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    A single number becomes the key that unlocks a labyrinth of crime, identity, and power. In 813, Maurice Leblanc sets his famed gentleman thief, Arsène Lupin, loose in a plot that moves with the velocity of a city at the height of modernity. The novel invites readers into a world where intellect is a weapon and appearances are a calculus, and where a cryptic sign can tilt the balance of nations and fortunes. Leblanc fuses thriller urgency with detective intricacy, delivering an adventure that probes reputation, authority, and the theater of self in a society enthralled by spectacle.

Regarded as one of the most ambitious Lupin adventures, 813 is a classic because it consolidates the myth while testing it. The book widened the scope of popular crime fiction, pushing the gentleman thief from elegant burglary toward a complex contest of strategy, influence, and moral nerve. Its blend of puzzles, pursuit, and social observation helped define a continental alternative to the Anglo-American detective novel. Over time, 813 has stood as a touchstone for the caper tale and the high-stakes mystery, shaping expectations for heroes who win by wit and nerve rather than force. Its audacity remains instructive and invigorating.

Maurice Leblanc, a French novelist and short story writer, created Arsène Lupin in 1905 for the Belle Époque press, and quickly became a pillar of popular literature. 813 was written and first published in the early 1910s, when serialized fiction captivated readers hungry for suspense and modern themes. In this full-length Lupin novel, Leblanc refines his hero’s persona and stretches the narrative canvas into political, social, and psychological terrain. Without disclosing twists, it is fair to say that 813 places Lupin at the center of a peril that radiates far beyond a single crime, inviting reflections on power and persona.

The premise, stated simply, is that Lupin encounters a mystery whose reach eclipses the familiar boundaries of theft and private intrigue. A shocking crime acts as an ignition point, the enigmatic number serves as a recurring signal, and the plot’s ripples touch salons, offices, and streets alike. Lupin contends not just with adversaries, but with systems of attention, rumor, and authority. Leblanc stages a game of moves and countermoves in which timing and disguise prove as consequential as deduction. The novel escalates from local puzzles to wider stakes, maintaining clarity while layering complexities that beckon the reader deeper at each turn.

Leblanc’s purpose in 813 seems twofold: to delight a mass readership with breathless invention, and to interrogate the conditions that enable a legend to operate. He explores how fame can be used as camouflage, how morality flexes under pressure, and how the art of misdirection depends on understanding what an audience wants to see. The novel probes the ethics of intervention and the price of audacity, all while preserving the buoyant flair that made Lupin beloved. By stretching his protagonist to the limits of strategy and self-control, Leblanc asks what remains when the mask becomes indistinguishable from the face.

Formally, 813 displays the strengths of serial storytelling honed to a novelistic sheen. Chapters pivot on cliffhangers and reveals, yet the overall structure balances momentum with accumulation, ensuring that each clue alters the field of play. Leblanc’s style favors deft scene-setting, quick character sketches, and a musical alternation between levity and menace. The urban milieu hums with modern pace, telegraphs and newspapers quicken the plot, and disguise becomes a language of its own. Throughout, the author orchestrates misdirection without cheating, winning suspense not by withholding logic but by inviting readers to test their inferences against an ever-widening horizon.

At its heart, 813 considers identity as performance and power as persuasion. The novel examines how names, numbers, and reputations control rooms before words are spoken. It weighs the friction between law and justice, the uses and abuses of secrecy, and the allure of autonomy in a world increasingly ordered by institutions. Trust, loyalty, and public opinion are currency; masks reveal as much as they hide. Leblanc neither despairs over modernity nor romanticizes it, preferring to dramatize the negotiations individuals make with systems bigger than themselves. The result is a story that entertains while sharpening the reader’s sense of how narratives govern reality.

Within literary history, 813 stands at a crossroads where the detective tale meets the adventure romance and anticipates the modern thriller. Leblanc wrote in dialogue with contemporaries who prized rational inquiry and fair-play puzzles, yet he injected a distinctly French flair for irony, social satire, and theatrical set pieces. The novel exemplifies how continental crime fiction embraced velocity and spectacle without surrendering coherence. Its success demonstrated that a series character could sustain grander arcs without sacrificing episodic pleasures, influencing how later writers conceived recurring heroes who evolve across novels and confront stakes that extend from private riddles to public consequences.

The book’s influence radiates through the enduring figure of the gentleman thief, whose elegance destabilizes assumptions about virtue and vice. 813 helped canonize a hero who uses style as strategy and intelligence as leverage, a template that echoes in caper fiction, heist cinema, and international adaptations. While many creators have drawn on Lupin’s legacy, the novel’s particular synthesis of intrigue, wit, and breadth encouraged later authors to expand their narrative horizons. Its emphasis on perception over brute force resonates in stories where the clever manipulation of information becomes the decisive act. In this way, 813 continues to tutor the genre it helped shape.

Readers return to 813 not simply for nostalgia, but for the sheer pleasure of its orchestration. The book rewards attention without demanding specialized knowledge, inviting participation in a game whose rules are always visible yet always evolving. Reissued across decades and translated widely, it has served as a gateway for new audiences discovering Lupin and a refresher for seasoned admirers of the series. Its scenes feel crisp rather than dated, and its moral questions remain open rather than doctrinaire. The novel’s longevity owes as much to its craftsmanship as to its audacity, which together keep the experience perennially fresh.

Approaching 813 today, a reader can expect quicksilver shifts, duels of intellect, and a plot that broadens from a tight enigma to a panorama. The narrative invites you to attend to gestures, to weigh competing testimonies, and to notice how a rumor can travel faster than a footstep. Lupin’s charisma is not an end in itself, but a tool he must continually recalibrate as the stakes rise. The pleasure lies in tracking those recalibrations and testing one’s hypotheses. Without spoiling its turns, one can say that the novel’s satisfactions are earned, cumulative, and keenly attuned to the psychology of suspense.

In sum, 813 endures because it converts a symbol into a world, and a legend into a lens. It distills the charms that made Lupin iconic while enlarging their scope, offering a meditation on identity, power, risk, and the stories we tell to master uncertainty. For contemporary readers, it remains relevant as a study in how reputation operates, how institutions shape outcomes, and how wit can be a form of ethics. Its themes are timeless, its craft nimble, its energy undiminished. To enter 813 is to step into a contest of appearances whose stakes feel as urgent now as they did then.
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    813 opens in Paris, where a wealthy financier named Kesselbach arrives at a grand hotel with a secret agenda and a retinue of aides. He has commissioned inquiries into a mysterious identity and carries papers that he treats as decisive leverage. Before his plans can unfold, he is discovered murdered in his suite, and a baffling clue remains behind: the number 813. The crime shocks the city and draws the attention of press and police. From the outset, the circumstances suggest a plot that extends beyond personal rivalry, hinting at political stakes and a struggle over information that could sway affairs of state.

Arsene Lupin, already notorious as a gentleman thief, becomes entangled when it emerges that he had planned a theft at the same hotel. His proximity to the scene implicates him in the public eye, even as he asserts a different objective and denies the killing. Confronted by accusations and intrigued by the strange cipher, Lupin chooses to investigate, intent on defending his name while uncovering the hidden structure of the crime. The murder appears to revolve around missing documents and an elusive plan Kesselbach had set in motion, with the enigmatic 813 functioning as the signpost that guides and confounds every search.

The police response is led by the formidable Lenormand, a strategist whose methods and resolve make him a counterweight to Lupin. Their cat and mouse contest unfolds across interviews, surveillance, and decoys as each tries to control the narrative and the trail of clues. Witnesses contradict one another, rooms are ransacked, and false leads proliferate. Among the scattered hints are references to a man whose identity seems pivotal, and to dossiers that can shift power. Lupin follows the chain of messages and ciphers while evading capture, convinced that the number 813 signals not a trivial code but an agenda of national importance.

