an artist. These five wo­men dis­ap­peared without the pos­sib­il­ity of dis­cov­er­ing a single par­tic­u­lar to ex­plain why they had left their homes, why they did not re­turn to them, who had en­ticed them away, and where and how they were de­tained.

			Each of these wo­men, a week after her de­par­ture, was found some­where or oth­er in the west­ern out­skirts of Par­is; and each time it was a dead body that was found, the dead body of a wo­man who had been killed by a blow on the head from a hatchet. And each time, not far from the wo­man, who was firmly bound, her face covered with blood and her body ema­ci­ated by lack of food, the marks of car­riage-wheels proved that the corpse had been driv­en to the spot.

			The five murders were so much alike that there was only a single in­vest­ig­a­tion, em­bra­cing all the five en­quir­ies and, for that mat­ter, lead­ing to no res­ult. A wo­man dis­ap­peared; a week later, to a day, her body was dis­covered; and that was all. The bonds that fastened her were sim­il­ar in each case; so were the tracks left by the wheels; so were the blows of the hatchet, all of which were struck ver­tic­ally at the top and right in the middle of the fore­head.

			The motive of the crime? The five wo­men had been com­pletely stripped of their jew­els, purses and oth­er ob­jects of value. But the rob­ber­ies might well have been at­trib­uted to ma­raud­ers or any pass­ersby, since the bod­ies were ly­ing in deser­ted spots. Were the au­thor­it­ies to be­lieve in the ex­e­cu­tion of a plan of re­venge or of a plan in­ten­ded to do away with the series of per­sons mu­tu­ally con­nec­ted, per­sons, for in­stance, likely to be­ne­fit by a fu­ture in­her­it­ance? Here again the same ob­scur­ity pre­vailed. The­or­ies were built up, only to be de­mol­ished forth­with by an ex­am­in­a­tion of the facts. Trails were fol­lowed and at once aban­doned.

			And sud­denly there was a sen­sa­tion. A wo­man en­gaged in sweep­ing the roads picked up on the pave­ment a little note­book which she brought to the loc­al po­lice-sta­tion. The leaves of this note­book were all blank, ex­cept­ing one, on which was writ­ten a list of the murdered wo­men, with their names set down in or­der of date and ac­com­pan­ied by three fig­ures: Ladoue, 132; Ver­n­is­set, 118; and so on.

			Cer­tainly no im­port­ance would have been at­tached to these entries, which any­body might have writ­ten, since every­one was ac­quain­ted with the sin­is­ter list. But, in­stead of five names, it in­cluded six! Yes, be­low the words “Grollinger, 128,” there ap­peared “Wil­li­am­son, 114.” Did this in­dic­ate a sixth murder?

			The ob­vi­ously Eng­lish ori­gin of the name lim­ited the field of the in­vest­ig­a­tions, which did not in fact take long. It was as­cer­tained that, a fort­night ago, a Miss Her­mi­one Wil­li­am­son, a gov­erness in a fam­ily at Auteuil, had left her place to go back to Eng­land and that, since then, her sis­ters, though she had writ­ten to tell them that she was com­ing over, had heard no more of her.

			A fresh en­quiry was in­sti­tuted. A post­man found the body in the Meud­on woods. Miss Wil­li­am­son’s skull was split down the middle.

			I need not de­scribe the pub­lic ex­cite­ment at this stage nor the shud­der of hor­ror which passed through the crowd when it read this list, writ­ten without a doubt in the mur­der­er’s own hand. What could be more fright­ful than such a re­cord, kept up to date like a care­ful trades­man’s ledger:

			“On such a day, I killed so-and-so; on such a day so-and-so!”

			And the sum total was six dead bod­ies.

			Against all ex­pect­a­tion, the ex­perts in hand­writ­ing had no dif­fi­culty in agree­ing and un­an­im­ously de­clared that the writ­ing was “that of a wo­man, an edu­cated wo­man, pos­sess­ing artist­ic tastes, ima­gin­a­tion and an ex­tremely sens­it­ive nature.” The “lady with the hatchet,” as the journ­al­ists christened her, was de­cidedly no or­din­ary per­son; and scores of news­pa­per-art­icles made a spe­cial study of her case, ex­pos­ing her men­tal con­di­tion and los­ing them­selves in far­fetched ex­plan­a­tions.

			Nev­er­the­less it was the writer of one of these art­icles, a young journ­al­ist whose chance dis­cov­ery made him the centre of pub­lic at­ten­tion, who sup­plied the one ele­ment of truth and shed upon the dark­ness the only ray of light that was to pen­et­rate it. In cast­ing about for the mean­ing of the fig­ures which fol­lowed the six names, he had come to ask him­self wheth­er those fig­ures did not simply rep­res­ent the num­ber of the days sep­ar­at­ing one crime from the next. All that he had to do was to check the dates. He at once found that his the­ory was cor­rect. Mlle. Ver­n­is­set had been car­ried off one hun­dred and thirty-two days after Ma­dame Ladoue; Mlle. Cover­eau one hun­dred and eight­een days after Hon­or­ine Ver­n­is­set; and so on.

			There was there­fore no room for doubt; and the po­lice had no choice but to ac­cept a solu­tion which so pre­cisely fit­ted the cir­cum­stances: the fig­ures cor­res­pon­ded with the in­ter­vals. There was no mis­take in the re­cords of the lady with the hatchet.

			But then one de­duc­tion be­came in­ev­it­able. Miss Wil­li­am­son, the latest vic­tim, had been car­ried off on the 26th of June last, and her name was fol­lowed by the fig­ures 114: was it not to be pre­sumed that a fresh crime would be com­mit­ted a hun­dred and four­teen days later, that is to say, on the 18th of Oc­to­ber? Was it not prob­able that the hor­rible busi­ness would be re­peated in ac­cord­ance with the mur­der­er’s secret in­ten­tions? Were they not bound to pur­sue to its lo­gic­al con­clu­sion the ar­gu­ment which ascribed to the fig­ures—to all the fig­ures, to the last as well as to the oth­ers—their value as even­tu­al dates?

			Now it was pre­cisely this de­duc­tion which was drawn and was be­ing weighed and dis­cussed dur­ing the few days that pre­ceded the 18th of Oc­to­ber, when lo­gic de­man­ded the per­form­ance of yet an­oth­er act of the ab­om­in­able tragedy. And it was only nat­ur­al that, on the morn­ing of that day, Prince Rén­ine and Hortense, when mak­ing an ap­point­ment by tele­phone for the even­ing, should al­lude to the news­pa­per-art­icles which they had both been read­ing:

			“Look out!” said Rén­ine, laugh­ing. “If you meet the lady with the hatchet, take the oth­er side of the road!”

			“And, if the good lady car­ries me off, what am I to do?”

			“Strew your path with little white pebbles and say, un­til the very mo­ment when the hatchet flashes in the air, ‘I have noth­ing to fear; he will save me.’ He is my­self … and I kiss your hands. Till this even­ing, my dear.”

			That af­ter­noon, Rén­ine had an ap­point­ment with Rose An­drée and Dal­brèque to ar­range for their de­par­ture for the States.1 Be­fore four and sev­en o’clock, he bought the dif­fer­ent edi­tions of the even­ing pa­pers. None of them re­por­ted an ab­duc­tion.

			At nine o’clock he went to the Gym­nase, where he had taken a private box.

			At half-past nine, as Hortense had not ar­rived, he rang her up, though without thought of anxi­ety. The maid replied that Ma­dame Daniel had not come in yet.

			Seized with a sud­den fear, Rén­ine hur­ried to the fur­nished flat which Hortense was oc­cupy­ing for the time be­ing, near the Parc Mon­ceau, and ques­tioned the maid, whom he had en­gaged for her and who was com­pletely de­voted to him. The wo­man said that her mis­tress had gone out at two o’clock, with a stamped let­ter in her hand, say­ing that she was go­ing to the post and that she would come back to dress. This was the last that had been seen of her.

			“To whom was the let­ter ad­dressed?”

			“To you, sir. I saw the writ­ing on the en­vel­ope: Prince Serge Rén­ine.”

			He waited un­til mid­night, but in vain. Hortense did not re­turn; nor did she re­turn next day.

			“Not a word to any­one,” said Rén­ine to the maid. “Say that your mis­tress is in the coun­try and that you are go­ing to join her.”

			For his own part, he had not a doubt: Hortense’s dis­ap­pear­ance was ex­plained by the very fact of the date, the 18th of Oc­to­ber. She was the sev­enth vic­tim of the lady with the hatchet.

			

			“The ab­duc­tion,” said Rén­ine to him­self, “pre­cedes the blow of the hatchet by a week. I have, there­fore, at the present mo­ment, sev­en full days be­fore me. Let us say six, to avoid any sur­prise. This is Sat­urday: Hortense must be set free by mid­day on Fri­day; and, to make sure of this, I must know her hid­ing-place by nine o’clock on Thursday even­ing at latest.”

			Rén­ine wrote, “Thursday even­ing, nine o’clock,” in big let­ters, on a card which he nailed above the man­tel­piece in his study. Then at mid­day on Sat­urday, the day after the dis­ap­pear­ance, he locked him­self in­to the study, after telling his man not to dis­turb him ex­cept for meals and let­ters.

			He spent four days there, al­most without mov­ing. He had im­me­di­ately sent for a set of all the lead­ing news­pa­pers which had spoken in de­tail of the first six crimes. When he had read and re­read them, he closed the shut­ters, drew the cur­tains and lay down on the sofa in the dark, with the door bolted, think­ing.

			By Tues­day even­ing he was no fur­ther ad­vanced than on the Sat­urday. The dark­ness was as dense as ever. He had not dis­covered the smal­lest clue for his guid­ance, nor could he see the slight­est reas­on to hope.

			At times, not­with­stand­ing his im­mense power of self-con­trol and his un­lim­ited con­fid­ence in the re­sources at his dis­pos­al, at times he would quake with an­guish. Would he ar­rive in time? There was no reas­on why he should see more clearly dur­ing the last few days than dur­ing those which had already elapsed. And this meant that Hortense Daniel would in­ev­it­ably be murdered.

			The thought tor­tured him. He was at­tached to Hortense by a much stronger and deep­er feel­ing than the ap­pear­ance of the re­la­tions between them would have led an on­look­er to be­lieve. The curi­os­ity at the be­gin­ning, the first de­sire, the im­pulse to pro­tect Hortense, to dis­tract her, to in­spire her with a rel­ish for ex­ist­ence: all this had simply turned to love. Neither of them was aware of it, be­cause they barely saw each oth­er save at crit­ic­al times when they were oc­cu­pied with the ad­ven­tures of oth­ers and not with their own. But, at the first on­slaught of danger, Rén­ine real­ized the place which Hortense had taken in his life and he was in des­pair at know­ing her to be a pris­on­er and a mar­tyr and at be­ing un­able to save her.

			He spent a fe­ver­ish, agit­ated night, turn­ing the case over and over from every point of view. The Wed­nes­day morn­ing was also a ter­rible time for him. He was los­ing ground. Giv­ing up his her­mit-like se­clu­sion, he threw open the win­dows and paced to and fro through his rooms, ran out in­to the street and came in again, as though flee­ing be­fore the thought that ob­sessed him:

			“Hortense is suf­fer­ing. … Hortense is in the depths. … She sees the hatchet. … She is call­ing to me. … She is en­treat­ing me. … And I can do noth­ing. …”

			It was at five o’clock in the af­ter­noon that, on ex­amin­ing the list of the six names, he re­ceived that little in­ward shock which is a sort of sig­nal of the truth that is be­ing sought for. A light shot through his mind. It was not, to be sure, that bril­liant light in which every de­tail is made plain, but it was enough to tell him in which dir­ec­tion to move.

			His plan of cam­paign was formed at once. He sent Ad­ol­phe, his chauf­feur, to the prin­cip­al news­pa­pers, with a few lines which were to ap­pear in type among the next morn­ing’s ad­vert­ise­ments. Ad­ol­phe was also told to go to the laun­dry at Courbe­voie, where Mlle. Cover­eau, the second of the six vic­tims, had been em­ployed.

			On the Thursday, Rén­ine did not stir out of doors. In the af­ter­noon, he re­ceived sev­er­al let­ters in reply to his ad­vert­ise­ment. Then two tele­grams ar­rived. Lastly, at three o’clock, there came a pneu­mat­ic let­ter, bear­ing the Tro­cadéro post­mark, which seemed to be what he was ex­pect­ing.

			He turned up a dir­ect­ory, noted an ad­dress—“M. de Lourtier-Vaneau, re­tired co­lo­ni­al gov­ernor, 47 bis, Av­en­ue Kléber”—and ran down to his car:

			“Ad­ol­phe, 47 bis, Av­en­ue Kléber.”

			

			He was shown in­to a large study fur­nished with mag­ni­fi­cent book­cases con­tain­ing old volumes in costly bind­ings. M. de Lourtier-Vaneau was a man still in the prime of life, wear­ing a slightly grizzled beard and, by his af­fable man­ners and genu­ine dis­tinc­tion, com­mand­ing con­fid­ence and lik­ing.

			“M. de Lourtier,” said Rén­ine, “I have ven­tured to call on your ex­cel­lency be­cause I read in last year’s news­pa­pers that you used to know one of the vic­tims of the lady with the hatchet, Hon­or­ine Ver­n­is­set.”

			“Why, of course we knew her!” cried M. de Lourtier. “My wife used to em­ploy her as a dress­maker by the day. Poor girl!”

			“M. de Lourtier, a lady of my ac­quaint­ance has dis­ap­peared as the oth­er six vic­tims dis­ap­peared.”

			“What!” ex­claimed M. de Lourtier, with a start. “But I have fol­lowed the news­pa­pers care­fully. There was noth­ing on the 18th of Oc­to­ber.”

			“Yes, a wo­man of whom I am very fond, Ma­dame Hortense Daniel, was ab­duc­ted on the 17th of Oc­to­ber.”

			“And this is the 22nd!”

			“Yes; and the murder will be com­mit­ted on the 24th.”

			“Hor­rible! Hor­rible! It must be pre­ven­ted at all costs. …”

			“And I shall per­haps suc­ceed in pre­vent­ing it, with your ex­cel­lency’s as­sist­ance.”

			“But have you been to the po­lice?”

			“No. We are faced by mys­ter­ies which are, so to speak, ab­so­lute and com­pact, which of­fer no gap through which the keen­est eyes can see and which it is use­less to hope to clear up by or­din­ary meth­ods, such as in­spec­tion of the scenes of the crimes, po­lice en­quir­ies, search­ing for fin­ger­prints and so on. As none of those pro­ceed­ings served any good pur­pose in the pre­vi­ous cases, it would be waste of time to re­sort to them in a sev­enth, sim­il­ar case. An en­emy who dis­plays such skill and sub­tlety would not leave be­hind her any of those clumsy traces which are the first things that a pro­fes­sion­al de­tect­ive seizes upon.”

			“Then what have you done?”

			“Be­fore tak­ing any ac­tion, I have re­flec­ted. I gave four days to think­ing the mat­ter over.”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau ex­amined his vis­it­or closely and, with a touch of irony, asked:

			“And the res­ult of your med­it­a­tions … ?”

			“To be­gin with,” said Rén­ine, re­fus­ing to be put out of coun­ten­ance, “I have sub­mit­ted all these cases to a com­pre­hens­ive sur­vey, which hitherto no one else had done. This en­abled me to dis­cov­er their gen­er­al mean­ing, to put aside all the tangle of em­bar­rass­ing the­or­ies and, since no one was able to agree as to the motives of all this filthy busi­ness, to at­trib­ute it to the only class of per­sons cap­able of it.”

			“That is to say?”

			“Lun­at­ics, your ex­cel­lency.”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau star­ted:

			“Lun­at­ics? What an idea!”

			“M. de Lourtier, the wo­man known as the lady with the hatchet is a mad­wo­man.”

			“But she would be locked up!”

			“We don’t know that she’s not. We don’t know that she is not one of those half-mad people, ap­par­ently harm­less, who are watched so slightly that they have full scope to in­dulge their little mani­as, their wild-beast in­stincts. Noth­ing could be more treach­er­ous than these creatures. Noth­ing could be more crafty, more pa­tient, more per­sist­ent, more dan­ger­ous and at the same time more ab­surd and more lo­gic­al, more slov­enly and more meth­od­ic­al. All these epi­thets, M. de Lourtier, may be ap­plied to the do­ings of the lady with the hatchet. The ob­ses­sion of an idea and the con­tinu­al re­pe­ti­tion of an act are char­ac­ter­ist­ics of the ma­ni­ac. I do not yet know the idea by which the lady with the hatchet is ob­sessed but I do know the act that res­ults from it; and it is al­ways the same. The vic­tim is bound with pre­cisely sim­il­ar ropes. She is killed after the same num­ber of days. She is struck by an identic­al blow, with the same in­stru­ment, in the same place, the middle of the fore­head, pro­du­cing an ab­so­lutely ver­tic­al wound. An or­din­ary mur­der­er dis­plays some vari­ety. His trem­bling hand swerves aside and strikes awry. The lady with the hatchet does not tremble. It is as though she had taken meas­ure­ments; and the edge of her weapon does not swerve by a hair’s breadth. Need I give you any fur­ther proofs or ex­am­ine all the oth­er de­tails with you? Surely not. You now pos­sess the key to the riddle; and you know as I do that only a lun­at­ic can be­have in this way, stu­pidly, sav­agely, mech­an­ic­ally, like a strik­ing clock or the blade of the guil­lot­ine. …”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau nod­ded his head:

			“Yes, that is so. One can see the whole af­fair from that angle … and I am be­gin­ning to be­lieve that this is how one ought to see it. But, if we ad­mit that this mad­wo­man has the sort of math­em­at­ic­al lo­gic which gov­erned the murders of the six vic­tims, I see no con­nec­tion between the vic­tims them­selves. She struck at ran­dom. Why this vic­tim rather than that?”