Kesselbach’s entourage becomes central to the inquiry. His secretary, hired detectives, and his wife are questioned, each holding fragments of information about his destination and fears. New crimes occur, targeting those who might connect the dots, suggesting a second, unseen hand working to erase the past. Lupin intervenes to protect certain witnesses and seize papers before they vanish, occasionally staging diversions to move the investigation into more revealing channels. At the same time, the official inquiry tightens, treating Lupin as a suspect to be cornered rather than a parallel investigator, and the name at the heart of Kesselbach’s quest surfaces repeatedly without resolution.

Amid these pressures, a portrait of Kesselbach’s secret mission emerges. He had sought a man whose identity, once confirmed, would serve as a key to a larger settlement of fortunes and influence. That search appears to intersect with high finance and dynastic claims, where a name could legitimize or destabilize institutions. The number 813 begins to look like a label for a plan connecting political ambition with covert alliances. Lupin, reading private letters and coded notes, reconstructs the route Kesselbach took through agents, archives, and banks, while opponents mask their tracks with impersonations and staged scenes that complicate the timeline and blur responsibility for each successive crime.

As the investigation widens, Lupin operates through a series of disguises and surgical strikes. He opens vaults to retrieve records rather than treasure, inserts himself into judicial proceedings, and counters surveillance with misinformation. Lenormand orchestrates raids and traps, at times coming close to securing Lupin, only to find the suspect gone or the evidence displaced. An investigating magistrate pursues legal avenues, but leaks, false confessions, and planted objects muddy the case. The press amplifies the scandal, and the contest evolves into a public spectacle. With each move, the value of 813 grows, indicating a convergence of private intrigue and matters of state.

Midway through, the stakes escalate with signs that foreign intelligence and domestic ambitions intersect within the cipher’s scope. A rival adept at disguise exploits Lupin’s reputation, turning uncertainty into a weapon. Anonymous letters, secret meetings, and diplomatic whispers suggest that the solution will reverberate beyond criminal courts. The identity at the center of Kesselbach’s search assumes new meaning, linked to documents that could legitimize claims or dismantle them. Under mounting pressure, Lupin weighs exposure against the risk of allowing the hidden orchestrator to tighten control, while Lenormand navigates the tension between securing convictions and protecting national interests from unintended disclosure.

The final movements bring converging investigations to a series of confrontations in private chambers and public venues. Evidence long withheld is set against false narratives, and hidden roles begin to surface, though the account withholds key identities and mechanisms to preserve discovery. Lupin sets traps that force adversaries into self-revelation, while Lenormand leverages legal authority to isolate suspects. A pursuit ensues through layers of deception toward the core of 813, where the meaning of the number and the chain of murders align with the political design that prompted them. The essential conflict resolves, restoring balance without revealing the precise levers that make it turn.

In the aftermath, the significance of 813 is clarified to the principals and partially veiled to the broader public, aligning judicial outcomes with a quieter settlement of political risk. Lupin reasserts his guiding principle of intervening to protect lives and certain equilibria, while authorities consolidate the official version of events. The novel closes on the assurance that the immediate threat has been neutralized and the crucial identity safeguarded, even as some shadows remain. Overall, 813 presents a progression from a private murder to a state-level puzzle, emphasizing the interplay of intelligence, reputation, and law in managing peril without fully disclosing its inner machinery.
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    Maurice Leblanc’s 813 is set in the last decade of the Belle Époque, roughly the 1900s and early 1910s, with Paris as its principal stage and Europe as its larger theatre. The Third Republic’s capital teems with ministries, banks, grand hotels, and a modernized police force, creating a dense web of power and surveillance that the narrative exploits. The city’s boulevards, upscale quartiers, and shadowed cul-de-sacs provide a believable ecology for conspiracies, abductions, and swift getaways. International trains, liners, and telegraphs knit Paris to London, Berlin, and the Riviera, allowing plots to spill across borders while preserving an unmistakably French core of manners, institutions, and anxieties.

The book’s action presumes a Paris structured by the law and by spectacle: the Palais de Justice and 36, quai des Orfèvres symbolize authority; the Bourse, luxury shops, and private clubs symbolize wealth; cafés, newspapers, and salons symbolize publicity. The setting also encompasses discreet villas, embassies, and border stations where identities are tested and alliances formed. Rail termini such as the Gare du Nord and Saint-Lazare, the nascent Métro, and fleets of automobiles enable the rapid, almost mechanical choreography of pursuits and alibis. This spatial order mirrors an age confident in progress yet riddled with insecurity, a tension 813 transforms into international intrigue, coded messages, and high-stakes crimes.

Under the French Third Republic (1870–1940), politics were marked by ministerial instability, anticlerical reforms, and the consolidation of republican institutions. The Laws of 1875 framed the regime; the Law of Associations (1901) and the separation of Church and State (1905) reshaped civil life. Cabinets under Georges Clemenceau (1906–1909) and Aristide Briand (1909–1911) navigated labor unrest, colonial tensions, and military debates. These facts give 813 its plausible framework of bustling ministries, assertive prosecutors, and political nerviness. The book’s conspiracies and abrupt policy pressures echo a Republic where dossiers, press leaks, and parliamentary crises could upend careers overnight and where policing and politics were closely interlaced.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in France saw the rise of scientific policing, pivotal to the world of 813. Alphonse Bertillon, appointed to the Préfecture de Police, systematized identification with anthropometry and the “portrait parlé” after 1883, adding standardized photographs and detailed descriptive cards. These techniques professionalized the Sûreté’s pursuit of recidivists and made identity itself a contested terrain. By enumerating eye color, scars, ear shapes, and body measurements, Bertillonage aspired to erase disguise as a criminal tool. The novel’s costumes, masks, and shifting names play against this historical attempt to fix identity, dramatizing a duel between bureaucratic cataloging and individual cunning.

Administrative reform amplified those technical advances. Louis Lépine, Prefect of Police (1893–1897; 1899–1913), reorganized services, standardized procedures, and emphasized street-level order. In 1907, under Clemenceau, France created the Brigades mobiles—nicknamed the Brigades du Tigre—led by Célestin Hennion. These mobile units used telephones, automobiles, and modern files to chase criminals nationally. The facts of centralized records, rapid communications, and motorized pursuit inform 813’s cat-and-mouse pacing. The book’s deft evasion of dragnets and exploitation of interdepartmental rivalries reflect the growing, but still imperfect, coordination of the era’s police apparatus, where speed, paperwork, and personalities determined outcomes as much as law.

Forensics matured at the same moment. Edmond Locard established the first police laboratory in Lyon in 1910, articulating his exchange principle—every contact leaves a trace—and formalizing trace analysis of dust, fibers, and handwriting. France moved from anthropometry to fingerprints in the early 1900s, integrating dactyloscopy into casework. Telephone taps, telegraph intercepts, and rudimentary cryptanalysis complemented laboratory methods. This historical shift allows 813 to stage battles over envelopes, stains, ciphers, and signatures, rendering evidence a site of manipulation and revelation. The book’s elaborate misdirections presuppose a world where experts scrutinize minutiae and where a clever adversary can seed or erase traces to steer official conclusions.

The Dreyfus Affair (1894–1906) convulsed France and reshaped attitudes toward intelligence, justice, and the press. Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer, was wrongfully convicted of treason in 1894 on the basis of a secret dossier; Colonel Georges Picquart later uncovered evidence pointing to Major Esterhazy. Émile Zola’s 1898 “J’Accuse…!” and mass-demonstrations split the nation until Dreyfus’s exoneration in 1906. The affair exposed forged documents, politicized trials, and competing secret services. 813 echoes this climate by treating files, expert testimony, and clandestine surveillance with skepticism. The novel’s conspiracies and scapegoats mirror a society where reputations could be engineered and national security rhetoric concealed fabrication.

Franco-German rivalry around Morocco repeatedly threatened peace. In the First Moroccan Crisis (1905–1906), Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Tangier visit (31 March 1905) challenged French influence; the Algeciras Conference (Jan–Apr 1906) internationalized Moroccan policing and finance under an agreement. The Second Moroccan Crisis, or Agadir Crisis (1911), saw the German gunboat Panther at Agadir (1 July 1911), leading to tense negotiations and, ultimately, the 1912 Treaty of Fez, which established a French Protectorate. 813 harnesses the resulting atmosphere of espionage, proxy conflicts, and diplomatic brinkmanship. German, French, and British maneuvering in the background legitimizes its cross-border plots and the high value placed on documents that could tip alliances.

The Entente Cordiale (1904) settled Anglo-French colonial disputes and paved the way for the Triple Entente (1907) with Russia, balancing the German-led Triple Alliance. Naval understandings, staff talks, and elite travel widened trans-Channel networks. London, a hub for finance and intelligence, became an essential waypoint for agents, exiles, and speculators. 813’s corridors between Paris and other European capitals reflect this web of cooperation and rivalry. Characters slip through consulates, clubs, and ports that historically linked elites and spies. The novel’s ease of movement between jurisdictions mirrors prewar diplomatic entanglements in which information and favors often crossed borders faster than formal requests.

The Panama Canal scandal (exposed 1892–1893) revealed massive bribery tied to the failed French canal company led by Ferdinand and Charles de Lesseps. Hundreds of politicians were implicated in payments funneled to secure favorable legislation; public trials in 1893 damaged trust in the Chamber of Deputies and financiers. The scandal’s legacy endured: secret slush funds, intermediaries, and pliant newspapers felt plausible to contemporaries. 813 draws from this historical memory by presenting tycoons, shadowy lobbyists, and purchasable loyalties. Its plots of hidden accounts, bearer bonds, and discreet couriers echo a France still haunted by the specter of high-level corruption in which money could rearrange the truth.

Political violence by anarchists and later by technophile bandits darkened the fin-de-siècle. Ravachol’s bombings (1892), Émile Henry’s Café Terminus attack (1894), and President Sadi Carnot’s assassination in Lyon (24 June 1894) terrified the public. A later wave—the Bonnot Gang (1911–1912)—used automobiles and semi-automatic weapons, dying in sieges at Choisy-le-Roi and Nogent-sur-Marne. These facts cultivated fears of a ruthless underworld and sparked innovations such as mobile police brigades. 813 contrasts gentlemanly subterfuge with deadly violence while exploiting the era’s anxieties about hidden cells and technological criminals. Its tensions between honor among thieves and indiscriminate terror reflect the period’s contested moral landscape.

Urban modernization transformed the stage. The Exposition Universelle (1900) showcased electricity, the Grand Palais, and Paris Métro Line 1 (opened 1900). Department stores like Galeries Lafayette (expanded 1890s) and Le Bon Marché remade consumption; telephones and telegrams synchronized business and crime. Motorcars—Panhard et Levassor, Renault—reshaped pace and geography, while rail corridors tied Paris to seaports like Le Havre and to frontiers. 813 leverages these innovations for timed alibis, fast escapes, and intercity conspiracies. The plausibility of chasing a lead from a newspaper office to a private bank, then to a night train, belongs to a historically specific Paris where speed and coordination were forms of power.

Mass-circulation newspapers—Le Petit Journal, Le Matin, Le Journal, Le Figaro—reached hundreds of thousands by the 1890s, popularizing serialized crime and sensational trials. The press shaped reputations, pressured magistrates, and staged national debates, from Dreyfus to later scandals like the Caillaux case (1914). Editors cultivated leaks from police and ministries; reporters haunted courthouses and morgues. 813 presumes this mediatic ecosystem: communiqués spur investigations, headlines manipulate public sentiment, and characters weaponize notoriety. The novel’s strategic use of publicity mirrors a France where the front page could decide policy and where criminals and detectives alike understood the value of controlling the narrative.

Belle Époque high society mixed aristocrats, industrialists, and cosmopolitans in salons, clubs, and resorts. The Ritz Paris (opened 1898) drew princes and magnates; the Riviera, including Monte Carlo’s casino, functioned as a transnational playground. Banking dynasties and armaments firms—Rothschild, Schneider-Creusot—projected power through philanthropy and discreet politics. 813 situates crimes amid this world of jewel-laden soirées and sealed private dining rooms, where access signals status and information flows in whispers. The concentration of wealth and the permeability of elite circles support plots involving stolen heirlooms, secret treaties, and blackmail, emphasizing how social proximity enabled both influence and vulnerability.

International legal practice and policing cooperation before 1914 were uneven. Bilateral extradition treaties existed between France and several neighbors, but exceptions for political offenses and procedural hurdles complicated cross-border arrests. Passports and identity documents were not yet standardized; forged papers could pass with a well-timed bribe or recommendation. The Sûreté collaborated informally with Scotland Yard and other services through personal contacts as much as through formal channels. 813 exploits these realities: suspects vanish across frontiers, diplomatic protections shield malefactors, and jurisdictional gaps become narrative engines. The book’s confidence games and persona switches rely on precisely the legal gray zones characteristic of the prewar European order.

As social and political critique, 813 exposes the fragility beneath the Belle Époque’s order. Its criminal stratagems are legible because ministries leak, financiers collude, and ambitious officials chase headlines. The novel implicitly rebukes a system that confuses appearance with truth—catalogs of identities with actual persons, public virtue with private interests. By staging evidence as manipulable and showing how status grants impunity or access, the book challenges a meritocratic self-image. It suggests that modern institutions, while efficient, are vulnerable to actors who master their routines, highlighting an imbalance between bureaucratic confidence and ethical clarity.

The book also interrogates nationalism and international rivalry. In a world shadowed by the Moroccan crises and great-power alignments, 813 presents secret diplomacy and espionage as endemic, not exceptional. It questions the morality of states that decry crime yet practice deception and surveillance, and it dramatizes the public’s readiness to accept convenient culprits when the press and police align. By moving freely between salons and alleys, the narrative indicts class privilege and the glamorization of wealth, implying that social hierarchies enable both crime and its concealment. Its critique lies in revealing a system where legality and justice diverge under pressure of prestige and power.
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    Maurice Leblanc (1864–1941) was a French novelist and short-story writer best known as the creator of Arsène Lupin, the urbane “gentleman burglar” who became a defining figure of popular fiction in the early twentieth century. Active from the Belle Époque through the interwar years, Leblanc bridged realism, adventure, and detective narrative, shaping the modern caper and influencing crime fiction internationally. His work balanced wit, ingenuity, and suspense, often placing puzzles within vividly rendered French settings. Though he wrote in several modes, including early realist fiction and journalism, his enduring reputation rests on the Lupin cycle, which fused playful audacity with carefully engineered mystery.

Leblanc was born in Rouen, Normandy, and received his schooling there before settling in Paris as a young adult. He initially pursued legal studies, then turned to journalism and letters, contributing to periodicals while developing a literary voice informed by French realism and naturalism. He read widely in the nineteenth-century tradition and in emergent crime literature, absorbing models that ranged from psychological short fiction to detective puzzles. Parisian literary circles and the flourishing press culture of the fin de siècle provided him with opportunities to publish essays and stories, sharpening an interest in narrative misdirection, social observation, and the theatricality of public life.

In the 1890s Leblanc published novels and short stories that earned modest notice, establishing him as a capable stylist but not yet a household name. His non-crime work tended toward realistic portraits of manners and desire, attentive to bourgeois constraints and the ambiguities of personal freedom. Concurrently, he reported and wrote feuilletons, honing a brisk, episodic cadence that later proved ideal for serialized fiction. These early efforts trained his control of pace, tone, and voice, even as he experimented with irony and satire. By the start of the new century, he had the craftsmanship and press connections that would soon carry him to wider popularity.