			“Ah,” said Rén­ine. “Your ex­cel­lency is ask­ing me a ques­tion which I asked my­self from the first mo­ment, the ques­tion which sums up the whole prob­lem and which cost me so much trouble to solve! Why Hortense Daniel rather than an­oth­er? Among two mil­lions of wo­men who might have been se­lec­ted, why Hortense? Why little Ver­n­is­set? Why Miss Wil­li­am­son? If the af­fair is such as I con­ceived it, as a whole, that is to say, based upon the blind and fant­ast­ic lo­gic of a mad­wo­man, a choice was in­ev­it­ably ex­er­cised. Now in what did that choice con­sist? What was the qual­ity, or the de­fect, or the sign needed to in­duce the lady with the hatchet to strike? In a word, if she chose—and she must have chosen—what dir­ec­ted her choice?”

			“Have you found the an­swer?”

			Rén­ine paused and replied:

			“Yes, your ex­cel­lency, I have. And I could have found it at the very out­set, since all that I had to do was to make a care­ful ex­am­in­a­tion of the list of vic­tims. But these flashes of truth are nev­er kindled save in a brain over­stim­u­lated by ef­fort and re­flec­tion. I stared at the list twenty times over, be­fore that little de­tail took a def­in­ite shape.”

			“I don’t fol­low you,” said M. de Lourtier-Vaneau.

			“M. de Lourtier, it may be noted that, if a num­ber of per­sons are brought to­geth­er in any trans­ac­tion, or crime, or pub­lic scan­dal or what­not, they are al­most in­vari­ably de­scribed in the same way. On this oc­ca­sion, the news­pa­pers nev­er men­tioned any­thing more than their sur­names in speak­ing of Ma­dame Ladoue, Mlle. Ar­dent or Mlle. Cover­eau. On the oth­er hand, Mlle. Ver­n­is­set and Miss Wil­li­am­son were al­ways de­scribed by their Chris­ti­an names as well: Hon­or­ine and Her­mi­one. If the same thing had been done in the case of all the six vic­tims, there would have been no mys­tery.”

			“Why not?”

			“Be­cause we should at once have real­ized the re­la­tion ex­ist­ing between the six un­for­tu­nate wo­men, as I my­self sud­denly real­ized it on com­par­ing those two Chris­ti­an names with that of Hortense Daniel. You un­der­stand now, don’t you? You see the three Chris­ti­an names be­fore your eyes. …”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau seemed to be per­turbed. Turn­ing a little pale, he said:

			“What do you mean? What do you mean?”

			“I mean,” con­tin­ued Rén­ine, in a clear voice, sound­ing each syl­lable sep­ar­ately, “I mean that you see be­fore your eyes three Chris­ti­an names which all three be­gin with the same ini­tial and which all three, by a re­mark­able co­in­cid­ence, con­sist of the same num­ber of let­ters, as you may prove. If you en­quire at the Courbe­voie laun­dry, where Mlle. Cover­eau used to work, you will find that her name was Hil­air­ie. Here again we have the same ini­tial and the same num­ber of let­ters. There is no need to seek any farther. We are sure, are we not, that the Chris­ti­an names of all the vic­tims of­fer the same pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies? And this gives us, with ab­so­lute cer­tainty, the key to the prob­lem which was set us. It ex­plains the mad­wo­man’s choice. We now know the con­nec­tion between the un­for­tu­nate vic­tims. There can be no mis­take about it. It’s that and noth­ing else. And how this meth­od of choos­ing con­firms my the­ory! What proof of mad­ness! Why kill these wo­men rather than any oth­ers? Be­cause their names be­gin with an H and con­sist of eight let­ters! You un­der­stand me, M. de Lourtier, do you not? The num­ber of let­ters is eight. The ini­tial let­ter is the eighth let­ter of the al­pha­bet; and the word huit, eight, be­gins with an H. Al­ways the let­ter H. And the im­ple­ment used to com­mit the crime was a hatchet. Is your ex­cel­lency pre­pared to tell me that the lady with the hatchet is not a mad­wo­man?”

			Rén­ine in­ter­rup­ted him­self and went up to M. de Lourtier-Vaneau:

			“What’s the mat­ter, your ex­cel­lency? Are you un­well?”

			“No, no,” said M. de Lourtier, with the per­spir­a­tion stream­ing down his fore­head. “No … but all this story is so up­set­ting! Only think, I knew one of the vic­tims! And then. …”

			Rén­ine took a wa­ter-bottle and tum­bler from a small table, filled the glass and handed it to M. de Lourtier, who sipped a few mouth­fuls from it and then, pulling him­self to­geth­er, con­tin­ued, in a voice which he strove to make firmer than it had been:

			“Very well. We’ll ad­mit your sup­pos­i­tion. Even so, it is ne­ces­sary that it should lead to tan­gible res­ults. What have you done?”

			“This morn­ing I pub­lished in all the news­pa­pers an ad­vert­ise­ment worded as fol­lows: ‘Ex­cel­lent cook seeks situ­ation. Write be­fore 5 p.m. to Her­min­ie, Boulevard Hauss­mann, etc.’ You con­tin­ue to fol­low me, don’t you, M. de Lourtier? Chris­ti­an names be­gin­ning with an H and con­sist­ing of eight let­ters are ex­tremely rare and are all rather out of date: Her­min­ie, Hil­air­ie, Her­mi­one. Well, these Chris­ti­an names, for reas­ons which I do not un­der­stand, are es­sen­tial to the mad­wo­man. She can­not do without them. To find wo­men bear­ing one of these Chris­ti­an names and for this pur­pose only she sum­mons up all her re­main­ing powers of reas­on, dis­cern­ment, re­flec­tion and in­tel­li­gence. She hunts about. She asks ques­tions. She lies in wait. She reads news­pa­pers which she hardly un­der­stands, but in which cer­tain de­tails, cer­tain cap­it­al let­ters catch her eye. And con­sequently I did not doubt for a second that this name of Her­min­ie, prin­ted in large type, would at­tract her at­ten­tion and that she would be caught today in the trap of my ad­vert­ise­ment.”

			“Did she write?” asked M. de Lourtier-Vaneau, anxiously.

			“Sev­er­al ladies,” Rén­ine con­tin­ued, “wrote the let­ters which are usu­al in such cases, to of­fer a home to the so-called Her­min­ie. But I re­ceived an ex­press let­ter which struck me as in­ter­est­ing.”

			“From whom?”

			“Read it, M. de Lourtier.”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau snatched the sheet from Rén­ine’s hands and cast a glance at the sig­na­ture. His first move­ment was one of sur­prise, as though he had ex­pec­ted some­thing dif­fer­ent. Then he gave a long, loud laugh of some­thing like joy and re­lief.

			“Why do you laugh, M. de Lourtier? You seem pleased.”

			“Pleased, no. But this let­ter is signed by my wife.”

			“And you were afraid of find­ing some­thing else?”

			“Oh no! But since it’s my wife. …”

			He did not fin­ish his sen­tence and said to Rén­ine:

			“Come this way.”

			He led him through a pas­sage to a little draw­ing-room where a fair-haired lady, with a happy and tender ex­pres­sion on her comely face, was sit­ting in the midst of three chil­dren and help­ing them with their les­sons.

			She rose. M. de Lourtier briefly presen­ted his vis­it­or and asked his wife:

			“Su­z­anne, is this ex­press mes­sage from you?”

			“To Mlle. Her­min­ie, Boulevard Hauss­mann? Yes,” she said, “I sent it. As you know, our par­lour­maid’s leav­ing and I’m look­ing out for a new one.”

			Rén­ine in­ter­rup­ted her:

			“Ex­cuse me, ma­dame. Just one ques­tion: where did you get the wo­man’s ad­dress?”

			She flushed. Her hus­band in­sisted:

			“Tell us, Su­z­anne. Who gave you the ad­dress?”

			“I was rung up.”

			“By whom?”

			She hes­it­ated and then said:

			“Your old nurse.”

			“Félicienne?”

			“Yes.”

			M. de Lourtier cut short the con­ver­sa­tion and, without per­mit­ting Rén­ine to ask any more ques­tions, took him back to the study:

			“You see, mon­sieur, that pneu­mat­ic let­ter came from a quite nat­ur­al source. Félicienne, my old nurse, who lives not far from Par­is on an al­low­ance which I make her, read your ad­vert­ise­ment and told Ma­dame de Lourtier of it. For, after all,” he ad­ded laugh­ing, “I don’t sup­pose that you sus­pect my wife of be­ing the lady with the hatchet.”

			“No.”

			“Then the in­cid­ent is closed … at least on my side. I have done what I could, I have listened to your ar­gu­ments and I am very sorry that I can be of no more use to you. …”

			He drank an­oth­er glass of wa­ter and sat down. His face was dis­tor­ted. Rén­ine looked at him for a few seconds, as a man will look at a fail­ing ad­versary who has only to re­ceive the knock­out blow, and, sit­ting down be­side him, sud­denly gripped his arm:

			“Your ex­cel­lency, if you do not speak, Hortense Daniel will be the sev­enth vic­tim.”

			“I have noth­ing to say, mon­sieur! What do you think I know?”

			“The truth! My ex­plan­a­tions have made it plain to you. Your dis­tress, your ter­ror are pos­it­ive proofs.”

			“But, after all, mon­sieur, if I knew, why should I be si­lent?”

			“For fear of scan­dal. There is in your life, so a pro­found in­tu­ition as­sures me, some­thing that you are con­strained to hide. The truth about this mon­strous tragedy, which sud­denly flashed upon you, this truth, if it were known, would spell dis­hon­our to you, dis­grace … and you are shrink­ing from your duty.”

			M. de Lourtier did not reply. Rén­ine leant over him and, look­ing him in the eyes, whispered:

			“There will be no scan­dal. I shall be the only per­son in the world to know what has happened. And I am as much in­ter­ested as your­self in not at­tract­ing at­ten­tion, be­cause I love Hortense Daniel and do not wish her name to be mixed up in your hor­rible story.”

			They re­mained face to face dur­ing a long in­ter­val. Rén­ine’s ex­pres­sion was harsh and un­yield­ing. M. de Lourtier felt that noth­ing would bend him if the ne­ces­sary words re­mained un­spoken; but he could not bring him­self to ut­ter them:

			“You are mis­taken,” he said. “You think you have seen things that don’t ex­ist.”

			Rén­ine re­ceived a sud­den and ter­ri­fy­ing con­vic­tion that, if this man took refuge in a stol­id si­lence, there was no hope for Hortense Daniel; and he was so much in­furi­ated by the thought that the key to the riddle lay there, with­in reach of his hand, that he clutched M. de Lourtier by the throat and forced him back­wards:

			“I’ll have no more lies! A wo­man’s life is at stake! Speak … and speak at once! If not … !”

			M. de Lourtier had no strength left in him. All res­ist­ance was im­possible. It was not that Rén­ine’s at­tack alarmed him, or that he was yield­ing to this act of vi­ol­ence, but he felt crushed by that in­dom­it­able will, which seemed to ad­mit no obstacle, and he stammered:

			“You are right. It is my duty to tell everything, whatever comes of it.”

			“Noth­ing will come of it, I pledge my word, on con­di­tion that you save Hortense Daniel. A mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion may undo us all. Speak. No de­tails, but the ac­tu­al facts.”

			“Ma­dame de Lourtier is not my wife. The only wo­man who has the right to bear my name is one whom I mar­ried when I was a young co­lo­ni­al of­fi­cial. She was a rather ec­cent­ric wo­man, of feeble men­tal­ity and in­cred­ibly sub­ject to im­pulses that amoun­ted to mono­mania. We had two chil­dren, twins, whom she wor­shipped and in whose com­pany she would no doubt have re­covered her men­tal bal­ance and mor­al health, when, by a stu­pid ac­ci­dent—a passing car­riage—they were killed be­fore her eyes. The poor thing went mad … with the si­lent, se­cret­ive mad­ness which you ima­gined. Some time af­ter­wards, when I was ap­poin­ted to an Al­geri­an sta­tion, I brought her to France and put her in the charge of a worthy creature who had nursed me and brought me up. Two years later, I made the ac­quaint­ance of the wo­man who was to be­come the joy of my life. You saw her just now. She is the moth­er of my chil­dren and she passes as my wife. Are we to sac­ri­fice her? Is our whole ex­ist­ence to be ship­wrecked in hor­ror and must our name be coupled with this tragedy of mad­ness and blood?”

			Rén­ine thought for a mo­ment and asked:

			“What is the oth­er one’s name?”

			“Hermance.”

			“Hermance! Still that ini­tial … still those eight let­ters!”

			“That was what made me real­ize everything just now,” said M. de Lourtier. “When you com­pared the dif­fer­ent names, I at once re­flec­ted that my un­happy wife was called Hermance and that she was mad … and all the proofs leapt to my mind.”

			“But, though we un­der­stand the se­lec­tion of the vic­tims, how are we to ex­plain the murders? What are the symp­toms of her mad­ness? Does she suf­fer at all?”

			“She does not suf­fer very much at present. But she has suffered in the past, the most ter­rible suf­fer­ing that you can ima­gine: since the mo­ment when her two chil­dren were run over be­fore her eyes, night and day she had the hor­rible spec­tacle of their death be­fore her eyes, without a mo­ment’s in­ter­rup­tion, for she nev­er slept for a single second. Think of the tor­ture of it! To see her chil­dren dy­ing through all the hours of the long day and all the hours of the in­ter­min­able night!”

			“Nev­er­the­less,” Rén­ine ob­jec­ted, “it is not to drive away that pic­ture that she com­mits murder?”

			“Yes, pos­sibly,” said M. de Lourtier, thought­fully, “to drive it away by sleep.”

			“I don’t un­der­stand.”

			“You don’t un­der­stand, be­cause we are talk­ing of a mad­wo­man … and be­cause all that hap­pens in that dis­ordered brain is ne­ces­sar­ily in­co­her­ent and ab­nor­mal?”

			“Ob­vi­ously. But, all the same, is your sup­pos­i­tion based on facts that jus­ti­fy it?”

			“Yes, on facts which I had, in a way, over­looked but which today as­sume their true sig­ni­fic­ance. The first of these facts dates a few years back, to a morn­ing when my old nurse for the first time found Hermance fast asleep. Now she was hold­ing her hands clutched around a puppy which she had strangled. And the same thing was re­peated on three oth­er oc­ca­sions.”

			“And she slept?”

			“Yes, each time she slept a sleep which las­ted for sev­er­al nights.”

			“And what con­clu­sion did you draw?”

			“I con­cluded that the re­lax­a­tion of the nerves pro­voked by tak­ing life ex­hausted her and pre­dis­posed her for sleep.”

			Rén­ine shuddered:

			“That’s it! There’s not a doubt of it! The tak­ing life, the ef­fort of killing makes her sleep. And she began with wo­men what had served her so well with an­im­als. All her mad­ness has be­come con­cen­trated on that one point: she kills them to rob them of their sleep! She wanted sleep; and she steals the sleep of oth­ers! That’s it, isn’t it? For the past two years, she has been sleep­ing?”

			“For the past two years, she has been sleep­ing,” stammered M. de Lourtier.

			Rén­ine gripped him by the shoulder:

			“And it nev­er oc­curred to you that her mad­ness might go farther, that she would stop at noth­ing to win the bless­ing of sleep! Let us make haste, mon­sieur! All this is hor­rible!”

			They were both mak­ing for the door, when M. de Lourtier hes­it­ated. The tele­phone-bell was ringing.

			“It’s from there,” he said.

			“From there?”

			“Yes, my old nurse gives me the news at the same time every day.”

			He un­hooked the re­ceiv­ers and handed one to Rén­ine, who whispered in his ear the ques­tions which he was to put.

			“Is that you, Félicienne? How is she?”

			“Not so bad, sir.”

			“Is she sleep­ing well?”

			“Not very well, lately. Last night, in­deed, she nev­er closed her eyes. So she’s very gloomy just now.”

			“What is she do­ing at the mo­ment?”

			“She is in her room.”

			“Go to her, Félicienne, and don’t leave her.”

			“I can’t. She’s locked her­self in.”

			“You must, Félicienne. Break open the door. I’m com­ing straight on. … Hullo! Hullo! … Oh, dam­na­tion, they’ve cut us off!”

			Without a word, the two men left the flat and ran down to the av­en­ue. Rén­ine hustled M. de Lourtier in­to the car:

			“What ad­dress?”

			“Ville d’Av­ray.”

			“Of course! In the very cen­ter of her op­er­a­tions … like a spider in the middle of her web! Oh, the shame of it!”

			He was pro­foundly agit­ated. He saw the whole ad­ven­ture in its mon­strous real­ity.

			“Yes, she kills them to steal their sleep, as she used to kill the an­im­als. It is the same ob­ses­sion, but com­plic­ated by a whole ar­ray of ut­terly in­com­pre­hens­ible prac­tices and su­per­sti­tions. She evid­ently fan­cies that the sim­il­ar­ity of the Chris­ti­an names to her own is in­dis­pens­able and that she will not sleep un­less her vic­tim is an Hortense or an Hon­or­ine. It’s a mad­wo­man’s ar­gu­ment; its lo­gic es­capes us and we know noth­ing of its ori­gin; but we can’t get away from it. She has to hunt and has to find. And she finds and car­ries off her prey be­fore­hand and watches over it for the ap­poin­ted num­ber of days, un­til the mo­ment when, crazily, through the hole which she digs with a hatchet in the middle of the skull, she ab­sorbs the sleep which stu­pefies her and grants her ob­li­vi­on for a giv­en peri­od. And here again we see ab­surdity and mad­ness. Why does she fix that peri­od at so many days? Why should one vic­tim en­sure her a hun­dred and twenty days of sleep and an­oth­er a hun­dred and twenty-five? What in­san­ity! The cal­cu­la­tion is mys­ter­i­ous and of course mad; but the fact re­mains that, at the end of a hun­dred or a hun­dred and twenty-five days, as the case may be, a fresh vic­tim is sac­ri­ficed; and there have been six already and the sev­enth is await­ing her turn. Ah, mon­sieur, what a ter­rible re­spons­ib­il­ity for you! Such a mon­ster as that! She should nev­er have been al­lowed out of sight!”

			M. de Lourtier-Vaneau made no protest. His air of de­jec­tion, his pal­lor, his trem­bling hands, all proved his re­morse and his des­pair:

			“She de­ceived me,” he mur­mured. “She was out­wardly so quiet, so do­cile! And, after all, she’s in a lun­at­ic asylum.”

			“Then how can she … ?”

			“The asylum,” ex­plained M. de Lourtier, “is made up of a num­ber of sep­ar­ate build­ings scattered over ex­tens­ive grounds. The sort of cot­tage in which Hermance lives stands quite apart. There is first a room oc­cu­pied by Félicienne, then Hermance’s bed­room and two sep­ar­ate rooms, one of which has its win­dows over­look­ing the open coun­try. I sup­pose it is there that she locks up her vic­tims.”

			“But the car­riage that con­veys the dead bod­ies?”

			“The stables of the asylum are quite close to the cot­tage. There’s a horse and car­riage there for sta­tion work. Hermance no doubt gets up at night, har­nesses the horse and slips the body through the win­dow.”

			“And the nurse who watches her?”

			“Félicienne is very old and rather deaf.”

			“But by day she sees her mis­tress mov­ing to and fro, do­ing this and that. Must we not ad­mit a cer­tain com­pli­city?”

			“Nev­er! Félicienne her­self has been de­ceived by Hermance’s hy­po­crisy.”

			“All the same, it was she who tele­phoned to Ma­dame de Lourtier first, about that ad­vert­ise­ment. …”

			“Very nat­ur­ally. Hermance, who talks now and then, who ar­gues, who bur­ies her­self in the news­pa­pers, which she does not un­der­stand, as you were say­ing just now, but reads through them at­tent­ively, must have seen the ad­vert­ise­ment and, hav­ing heard that we were look­ing for a ser­vant, must have asked Félicienne to ring me up.”

			“Yes … yes … that is what I felt,” said Rén­ine, slowly. “She marks down her vic­tims. … With Hortense dead, she would have known, once she had used up her al­low­ance of sleep, where to find an eighth vic­tim. … But how did she en­tice the un­for­tu­nate wo­men? How did she en­tice Hortense?”

			The car was rush­ing along, but not fast enough to please Rén­ine, who rated the chauf­feur:

			“Push her along, Ad­ol­phe, can’t you? … We’re los­ing time, my man.”

			Sud­denly the fear of ar­riv­ing too late began to tor­ture him. The lo­gic of the in­sane is sub­ject to sud­den changes of mood, to any per­il­ous idea that may enter the mind. The mad­wo­man might eas­ily mis­take the date and hasten the cata­strophe, like a clock out of or­der which strikes an hour too soon.

			On the oth­er hand, as her sleep was once more dis­turbed, might she not be temp­ted to take ac­tion without wait­ing for the ap­poin­ted mo­ment? Was this not the reas­on why she had locked her­self in­to her room? Heav­ens, what ag­on­ies her pris­on­er must be suf­fer­ing! What shud­ders of ter­ror at the ex­e­cu­tion­er’s least move­ment!

			“Faster, Ad­ol­phe, or I’ll take the wheel my­self! Faster, hang it.”

			At last they reached Ville d’Av­ray. There was a steep, slop­ing road on the right and walls in­ter­rup­ted by a long rail­ing.

			“Drive round the grounds, Ad­ol­phe. We mustn’t give warn­ing of our pres­ence, must we, M. de Lourtier? Where is the cot­tage?”

			“Just op­pos­ite,” said M. de Lourtier-Vaneau.

			They got out a little farther on. Rén­ine began to run along a bank at the side of an ill-kept sunken road. It was al­most dark. M. de Lourtier said:

			“Here, this build­ing stand­ing a little way back. … Look at that win­dow on the ground-floor. It be­longs to one of the sep­ar­ate rooms … and that is ob­vi­ously how she slips out.”

			“But the win­dow seems to be barred.”

			“Yes; and that is why no one sus­pec­ted any­thing. But she must have found some way to get through.”

			The ground-floor was built over deep cel­lars. Rén­ine quickly clambered up, find­ing a foothold on a pro­ject­ing ledge of stone.

			Sure enough, one of the bars was miss­ing.

			He pressed his face to the win­dowpane and looked in.

			The room was dark in­side. Nev­er­the­less he was able to dis­tin­guish at the back a wo­man seated be­side an­oth­er wo­man, who was ly­ing on a mat­tress. The wo­man seated was hold­ing her fore­head in her hands and gaz­ing at the wo­man who was ly­ing down.

			“It’s she,” whispered M. de Lourtier, who had also climbed the wall. “The oth­er one is bound.”

			Rén­ine took from his pock­et a glazi­er’s dia­mond and cut out one of the panes without mak­ing enough noise to arouse the mad­wo­man’s at­ten­tion. He next slid his hand to the win­dow-fasten­ing and turned it softly, while with his left hand he lev­elled a re­volver.

			“You’re not go­ing to fire, surely!” M. de Lourtier-Vaneau en­treated.

			“If I must, I shall.”

			Rén­ine pushed open the win­dow gently. But there was an obstacle of which he was not aware, a chair which toppled over and fell.

			He leapt in­to the room and threw away his re­volver in or­der to seize the mad­wo­man. But she did not wait for him. She rushed to the door, opened it and fled, with a hoarse cry.

			M. de Lourtier made as though to run after her.

			“What’s the use?” said Rén­ine, kneel­ing down, “Let’s save the vic­tim first.”

			He was in­stantly re­as­sured: Hortense was alive.

			The first thing that he did was to cut the cords and re­move the gag that was stifling her. At­trac­ted by the noise, the old nurse had hastened to the room with a lamp, which Rén­ine took from her, cast­ing its light on Hortense.

			He was astoun­ded: though liv­id and ex­hausted, with ema­ci­ated fea­tures and eyes blaz­ing with fever, Hortense was try­ing to smile. She whispered:

			“I was ex­pect­ing you … I did not des­pair for a mo­ment … I was sure of you. …”

			She fain­ted.

			An hour later, after much use­less search­ing around the cot­tage, they found the mad­wo­man locked in­to a large cup­board in the loft. She had hanged her­self.

			

			Hortense re­fused to stay an­oth­er night. Be­sides, it was bet­ter that the cot­tage should be empty when the old nurse an­nounced the mad­wo­man’s sui­cide. Rén­ine gave Félicienne minute dir­ec­tions as to what she should do and say; and then, as­sisted by the chauf­feur and M. de Lourtier, car­ried Hortense to the car and brought her home.

			She was soon con­vales­cent. Two days later, Rén­ine care­fully ques­tioned her and asked her how she had come to know the mad­wo­man.

			“It was very simple,” she said. “My hus­band, who is not quite sane, as I have told you, is be­ing looked after at Ville d’Av­ray; and I some­times go to see him, without telling any­body, I ad­mit. That was how I came to speak to that poor mad­wo­man and how, the oth­er day, she made signs that she wanted me to vis­it her. We were alone. I went in­to the cot­tage. She threw her­self upon me and over­powered me be­fore I had time to cry for help. I thought it was a jest; and so it was, wasn’t it: a mad­wo­man’s jest? She was quite gentle with me. … All the same, she let me starve. But I was so sure of you!”

			“And wer­en’t you frightened?”

			“Of starving? No. Be­sides, she gave me some food, now and then, when the fancy took her. … And then I was sure of you!”

			“Yes, but there was some­thing else: that oth­er per­il. …”

			“What oth­er per­il?” she asked, in­genu­ously.

			Rén­ine gave a start. He sud­denly un­der­stood—it seemed strange at first, though it was quite nat­ur­al—that Hortense had not for a mo­ment sus­pec­ted and did not yet sus­pect the ter­rible danger which she had run. Her mind had not con­nec­ted with her own ad­ven­ture the murders com­mit­ted by the lady with the hatchet.

			He thought that it would al­ways be time enough to tell her the truth. For that mat­ter, a few days later her hus­band, who had been locked up for years, died in the asylum at Ville d’Av­ray, and Hortense, who had been re­com­men­ded by her doc­tor a short peri­od of rest and solitude, went to stay with a re­la­tion liv­ing near the vil­lage of Bas­sicourt, in the centre of France.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				Foot­prints in the Snow

			
			
				
					To Prince Serge Rén­ine,

					Boulevard Hauss­mann,

					Par­is

					La Ron­cière

					Near Bas­sicourt,

					14 Novem­ber.

				
				“My dear friend—

				“You must be think­ing me very un­grate­ful. I have been here three weeks; and you have had not one let­ter from me! Not a word of thanks! And yet I ended by real­iz­ing from what ter­rible death you saved me and un­der­stand­ing the secret of that ter­rible busi­ness! But in­deed, in­deed I couldn’t help it! I was in such a state of pros­tra­tion after it all! I needed rest and solitude so badly! Was I to stay in Par­is? Was I to con­tin­ue my ex­ped­i­tions with you? No, no, no! I had had enough ad­ven­tures! Oth­er people’s are very in­ter­est­ing, I ad­mit. But when one is one’s self the vic­tim and barely es­capes with one’s life? … Oh, my dear friend, how hor­rible it was! Shall I ever for­get it? …

				“Here, at la Ron­cière, I en­joy the greatest peace. My old spin­ster cous­in Er­melin pets and coddles me like an in­val­id. I am get­ting back my col­our and am very well, phys­ic­ally … so much so, in fact, that I no longer ever think of in­ter­est­ing my­self in oth­er people’s busi­ness. Nev­er again! For in­stance (I am only telling you this be­cause you are in­cor­ri­gible, as in­quis­it­ive as any old char­wo­man, and al­ways ready to busy your­self with things that don’t con­cern you), yes­ter­day I was present at a rather curi­ous meet­ing. Ant­oinette had taken me to the inn at Bas­sicourt, where we were hav­ing tea in the pub­lic room, among the peas­ants (it was mar­ket-day), when the ar­rival of three people, two men and a wo­man, caused a sud­den pause in the con­ver­sa­tion.

				“One of the men was a fat farm­er in a long blouse, with a jovi­al, red face, framed in white whiskers. The oth­er was young­er, was dressed in cor­duroy and had lean, yel­low, cross-grained fea­tures. Each of them car­ried a gun slung over his shoulder. Between them was a short, slender young wo­man, in a brown cloak and a fur cap, whose rather thin and ex­tremely pale face was sur­pris­ingly del­ic­ate and dis­tin­guished-look­ing.

				“ ‘Fath­er, son and daugh­ter-in-law,’ whispered my cous­in.

				“ ‘What! Can that charm­ing creature be the wife of that clod­hop­per?’

				“ ‘And the daugh­ter-in-law of Bar­on de Gorne.’

				“ ‘Is the old fel­low over there a bar­on?’

				“ ‘Yes, des­cen­ded from a very an­cient, noble fam­ily which used to own the château in the old days. He has al­ways lived like a peas­ant: a great hunter, a great drink­er, a great lit­ig­ant, al­ways at law with some­body, now very nearly ruined. His son Math­i­as was more am­bi­tious and less at­tached to the soil and stud­ied for the bar. Then he went to Amer­ica. Next, the lack of money brought him back to the vil­lage, whereupon he fell in love with a young girl in the nearest town. The poor girl con­sen­ted, no one knows why, to marry him; and for five years past she has been lead­ing the life of a her­mit, or rather of a pris­on­er, in a little man­or-house close by, the Manoir-au-Puits, the Well Man­or.’

				“ ‘With the fath­er and the son?’ I asked.

				“ ‘No, the fath­er lives at the far end of the vil­lage, on a lonely farm.’

				“ ‘And is Mas­ter Math­i­as jeal­ous?’

				“ ‘A per­fect ti­ger!’

				“ ‘Without reas­on?’

				“ ‘Without reas­on, for Nat­alie de Gorne is the straight­est wo­man in the world and it is not her fault if a hand­some young man has been hanging around the man­or-house for the past few months. How­ever, the de Gornes can’t get over it.’

				“ ‘What, the fath­er neither?’

				“ ‘The hand­some young man is the last des­cend­ant of the people who bought the château long ago. This ex­plains old de Gorne’s hatred. Jérôme Vig­n­al—I know him and am very fond of him—is a good-look­ing fel­low and very well off; and he has sworn to run off with Nat­alie de Gorne. It’s the old man who says so, whenev­er he has had a drop too much. There, listen!’

				“The old chap was sit­ting among a group of men who were amus­ing them­selves by mak­ing him drink and ply­ing him with ques­tions. He was already a little bit ‘on’ and was hold­ing forth with a tone of in­dig­na­tion and a mock­ing smile which formed the most com­ic con­trast:

				“ ‘He’s wast­ing his time, I tell you, the cox­comb! It’s no man­ner of use his poach­ing round our way and mak­ing sheep’s-eyes at the wench. … The cov­erts are watched! If he comes too near, it means a bul­let, eh, Math­i­as?’

				“He gripped his daugh­ter-in-law’s hand:

				“ ‘And then the little wench knows how to de­fend her­self too,’ he chuckled. ‘Eh, you don’t want any ad­mirers, do you Nat­alie?’

				“The young wife blushed, in her con­fu­sion at be­ing ad­dressed in these terms, while her hus­band growled:

				“ ‘You’d do bet­ter to hold your tongue, fath­er. There are things one doesn’t talk about in pub­lic.’

				“ ‘Things that af­fect one’s hon­our are best settled in pub­lic,’ re­tor­ted the old one. ‘Where I’m con­cerned, the hon­our of the de Gornes comes be­fore everything; and that fine spark, with his Par­is airs, shan’t. …’

				“He stopped short. Be­fore him stood a man who had just come in and who seemed to be wait­ing for him to fin­ish his sen­tence. The new­comer was a tall, power­fully-built young fel­low, in rid­ing-kit, with a hunt­ing-crop in his hand. His strong and rather stern face was lighted up by a pair of fine eyes in which shone an iron­ic­al smile.

				“ ‘Jérôme Vig­n­al,’ whispered my cous­in.

				“The young man seemed not at all em­bar­rassed. On see­ing Nat­alie, he made a low bow; and, when Math­i­as de Gorne took a step for­ward, he eyed him from head to foot, as though to say:

				“ ‘Well, what about it?’

				“And his at­ti­tude was so haughty and con­temp­tu­ous that the de Gornes un­slung their guns and took them in both hands, like sports­men about to shoot. The son’s ex­pres­sion was very fierce.

				“Jérôme was quite un­moved by the threat. After a few seconds, turn­ing to the innkeep­er, he re­marked:

				“ ‘Oh, I say! I came to see old Vas­seur. But his shop is shut. Would you mind giv­ing him the hol­ster of my re­volver? It wants a stitch or two.’

				“He handed the hol­ster to the innkeep­er and ad­ded, laugh­ing:

				“ ‘I’m keep­ing the re­volver, in case I need it. You nev­er can tell!’

				“Then, still very calmly, he took a ci­gar­ette from a sil­ver case, lit it and walked out. We saw him through the win­dow vault­ing on his horse and rid­ing off at a slow trot.

				“Old de Gorne tossed off a glass of brandy, swear­ing most hor­ribly.

				“His son clapped his hand to the old man’s mouth and forced him to sit down. Nat­alie de Gorne was weep­ing be­side them. …

				“That’s my story, dear friend. As you see, it’s not tre­mend­ously in­ter­est­ing and does not de­serve your at­ten­tion. There’s no mys­tery in it and no part for you to play. In­deed, I par­tic­u­larly in­sist that you should not seek a pre­text for any un­timely in­ter­fer­ence. Of course, I should be glad to see the poor thing pro­tec­ted: she ap­pears to be a per­fect mar­tyr. But, as I said be­fore, let us leave oth­er people to get out of their own troubles and go no farther with our little ex­per­i­ments. …”

			

			Rén­ine fin­ished read­ing the let­ter, read it over again and ended by say­ing:

			“That’s it. Everything’s right as right can be. She doesn’t want to con­tin­ue our little ex­per­i­ments, be­cause this would make the sev­enth and be­cause she’s afraid of the eighth, which un­der the terms of our agree­ment has a very par­tic­u­lar sig­ni­fic­ance. She doesn’t want to … and she does want to … without seem­ing to want to.”

			

			He rubbed his hands. The let­ter was an in­valu­able wit­ness to the in­flu­ence which he had gradu­ally, gently and pa­tiently gained over Hortense Daniel. It be­trayed a rather com­plex feel­ing, com­posed of ad­mir­a­tion, un­boun­ded con­fid­ence, un­eas­i­ness at times, fear and al­most ter­ror, but also love: he was con­vinced of that. His com­pan­ion in ad­ven­tures which she shared with a good fel­low­ship that ex­cluded any awk­ward­ness between them, she had sud­denly taken fright; and a sort of mod­esty, mingled with a cer­tain coquetry; was im­pel­ling her to hold back.

			That very even­ing, Sunday, Rén­ine took the train.

			And, at break of day, after cov­er­ing by di­li­gence, on a road white with snow, the five miles between the little town of Pom­pig­nat, where he alighted, and the vil­lage of Bas­sicourt, he learnt that his jour­ney might prove of some use: three shots had been heard dur­ing the night in the dir­ec­tion of the Manoir-au-Puits.

			“Three shots, ser­geant. I heard them as plainly as I see you stand­ing be­fore me,” said a peas­ant whom the gen­darmes were ques­tion­ing in the par­lour of the inn which Rén­ine had entered.

			“So did I,” said the waiter. “Three shots. It may have been twelve o’clock at night. The snow, which had been fall­ing since nine, had stopped … and the shots soun­ded across the fields, one after the oth­er: bang, bang, bang.”

			Five more peas­ants gave their evid­ence. The ser­geant and his men had heard noth­ing, be­cause the po­lice-sta­tion backed on the fields. But a farm-la­bour­er and a wo­man ar­rived, who said that they were in Math­i­as de Gorne’s ser­vice, that they had been away for two days be­cause of the in­ter­ven­ing Sunday and that they had come straight from the man­or-house, where they were un­able to ob­tain ad­mis­sion:

			“The gate of the grounds is locked, ser­geant,” said the man. “It’s the first time I’ve known this to hap­pen. M. Math­i­as comes out to open it him­self, every morn­ing at the stroke of six, winter and sum­mer. Well, it’s past eight now. I called and shouted. Nobody answered. So we came on here.”