Leblanc’s breakthrough came in the mid-1900s when he introduced Arsène Lupin in the illustrated magazine Je sais tout. The character, a brilliant thief with a code of honor and a flair for disguise, captivated readers almost immediately. The early stories were gathered as Arsène Lupin, gentleman-cambrioleur, launching a long-running series that moved fluidly between heist, mystery, and adventure. Leblanc also engaged playfully with the Sherlock Holmes phenomenon, featuring a lightly veiled counterpart sometimes called “Herlock Sholmes,” to stage contests of wits. The Lupin persona—charming, subversive, and ingenious—offered a fresh twist on detective fiction by centering the outlaw as protagonist.

Across the late 1900s, 1910s, and 1920s, Leblanc expanded the Lupin cycle with novels and story collections that deepened the character’s legend. Notable installments include The Hollow Needle, which entwines national history with a coastal mystery; 813; The Crystal Stopper; The Confessions of Arsène Lupin; The Golden Triangle; The Island of Thirty Coffins; The Teeth of the Tiger; and The Countess of Cagliostro, which explores Lupin’s early life. These works display intricate plotting, riddles embedded in architecture and codes, and a tone that oscillates between light comedy and high-stakes intrigue. Settings in Normandy and Paris anchor the capers in recognizable landscapes.

Critical reception during Leblanc’s career recognized the Lupin saga’s sophisticated construction and popular appeal. Reviewers praised the blend of elegance and audacity, noting how the stories reframed crime as an arena for intelligence, style, and social critique. Themes of class mobility, identity performance, and technological modernity recur, as Lupin exploits bureaucracy and spectacle as deftly as lockpicks. Leblanc’s structural games—false trails, nested narratives, and theatrical reveals—anticipate later puzzle-fiction techniques. The stories reached audiences well beyond France through translation and inspired a steady stream of adaptations, helping to consolidate the gentleman-thief archetype in novels, comics, radio, film, and, later, television.

Leblanc continued to write intermittently into the 1930s, drawing on locales such as Étretat, whose dramatic cliffs became intertwined with the Lupin mythos. He died in France in the early 1940s, during a period marked by war and occupation, leaving behind a body of work that remained in print and in circulation. Today, readers encounter Arsène Lupin as both classic entertainment and a touchstone in the history of mystery fiction. New translations and screen versions have renewed global interest, while scholars trace his fusion of caper and detection across later genres. Leblanc’s legacy endures in the enduring charm and ingenuity of his incomparable thief.
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Mr. Kesselbach stopped short on the threshold of the sitting-room, took his secretary's arm and, in an anxious voice, whispered:

"Chapman, some one has been here again."

"Surely not, sir," protested the secretary. "You have just opened the hall-door yourself; and the key never left your pocket while we were lunching in the restaurant."

"Chapman, some one has been here again," Mr. Kesselbach repeated. He pointed to a traveling-bag on the mantelpiece. "Look, I can prove it. That bag was shut. It is now open."

Chapman protested.

"Are you quite sure that you shut it, sir? Besides, the bag contains nothing but odds and ends of no value, articles of dress. ..."

"It contains nothing else, because I took my pocket-book out before we went down, by way of precaution. ... But for that. ... No, Chapman, I tell you, some one has been here while we were at lunch."

There was a telephone on the wall. He took down the receiver:

"Hallo! ... I'm Mr. Kesselbach. ... Suite 415 ... That's right. ... Mademoiselle, would you please put me on to the Prefecture of Police ... the detective department[4]. ... I know the number ... one second ... Ah, here it is! Number 822.48. ... I'll hold the line."

A moment later he continued:

"Are you 822.48? I should like a word with M. Lenormand, the chief of the detective-service. My name's Kesselbach. ... Hullo! ... Yes, the chief detective knows what it's about. He has given me leave to ring him up. ... Oh, he's not there? ... To whom am I speaking? ... Detective-sergeant Gourel? ... You were there yesterday, were you not, when I called on M. Lenormand? Well, the same thing that I told M. Lenormand yesterday has occurred again to-day. ... Some one has entered the suite which I am occupying. And, if you come at once, you may be able to discover some clues. ... In an hour or two? All right; thanks. ... You have only to ask for suite 415. ... Thank you again."



Rudolf Kesselbach[1], nicknamed alternatively the King of Diamonds and the Lord of the Cape, possessed a fortune estimated at nearly twenty millions sterling. For the past week, he had occupied suite 415, on the fourth floor of the Palace Hotel, consisting of three rooms, of which the two larger, on the right, the sitting-room and the principal bedroom, faced the avenue; while the other, on the left, in which Chapman, the secretary, slept, looked out on the Rue de Judée.

Adjoining this bedroom, a suite of five rooms had been reserved for Mrs. Kesselbach, who was to leave Monte Carlo, where she was at present staying, and join her husband the moment she heard from him.

Rudolf Kesselbach walked up and down for a few minutes with a thoughtful air. He was a tall man, with a ruddy complexion, and still young; and his dreamy eyes, which showed pale blue through his gold-rimmed spectacles, gave him an expression of gentleness and shyness that contrasted curiously with the strength of the square forehead and the powerfully-developed jaws.

He went to the window: it was fastened. Besides, how could any one have entered that way? The private balcony that ran round the flat broke off on the right and was separated on the left by a stone channel from the balconies in the Rue de Judée.

He went to his bedroom: it had no communication with the neighboring rooms. He went to his secretary's bedroom: the door that led into the five rooms reserved for Mrs. Kesselbach was locked and bolted.

"I can't understand it at all, Chapman. Time after time I have noticed things here ... funny things, as you must admit. Yesterday, my walking-stick was moved. ... The day before that, my papers had certainly been touched. ... And yet how was it possible? ...

"It is not possible, sir!" cried Chapman, whose honest, placid features displayed no anxiety. "You're imagining things, that's all.[1q] ... You have no proof, nothing but impressions, to go upon. ... Besides, look here: there is no way into this suite except through the entrance-lobby. Very well. You had a special key made on the day of our arrival: and your own man, Edwards, has the only duplicate. Do you trust him?"

"Of course I do! ... He's been with me for ten years! ... But Edwards goes to lunch at the same time that we do; and that's a mistake. He must not go down, in future, until we come back."

Chapman gave a slight shrug of the shoulders. There was no doubt about it, the Lord of the Cape was becoming a trifle eccentric, with those incomprehensible fears of his. What risk can you run in an hotel, especially when you carry no valuables, no important sum of money on you or with you?

They heard the hall-door opening. It was Edwards. Mr. Kesselbach called him:

"Are you dressed, Edwards? Ah, that's right! ... I am expecting no visitors to-day, Edwards ... or, rather, one visitor only, M. Gourel. Meantime, remain in the lobby and keep an eye on the door. Mr. Chapman and I have some serious work to do."

The serious work lasted for a few minutes, during which Mr. Kesselbach went through his correspondence, read three or four letters and gave instructions how they were to be answered. But, suddenly, Chapman, waiting with pen poised, saw that Mr. Kesselbach was thinking of something quite different from his correspondence. He was holding between his fingers and attentively examining a pin, a black pin bent like a fish-hook:

"Chapman," he said, "look what I've found on the table. This bent pin obviously means something. It's a proof, a material piece of evidence. You can't pretend now that no one has been in the room. For, after all, this pin did not come here of itself."

"Certainly not," replied the secretary. "It came here through me."

"What do you mean?"

"Why, it's a pin which I used to fasten my tie to my collar. I took it out last night, while you were reading, and I twisted it mechanically."

Mr. Kesselbach rose from his chair, with a great air of vexation, took a few steps and stopped.