			“You might have en­quired at old M. de Gorne’s,” said the ser­geant. “He lives on the high road.”

			“On my word, so I might! I nev­er thought of that.”

			“We’d bet­ter go there now,” the ser­geant de­cided. Two of his men went with him, as well as the peas­ants and a lock­smith whose ser­vices were called in­to re­quis­i­tion. Rén­ine joined the party.

			Soon, at the end of the vil­lage, they reached old de Gorne’s farm­yard, which Rén­ine re­cog­nized by Hortense’s de­scrip­tion of its po­s­i­tion.

			The old fel­low was har­ness­ing his horse and trap. When they told him what had happened, he burst out laugh­ing:

			“Three shots? Bang, bang, bang? Why, my dear ser­geant, there are only two bar­rels to Math­i­as’ gun!”

			“What about the locked gate?”

			“It means that the lad’s asleep, that’s all. Last night, he came and cracked a bottle with me … per­haps two … or even three; and he’ll be sleep­ing it off, I ex­pect … he and Nat­alie.”

			He climbed on to the box of his trap—an old cart with a patched tilt—and cracked his whip:

			“Good­bye, gen­tle­men all. Those three shots of yours won’t stop me from go­ing to mar­ket at Pom­pig­nat, as I do every Monday. I’ve a couple of calves un­der the tilt; and they’re just fit for the butcher. Good day to you!”

			The oth­ers walked on. Rén­ine went up to the ser­geant and gave him his name:

			“I’m a friend of Mlle. Er­melin, of La Ron­cière; and, as it’s too early to call on her yet, I shall be glad if you’ll al­low me to go round by the man­or with you. Mlle. Er­melin knows Ma­dame de Gorne; and it will be a sat­is­fac­tion to me to re­lieve her mind, for there’s noth­ing wrong at the man­or-house, I hope?”

			“If there is,” replied the ser­geant, “we shall read all about it as plainly as on a map, be­cause of the snow.”

			He was a likable young man and seemed smart and in­tel­li­gent. From the very first he had shown great acute­ness in ob­serving the tracks which Math­i­as had left be­hind him, the even­ing be­fore, on re­turn­ing home, tracks which soon be­came con­fused with the foot­prints made in go­ing and com­ing by the farm-la­bour­er and the wo­man. Mean­while they came to the walls of a prop­erty of which the lock­smith read­ily opened the gate.

			From here on­ward, a single trail ap­peared upon the spot­less snow, that of Math­i­as; and it was easy to per­ceive that the son must have shared largely in the fath­er’s liba­tions, as the line of foot­prints de­scribed sud­den curves which made it swerve right up to the trees of the av­en­ue.

			Two hun­dred yards farther stood the dilap­id­ated two-storeyed build­ing of the Manoir-au-Puits. The prin­cip­al door was open.

			“Let’s go in,” said the ser­geant.

			And, the mo­ment he had crossed the threshold, he muttered:

			“Oho! Old de Gorne made a mis­take in not com­ing. They’ve been fight­ing in here.”

			The big room was in dis­order. Two shattered chairs, the over­turned table and much broken glass and china bore wit­ness to the vi­ol­ence of the struggle. The tall clock, ly­ing on the ground, had stopped at twenty past el­ev­en.

			With the farm-girl show­ing them the way, they ran up to the first floor. Neither Math­i­as nor his wife was there. But the door of their bed­room had been broken down with a ham­mer which they dis­covered un­der the bed.

			Rén­ine and the ser­geant went down­stairs again. The liv­ing-room had a pas­sage com­mu­nic­at­ing with the kit­chen, which lay at the back of the house and opened on a small yard fenced off from the orch­ard. At the end of this en­clos­ure was a well near which one was bound to pass.

			Now, from the door of the kit­chen to the well, the snow, which was not very thick, had been pressed down to this side and that, as though a body had been dragged over it. And all around the well were tangled traces of tramp­ling feet, show­ing that the struggle must have been re­sumed at this spot. The ser­geant again dis­covered Math­i­as’ foot­prints, to­geth­er with oth­ers which were shape­li­er and light­er.

			These lat­ter went straight in­to the orch­ard, by them­selves. And, thirty yards on, near the foot­prints, a re­volver was picked up and re­cog­nized by one of the peas­ants as re­sem­bling that which Jérôme Vig­n­al had pro­duced in the inn two days be­fore.

			The ser­geant ex­amined the cyl­in­der. Three of the sev­en bul­lets had been fired.

			And so the tragedy was little by little re­con­struc­ted in its main out­lines; and the ser­geant, who had ordered every­body to stand aside and not to step on the site of the foot­prints, came back to the well, leant over, put a few ques­tions to the farm-girl and, go­ing up to Rén­ine, whispered:

			“It all seems fairly clear to me.”

			Rén­ine took his arm:

			“Let’s speak out plainly, ser­geant. I un­der­stand the busi­ness pretty well, for, as I told you, I know Mlle. Er­melin, who is a friend of Jérôme Vig­n­al’s and also knows Ma­dame de Gorne. Do you sup­pose … ?”

			“I don’t want to sup­pose any­thing. I simply de­clare that someone came there last night. …”

			“By which way? The only tracks of a per­son com­ing to­wards the man­or are those of M. de Gorne.”

			“That’s be­cause the oth­er per­son ar­rived be­fore the snow­fall, that is to say, be­fore nine o’clock.”

			“Then he must have hid­den in a corner of the liv­ing-room and waited for the re­turn of M. de Gorne, who came after the snow?”

			“Just so. As soon as Math­i­as came in, the man went for him. There was a fight. Math­i­as made his es­cape through the kit­chen. The man ran after him to the well and fired three re­volver-shots.”

			“And where’s the body?”

			“Down the well.”

			Rén­ine pro­tested:

			“Oh, I say! Aren’t you tak­ing a lot for gran­ted?”

			“Why, sir, the snow’s there, to tell the story; and the snow plainly says that, after the struggle, after the three shots, one man alone walked away and left the farm, one man only, and his foot­prints are not those of Math­i­as de Gorne. Then where can Math­i­as de Gorne be?”

			“But the well … can be dragged?”

			“No. The well is prac­tic­ally bot­tom­less. It is known all over the dis­trict and gives its name to the man­or.”

			“So you really be­lieve … ?”

			“I re­peat what I said. Be­fore the snow­fall, a single ar­rival, Math­i­as, and a single de­par­ture, the stranger.”

			“And Ma­dame de Gorne? Was she too killed and thrown down the well like her hus­band?”

			“No, car­ried off.”

			“Car­ried off?”

			“Re­mem­ber that her bed­room was broken down with a ham­mer.”

			“Come, come, ser­geant! You your­self de­clare that there was only one de­par­ture, the stranger’s.”

			“Stoop down. Look at the man’s foot­prints. See how they sink in­to the snow, un­til they ac­tu­ally touch the ground. Those are the foot­prints of a man, laden with a heavy bur­den. The stranger was car­ry­ing Ma­dame de Gorne on his shoulder.”

			“Then there’s an out­let this way?”

			“Yes, a little door of which Math­i­as de Gorne al­ways had the key on him. The man must have taken it from him.”

			“A way out in­to the open fields?”

			“Yes, a road which joins the de­part­ment­al high­way three quar­ters of a mile from here. … And do you know where?”

			“Where?”

			“At the corner of the château.”

			“Jérôme Vig­n­al’s château?”

			“By Jove, this is be­gin­ning to look ser­i­ous! If the trail leads to the château and stops there, we shall know where we stand.”

			The trail did con­tin­ue to the château, as they were able to per­ceive after fol­low­ing it across the un­du­lat­ing fields, on which the snow lay heaped in places. The ap­proach to the main gates had been swept, but they saw that an­oth­er trail, formed by the two wheels of a vehicle, was run­ning in the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion to the vil­lage.

			The ser­geant rang the bell. The port­er, who had also been sweep­ing the drive, came to the gates, with a broom in his hand. In an­swer to a ques­tion, the man said that M. Vig­n­al had gone away that morn­ing be­fore any­one else was up and that he him­self had har­nessed the horse to the trap.

			“In that case,” said Rén­ine, when they had moved away, “all we have to do is to fol­low the tracks of the wheels.”

			“That will be no use,” said the ser­geant. “They have taken the rail­way.”

			“At Pom­pig­nat sta­tion, where I came from? But they would have passed through the vil­lage.”

			“They have gone just the oth­er way, be­cause it leads to the town, where the ex­press trains stop. The pro­cur­at­or-gen­er­al has an of­fice in the town. I’ll tele­phone; and, as there’s no train be­fore el­ev­en o’clock, all that they need do is to keep a watch at the sta­tion.”

			“I think you’re do­ing the right thing, ser­geant,” said Rén­ine, “and I con­grat­u­late you on the way in which you have car­ried out your in­vest­ig­a­tion.”

			They par­ted. Rén­ine went back to the inn in the vil­lage and sent a note to Hortense Daniel by hand:

			
				“My very dear friend,

				“I seemed to gath­er from your let­ter that, touched as al­ways by any­thing that con­cerns the heart, you were anxious to pro­tect the love-af­fair of Jérôme and Nat­alie. Now there is every reas­on to sup­pose that these two, without con­sult­ing their fair pro­tectress, have run away, after throw­ing Math­i­as de Gorne down a well.

				“For­give me for not com­ing to see you. The whole thing is ex­tremely ob­scure; and, if I were with you, I should not have the de­tach­ment of mind which is needed to think the case over.”

			

			It was then half-past ten. Rén­ine went for a walk in­to the coun­try, with his hands clasped be­hind his back and without vouch­saf­ing a glance at the ex­quis­ite spec­tacle of the white mead­ows. He came back for lunch, still ab­sorbed in his thoughts and in­dif­fer­ent to the talk of the cus­tom­ers of the inn, who on all sides were dis­cuss­ing re­cent events.

			He went up to his room and had been asleep some time when he was awakened by a tap­ping at the door. He got up and opened it:

			“Is it you? … Is it you?” he whispered.

			Hortense and he stood gaz­ing at each oth­er for some seconds in si­lence, hold­ing each oth­er’s hands, as though noth­ing, no ir­rel­ev­ant thought and no ut­ter­ance, must be al­lowed to in­ter­fere with the joy of their meet­ing. Then he asked:

			“Was I right in com­ing?”

			“Yes,” she said, gently, “I ex­pec­ted you.”

			“Per­haps it would have been bet­ter if you had sent for me soon­er, in­stead of wait­ing. … Events did not wait, you see, and I don’t quite know what’s to be­come of Jérôme Vig­n­al and Nat­alie de Gorne.”

			“What, haven’t you heard?” she said, quickly. “They’ve been ar­res­ted. They were go­ing to travel by the ex­press.”

			“Ar­res­ted? No.” Rén­ine ob­jec­ted. “People are not ar­res­ted like that. They have to be ques­tioned first.”

			“That’s what’s be­ing done now. The au­thor­it­ies are mak­ing a search.”

			“Where?”

			“At the château. And, as they are in­no­cent. … For they are in­no­cent, aren’t they? You don’t ad­mit that they are guilty, any more than I do?”

			He replied:

			“I ad­mit noth­ing, I can ad­mit noth­ing, my dear. Nev­er­the­less, I am bound to say that everything is against them … ex­cept one fact, which is that everything is too much against them. It is not nor­mal for so many proofs to be heaped up one on top of the oth­er and for the man who com­mits a murder to tell his story so frankly. Apart from this, there’s noth­ing but mys­tery and dis­crep­ancy.”

			“Well?”

			“Well, I am greatly puzzled.”

			“But you have a plan?”

			“None at all, so far. Ah, if I could see him, Jérôme Vig­n­al, and her, Nat­alie de Gorne, and hear them and know what they are say­ing in their own de­fence! But you can un­der­stand that I shan’t be per­mit­ted either to ask them any ques­tions or to be present at their ex­am­in­a­tion. Be­sides, it must be fin­ished by this time.”

			“It’s fin­ished at the château,” she said, “but it’s go­ing to be con­tin­ued at the man­or-house.”

			“Are they tak­ing them to the man­or-house?” he asked eagerly.

			“Yes … at least, judging by what was said to the chauf­feur of one of the pro­cur­at­or’s two cars.”

			“Oh, in that case,” ex­claimed Rén­ine, “the thing’s done! The man­or-house! Why, we shall be in the front row of the stalls! We shall see and hear everything; and, as a word, a tone of the voice, a quiver of the eye­lids will be enough to give me the tiny clue I need, we may en­ter­tain some hope. Come along.”

			He took her by the dir­ect route which he had fol­lowed that morn­ing, lead­ing to the gate which the lock­smith had opened. The gen­darmes on duty at the man­or-house had made a pas­sage through the snow, be­side the line of foot­prints and around the house. Chance en­abled Rén­ine and Hortense to ap­proach un­seen and through a side-win­dow to enter a cor­ridor near a back-stair­case. A few steps up was a little cham­ber which re­ceived its only light through a sort of bull’s-eye, from the large room on the ground-floor. Rén­ine, dur­ing the morn­ing vis­it, had no­ticed the bull’s-eye, which was covered on the in­side with a piece of cloth. He re­moved the cloth and cut out one of the panes.

			A few minutes later, a sound of voices rose from the oth­er side of the house, no doubt near the well. The sound grew more dis­tinct. A num­ber of people flocked in­to the house. Some of them went up­stairs to the first floor, while the ser­geant ar­rived with a young man of whom Rén­ine and Hortense were able to dis­tin­guish only the tall fig­ure:

			“Jérôme Vig­n­al,” said she.

			“Yes,” said Rén­ine. “They are ex­amin­ing Ma­dame de Gorne first, up­stairs, in her bed­room.”

			A quarter of an hour passed. Then the per­sons on the first floor came down­stairs and went in. They were the pro­cur­at­or’s deputy, his clerk, a com­mis­sary of po­lice and two de­tect­ives.

			Ma­dame de Gorne was shown in and the deputy asked Jérôme Vig­n­al to step for­ward.

			Jérôme Vig­n­al’s face was cer­tainly that of the strong man whom Hortense had de­pic­ted in her let­ter. He dis­played no un­eas­i­ness, but rather de­cision and a res­ol­ute will. Nat­alie, who was short and very slight, with a fe­ver­ish light in her eyes, nev­er­the­less pro­duced the same im­pres­sion of quiet con­fid­ence.

			The deputy, who was ex­amin­ing the dis­ordered fur­niture and the traces of the struggle, in­vited her to sit down and said to Jérôme:

			“Mon­sieur, I have not asked you many ques­tions so far. This is a sum­mary en­quiry which I am con­duct­ing in your pres­ence and which will be con­tin­ued later by the ex­amin­ing-ma­gis­trate; and I wished above all to ex­plain to you the very ser­i­ous reas­ons for which I asked you to in­ter­rupt your jour­ney and to come back here with Ma­dame de Gorne. You are now in a po­s­i­tion to re­fute the truly dis­tress­ing charges that are hanging over you. I there­fore ask you to tell me the ex­act truth.”

			“Mr. Deputy,” replied Jérôme, “the charges in ques­tion trouble me very little. The truth for which you are ask­ing will de­feat all the lies which chance has ac­cu­mu­lated against me. It is this.”

			He re­flec­ted for an in­stant and then, in clear, frank tones, said:

			“I love Ma­dame de Gorne. The first time I met her, I con­ceived the greatest sym­pathy and ad­mir­a­tion for her. But my af­fec­tion has al­ways been dir­ec­ted by the sole thought of her hap­pi­ness. I love her, but I re­spect her even more. Ma­dame de Gorne must have told you and I tell you again that she and I ex­changed our first few words last night.”

			He con­tin­ued, in a lower voice:

			“I re­spect her the more inas­much as she is ex­ceed­ingly un­happy. All the world knows that every minute of her life was a mar­tyr­dom. Her hus­band per­se­cuted her with fe­ro­cious hatred and frantic jeal­ousy. Ask the ser­vants. They will tell you of the long suf­fer­ing of Nat­alie de Gorne, of the blows which she re­ceived and the in­sults which she had to en­dure. I tried to stop this tor­ture by restor­ing to the rights of ap­peal which the merest stranger may claim when un­hap­pi­ness and in­justice pass a cer­tain lim­it. I went three times to old de Gorne and begged him to in­ter­fere; but I found in him an al­most equal hatred to­wards his daugh­ter-in-law, the hatred which many people feel for any­thing beau­ti­ful and noble. At last I re­solved on dir­ect ac­tion and last night I took a step with re­gard to Math­i­as de Gorne which was … a little un­usu­al, I ad­mit, but which seemed likely to suc­ceed, con­sid­er­ing the man’s char­ac­ter. I swear, Mr. Deputy, that I had no oth­er in­ten­tion than to talk to Math­i­as de Gorne. Know­ing cer­tain par­tic­u­lars of his life which en­abled me to bring ef­fect­ive pres­sure to bear upon him, I wished to make use of this ad­vant­age in or­der to achieve my pur­pose. If things turned out dif­fer­ently, I am not wholly to blame. … So I went there a little be­fore nine o’clock. The ser­vants, I knew, were out. He opened the door him­self. He was alone.”

			“Mon­sieur,” said the deputy, in­ter­rupt­ing him, “you are say­ing some­thing—as Ma­dame de Gorne, for that mat­ter, did just now—which is mani­festly op­posed to the truth. Math­i­as de Gorne did not come home last night un­til el­ev­en o’clock. We have two def­in­ite proofs of this: his fath­er’s evid­ence and the prints of his feet in the snow, which fell from a quarter past nine o’clock to el­ev­en.”

			“Mr. Deputy,” Jérôme Vig­n­al de­clared, without heed­ing the bad ef­fect which his ob­stin­acy was pro­du­cing, “I am re­lat­ing things as they were and not as they may be in­ter­preted. But to con­tin­ue. That clock marked ten minutes to nine when I entered this room. M. de Gorne, be­liev­ing that he was about to be at­tacked, had taken down his gun. I placed my re­volver on the table, out of reach of my hand, and sat down: ‘I want to speak to you, mon­sieur,’ I said. ‘Please listen to me.’ He did not stir and did not ut­ter a single syl­lable. So I spoke. And straight­way, crudely, without any pre­vi­ous ex­plan­a­tions which might have softened the blunt­ness of my pro­pos­al, I spoke the few words which I had pre­pared be­fore­hand: ‘I have spent some months, mon­sieur,’ I said, ‘in mak­ing care­ful en­quir­ies in­to your fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion. You have mort­gaged every foot of your land. You have signed bills which will shortly be fall­ing due and which it will be ab­so­lutely im­possible for you to hon­our. You have noth­ing to hope for from your fath­er, whose own af­fairs are in a very bad con­di­tion. So you are ruined. I have come to save you.’ … He watched me, still without speak­ing, and sat down, which I took to mean that my sug­ges­tion was not en­tirely dis­pleas­ing. Then I took a sheaf of bank­notes from my pock­et, placed it be­fore him and con­tin­ued: ‘Here is sixty thou­sand francs, mon­sieur. I will buy the Manoir-au-Puits, its lands and de­pend­en­cies and take over the mort­gages. The sum named is ex­actly twice what they are worth.’ … I saw his eyes glit­ter­ing. He asked my con­di­tions. ‘Only one,’ I said, ‘that you go to Amer­ica.’ … Mr. Deputy, we sat dis­cuss­ing for two hours. It was not that my of­fer roused his in­dig­na­tion—I should not have risked it if I had not known with whom I was deal­ing—but he wanted more and haggled greed­ily, though he re­frained from men­tion­ing the name of Ma­dame de Gorne, to whom I my­self had not once al­luded. We might have been two men en­gaged in a dis­pute and seek­ing an agree­ment on com­mon ground, where­as it was the hap­pi­ness and the whole des­tiny of a wo­man that were at stake. At last, weary of the dis­cus­sion, I ac­cep­ted a com­prom­ise and we came to terms, which I re­solved to make def­in­ite then and there. Two let­ters were ex­changed between us: one in which he made the Manoir-au-Puits over to me for the sum which I had paid him; and one, which he pock­eted im­me­di­ately, by which I was to send him as much more in Amer­ica on the day on which the de­cree of di­vorce was pro­nounced. … So the af­fair was settled. I am sure that at that mo­ment he was ac­cept­ing in good faith. He looked upon me less as an en­emy and a rival than as a man who was do­ing him a ser­vice. He even went so far as to give me the key of the little door which opens on the fields, so that I might go home by the short­cut. Un­for­tu­nately, while I was pick­ing up my cap and great­coat, I made the mis­take of leav­ing on the table the let­ter of sale which he had signed. In a mo­ment, Math­i­as de Gorne had seen the ad­vant­age which he could take of my slip: he could keep his prop­erty, keep his wife … and keep the money. Quick as light­ning, he tucked away the pa­per, hit me over the head with the butt-end of his gun, threw the gun on the floor and seized me by the throat with both hands. He had reckoned without his host. I was the stronger of the two; and after a sharp but short struggle, I mastered him and tied him up with a cord which I found ly­ing in a corner … Mr. Deputy, if my en­emy’s re­solve was sud­den, mine was no less so. Since, when all was said, he had ac­cep­ted the bar­gain, I would force him to keep it, at least in so far as I was in­ter­ested. A very few steps brought me to the first floor … I had not a doubt that Ma­dame de Gorne was there and had heard the sound of our dis­cus­sion. Switch­ing on the light of my pock­et-torch, I looked in­to three bed­rooms. The fourth was locked. I knocked at the door. There was no reply. But this was one of the mo­ments in which a man al­lows no obstacle to stand in his way. I had seen a ham­mer in one of the rooms. I picked it up and smashed in the door. … Yes, Nat­alie was ly­ing there, on the floor, in a dead faint. I took her in my arms, car­ried her down­stairs and went through the kit­chen. On see­ing the snow out­side, I at once real­ized that my foot­prints would be eas­ily traced. But what did it mat­ter? Was there any reas­on why I should put Math­i­as de Gorne off the scent? Not at all. With the sixty thou­sand francs in his pos­ses­sion, as well as the pa­per in which I un­der­took to pay him a like sum on the day of his di­vorce, to say noth­ing of his house and land, he would go away, leav­ing Nat­alie de Gorne to me. Noth­ing was changed between us, ex­cept one thing: in­stead of await­ing his good pleas­ure, I had at once seized the pre­cious pledge which I coveted. What I feared, there­fore, was not so much any sub­sequent at­tack on the part of Math­i­as de Gorne, but rather the in­dig­nant re­proaches of his wife. What would she say when she real­ized that she was a pris­on­er in my hands? … The reas­ons why I es­caped re­proach Ma­dame de Gorne has, I be­lieve, had the frank­ness to tell you. Love calls forth love. That night, in my house, broken by emo­tion, she con­fessed her feel­ing for me. She loved me as I loved her. Our des­tinies were hence­forth mingled. She and I set out at five o’clock this morn­ing … not fore­see­ing for an in­stant that we were amen­able to the law.”

			Jérôme Vig­n­al’s story was fin­ished. He had told it straight off the reel, like a story learnt by heart and in­cap­able of re­vi­sion in any de­tail.

			There was a brief pause, dur­ing which Hortense whispered:

			“It all sounds quite pos­sible and, in any case, very lo­gic­al.”

			“There are the ob­jec­tions to come,” said Rén­ine. “Wait till you hear them. They are very ser­i­ous. There’s one in par­tic­u­lar. …”

			The deputy-pro­cur­at­or stated it at once:

			“And what be­came of M. de Gorne in all this?”

			“Math­i­as de Gorne?” asked Jérôme.

			“Yes. You have re­lated, with an ac­cent of great sin­cer­ity, a series of facts which I am quite will­ing to ad­mit. Un­for­tu­nately, you have for­got­ten a point of the first im­port­ance: what be­came of Math­i­as de Gorne? You tied him up here, in this room. Well, this morn­ing he was gone.”

			“Of course, Mr. Deputy, Math­i­as de Gorne ac­cep­ted the bar­gain in the end and went away.”

			“By what road?”

			“No doubt by the road that leads to his fath­er’s house.”

			“Where are his foot­prints? The ex­panse of snow is an im­par­tial wit­ness. After your fight with him, we see you, on the snow, mov­ing away. Why don’t we see him? He came and did not go away again. Where is he? There is not a trace of him … or rather. …”

			The deputy lowered his voice:

			“Or rather, yes, there are some traces on the way to the well and around the well … traces which prove that the last struggle of all took place there. … And after that there is noth­ing … not a thing. …”

			Jérôme shrugged his shoulders:

			“You have already men­tioned this, Mr. Deputy, and it im­plies a charge of hom­icide against me. I have noth­ing to say to it.”

			“Have you any­thing to say to the fact that your re­volver was picked up with­in fif­teen yards of the well?”

			“No.”

			“Or to the strange co­in­cid­ence between the three shots heard in the night and the three cart­ridges miss­ing from your re­volver?”

			“No, Mr. Deputy, there was not, as you be­lieve, a last struggle by the well, be­cause I left M. de Gorne tied up, in this room, and be­cause I also left my re­volver here. On the oth­er hand, if shots were heard, they were not fired by me.”

			“A cas­u­al co­in­cid­ence, there­fore?”

			“That’s a mat­ter for the po­lice to ex­plain. My only duty is to tell the truth and you are not en­titled to ask more of me.”

			“And if that truth con­flicts with the facts ob­served?”

			“It means that the facts are wrong, Mr. Deputy.”

			“As you please. But, un­til the day when the po­lice are able to make them agree with your state­ments, you will un­der­stand that I am ob­liged to keep you un­der ar­rest.”

			“And Ma­dame de Gorne?” asked Jérôme, greatly dis­tressed.

			The deputy did not reply. He ex­changed a few words with the com­mis­sary of po­lice and then, beck­on­ing to a de­tect­ive, ordered him to bring up one of the two mo­tor­cars. Then he turned to Nat­alie:

			“Ma­dame, you have heard M. Vig­n­al’s evid­ence. It agrees word for word with your own. M. Vig­n­al de­clares in par­tic­u­lar that you had fain­ted when he car­ried you away. But did you re­main un­con­scious all the way?”

			It seemed as though Jérôme’s com­pos­ure had in­creased Ma­dame de Gorne’s as­sur­ance. She replied:

			“I did not come to, mon­sieur, un­til I was at the château.”

			“It’s most ex­traordin­ary. Didn’t you hear the three shots which were heard by al­most every­one in the vil­lage?”

			“I did not.”

			“And did you see noth­ing of what happened be­side the well?”

			“Noth­ing did hap­pen. M. Vig­n­al has told you so.”

			“Then what has be­come of your hus­band?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Come, ma­dame, you really must as­sist the of­ficers of the law and at least tell us what you think. Do you be­lieve that there may have been an ac­ci­dent and that pos­sibly M. de Gorne, who had been to see his fath­er and had more to drink than usu­al, lost his bal­ance and fell in­to the well?”

			“When my hus­band came back from see­ing his fath­er, he was not in the least in­tox­ic­ated.”

			“His fath­er, how­ever, has stated that he was. His fath­er and he had drunk two or three bottles of wine.”

			“His fath­er is not telling the truth.”

			“But the snow tells the truth, ma­dame,” said the deputy, ir­rit­ably. “And the line of his foot­prints wavers from side to side.”

			“My hus­band came in at half-past-eight, mon­sieur, be­fore the snow had be­gun to fall.”

			The deputy struck the table with his fist:

			“But, really, ma­dame, you’re go­ing right against the evid­ence! … That sheet of snow can­not speak false! … I may ac­cept your deni­al of mat­ters that can­not be veri­fied. But these foot­prints in the snow … in the snow. …”

			He con­trolled him­self.

			The mo­tor­car drew up out­side the win­dows. Form­ing a sud­den re­solve, he said to Nat­alie:

			“You will be good enough to hold your­self at the dis­pos­al of the au­thor­it­ies, ma­dame, and to re­main here, in the man­or-house. …”

			And he made a sign to the ser­geant to re­move Jérôme Vig­n­al in the car.

			The game was lost for the two lov­ers. Barely united, they had to sep­ar­ate and to fight, far away from each oth­er, against the most griev­ous ac­cus­a­tions.

			Jérôme took a step to­wards Nat­alie. They ex­changed a long, sor­row­ful look. Then he bowed to her and walked to the door, in the wake of the ser­geant of gen­darmes.

			“Halt!” cried a voice. “Ser­geant, right about … turn! … Jérôme Vig­n­al, stay where you are!”

			The ruffled deputy raised his head, as did the oth­er people present. The voice came from the ceil­ing. The bulls-eye win­dow had opened and Rén­ine, lean­ing through it, was wav­ing his arms:

			“I wish to be heard! … I have sev­er­al re­marks to make … es­pe­cially in re­spect of the zig­zag foot­prints! … It all lies in that! … Math­i­as had not been drink­ing! …”

			He had turned round and put his two legs through the open­ing, say­ing to Hortense, who tried to pre­vent him:

			“Don’t move. … No one will dis­turb you.”

			And, re­leas­ing his hold, he dropped in­to the room.

			The deputy ap­peared dumb­foun­ded:

			“But, really, mon­sieur, who are you? Where do you come from?”

			Rén­ine brushed the dust from his clothes and replied:

			“Ex­cuse me, Mr. Deputy. I ought to have come the same way as every­body else. But I was in a hurry. Be­sides, if I had come in by the door in­stead of fall­ing from the ceil­ing, my words would not have made the same im­pres­sion.”

			The in­furi­ated deputy ad­vanced to meet him:

			“Who are you?”

			“Prince Rén­ine. I was with the ser­geant this morn­ing when he was pur­su­ing his in­vest­ig­a­tions, wasn’t I, ser­geant? Since then I have been hunt­ing about for in­form­a­tion. That’s why, wish­ing to be present at the hear­ing, I found a corner in a little private room. …”

			“You were there? You had the au­da­city? …”

			“One must needs be au­da­cious, when the truth’s at stake. If I had not been there, I should not have dis­covered just the one little clue which I missed. I should not have known that Math­i­as de Gorne was not the least bit drunk. Now that’s the key to the riddle. When we know that, we know the solu­tion.”

			The deputy found him­self in a rather ri­dicu­lous po­s­i­tion. Since he had failed to take the ne­ces­sary pre­cau­tions to en­sure the secrecy of his en­quiry, it was dif­fi­cult for him to take any steps against this in­ter­loper. He growled:

			“Let’s have done with this. What are you ask­ing?”

			“A few minutes of your kind at­ten­tion.”

			“And with what ob­ject?”

			“To es­tab­lish the in­no­cence of M. Vig­n­al and Ma­dame de Gorne.”

			He was wear­ing that calm air, that sort of in­dif­fer­ent look which was pe­cu­li­ar to him in mo­ments of ac­tions when the crisis of the drama de­pended solely upon him­self. Hortense felt a thrill pass through her and at once be­came full of con­fid­ence:

			“They’re saved,” she thought, with sud­den emo­tion. “I asked him to pro­tect that young creature; and he is sav­ing her from pris­on and des­pair.”

			Jérôme and Nat­alie must have ex­per­i­enced the same im­pres­sion of sud­den hope, for they had drawn near­er to each oth­er, as though this stranger, des­cen­ded from the clouds, had already giv­en them the right to clasp hands.

			The deputy shrugged his shoulders:

			“The pro­sec­u­tion will have every means, when the time comes, of es­tab­lish­ing their in­no­cence for it­self. You will be called.”

			“It would be bet­ter to es­tab­lish it here and now. Any delay might lead to griev­ous con­sequences.”

			“I hap­pen to be in a hurry.”

			“Two or three minutes will do.”

			“Two or three minutes to ex­plain a case like this!”

			“No longer, I as­sure you.”

			“Are you as cer­tain of it as all that?”

			“I am now. I have been think­ing hard since this morn­ing.”

			The deputy real­ized that this was one of those gentry who stick to you like a leech and that there was noth­ing for it but to sub­mit. In a rather ban­ter­ing tone, he asked:

			“Does your think­ing en­able you to tell us the ex­act spot where M. Math­i­as de Gorne is at this mo­ment?”

			Rén­ine took out his watch and answered:

			“In Par­is, Mr. Deputy.”

			“In Par­is? Alive then?”

			“Alive and, what is more, in the pink of health.”

			“I am de­lighted to hear it. But then what’s the mean­ing of the foot­prints around the well and the pres­ence of that re­volver and those three shots?”

			“Simply cam­ou­flage.”

			“Oh, really? Cam­ou­flage con­trived by whom?”

			“By Math­i­as de Gorne him­self.”

			“That’s curi­ous! And with what ob­ject?”

			“With the ob­ject of passing him­self off for dead and of ar­ran­ging sub­sequent mat­ters in such a way that M. Vig­n­al was bound to be ac­cused of the death, the murder.”

			“An in­geni­ous the­ory,” the deputy agreed, still in a satir­ic­al tone. “What do you think of it, M. Vig­n­al?”

			“It is a the­ory which flashed through my own mind. Mr. Deputy,” replied Jérôme. “It is quite likely that, after our struggle and after I had gone, Math­i­as de Gorne con­ceived a new plan by which, this time, his hatred would be fully grat­i­fied. He both loved and de­tested his wife. He held me in the greatest loath­ing. This must be his re­venge.”

			“His re­venge would cost him dear, con­sid­er­ing that, ac­cord­ing to your state­ment, Math­i­as de Gorne was to re­ceive a second sum of sixty thou­sand francs from you.”

			“He would re­ceive that sum in an­oth­er quarter, Mr. Deputy. My ex­am­in­a­tion of the fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion of the de Gorne fam­ily re­vealed to me the fact that the fath­er and son had taken out a life-in­sur­ance policy in each oth­er’s fa­vour. With the son dead, or passing for dead, the fath­er would re­ceive the in­sur­ance-money and in­dem­ni­fy his son.”

			“You mean to say,” asked the deputy, with a smile, “that in all this cam­ou­flage, as you call it, M. de Gorne the eld­er would act as his son’s ac­com­plice?”

			Rén­ine took up the chal­lenge:

			“Just so, Mr. Deputy. The fath­er and son are ac­com­plices.”

			“Then we shall find the son at the fath­er’s?”

			“You would have found him there last night.”

			“What be­came of him?”

			“He took the train at Pom­pig­nat.”

			“That’s a mere sup­pos­i­tion.”

			“No, a cer­tainty.”

			“A mor­al cer­tainty, per­haps, but you’ll ad­mit there’s not the slight­est proof.”

			The deputy did not wait for a reply. He con­sidered that he had dis­played an ex­cess­ive good­will and that pa­tience has its lim­its and he put an end to the in­ter­view:

			“Not the slight­est proof,” he re­peated, tak­ing up his hat. “And, above all, … above all, there’s noth­ing in what you’ve said that can con­tra­dict in the very least the evid­ence of that re­lent­less wit­ness, the snow. To go to his fath­er, Math­i­as de Gorne must have left this house. Which way did he go?”

			“Hang it all, M. Vig­n­al told you: by the road which leads from here to his fath­er’s!”

			“There are no tracks in the snow.”

			“Yes, there are.”

			“But they show him com­ing here and not go­ing away from here.”

			“It’s the same thing.”

			“What?”

			“Of course it is. There’s more than one way of walk­ing. One doesn’t al­ways go ahead by fol­low­ing one’s nose.”

			“In what oth­er way can one go ahead?”

			“By walk­ing back­wards, Mr. Deputy.”

			These few words, spoken very simply, but in a clear tone which gave full value to every syl­lable, pro­duced a pro­found si­lence. Those present at once grasped their ex­treme sig­ni­fic­ance and, by ad­apt­ing it to the ac­tu­al hap­pen­ings, per­ceived in a flash the im­pen­et­rable truth, which sud­denly ap­peared to be the most nat­ur­al thing in the world.