"You're laughing at me, Chapman, I feel you are ... and you're quite right. ... I won't deny it, I have been rather ... odd, since my last journey to the Cape. It's because ... well ... you don't know the new factor in my life ... a tremendous plan ... a huge thing ... I can only see it, as yet, in the haze of the future ... but it's taking shape for all that ... and it will be something colossal. ... Ah, Chapman, you can't imagine. ... Money I don't care a fig for: I have money, I have too much money. ... But this, this means a great deal more; it means power, might, authority. If the reality comes up to my expectations, I shall be not only Lord of the Cape, but lord of other realms as well. ... Rudolf Kesselbach, the son of the Augsburg ironmonger[3], will be on a par with many people who till now have looked down upon him. ... He will even take precedence of them, Chapman; he will, take precedence of them, mark my words ... and, if ever I ..."

He interrupted himself, looked at Chapman as though he regretted having said too much and, nevertheless, carried away by his excitement, concluded:

"You now understand the reasons of my anxiety, Chapman. ... Here, in this brain, is an idea that is worth a great deal ... and this idea is suspected perhaps ... and I am being spied upon. ... I'm convinced of it. ..."

A bell sounded.

"The telephone," said Chapman.

"Could it," muttered Kesselbach, "by any chance be ...?" He took down the instrument. "Hullo! ... Who? The Colonel[2]? Ah, good! Yes, it's I. ... Any news? ... Good! ... Then I shall expect you. ... You will come with one of your men? Very well. ... What? No, we shan't be disturbed. ... I will give the necessary orders. ... It's as serious as that, is it? ... I tell you, my instructions will be positive. ... my secretary and my man shall keep the door; and no one shall be allowed in. ... You know the way, don't you? ... Then don't lose a minute."

He hung up the receiver and said:

"Chapman, there are two gentlemen coming. Edwards will show them in. ..."

"But M. Gourel ... the detective-sergeant. ...?"

"He will come later ... in an hour. ... And, even then, there's no harm in their meeting. So send Edwards down to the office at once, to tell them. I am at home to nobody ... except two gentlemen, the Colonel and his friend, and M. Gourel. He must make them take down the names."

Chapman did as he was asked. When he returned to the room, he found Mr. Kesselbach holding in his hand an envelope, or, rather, a little pocket-case, in black morocco leather, apparently empty. He seemed to hesitate, as though he did not know what to do with it. Should he put it in his pocket or lay it down elsewhere? At last he went to the mantelpiece and threw the leather envelope into his traveling-bag:

"Let us finish the mail, Chapman. We have ten minutes left. Ah, a letter from Mrs. Kesselbach! Why didn't you tell me of it, Chapman? Didn't you recognize the handwriting?"

He made no attempt to conceal the emotion which he felt in touching and contemplating that paper which his wife had held in her fingers and to which she had added a look of her eyes, an atom of her scent, a suggestion of her secret thoughts. He inhaled its perfume and, unsealing it, read the letter slowly in an undertone, in fragments that reached Chapman's ears:


"Feeling a little tired. ... Shall keep my room to-day. ... I feel so bored. ... When can I come to you? I am longing for your wire. ..."



"You telegraphed this morning, Chapman? Then Mrs. Kesselbach will be here to-morrow, Wednesday."

He seemed quite gay, as though the weight of his business had been suddenly relieved and he freed from all anxiety. He rubbed his hands and heaved a deep breath, like a strong man certain of success, like a lucky man who possessed happiness and who was big enough to defend himself.

"There's some one ringing, Chapman, some one ringing at the hall door. Go and see who it is."

But Edwards entered and said:

"Two gentlemen asking for you, sir. They are the ones. ..."

"I know. Are they there, in the lobby?"

"Yes, sir."

"Close the hall-door and don't open it again except to M. Gourel, the detective-sergeant. You go and bring the gentlemen in, Chapman, and tell them that I would like to speak to the Colonel first, to the Colonel alone."

Edwards and Chapman left the room, shutting the door after them. Rudolf Kesselbach went to the window and pressed his forehead against the glass.

Outside, just below his eyes, the carriages and motor-cars rolled along in parallel furrows, marked by the double line of refuges. A bright spring sun made the brass-work and the varnish gleam again. The trees were putting forth their first green shoots; and the buds of the tall chestnuts were beginning to unfold their new-born leaves.

"What on earth is Chapman doing?" muttered Kesselbach. "The time he wastes in palavering! ..."

He took a cigarette from the table, lit it and drew a few puffs. A faint exclamation escaped him. Close before him stood a man whom he did not know.

He started back:

"Who are you?"

The man—he was a well-dressed individual, rather smart-looking, with dark hair, a dark moustache and hard eyes—the man gave a grin:

"Who am I? Why, the Colonel!"

"No, no. ... The one I call the Colonel, the one who writes to me under that ... adopted ... signature ... is not you!"

"Yes, yes ... the other was only ... But, my dear sir, all this, you know, is not of the smallest importance. The essential thing is that I ... am myself. And that, I assure you, I am!"

"But your name, sir? ..."

"The Colonel ... until further orders."

Mr. Kesselbach was seized with a growing fear. Who was this man? What did he want with him?

He called out:

"Chapman!"

"What a funny idea, to call out! Isn't my company enough for you?"

"Chapman!" Mr. Kesselbach cried again. "Chapman! Edwards!"

"Chapman! Edwards!" echoed the stranger, in his turn. "What are you doing? You're wanted!"

"Sir, I ask you, I order you to let me pass."

"But, my dear sir, who's preventing you?"

He politely made way. Mr. Kesselbach walked to the door, opened it and gave a sudden jump backward. Behind the door stood another man, pistol in hand. Kesselbach stammered:

"Edwards ... Chap ..."

He did not finish. In a corner of the lobby he saw his secretary and his servant lying side by side on the floor, gagged and bound.

Mr. Kesselbach, notwithstanding his nervous and excitable nature, was not devoid of physical courage; and the sense of a definite danger, instead of depressing him, restored all his elasticity and vigor. Pretending dismay and stupefaction, he moved slowly back to the chimneypiece and leant against the wall. His hand felt for the electric bell. He found it and pressed the button without removing his finger.

"Well?" asked the stranger.

Mr. Kesselbach made no reply and continued to press the button.

"Well? Do you expect they will come, that the whole hotel is in commotion, because you are pressing that bell? Why, my dear sir, look behind you and you will see that the wire is cut!"

Mr. Kesselbach turned round sharply, as though he wanted to make sure; but, instead, with a quick movement, he seized the traveling-bag, thrust his hand into it, grasped a revolver, aimed it at the man and pulled the trigger.

"Whew!" said the stranger. "So you load your weapons with air and silence?"

The cock clicked a second time and a third, but there was no report.

"Three shots more, Lord of the Cape! I shan't be satisfied till you've lodged six bullets in my carcass. What! You give up? That's a pity ... you were making excellent practice!"

He took hold of a chair by the back, spun it round, sat down a-straddle and, pointing to an arm-chair, said:

"Won't you take a seat, my dear sir, and make yourself at home? A cigarette? Not for me, thanks: I prefer a cigar."

There was a box on the table: he selected an Upmann, light in color and flawless in shape, lit it and, with a bow:

"Thank you! That's a perfect cigar. And now let's have a chat, shall we?"

Rudolf Kesselbach listened to him in amazement. Who could this strange person be? ... Still, at the sight of his visitor sitting there so quiet and so chatty, he became gradually reassured and began to think that the situation might come to an end without any need to resort to violence or brute force.

He took out a pocket-book, opened it, displayed a respectable bundle of bank-notes and asked:

"How much?"

The other looked at him with an air of bewilderment, as though he found a difficulty in understanding what Kesselbach meant. Then, after a moment, he called:

"Marco!"

The man with the revolver stepped forward.

"Marco, this gentleman is good enough to offer you a few bits of paper for your young woman. Take them, Marco."

Still aiming his revolver with his right hand, Marco put out his left, took the notes and withdrew.

"Now that this question is settled according to your wishes," resumed the stranger, "let us come to the object of my visit. I will be brief and to the point. I want two things. In the first place, a little black morocco pocket-case, shaped like an envelope, which you generally carry on you. Secondly, a small ebony box, which was in that traveling-bag yesterday. Let us proceed in order. The morocco case?"

"Burnt."

The stranger knit his brows. He must have had a vision of the good old days when there were peremptory methods of making the contumacious speak:

"Very well. We shall see about that. And the ebony box?"

"Burnt."

"Ah," he growled, "you're getting at me, my good man!" He twisted the other's arm with a pitiless hand. "Yesterday, Rudolf Kesselbach, you walked into the Crédit Lyonnais, on the Boulevard des Italiens, hiding a parcel under your overcoat. You hired a safe ... let us be exact: safe No. 16, in recess No. 9. After signing the book and paying your safe-rent, you went down to the basement; and, when you came up again, you no longer had your parcel with you. Is that correct?"

"Quite."

"Then the box and the pocket-case are at the Crédit Lyonnais?"

"No."

"Give me the key of your safe."

"No."

"Marco!"

Marco ran up.

"Look sharp, Marco! The quadruple knot!"

Before he had even time to stand on the defensive, Rudolf Kesselbach was tied up in a network of cords that cut into his flesh at the least attempt which he made to struggle. His arms were fixed behind his back, his body fastened to the chair and his legs tied together like the legs of a mummy.

"Search him, Marco."

Marco searched him. Two minutes after, he handed his chief a little flat, nickel-plated key, bearing the numbers 16 and 9.

"Capital. No morocco pocket-case?"

"No, governor."

"It is in the safe. Mr. Kesselbach, will you tell me the secret cypher that opens the lock?"

"No."

"You refuse?"

"Yes."

"Marco!"

"Yes, governor."

"Place the barrel of your revolver against the gentleman's temple."

"It's there."

"Now put your finger to the trigger."

"Ready."

"Well, Kesselbach, old chap, do you intend to speak?"

"No."

"I'll give you ten seconds, and not one more. Marco!"

"Yes, governor."

"In ten seconds, blow out the gentleman's brains."

"Right you are, governor."

"Kesselbach, I'm counting. One, two, three, four, five, six ..."

Rudolph Kesselbach made a sign.

"You want to speak?"

"Yes."

"You're just in time. Well, the cypher ... the word for the lock?"

"Dolor."

"Dolor ... Dolor ... Mrs. Kesselbach's name is Dolores, I believe? You dear boy! ... Marco, go and do as I told you. ... No mistake, mind! I'll repeat it: meet Jérôme at the omnibus office, give him the key, tell him the word: Dolor. Then, the two of you, go to the Crédit Lyonnais. Jérôme is to walk in alone, sign the name-book, go down to the basement and bring away everything in the safe. Do you quite understand?"

"Yes, governor. But if the safe shouldn't open; if the word Dolor ..."

"Silence, Marco. When you come out of the Crédit Lyonnais, you must leave Jérôme, go to your own place and telephone the result of the operation to me. Should the word Dolor by any chance fail to open the safe, we (my friend Rudolf Kesselbach and I) will have one ... last ... interview. Kesselbach, you're quite sure you're not mistaken?"

"Yes."

"That means that you rely upon the futility of the search. We shall see. Be off, Marco!"

"What about you, governor?"

"I shall stay. Oh, I'm not afraid! I've never been in less danger than at this moment. Your orders about the door were positive, Kesselbach, were they not?"

"Yes."

"Dash it all, you seemed very eager to get that said! Can you have been trying to gain time? If so, I should be caught in a trap like a fool. ..." He stopped to think, looked at his prisoner and concluded, "No ... it's not possible ... we shall not be disturbed ..."

He had not finished speaking, when the door-bell rang. He pressed his hand violently on Rudolf Kesselbach's mouth:

"Oh, you old fox, you were expecting some one!"

The captive's eyes gleamed with hope. He could be heard chuckling under the hand that stifled him.

The stranger shook with rage:

"Hold your tongue, or I'll strangle you! Here, Marco, gag him! Quick! ... That's it!"

The bell rang again. He shouted, as though he himself were Kesselbach and as though Edwards were still there:

"Why don't you open the door, Edwards?"

Then he went softly into the lobby and, pointing to the secretary and the manservant, whispered:

"Marco, help me shift these two into the bedroom ... over there ... so that they can't be seen."

He lifted the secretary. Marco carried the servant.

"Good! Now go back to the sitting-room."

He followed him in and at once returned to the lobby and said, in a loud tone of astonishment:

"Why, your man's not here, Mr. Kesselbach. ... No, don't move ... finish your letter. ... I'll go myself."

And he quietly opened the hall-door.

"Mr. Kesselbach?"

He found himself faced by a sort of jovial, bright-eyed giant, who stood swinging from one foot to the other and twisting the brim of his hat between his fingers. He answered:

"Yes, that's right. Who shall I say...?"

"Mr. Kesselbach telephoned. ... He expects me. ..."

"Oh, it's you. ... I'll tell him. ... Do you mind waiting a minute? ... Mr. Kesselbach will speak to you."

He had the audacity to leave the visitor standing on the threshold of the little entrance-hall, at a place from which he could see a portion of the sitting-room through the open door, and, slowly, without so much as turning round, he entered the room, went to his confederate by Mr. Kesselbach's side and whispered:

"We're done! It's Gourel, the detective. ..."

The other drew his knife. He caught him by the arm:

"No nonsense! I have an idea. But, for God's sake, Marco, understand me and speak in your turn. Speak as if you were Kesselbach. ... You hear, Marco! You are Kesselbach."

He expressed himself so coolly, so forcibly and with such authority that Marco understood, without further explanation, that he himself was to play the part of Kesselbach. Marco said, so as to be heard:

"You must apologize for me, my dear fellow. Tell M. Gourel I'm awfully sorry, but I'm over head and ears in work. ... I will see him to-morrow morning, at nine ... yes, at nine o'clock punctually."

"Good!" whispered the other. "Don't stir."

He went back to the lobby, found Gourel waiting, and said:

"Mr. Kesselbach begs you to excuse him. He is finishing an important piece of work. Could you possibly come back at nine o'clock to-morrow morning?"

There was a pause. Gourel seemed surprised, more or less bothered and undecided. The other man's hand clutched the handle of a knife at the bottom of his pocket. At the first suspicious movement, he was prepared to strike.

At last, Gourel said:

"Very well. ... At nine o'clock to-morrow. ... But, all the same ... However, I shall be here at nine to-morrow. ..."

And, putting on his hat, he disappeared down the passage of the hotel.

Marco, in the sitting-room, burst out laughing:

"That was jolly clever of you, governor! Oh, how nicely you spoofed him!"

"Look alive, Marco, and follow him. If he leaves the hotel, let him be, meet Jérôme at the omnibus-office as arranged ... and telephone."

Marco went away quickly.

Then the man took a water-bottle on the chimneypiece, poured himself out a tumblerful, which he swallowed at a draught, wetted his handkerchief, dabbed his forehead, which was covered with perspiration, and then sat down beside his prisoner and, with an affectation of politeness, said:

"But I must really have the honor, Mr. Kesselbach, of introducing myself to you."

And, taking a card from his pocket, he said: "Allow me. ... Arsène Lupin, gentleman-burglar."



The name of the famous adventurer seemed to make the best of impressions upon Mr. Kesselbach. Lupin did not fail to observe the fact and exclaimed:

"Aha, my dear sir, you breathe again! Arsène Lupin is a delicate, squeamish burglar. He loathes bloodshed, he has never committed a more serious crime than that of annexing other people's property ... a mere peccadillo, eh? And what you're saying to yourself is that he is not going to burden his conscience with a useless murder. Quite so. ... But will your destruction be so useless as all that? Everything depends on the answer. And I assure you that I'm not larking at present. Come on, old chap!"