			Rén­ine con­tin­ued his ar­gu­ment. Step­ping back­wards in the dir­ec­tion of the win­dow, he said:

			“If I want to get to that win­dow, I can of course walk straight up to it; but I can just as eas­ily turn my back to it and walk that way. In either case I reach my goal.”

			And he at once pro­ceeded in a vig­or­ous tone:

			“Here’s the gist of it all. At half-past eight, be­fore the snow fell, M. de Gorne comes home from his fath­er’s house. M. Vig­n­al ar­rives twenty minutes later. There is a long dis­cus­sion and a struggle, tak­ing up three hours in all. It is then, after M. Vig­n­al has car­ried off Ma­dame de Gorne and made his es­cape, that Math­i­as de Gorne, foam­ing at the mouth, wild with rage, but sud­denly see­ing his chance of tak­ing the most ter­rible re­venge, hits upon the in­geni­ous idea of us­ing against his en­emy the very snow­fall upon whose evid­ence you are now re­ly­ing. He there­fore plans his own murder, or rather the ap­pear­ance of his murder and of his fall to the bot­tom of the well and makes off back­wards, step by step, thus re­cord­ing his ar­rival in­stead of his de­par­ture on the white page.”

			The deputy sneered no longer. This ec­cent­ric in­truder sud­denly ap­peared to him in the light of a per­son worthy of at­ten­tion, whom it would not do to make fun of. He asked:

			“And how could he have left his fath­er’s house?”

			“In a trap, quite simply.”

			“Who drove it?”

			“The fath­er. This morn­ing the ser­geant and I saw the trap and spoke to the fath­er, who was go­ing to mar­ket as usu­al. The son was hid­den un­der the tilt. He took the train at Pom­pig­nat and is in Par­is by now.”

			Rén­ine’s ex­plan­a­tion, as prom­ised, had taken hardly five minutes. He had based it solely on lo­gic and the prob­ab­il­it­ies of the case. And yet not a jot was left of the dis­tress­ing mys­tery in which they were flounder­ing. The dark­ness was dis­pelled. The whole truth ap­peared.

			Ma­dame de Gorne wept for joy and Jérôme Vig­n­al thanked the good geni­us who was chan­ging the course of events with a stroke of his ma­gic wand.

			“Shall we ex­am­ine those foot­prints to­geth­er, Mr. Deputy?” asked Rén­ine. “Do you mind? The mis­take which the ser­geant and I made this morn­ing was to in­vest­ig­ate only the foot­prints left by the al­leged mur­der­er and to neg­lect Math­i­as de Gorne’s. Why in­deed should they have at­trac­ted our at­ten­tion? Yet it was pre­cisely there that the crux of the whole af­fair was to be found.”

			They stepped in­to the orch­ard and went to the well. It did not need a long ex­am­in­a­tion to ob­serve that many of the foot­prints were awk­ward, hes­it­at­ing, too deeply sunk at the heel and toe and dif­fer­ing from one an­oth­er in the angle at which the feet were turned.

			“This clum­si­ness was un­avoid­able,” said Rén­ine. “Math­i­as de Gorne would have needed a reg­u­lar ap­pren­tice­ship be­fore his back­ward pro­gress could have equalled his or­din­ary gait; and both his fath­er and he must have been aware of this, at least as re­gards the zig­zags which you see here since old de Gorne went out of his way to tell the ser­geant that his son had had too much drink.” And he ad­ded “In­deed it was the de­tec­tion of this false­hood that sud­denly en­lightened me. When Ma­dame de Gorne stated that her hus­band was not drunk, I thought of the foot­prints and guessed the truth.”

			The deputy frankly ac­cep­ted his part in the mat­ter and began to laugh:

			“There’s noth­ing left for it but to send de­tect­ives after the bogus corpse.”

			“On what grounds, Mr. Deputy?” asked Rén­ine. “Math­i­as de Gorne has com­mit­ted no of­fence against the law. There’s noth­ing crim­in­al in tramp­ling the soil around a well, in shift­ing the po­s­i­tion of a re­volver that doesn’t be­long to you, in fir­ing three shots or in walk­ing back­wards to one’s fath­er’s house. What can we ask of him? The sixty thou­sand francs? I pre­sume that this is not M. Vig­n­al’s in­ten­tion and that he does not mean to bring a charge against him?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” said Jérôme.

			“Well, what then? The in­sur­ance-policy in fa­vour of the sur­viv­or? But there would be no mis­de­mean­our un­less the fath­er claimed pay­ment. And I should be greatly sur­prised if he did. … Hullo, here the old chap is! You’ll soon know all about it.”

			Old de Gorne was com­ing along, ges­tic­u­lat­ing as he walked. His easy­going fea­tures were screwed up to ex­press sor­row and an­ger.

			“Where’s my son?” he cried. “It seems the brute’s killed him! … My poor Math­i­as dead! Oh, that scoun­drel of a Vig­n­al!”

			And he shook his fist at Jérôme.

			The deputy said, bluntly:

			“A word with you, M. de Gorne. Do you in­tend to claim your rights un­der a cer­tain in­sur­ance-policy?”

			“Well, what do you think?” said the old man, off his guard.

			“The fact is … your son’s not dead. People are even say­ing that you were a part­ner in his little schemes and that you stuffed him un­der the tilt of your trap and drove him to the sta­tion.”

			The old fel­low spat on the ground, stretched out his hand as though he were go­ing to take a sol­emn oath, stood for an in­stant without mov­ing and then, sud­denly, chan­ging his mind and his tac­tics with in­genu­ous cyn­icism, he re­laxed his fea­tures, as­sumed a con­cili­at­ory at­ti­tude and burst out laugh­ing:

			“That black­guard Math­i­as! So he tried to pass him­self off as dead? What a ras­cal! And he reckoned on me to col­lect the in­sur­ance-money and send it to him? As if I should be cap­able of such a low, dirty trick! … You don’t know me, my boy!”

			And, without wait­ing for more, shak­ing with mer­ri­ment like a jolly old fel­low amused by a funny story, he took his de­par­ture, not for­get­ting, how­ever, to set his great hob­nail boots on each of the com­prom­ising foot­prints which his son had left be­hind him.

			

			Later, when Rén­ine went back to the man­or to let Hortense out, he found that she had dis­ap­peared.

			He called and asked for her at her cous­in Er­melin’s. Hortense sent down word ask­ing him to ex­cuse her: she was feel­ing a little tired and was ly­ing down.

			“Cap­it­al!” thought Rén­ine. “Cap­it­al! She avoids me, there­fore she loves me. The end is not far off.”

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				At the Sign of Mer­cury

			
			
				
					To Ma­dame Daniel,

					La Ron­cière,

					near Bas­sicourt.

					“Par­is 30 Novem­ber

				
				“My Dearest Friend—

				“There has been no let­ter from you for a fort­night; so I don’t ex­pect now to re­ceive one for that trouble­some date of the 5th of Decem­ber, which we fixed as the last day of our part­ner­ship. I rather wish it would come, be­cause you will then be re­leased from a con­tract which no longer seems to give you pleas­ure. To me the sev­en battles which we fought and won to­geth­er were a time of end­less de­light and en­thu­si­asm. I was liv­ing be­side you. I was con­scious of all the good which that more act­ive and stir­ring ex­ist­ence was do­ing you. My hap­pi­ness was so great that I dared not speak of it to you or let you see any­thing of my secret feel­ings ex­cept my de­sire to please you and my pas­sion­ate de­vo­tion. Today you have had enough of your broth­er in arms. Your will shall be law.

				“But, though I bow to your de­cree, may I re­mind you what it was that I al­ways be­lieved our fi­nal ad­ven­ture would be? May I re­peat your words, not one of which I have for­got­ten?

				“ ‘I de­mand,’ you said, ‘that you shall re­store to me a small, an­tique clasp, made of a cor­ne­li­an set in a fili­gree mount. It came to me from my moth­er; and every­one knew that it used to bring her hap­pi­ness and me too. Since the day when it van­ished from my jew­el-case, I have had noth­ing but un­hap­pi­ness. Re­store it to me, my good geni­us.’

				“And, when I asked you when the clasp had dis­ap­peared, you answered, with a laugh:

				“ ‘Sev­en years ago … or eight … or nine: I don’t know ex­actly. … I don’t know when … I don’t know how … I know noth­ing about it. …’

				“You were chal­len­ging me, were you not, and you set me that con­di­tion be­cause it was one which I could not ful­fil? Nev­er­the­less, I prom­ised and I should like to keep my prom­ise. What I have tried to do, in or­der to place life be­fore you in a more fa­vour­able light, would seem pur­pose­less, if your con­fid­ence feels the lack of this talis­man to which you at­tach so great a value. We must not laugh at these little su­per­sti­tions. They are of­ten the main­spring of our best ac­tions.

				“Dear friend, if you had helped me, I should have achieved yet one more vic­tory. Alone and hard pushed by the prox­im­ity of the date, I have failed, not how­ever without pla­cing things on such a foot­ing that the un­der­tak­ing if you care to fol­low it up, has the greatest chance of suc­cess.

				“And you will fol­low it up, won’t you? We have entered in­to a mu­tu­al agree­ment which we are bound to hon­our. It be­hooves us, with­in a fixed time, to in­scribe in the book of our com­mon life eight good stor­ies, to which we shall have brought en­ergy, lo­gic, per­sever­ance, some sub­tlety and oc­ca­sion­ally a little hero­ism. This is the eighth of them. It is for you to act so that it may be writ­ten in its prop­er place on the 5th of Decem­ber, be­fore the clock strikes eight in the even­ing.

				“And, on that day, you will act as I shall now tell you.

				“First of all—and above all, my dear, do not com­plain that my in­struc­tions are fanci­ful: each of them is an in­dis­pens­able con­di­tion of suc­cess—first of all, cut in your cous­in’s garden three slender lengths of rush. Plait them to­geth­er and bind up the two ends so as to make a rude switch, like a child’s whip­lash.

				“When you get to Par­is, buy a long neck­lace of jet beads, cut in­to fa­cets, and shorten it so that it con­sists of sev­enty-five beads, of al­most equal size.

				“Un­der your winter cloak, wear a blue wool­len gown. On your head, a toque with red leaves on it. Round your neck, a feath­er boa. No gloves. No rings.

				“In the af­ter­noon, take a cab along the left bank of the river to the church of Saint-Étienne-du-Mont. At four o’clock ex­actly, there will be, near the holy-wa­ter basin, just in­side the church, an old wo­man dressed in black, say­ing her pray­ers on a sil­ver ros­ary. She will of­fer you holy wa­ter. Give her your neck­lace. She will count the beads and hand it back to you. After this, you will walk be­hind her, you will cross an arm of the Seine and she will lead you, down a lonely street in the Ile Saint-Louis, to a house which you will enter by your­self.

				“On the ground-floor of this house, you will find a young­ish man with a very pasty com­plex­ion. Take off your cloak and then say to him:

				“ ‘I have come to fetch my clasp.’

				“Do not be as­ton­ished by his agit­a­tion or dis­may. Keep calm in his pres­ence. If he ques­tions you, if he wants to know your reas­on for ap­ply­ing to him or what im­pels you to make that re­quest, give him no ex­plan­a­tion. Your replies must be con­fined to these brief for­mu­las:

				“ ‘I have come to fetch what be­longs to me. I don’t know you, I don’t know your name; but I am ob­liged to come to you like this. I must have my clasp re­turned to me. I must.’

				“I hon­estly be­lieve that, if you have the firm­ness not to swerve from that at­ti­tude, whatever farce the man may play, you will be com­pletely suc­cess­ful. But the con­test must be a short one and the is­sue will de­pend solely on your con­fid­ence in your­self and your cer­tainty of suc­cess. It will be a sort of match in which you must de­feat your op­pon­ent in the first round. If you re­main im­pass­ive, you will win. If you show hes­it­a­tion or un­eas­i­ness, you can do noth­ing against him. He will es­cape you and re­gain the up­per hand after a first mo­ment of dis­tress; and the game will be lost in a few minutes. There is no mid­way house between vic­tory or … de­feat.

				“In the lat­ter event, you would be ob­liged—I beg you to par­don me for say­ing so—again to ac­cept my col­lab­or­a­tion. I of­fer it you in ad­vance, my dear, and without any con­di­tions, while stat­ing quite plainly that all that I have been able to do for you and all that I may yet do gives me no oth­er right than that of thank­ing you and de­vot­ing my­self more than ever to the wo­man who rep­res­ents my joy, my whole life.”

			

			Hortense, after read­ing the let­ter, fol­ded it up and put it away at the back of a draw­er, say­ing, in a res­ol­ute voice:

			“I shan’t go.”

			To be­gin with, al­though she had formerly at­tached some slight im­port­ance to this trinket, which she had re­garded as a mas­cot, she felt very little in­terest in it now that the peri­od of her tri­als was ap­par­ently at an end. She could not for­get that fig­ure eight, which was the seri­al num­ber of the next ad­ven­ture. To launch her­self upon it meant tak­ing up the in­ter­rup­ted chain, go­ing back to Rén­ine and giv­ing him a pledge which, with his powers of sug­ges­tion, he would know how to turn to ac­count.

			Two days be­fore the 5th of Decem­ber, she was still in the same frame of mind. So she was on the morn­ing of the 4th; but sud­denly, without even hav­ing to con­tend against pre­lim­in­ary sub­ter­fuges, she ran out in­to the garden, cut three lengths of rush, plaited them as she used to do in her child­hood and at twelve o’clock had her­self driv­en to the sta­tion. She was up­lif­ted by an eager curi­os­ity. She was un­able to res­ist all the amus­ing and nov­el sen­sa­tions which the ad­ven­ture, pro­posed by Rén­ine, prom­ised her. It was really too tempt­ing. The jet neck­lace, the toque with the au­tumn leaves, the old wo­man with the sil­ver ros­ary: how could she res­ist their mys­ter­i­ous ap­peal and how could she re­fuse this op­por­tun­ity of show­ing Rén­ine what she was cap­able of do­ing?

			“And then, after all,” she said to her­self, laugh­ing, “he’s sum­mon­ing me to Par­is. Now eight o’clock is dan­ger­ous to me at a spot three hun­dred miles from Par­is, in that old deser­ted Château de Hal­in­gre, but nowhere else. The only clock that can strike the threat­en­ing hour is down there, un­der lock and key, a pris­on­er!”

			She reached Par­is that even­ing. On the morn­ing of the 5th she went out and bought a jet neck­lace, which she re­duced to sev­enty-five beads, put on a blue gown and a toque with red leaves and, at four o’clock pre­cisely, entered the church of Saint-Étienne-du-Mont.

			Her heart was throb­bing vi­ol­ently. This time she was alone; and how acutely she now felt the strength of that sup­port which, from un­re­flect­ing fear rather than any reas­on­able motive, she had thrust aside! She looked around her, al­most hop­ing to see him. But there was no one there … no one ex­cept an old lady in black, stand­ing be­side the holy wa­ter basin.

			Hortense went up to her. The old lady, who held a sil­ver ros­ary in her hands, offered her holy wa­ter and then began to count the beads of the neck­lace which Hortense gave her.

			She whispered:

			“Sev­enty-five. That’s right. Come.”

			Without an­oth­er word, she toddled along un­der the light of the street-lamps, crossed the Pont des Tour­nelles to the Ile Saint-Louis and went down an empty street lead­ing to a cross­roads, where she stopped in front of an old house with wrought-iron bal­conies:

			“Go in,” she said.

			And the old lady went away.

			

			Hortense now saw a pros­per­ous-look­ing shop which oc­cu­pied al­most the whole of the ground-floor and whose win­dows, blaz­ing with elec­tric light, dis­played a huddled ar­ray of old fur­niture and an­tiquit­ies. She stood there for a few seconds, gaz­ing at it ab­sently. A sign­board bore the words “The Mer­cury,” to­geth­er with the name of the own­er of the shop, “Pan­caldi.” High­er up, on a pro­ject­ing cor­nice which ran on a level with the first floor, a small niche sheltered a terra-cotta Mer­cury poised on one foot, with wings to his san­dals and the ca­duceus in his hand, who, as Hortense noted, was lean­ing a little too far for­ward in the ar­dour of his flight and ought lo­gic­ally to have lost his bal­ance and taken a head­er in­to the street.

			“Now!” she said, un­der her breath.

			She turned the handle of the door and walked in.

			Des­pite the ringing of the bells ac­tu­ated by the open­ing door, no one came to meet her. The shop seemed to be empty. How­ever, at the ex­treme end there was a room at the back of the shop and after that an­oth­er, both crammed with fur­niture and knick­knacks, many of which looked very valu­able. Hortense fol­lowed a nar­row gang­way which twis­ted and turned between two walls built up of cup­boards, cab­in­ets and con­sole-tables, went up two steps and found her­self in the last room of all.

			A man was sit­ting at a writ­ing-desk and look­ing through some ac­count-books. Without turn­ing his head, he said:

			“I am at your ser­vice, madam. … Please look round you. …”

			This room con­tained noth­ing but art­icles of a spe­cial char­ac­ter which gave it the ap­pear­ance of some al­chem­ist’s labor­at­ory in the middle ages: stuffed owls, skel­et­ons, skulls, cop­per alem­bics, as­tro­labes and all around, hanging on the walls, am­u­lets of every de­scrip­tion, mainly hands of ivory or cor­al with two fin­gers point­ing to ward off ill-luck.

			“Are you want­ing any­thing in par­tic­u­lar, madam?” asked M. Pan­caldi, clos­ing his desk and rising from his chair.

			“It’s the man,” thought Hortense.

			He had in fact an un­com­monly pasty com­plex­ion. A little forked beard, flecked with grey, lengthened his face, which was sur­moun­ted by a bald, pal­lid fore­head, be­neath which gleamed a pair of small, prom­in­ent, rest­less, shifty eyes.

			Hortense, who had not re­moved her veil or cloak, replied:

			“I want a clasp.”

			“They’re in this show­case,” he said, lead­ing the way to the con­nect­ing room.

			Hortense glanced over the glass case and said:

			“No, no, … I don’t see what I’m look­ing for. I don’t want just any clasp, but a clasp which I lost out of a jew­el-case some years ago and which I have to look for here.”