He drew up his chair beside the arm-chair, removed the prisoner's gag and, speaking very plainly:

"Mr. Kesselbach," he said, "on the day when you arrived in Paris you entered into relations with one Barbareux, the manager of a confidential inquiry agency; and, as you were acting without the knowledge of your secretary, Chapman, it was arranged that the said Barbareux, when communicating with you by letter or telephone, should call himself 'the Colonel.' I hasten to tell you that Barbareux is a perfectly honest man. But I have the good fortune to number one of his clerks among my own particular friends. That is how I discovered the motive of your application to Barbareux and how I came to interest myself in you and to make a search or two here, with the assistance of a set of false keys ... in the course of which search or two, I may as well tell you, I did not find what I was looking for."

He lowered his voice and, with his eyes fixed on the eyes of his prisoner, watching his expression, searching his secret thoughts, he uttered these words:

"Mr. Kesselbach, your instructions to Barbareux were that he should find a man hidden somewhere in the slums of Paris who bears or used to bear the name of Pierre Leduc. The man answers to this brief description: height, five feet nine inches; hair and complexion, fair; wears a moustache. Special mark: the tip of the little finger of the left hand is missing, as the result of a cut. Also, he has an almost imperceptible scar on the right cheek. You seem to attach enormous importance to this man's discovery, as though it might lead to some great advantage to yourself. Who is the man?"

"I don't know."

The answer was positive, absolute. Did he know or did he not know? It made little difference. The great thing was that he was determined not to speak.

"Very well," said his adversary, "but you have fuller particulars about him than those with which you furnished Barbareux."

"I have not."

"You lie, Mr. Kesselbach. Twice, in Barbareux's presence, you consulted papers contained in the morocco case."

"I did."

"And the case?"

"Burnt."

Lupin quivered with rage. The thought of torture and of the facilities which it used to offer was evidently passing through his mind again.

"Burnt? But the box? ... Come, own up ... confess that the box is at the Crédit Lyonnais."

"Yes."

"And what's inside it?"

"The finest two hundred diamonds in my private collection."

This statement did not seem to displease the adventurer.

"Aha, the finest two hundred diamonds! But, I say, that's a fortune! ... Yes, that makes you smile. ... It's a trifle to you, no doubt. ... And your secret is worth more than that. ... To you, yes ... but to me? ..."

He took a cigar, lit a match, which he allowed to go out again mechanically, and sat for some time thinking, motionless.

The minutes passed.

He began to laugh:

"I dare say you're hoping that the expedition will come to nothing and that they won't open the safe? ... Very likely, old chap! But, in that case, you'll have to pay me for my trouble. I did not come here to see what sort of figure you cut in an arm-chair. ... The diamonds, since diamonds there appear to be ... or else the morocco case. ... There's your dilemma." He looked at his watch. "Half an hour. ... Hang it all! ... Fate is moving very slowly. ... But there's nothing for you to grin at, Mr. Kesselbach. I shall not go back empty-handed, make no mistake about that! ... At last!"

It was the telephone-bell. Lupin snatched at the receiver and, changing the sound of his voice, imitated the rough accent of his prisoner:

"Yes, Rudolf Kesselbach ... you're speaking to him. ... Yes, please, mademoiselle, put me on. ... Is that you, Marco? ... Good. ... Did it go off all right? ... Excellent! ... No hitch? ... My best compliments! ... Well, what did you pick up? ... The ebony box? ... Nothing else? ... No papers? ... Tut, tut! ... And what's in the box? ... Are they fine diamonds? ... Capital, capital! ... One minute, Marco, while I think. ... You see, all this. ... If I were to tell you my opinion. ... Wait, don't go away ... hold the line. ..."

He turned round.

"Mr. Kesselbach, are you keen on your diamonds?"

"Yes."

"Would you buy them back of me?"

"Possibly."

"For how much? Five hundred thousand francs?"

"Five hundred thousand ... yes."

"Only, here's the rub: how are we to make the exchange? A cheque? No, you'd swindle me ... or else I'd swindle you. ... Listen. On the day after to-morrow, go to the Crédit Lyonnais in the morning, draw out your five hundred bank-notes of a thousand each and go for a walk in the Bois, on the Auteuil side. ... I shall have the diamonds in a bag: that's handier. ... The box shows too much. ..."

Kesselbach gave a start:

"No, no ... the box, too. ... I want everything. ..."

"Ah," cried Lupin, shouting with laughter, "you've fallen into the trap! ... The diamonds you don't care about ... they can be replaced. ... But you cling to that box as you cling to your skin. ... Very well, you shall have your box ... on the word of Arsène ... you shall have it to-morrow morning, by parcel post!"

He went back to the telephone:

"Marco, have you the box in front of you? ... Is there anything particular about it? ... Ebony inlaid with ivory. ... Yes, I know the sort of thing. ... Japanese, from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. ... No mark? ... Ah, a little round label, with a blue border and a number! ... Yes, a shop-mark ... no importance. And is the bottom of the box thick? ... Not very thick. ... Bother! No false bottom, then? ... Look here, Marco: just examine the ivory inlay on the outside ... or, rather, no, the lid." He reveled with delight. "The lid! That's it, Marco! Kesselbach blinked his eyes just now. ... We're burning! ... Ah, Kesselbach, old chap, didn't you see me squinting at you? You silly fellow!" And, to Marco, "Well, what do you see? ... A looking-glass inside the lid? ... Does it slide? ... Is it on hinges? ... No! ... Well, then, break it. ... Yes, yes, I tell you to break it. ... That glass serves no purpose there ... it's been added since!" He lost patience. "Mind your own business, idiot! ... Do as I say! ..."

He must have heard the noise which Marco made at the other end of the wire in breaking the glass, for he shouted, in triumph.

"Didn't I tell you, Mr. Kesselbach, that we should find something? ... Hullo! Have you done it? ... Well? ... A letter? Victory! All the diamonds in the Cape and old man Kesselbach's secret into the bargain!"

He took down the second receiver, carefully put the two discs to his ears and continued:

"Read it to me, Marco, read it to me slowly. ... The envelope first. ... Good. ... Now, repeat." He himself repeated, "'Copy of the letter contained in the black morocco case.' And next? Tear the envelope, Marco. ... Have I your permission, Mr. Kesselbach? It's not very good form, but, however ... Go on, Marco, Mr. Kesselbach gives you leave. ... Done it? ... Well, then, read it out."

He listened and, with a chuckle:

"The deuce! That's not quite as clear as a pikestaff! Listen. I'll repeat: a plain sheet of paper folded in four, the folds apparently quite fresh. ... Good. ... At the top of the page, on the right, these words: 'Five feet nine, left little finger cut.' And so on. ... Yes, that's the description of Master Pierre Leduc. In Kesselbach's handwriting, I suppose? ... Good. ... And, in the middle of the page, this word in printed capitals: 'APOON.' Marco, my lad, leave the paper as it is and don't touch the box or the diamonds. I shall have done with our friend here in ten minutes and I shall be with you in twenty. ... Oh, by the way, did you send back the motor for me? Capital! So long!"

He replaced the instrument, went into the lobby and into the bedroom, made sure that the secretary and the manservant had not unloosed their bonds and, on the other hand, that they were in no danger of being choked by their gags. Then he returned to his chief prisoner.

He wore a determined and relentless look:

"We've finished joking, Kesselbach. If you don't speak, it will be the worse for you. Have you made up your mind?"

"What about?"

"No nonsense, please. Tell me what you know."

"I know nothing."

"You lie. What does this word 'APOON' mean?"

"If I knew, I should not have written it down."