			She was astoun­ded to see the com­mo­tion dis­played on his fea­tures. His eyes be­came hag­gard.

			“Here? … I don’t think you are in the least likely. … What sort of clasp is it? …”

			“A cor­ne­li­an, moun­ted in gold fili­gree … of the 1830 peri­od.”

			“I don’t un­der­stand,” he stammered. “Why do you come to me?”

			She now re­moved her veil and laid aside her cloak.

			He stepped back, as though ter­ri­fied by the sight of her, and whispered:

			“The blue gown! … The toque! … And—can I be­lieve my eyes?—the jet neck­lace! …”

			It was per­haps the whip­lash formed of three rushes that ex­cited him most vi­ol­ently. He poin­ted his fin­ger at it, began to stag­ger where he stood and ended by beat­ing the air with his arms, like a drown­ing man, and faint­ing away in a chair.

			Hortense did not move.

			“Whatever farce he may play,” Rén­ine had writ­ten, “have the cour­age to re­main im­pass­ive.”

			Per­haps he was not play­ing a farce. Nev­er­the­less she forced her­self to be calm and in­dif­fer­ent.

			This las­ted for a minute or two, after which M. Pan­caldi re­covered from his swoon, wiped away the per­spir­a­tion stream­ing down his fore­head and, striv­ing to con­trol him­self, re­sumed, in a trem­bling voice:

			“Why do you ap­ply to me?”

			“Be­cause the clasp is in your pos­ses­sion.”

			“Who told you that?” he said, without deny­ing the ac­cus­a­tion. “How do you know?”

			“I know be­cause it is so. Nobody has told me any­thing. I came here pos­it­ive that I should find my clasp and with the im­mov­able de­term­in­a­tion to take it away with me.”

			“But do you know me? Do you know my name?”

			“I don’t know you. I did not know your name be­fore I read it over your shop. To me you are simply the man who is go­ing to give me back what be­longs to me.”

			He was greatly agit­ated. He kept on walk­ing to and fro in a small empty space sur­roun­ded by a circle of piled-up fur­niture, at which he hit out idi­ot­ic­ally, at the risk of bring­ing it down.

			Hortense felt that she had the whip hand of him; and, profit­ing by his con­fu­sion, she said, sud­denly, in a com­mand­ing and threat­en­ing tone:

			“Where is the thing? You must give it back to me. I in­sist upon it.”

			Pan­caldi gave way to a mo­ment of des­pair. He fol­ded his hands and mumbled a few words of en­treaty. Then, de­feated and sud­denly resigned, he said, more dis­tinctly:

			“You in­sist? …”

			“I do. You must give it to me.”

			“Yes, yes, I must … I agree.”

			“Speak!” she ordered, more harshly still.

			“Speak, no, but write: I will write my secret. … And that will be the end of me.”

			He turned to his desk and fe­ver­ishly wrote a few lines on a sheet of pa­per, which he put in­to an en­vel­ope and sealed it:

			“See,” he said, “here’s my secret. … It was my whole life. …”

			And, so say­ing, he sud­denly pressed against his temple a re­volver which he had pro­duced from un­der a pile of pa­pers and fired.

			With a quick move­ment, Hortense struck up his arm. The bul­let struck the mir­ror of a che­val-glass. But Pan­caldi col­lapsed and began to groan, as though he were wounded.

			Hortense made a great ef­fort not to lose her com­pos­ure:

			“Rén­ine warned me,” she re­flec­ted. “The man’s a play-act­or. He has kept the en­vel­ope. He has kept his re­volver, I won’t be taken in by him.”

			Nev­er­the­less, she real­ized that, des­pite his ap­par­ent calmness, the at­tempt at sui­cide and the re­volver-shot had com­pletely un­nerved her. All her en­er­gies were dis­persed, like the sticks of a bundle whose string has been cut; and she had a pain­ful im­pres­sion that the man, who was grov­el­ling at her feet, was in real­ity slowly get­ting the bet­ter of her.

			She sat down, ex­hausted. As Rén­ine had fore­told, the duel had not las­ted longer than a few minutes but it was she who had suc­cumbed, thanks to her fem­in­ine nerves and at the very mo­ment when she felt en­titled to be­lieve that she had won.

			The man Pan­caldi was fully aware of this; and, without troub­ling to in­vent a trans­ition, he ceased his jeremi­ads, leapt to his feet, cut a sort of agile caper be­fore Hortense’ eyes and cried, in a jeer­ing tone:

			“Now we are go­ing to have a little chat; but it would be a nuis­ance to be at the mercy of the first passing cus­tom­er, wouldn’t it?”

			He ran to the street-door, opened it and pulled down the iron shut­ter which closed the shop. Then, still hop­ping and skip­ping, he came back to Hortense:

			“Oof! I really thought I was done for! One more ef­fort, madam, and you would have pulled it off. But then I’m such a simple chap! It seemed to me that you had come from the back of bey­ond, as an emis­sary of Provid­ence, to call me to ac­count; and, like a fool, I was about to give the thing back. … Ah, Mlle. Hortense—let me call you so: I used to know you by that name—Mlle. Hortense, what you lack, to use a vul­gar ex­pres­sion, is gut.”

			He sat down be­side her and, with a ma­li­cious look, said, sav­agely:

			“The time has come to speak out. Who con­trived this busi­ness? Not you; eh? It’s not in your style. Then who? … I have al­ways been hon­est in my life, scru­pu­lously hon­est … ex­cept once … in the mat­ter of that clasp. And, where­as I thought the story was bur­ied and for­got­ten, here it is sud­denly raked up again. Why? That’s what I want to know.”

			Hortense was no longer even at­tempt­ing to fight. He was bring­ing to bear upon her all his virile strength, all his spite, all his fears, all the threats ex­pressed in his furi­ous ges­tures and on his fea­tures, which were both ri­dicu­lous and evil:

			“Speak, I want to know. If I have a secret foe, let me de­fend my­self against him! Who is he? Who sent you here? Who urged you to take ac­tion? Is it a rival in­censed by my good luck, who wants in his turn to be­ne­fit by the clasp? Speak, can’t you, damn it all … or, I swear by Heav­en, I’ll make you! …”

			She had an idea that he was reach­ing out for his re­volver and stepped back, hold­ing her arms be­fore her, in the hope of es­cap­ing.

			They thus struggled against each oth­er; and Hortense, who was be­com­ing more and more frightened, not so much of the at­tack as of her as­sail­ant’s dis­tor­ted face, was be­gin­ning to scream, when Pan­caldi sud­denly stood mo­tion­less, with his arms be­fore him, his fin­gers out­stretched and his eyes star­ing above Hortense’s head:

			“Who’s there? How did you get in?” he asked, in a stifled voice.

			Hortense did not even need to turn round to feel as­sured that Rén­ine was com­ing to her as­sist­ance and that it was his in­ex­plic­able ap­pear­ance that was caus­ing the deal­er such dis­may. As a mat­ter of fact, a slender fig­ure stole through a heap of easy chairs and so­fas: and Rén­ine came for­ward with a tran­quil step.

			“Who are you?” re­peated Pan­caldi. “Where do you come from?”

			“From up there,” he said, very ami­ably, point­ing to the ceil­ing.

			“From up there?”

			“Yes, from the first floor. I have been the ten­ant of the floor above this for the past three months. I heard a noise just now. Someone was call­ing out for help. So I came down.”

			“But how did you get in here?”

			“By the stair­case.”

			“What stair­case?”

			“The iron stair­case, at the end of the shop. The man who owned it be­fore you had a flat on my floor and used to go up and down by that hid­den stair­case. You had the door shut off. I opened it.”

			“But by what right, sir? It amounts to break­ing in.”

			“Break­ing in is al­lowed, when there’s a fel­low-creature to be res­cued.”

			“Once more, who are you?”

			“Prince Rén­ine … and a friend of this lady’s,” said Rén­ine, bend­ing over Hortense and kiss­ing her hand.

			Pan­caldi seemed to be chok­ing, and mumbled:

			“Oh, I un­der­stand! … You in­stig­ated the plot … it was you who sent the lady. …”

			“It was, M. Pan­caldi, it was!”

			“And what are your in­ten­tions?”

			“My in­ten­tions are ir­re­proach­able. No vi­ol­ence. Simply a little in­ter­view. When that is over, you will hand over what I in my turn have come to fetch.”

			“What?”

			“The clasp.”

			“That, nev­er!” shouted the deal­er.

			“Don’t say no. It’s a fore­gone con­clu­sion.”

			“No power on earth, sir, can com­pel me to do such a thing!”

			“Shall we send for your wife? Ma­dame Pan­caldi will per­haps real­ize the po­s­i­tion bet­ter than you do.”

			The idea of no longer be­ing alone with this un­ex­pec­ted ad­versary seemed to ap­peal to Pan­caldi. There was a bell on the table be­side him. He struck it three times.

			“Cap­it­al!” ex­claimed Rén­ine “You see, my dear, M. Pan­caldi is be­com­ing quite ami­able. Not a trace left of the dev­il broken loose who was go­ing for you just now. No, M. Pan­caldi only has to find him­self deal­ing with a man to re­cov­er his qual­it­ies of cour­tesy and kind­ness. A per­fect sheep! Which does not mean that things will go quite of them­selves. Far from it! There’s no more ob­stin­ate an­im­al than a sheep. …”

			Right at the end of the shop, between the deal­er’s writ­ing-desk and the wind­ing stair­case, a cur­tain was raised, ad­mit­ting a wo­man who was hold­ing a door open. She might have been thirty years of age. Very simply dressed, she looked, with the ap­ron on her, more like a cook than like the mis­tress of a house­hold. But she had an at­tract­ive face and a pleas­ing fig­ure.

			Hortense, who had fol­lowed Rén­ine, was sur­prised to re­cog­nize her as a maid whom she had had in her ser­vice when a girl:

			“What! Is that you, Lu­cienne? Are you Ma­dame Pan­caldi?”

			The new­comer looked at her, re­cog­nized her also and seemed em­bar­rassed. Rén­ine said to her:

			“Your hus­band and I need your as­sist­ance, Ma­dame Pan­caldi, to settle a rather com­plic­ated mat­ter a mat­ter in which you played an im­port­ant part. …”

			She came for­ward without a word, ob­vi­ously ill at ease, ask­ing her hus­band, who did not take his eyes off her:

			“What is it? … What do they want with me? … What is he re­fer­ring to?”

			“It’s about the clasp!” Pan­caldi whispered, un­der his breath.

			These few words were enough to make Ma­dame Pan­caldi real­ize to the full the ser­i­ous­ness of her po­s­i­tion. And she did not try to keep her coun­ten­ance or to re­tort with fu­tile protests. She sank in­to a chair, sigh­ing:

			“Oh, that’s it! … I un­der­stand. … Mlle. Hortense has found the track. … Oh, it’s all up with us!”

			There was a mo­ment’s res­pite. The struggle between the ad­versar­ies had hardly be­gun, be­fore the hus­band and wife ad­op­ted the at­ti­tude of de­feated per­sons whose only hope lay in the vic­tor’s clem­ency. Star­ing mo­tion­less be­fore her, Ma­dame Pan­caldi began to cry. Rén­ine bent over her and said:

			“Do you mind if we go over the case from the be­gin­ning? We shall then see things more clearly; and I am sure that our in­ter­view will lead to a per­fectly nat­ur­al solu­tion. … This is how things happened: nine years ago, when you were lady’s maid to Mlle. Hortense in the coun­try, you made the ac­quaint­ance of M. Pan­caldi, who soon be­came your lov­er. You were both of you Cor­sic­ans, in oth­er words, you came from a coun­try where su­per­sti­tions are very strong and where ques­tions of good and bad luck, the evil eye, and spells and charms ex­ert a pro­found in­flu­ence over the lives of one and all. Now it was said that your young mis­tress’ clasp had al­ways brought luck to its own­ers. That was why, in a weak mo­ment promp­ted by M. Pan­caldi, you stole the clasp. Six months af­ter­wards, you be­came Ma­dame Pan­caldi. … That is your whole story, is it not, told in a few sen­tences? The whole story of two people who would have re­mained hon­est mem­bers of so­ci­ety, if they had been able to res­ist that cas­u­al tempta­tion? … I need not tell you how you both suc­ceeded in life and how, pos­sess­ing the talis­man, be­liev­ing its powers and trust­ing in yourselves, you rose to the first rank of an­ti­quar­i­ans. Today, well-off, own­ing this shop, ‘The Mer­cury,’ you at­trib­ute the suc­cess of your un­der­tak­ings to that clasp. To lose it would to your eyes spell bank­ruptcy and poverty. Your whole life has been centred upon it. It is your fet­ish. It is the little house­hold god who watches over you and guides your steps. It is there, some­where, hid­den in this jungle; and no one of course would ever have sus­pec­ted any­thing—for I re­peat, you are de­cent people, but for this one lapse—if an ac­ci­dent had not led me to look in­to your af­fairs.”

			Rén­ine paused and con­tin­ued:

			“That was two months ago, two months of minute in­vest­ig­a­tions, which presen­ted no dif­fi­culty to me, be­cause, hav­ing dis­covered your trail, I hired the flat over­head and was able to use that stair­case … but, all the same, two months wasted to a cer­tain ex­tent be­cause I have not yet suc­ceeded. And Heav­en knows how I have ran­sacked this shop of yours! There is not a piece of fur­niture that I have left un­searched, not a plank in the floor that I have not in­spec­ted. All to no pur­pose. Yes, there was one thing, an in­cid­ent­al dis­cov­ery. In a secret re­cess in your writ­ing-table, Pan­caldi, I turned up a little ac­count-book in which you have set down your re­morse, your un­eas­i­ness, your fear of pun­ish­ment and your dread of God’s wrath. … It was highly im­prudent of you, Pan­caldi! People don’t write such con­fes­sions! And, above all, they don’t leave them ly­ing about! Be this as it may, I read them and I noted one pas­sage, which struck me as par­tic­u­larly im­port­ant and was of use to me in pre­par­ing my plan of cam­paign: ‘Should she come to me, the wo­man whom I robbed, should she come to me as I saw her in her garden, while Lu­cienne was tak­ing the clasp; should she ap­pear to me wear­ing the blue gown and the toque of red leaves, with the jet neck­lace and the whip of three plaited rushes which she was car­ry­ing that day; should she ap­pear to me thus and say: “I have come to claim my prop­erty,” then I shall un­der­stand that her con­duct is in­spired from on high and that I must obey the de­cree of Provid­ence.’ That is what is writ­ten in your book, Pan­caldi, and it ex­plains the con­duct of the lady whom you call Mlle. Hortense. Act­ing on my in­struc­tions and in ac­cord­ance with the set­ting thought out by your­self, she came to you, from the back of bey­ond, to use your own ex­pres­sion. A little more self-pos­ses­sion on her part; and you know that she would have won the day. Un­for­tu­nately, you are a won­der­ful act­or; your sham sui­cide put her out; and you un­der­stood that this was not a de­cree of Provid­ence, but simply an of­fens­ive on the part of your former vic­tim. I had no choice, there­fore, but to in­ter­vene. Here I am. … And now let’s fin­ish the busi­ness. Pan­caldi, that clasp!”

			“No,” said the deal­er, who seemed to re­cov­er all his en­ergy at the very thought of restor­ing the clasp.

			“And you, Ma­dame Pan­caldi.”

			“I don’t know where it is,” the wife de­clared.

			“Very well. Then let us come to deeds. Ma­dame Pan­caldi, you have a son of sev­en whom you love with all your heart. This is Thursday and, as on every Thursday, your little boy is to come home alone from his aunt’s. Two of my friends are pos­ted on the road by which he re­turns and, in the ab­sence of in­struc­tions to the con­trary, will kid­nap him as he passes.”

			Ma­dame Pan­caldi lost her head at once:

			“My son! Oh, please, please … not that! … I swear that I know noth­ing. My hus­band would nev­er con­sent to con­fide in me.”

			Rén­ine con­tin­ued:

			“Next point. This even­ing, I shall lodge an in­form­a­tion with the pub­lic pro­sec­utor. Evid­ence: the con­fes­sions in the ac­count-book. Con­sequences: ac­tion by the po­lice, search of the premises and the rest.”

			Pan­caldi was si­lent. The oth­ers had a feel­ing that all these threats did not af­fect him and that, pro­tec­ted by his fet­ish, he be­lieved him­self to be in­vul­ner­able. But his wife fell on her knees at Rén­ine’s feet and stammered:

			“No, no … I en­treat you! … It would mean go­ing to pris­on and I don’t want to go! … And then my son! … Oh, I en­treat you! …”

			Hortense, seized with com­pas­sion, took Rén­ine to one side:

			“Poor wo­man! Let me in­ter­cede for her.”

			“Set your mind at rest,” he said. “Noth­ing is go­ing to hap­pen to her son.”

			“But your two friends?”

			“Sheer bluff.”

			“Your ap­plic­a­tion to the pub­lic pro­sec­utor?”

			“A mere threat.”

			“Then what are you try­ing to do?”

			“To fright­en them out of their wits, in the hope of mak­ing them drop a re­mark, a word, which will tell us what we want to know. We’ve tried every oth­er means. This is the last; and it is a meth­od which, I find, nearly al­ways suc­ceeds. Re­mem­ber our ad­ven­tures.”

			“But if the word which you ex­pect to hear is not spoken?”

			“It must be spoken,” said Rén­ine, in a low voice. “We must fin­ish the mat­ter. The hour is at hand.”

			His eyes met hers; and she blushed crim­son at the thought that the hour to which he was al­lud­ing was the eighth and that he had no oth­er ob­ject than to fin­ish the mat­ter be­fore that eighth hour struck.

			“So you see, on the one hand, what you are risk­ing,” he said to the Pan­caldi pair. “The dis­ap­pear­ance of your child … and pris­on: pris­on for cer­tain, since there is the book with its con­fes­sions. And now, on the oth­er hand, here’s my of­fer: twenty thou­sand francs if you hand over the clasp im­me­di­ately, this minute. Re­mem­ber, it isn’t worth three louis.”

			No reply. Ma­dame Pan­caldi was cry­ing.

			Rén­ine re­sumed, paus­ing between each pro­pos­al:

			“I’ll double my of­fer. … I’ll treble it. … Hang it all, Pan­caldi, you’re un­reas­on­able! … I sup­pose you want me to make it a round sum? All right: a hun­dred thou­sand francs.”

			He held out his hand as if there was no doubt that they would give him the clasp.

			Ma­dame Pan­caldi was the first to yield and did so with a sud­den out­burst of rage against her hus­band:

			“Well, con­fess, can’t you? … Speak up! … Where have you hid­den it? … Look here, you aren’t go­ing to be ob­stin­ate, what? If you are, it means ru­in … and poverty. … And then there’s our boy! … Speak out, do!”

			Hortense whispered:

			“Rén­ine, this is mad­ness; the clasp has no value. …”

			“Nev­er fear,” said Rén­ine, “he’s not go­ing to ac­cept. … But look at him. … How ex­cited he is! Ex­actly what I wanted. … Ah, this, you know, is really ex­cit­ing! … To make people lose their heads! To rob them of all con­trol over what they are think­ing and say­ing! … And, in the midst of this con­fu­sion, in the storm that tosses them to and fro, to catch sight of the tiny spark which will flash forth some­where or oth­er! … Look at him! Look at the fel­low! A hun­dred thou­sand francs for a value­less pebble … if not, pris­on: it’s enough to turn any man’s head!”

			Pan­caldi, in fact, was grey in the face; his lips were trem­bling and a drop of saliva was trick­ling from their corners. It was easy to guess the seeth­ing tur­moil of his whole be­ing, shaken by con­flict­ing emo­tions, by the clash between greed and fear. Sud­denly he burst out; and it was ob­vi­ous that his words were pour­ing forth at ran­dom, without his know­ing in the least what he was say­ing:

			“A hun­dred thou­sand francs! Two hun­dred thou­sand! Five hun­dred thou­sand! A mil­lion! A two fig for your mil­lions! What’s the use of mil­lions? One loses them. They dis­ap­pear. … They go. … There’s only one thing that counts: luck. It’s on your side or else against you. And luck has been on my side these last nine years. It has nev­er be­trayed me; and you ex­pect me to be­tray it? Why? Out of fear? Pris­on? My son? Bosh! … No harm will come to me so long as I com­pel luck to work on my be­half. It’s my ser­vant, it’s my friend. It clings to the clasp. How? How can I tell? It’s the cor­ne­li­an, no doubt. … There are ma­gic stones, which hold hap­pi­ness, as oth­ers hold fire, or sul­phur, or gold. …”

			Rén­ine kept his eyes fixed upon him, watch­ing for the least word, the least mod­u­la­tion of the voice. The curi­os­ity-deal­er was now laugh­ing, with a nervous laugh, while re­sum­ing the self-con­trol of a man who feels sure of him­self: and he walked up to Rén­ine with jerky move­ments that re­vealed an in­creas­ing res­ol­u­tion:

			“Mil­lions? My dear sir, I wouldn’t have them as a gift. The little bit of stone which I pos­sess is worth much more than that. And the proof of it lies in all the pains which you are at to take it from me. Aha! Months de­voted to look­ing for it, as you your­self con­fess! Months in which you turned everything topsy-turvy, while I, who sus­pec­ted noth­ing, did not even de­fend my­self! Why should I? The little thing de­fen­ded it­self all alone. … It does not want to be dis­covered and it shan’t be. … It likes be­ing here. … It presides over a good, hon­est busi­ness that sat­is­fies it. … Pan­caldi’s luck! Why, it’s known to all the neigh­bour­hood, among all the deal­ers! I pro­claim it from the house­tops: ‘I’m a lucky man!’ I even made so bold as to take the god of luck, Mer­cury, as my pat­ron! He too pro­tects me. See, I’ve got Mer­cur­ies all over my shop! Look up there, on that shelf, a whole row of statuettes, like the one over the front-door, proofs signed by a great sculptor who went smash and sold them to me. … Would you like one, my dear sir? It will bring you luck too. Take your pick! A present from Pan­caldi, to make up to you for your de­feat! Does that suit you?”

			He put a stool against the wall, un­der the shelf, took down a statuette and plumped it in­to Rén­ine’s arms. And, laugh­ing heart­ily, grow­ing more and more ex­cited as his en­emy seemed to yield ground and to fall back be­fore his spir­ited at­tack, he ex­plained:

			“Well done! He ac­cepts! And the fact that he ac­cepts shows that we are all agreed! Ma­dame Pan­caldi, don’t dis­tress your­self. Your son’s com­ing back and nobody’s go­ing to pris­on! Good­bye, Mlle. Hortense! Good day, sir! Hope to see you again! If you want to speak to me at any time, just give three thumps on the ceil­ing. Good­bye … don’t for­get your present … and may Mer­cury be kind to you! Good­bye, my dear Prince! Good­bye, Mlle. Hortense! …”

			He hustled them to the iron stair­case, gripped each of them by the arm in turn and pushed them up to the little door hid­den at the top of the stairs.

			And the strange thing was that Rén­ine made no protest. He did not at­tempt to res­ist. He al­lowed him­self to be led along like a naughty child that is taken up to bed.

			Less than five minutes had elapsed between the mo­ment when he made his of­fer to Pan­caldi and the mo­ment when Pan­caldi turned him out of the shop with a statuette in his arms.

			

			The din­ing-room and draw­ing-room of the flat which Rén­ine had taken on the first floor looked out upon the street. The table in the din­ing-room was laid for two.

			“For­give me, won’t you?” said Rén­ine, as he opened the door of the draw­ing-room for Hortense. “I thought that, whatever happened, I should most likely see you this even­ing and that we might as well dine to­geth­er. Don’t re­fuse me this kind­ness, which will be the last fa­vour gran­ted in our last ad­ven­ture.”

			Hortense did not re­fuse him. The man­ner in which the battle had ended was so dif­fer­ent from everything that she had seen hitherto that she felt dis­con­cer­ted. At any rate, why should she re­fuse, see­ing that the terms of the con­tract had not been ful­filled?

			Rén­ine left the room to give an or­der to his manser­vant. Two minutes later, he came back for Hortense. It was then a little past sev­en.

			There were flowers on the table; and the statue of Mer­cury, Pan­caldi’s present, stood over­top­ping them.

			“May the god of luck preside over our re­past,” said Rén­ine.

			He was full of an­im­a­tion and ex­pressed his great de­light at hav­ing her sit­ting op­pos­ite him:

			“Yes,” he ex­claimed, “I had to re­sort to power­ful means and at­tract you by the bait of the most fab­ulous en­ter­prises. You must con­fess that my let­ter was jolly smart! The three rushes, the blue gown; simply ir­res­ist­ible! And, when I had thrown in a few puzzles of my own in­ven­tion, such as the sev­enty-five beads of the neck­lace and the old wo­man with the sil­ver ros­ary, I knew that you were bound to suc­cumb to the tempta­tion. Don’t be angry with me. I wanted to see you and I wanted it to be today. You have come and I thank you.”

			He next told her how he had got on the track of the stolen trinket:

			“You hoped, didn’t you, in lay­ing down that con­di­tion, that I shouldn’t be able to ful­fil it? You made a mis­take, my dear. The test, at least at the be­gin­ning, was easy enough, be­cause it was based upon an un­doubted fact: the talis­man­ic char­ac­ter at­trib­uted to the clasp. I had only to hunt about and see wheth­er among the people around you, among your ser­vants, there was ever any­one upon whom that char­ac­ter may have ex­er­cised some at­trac­tion. Now, on the list of per­sons which I suc­ceeded in draw­ing up. I at once no­ticed the name of Mlle. Lu­cienne, as com­ing from Cor­sica. This was my start­ing-point. The rest was a mere con­cat­en­a­tion of events.”

			Hortense stared at him in amazement. How was it that he was ac­cept­ing his de­feat with such a care­less air and even talk­ing in a tone of tri­umph, where­as really he had been soundly beaten by Pan­caldi and even made to look just a trifle ri­dicu­lous?

			She could not help let­ting him feel this; and the fash­ion in which she did so be­trayed a cer­tain dis­ap­point­ment, a cer­tain hu­mi­li­ation:

			“Everything is a con­cat­en­a­tion of events: very well. But the chain is broken, be­cause, when all is said, though you know the thief, you did not suc­ceed in lay­ing hands upon the stolen clasp.”

			The re­proach was ob­vi­ous. Rén­ine had not ac­cus­tomed her to fail­ure. And fur­ther­more she was ir­rit­ated to see how heed­lessly he was ac­cept­ing a blow which, after all, en­tailed the ru­in of any hopes that he might have en­ter­tained.

			He did not reply. He had filled their two glasses with cham­pagne and was slowly empty­ing his own, with his eyes fixed on the statuette of Mer­cury. He turned it about on its ped­es­tal and ex­amined it with the eye of a de­lighted con­nois­seur:

			“What a beau­ti­ful thing is a har­mo­ni­ous line! Col­our does not up­lift me so much as out­line, pro­por­tion, sym­metry and all the won­der­ful prop­er­ties of form. Look at this little statue. Pan­caldi’s right: it’s the work of a great artist. The legs are both slender and mus­cu­lar; the whole fig­ure gives an im­pres­sion of buoy­ancy and speed. It is very well done. There’s only one fault, a very slight one: per­haps you’ve not no­ticed it?”

			“Yes, I have,” said Hortense. “It struck me the mo­ment I saw the sign, out­side. You mean, don’t you, a cer­tain lack of bal­ance? The god is lean­ing over too far on the leg that car­ries him. He looks as though he were go­ing to pitch for­ward.”

			“That’s very clev­er of you,” said Rén­ine. “The fault is al­most im­per­cept­ible and it needs a trained eye to see it. Really, how­ever, as a mat­ter of lo­gic, the weight of the body ought to have its way and, in ac­cord­ance with nat­ur­al laws, the little god ought to take a head­er.”

			After a pause he con­tin­ued:

			“I no­ticed that flaw on the first day. How was it that I did not draw an in­fer­ence at once? I was shocked be­cause the artist had sinned against an aes­thet­ic law, where­as I ought to have been shocked be­cause he had over­looked a phys­ic­al law. As though art and nature were not blen­ded to­geth­er! And as though the laws of grav­ity could be dis­turbed without some fun­da­ment­al reas­on!”

			“What do you mean?” asked Hortense, puzzled by these re­flec­tions, which seemed so far re­moved from their secret thoughts. “What do you mean?”

			“Oh, noth­ing!” he said. “I am only sur­prised that I didn’t un­der­stand soon­er why Mer­cury did not plump for­ward, as he should have done.”

			“And what is the reas­on?”

			“The reas­on? I ima­gine that Pan­caldi, when pulling the statuette about to make it serve his pur­pose, must have dis­turbed its bal­ance, but that this bal­ance was re­stored by some­thing which holds the little god back and which makes up for his really too dan­ger­ous pos­ture.”

			“Some­thing, you say?”

			“Yes, a coun­ter­weight.”

			Hortense gave a start. She too was be­gin­ning to see a little light. She mur­mured:

			“A coun­ter­weight? … Are you think­ing that it might be … in the ped­es­tal?”

			“Why not?”

			“Is that pos­sible? But, if so, how did Pan­caldi come to give you this statuette?”

			“He nev­er gave me this one,” Rén­ine de­clared. “I took this one my­self.”

			“But where? And when?”

			“Just now, while you were in the draw­ing-room. I got out of that win­dow, which is just over the sign­board and be­side the niche con­tain­ing the little god. And I ex­changed the two, that is to say, I took the statue which was out­side and put the one which Pan­caldi gave me in its place.”

			“But doesn’t that one lean for­ward?”

			“No, no more than the oth­ers do, on the shelf in his shop. But Pan­caldi is not an artist. A lack of equi­lib­ri­um does not im­press him; he will see noth­ing wrong; and he will con­tin­ue to think him­self fa­voured by luck, which is an­oth­er way of say­ing that luck will con­tin­ue to fa­vour him. Mean­while, here’s the statuette, the one used for the sign. Am I to break the ped­es­tal and take your clasp out of the leaden sheath, soldered to the back of the ped­es­tal, which keeps Mer­cury steady?”

			“No, no, there’s no need for that,” Hortense hur­riedly mur­mured.

			Rén­ine’s in­tu­ition, his sub­tlety, the skill with which he had man­aged the whole busi­ness: to her, for the mo­ment, all these things re­mained in the back­ground. But she sud­denly re­membered that the eighth ad­ven­ture was com­pleted, that Rén­ine had sur­moun­ted every obstacle, that the test had turned to his ad­vant­age and that the ex­treme lim­it of time fixed for the last of the ad­ven­tures was not yet reached.

			He had the cruelty to call at­ten­tion to the fact:

			“A quarter to eight,” he said.

			An op­press­ive si­lence fell between them. Both felt its dis­com­fort to such a de­gree that they hes­it­ated to make the least move­ment. In or­der to break it, Rén­ine jes­ted:

			“That worthy M. Pan­caldi, how good it was of him to tell me what I wished to know! I knew, how­ever, that by ex­as­per­at­ing him, I should end by pick­ing up the miss­ing clue in what he said. It was just as though one were to hand someone a flint and steel and sug­gest to him that he was to use it. In the end, the spark is ob­tained. In my case, what pro­duced the spark was the un­con­scious but in­ev­it­able com­par­is­on which he drew between the cor­ne­li­an clasp, the ele­ment of luck, and Mer­cury, the god of luck. That was enough. I un­der­stood that this as­so­ci­ation of ideas arose from his hav­ing ac­tu­ally as­so­ci­ated the two factors of luck by em­body­ing one in the oth­er, or, to speak more plainly, by hid­ing the trinket in the statuette. And I at once re­membered the Mer­cury out­side the door and its de­fect­ive poise. …”

			Rén­ine sud­denly in­ter­rup­ted him­self. It seemed to him that all his re­marks were fall­ing on deaf ears. Hortense had put her hand to her fore­head and, thus veil­ing her eyes, sat mo­tion­less and re­mote.

			She was in­deed not listen­ing. The end of this par­tic­u­lar ad­ven­ture and the man­ner in which Rén­ine had ac­ted on this oc­ca­sion no longer in­ter­ested her. What she was think­ing of was the com­plex series of ad­ven­tures amid which she had been liv­ing for the past three months and the won­der­ful be­ha­viour of the man who had offered her his de­vo­tion. She saw, as in a ma­gic pic­ture, the fab­ulous deeds per­formed by him, all the good that he had done, the lives saved, the sor­rows as­suaged, the or­der re­stored wherever his mas­terly will had been brought to bear. Noth­ing was im­possible to him. What he un­der­took to do he did. Every aim that he set be­fore him was at­tained in ad­vance. And all this without ex­cess­ive ef­fort, with the calmness of one who knows his own strength and knows that noth­ing can res­ist it.

			Then what could she do against him? Why should she de­fend her­self and how? If he de­man­ded that she should yield, would he not know how to make her do so and would this last ad­ven­ture be any more dif­fi­cult for him than the oth­ers? Sup­pos­ing that she ran away: did the wide world con­tain a re­treat in which she would be safe from his pur­suit? From the first mo­ment of their first meet­ing, the end was cer­tain, since Rén­ine had de­creed that it should be so.

			How­ever, she still cast about for weapons, for pro­tec­tion of some sort; and she said to her­self that, though he had ful­filled the eight con­di­tions and re­stored the cor­ne­li­an clasp to her be­fore the eighth hour had struck, she was nev­er­the­less pro­tec­ted by the fact that this eighth hour was to strike on the clock of the Château de Hal­in­gre and not else­where. It was a form­al com­pact. Rén­ine had said that day, gaz­ing on the lips which he longed to kiss:

			“The old brass pen­du­lum will start swinging again; and, when, on the fixed date, the clock once more strikes eight, then. …”

			She looked up. He was not mov­ing either, but sat sol­emnly, pa­tiently wait­ing.

			She was on the point of say­ing, she was even pre­par­ing her words:

			“You know, our agree­ment says it must be the Hal­in­gre clock. All the oth­er con­di­tions have been ful­filled … but not this one. So I am free, am I not? I am en­titled not to keep my prom­ise, which, moreover, I nev­er made, but which in any case falls to the ground? … And I am per­fectly free … re­leased from any scruple of con­science? …”

			She had not time to speak. At that pre­cise mo­ment, there was a click be­hind her, like that of a clock about to strike.

			A first stroke soun­ded, then a second, then a third.

			Hortense moaned. She had re­cog­nized the very sound of the old clock, the Hal­in­gre clock, which three months ago, by break­ing in a su­per­nat­ur­al man­ner the si­lence of the deser­ted château, had set both of them on the road of the eight ad­ven­tures.

			She coun­ted the strokes. The clock struck eight.

			“Ah!” she mur­mured, half swoon­ing and hid­ing her face in her hands. “The clock … the clock is here … the one from over there … I re­cog­nize its voice. …”

			She said no more. She felt that Rén­ine had his eyes fixed upon her and this sapped all her en­er­gies. Be­sides, had she been able to re­cov­er them, she would have been no bet­ter off nor sought to of­fer him the least res­ist­ance, for the reas­on that she did not wish to res­ist. All the ad­ven­tures were over, but one re­mained to be un­der­taken, the an­ti­cip­a­tion of which wiped out the memory of all the rest. It was the ad­ven­ture of love, the most de­light­ful, the most be­wil­der­ing, the most ad­or­able of all ad­ven­tures. She ac­cep­ted fate’s de­cree, re­joicing in all that might come, be­cause she was in love. She smiled in spite of her­self, as she re­flec­ted that hap­pi­ness was again to enter her life at the very mo­ment when her well-be­loved was bring­ing her the cor­ne­li­an clasp.

			The clock struck the hour for the second time.

			Hortense raised her eyes to Rén­ine. She struggled a few seconds longer. But she was like a charmed bird, in­cap­able of any move­ment of re­volt; and at the eighth stroke she fell upon his breast and offered him her lips. …
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