"Very well; but whom or what does it refer to? Where did you copy it? Where did you get it from?"

Mr. Kesselbach made no reply. Lupin, now speaking in nervous, jerky tones, resumed:

"Listen, Kesselbach, I have a proposal to make to you. Rich man, big man though you may be, there is not so much difference between us. The son of the Augsburg ironmonger and Arsène Lupin, prince of burglars, can come to an understanding without shame on either side. I do my thieving indoors; you do yours on the Stock Exchange. It's all much of a muchness. So here we are, Kesselbach. Let's be partners in this business. I have need of you, because I don't know what it's about. You have need of me, because you will never be able to manage it alone. Barbareux is an ass. I am Lupin. Is it a bargain?"

No answer. Lupin persisted, in a voice shaking with intensity:

"Answer, Kesselbach, is it a bargain? If so, I'll find your Pierre Leduc for you in forty-eight hours. For he's the man you're after, eh? Isn't that the business? Come along, answer! Who is the fellow? Why are you looking for him? What do you know about him?"

He calmed himself suddenly, laid his hand on Kesselbach's shoulder and, harshly:

"One word only. Yes or no?"

"No!"

He drew a magnificent gold watch from Kesselbach's fob and placed it on the prisoner's knees. He unbuttoned Kesselbach's waistcoat, opened his shirt, uncovered his chest and, taking a steel dagger, with a gold-crusted handle, that lay on the table beside him, he put the point of it against the place where the pulsations of the heart made the bare flesh throb:

"For the last time?"

"No!"

"Mr. Kesselbach, it is eight minutes to three. If you don't answer within eight minutes from now, you are a dead man!"



The next morning, Sergeant Gourel walked into the Palace Hotel punctually at the appointed hour. Without stopping, scorning to take the lift, he went up the stairs. On the fourth floor he turned to the right, followed the passage and rang at the door of 415.

Hearing no sound, he rang again. After half-a-dozen fruitless attempts, he went to the floor office. He found a head-waiter there:

"Mr. Kesselbach did not sleep here last night. We have not seen him since yesterday afternoon."

"But his servant? His secretary?"

"We have not seen them either."

"Then they also did not sleep in the hotel?"

"I suppose not."

"You suppose not? But you ought to be certain."

"Why? Mr. Kesselbach is not staying in the hotel; he is at home here, in his private flat. He is not waited on by us, but by his own man; and we know nothing of what happens inside."

"That's true. ... That's true. ..."

Gourel seemed greatly perplexed. He had come with positive orders, a precise mission, within the limits of which his mind was able to exert itself. Outside those limits he did not quite know how to act:

"If the chief were here," he muttered, "if the chief were here. ..."

He showed his card and stated his quality. Then he said, on the off-chance:

"So you have not seen them come in?"

"No."

"But you saw them go out?"

"No, I can't say I did."

"In that case, how do you know that they went out?"

"From a gentleman who called yesterday afternoon."

"A gentleman with a dark mustache?"

"Yes. I met him as he was going away, about three o'clock. He said: 'The people in 415 have gone out. Mr. Kesselbach will stay at Versailles to-night, at the Reservoirs; you can send his letters on to him there.'"

"But who was this gentleman? By what right did he speak?"

"I don't know."

Gourel felt uneasy. It all struck him as rather queer.

"Have you the key?"

"No. Mr. Kesselbach had special keys made."

"Let's go and look."

Gourel rang again furiously. Nothing happened. He was about to go when, suddenly, he bent down and clapped his ear to the keyhole:

"Listen. ... I seem to hear ... Why, yes ... it's quite distinct. ... I hear moans. ..."

He gave the door a tremendous blow with his fist.

"But, sir, you have not the right ..."

"Oh, hang the right!"

He struck the door with renewed force, but to so little purpose that he abandoned the attempt forthwith:

"Quick, quick, a locksmith!"

One of the waiters started off at a run. Gourel, blustering and undecided, walked to and fro. The servants from the other floors collected in groups. People from the office, from the manager's department arrived. Gourel cried:

"But why shouldn't we go in though the adjoining rooms? Do they communicate with this suite?"

"Yes; but the communicating doors are always bolted on both sides."

"Then I shall telephone to the detective-office," said Gourel, to whose mind obviously there existed no salvation without his chief.

"And to the commissary of police," observed some one.

"Yes, if you like," he replied, in the tone of a gentleman who took little or no interest in that formality.

When he returned from the telephone, the locksmith had nearly finished trying the keys. The last worked the lock. Gourel walked briskly in.

He at once hastened in the direction from which the moans came and hit against the bodies of Chapman the secretary, and Edwards the manservant. One of them, Chapman, had succeeded, by dint of patience, in loosening his gag a little and was uttering short, stifled moans. The other seemed asleep.

They were released. But Gourel was anxious:

"Where's Mr. Kesselbach?"

He went into the sitting-room. Mr. Kesselbach was sitting strapped to the back of the arm-chair, near the table. His head hung on his chest.

"He has fainted," said Gourel, going up to him. "He must have exerted himself beyond his strength."

Swiftly he cut the cords that fastened the shoulders. The body fell forward in an inert mass. Gourel caught it in his arms and started back with a cry of horror:

"Why, he's dead! Feel ... his hands are ice-cold! And look at his eyes!"

Some one ventured the opinion:

"An apoplectic stroke, no doubt ... or else heart-failure."

"True, there's no sign of a wound ... it's a natural death."

They laid the body on the sofa and unfastened the clothes. But red stains at once appeared on the white shirt; and, when they pushed it back, they saw that, near the heart, the chest bore a little scratch through which had trickled a thin stream of blood.

And on the shirt was pinned a card. Gourel bent forward. It was Arsène Lupin's card, bloodstained like the rest.

Then Gourel drew himself up, authoritatively and sharply:

"Murdered! ... Arsène Lupin! ... Leave the flat. ... Leave the flat, all of you! ... No one must stay here or in the bedroom. ... Let the two men be removed and seen to elsewhere! ... Leave the flat ... and don't touch a thing ...

"The chief is on his way! ..."
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"Arsène Lupin!"

Gourel repeated these two fateful words with an absolutely petrified air. They rang within him like a knell. Arsène Lupin! The great, the formidable Arsène Lupin. The burglar-king, the mighty adventurer! Was it possible?

"No, no," he muttered, "it's not possible, because he's dead!"

Only that was just it ... was he really dead?

Arsène Lupin!

Standing beside the corpse, he remained dull and stunned, turning the card over and over with a certain dread, as though he had been challenged by a ghost. Arsène Lupin! What ought he to do? Act? Take the field with his resources? No, no ... better not act . ... He was bound to make mistakes if he entered the lists with an adversary of that stamp. Besides, the chief was on his way!

The chief was on his way! All Gourel's intellectual philosophy was summed up in that short sentence. An able, persevering officer, full of courage and experience and endowed with Herculean strength, he was one of those who go ahead only when obeying directions and who do good work only when ordered. And this lack of initiative had become still more marked since M. Lenormand had taken the place of M. Dudouis in the detective-service. M. Lenormand was a chief indeed! With him, one was sure of being on the right track. So sure, even, that Gourel stopped the moment that the chief's incentive was no longer behind him.

But the chief was on his way! Gourel took out his watch and calculated the exact time when he would arrive. If only the commissary of police did not get there first, if only the examining-magistrate, who was no doubt already appointed, or the divisional surgeon, did not come to make inopportune discoveries before the chief had time to fix the essential points of the case in his mind!

"Well, Gourel, what are you dreaming about?"

"The chief!"

M. Lenormand was still a young man, if you took stock only of the expression of his face and his eyes gleaming through his spectacles; but he was almost an old man when you saw his bent back, his skin dry and yellow as wax, his grizzled hair and beard, his whole decrepit, hesitating, unhealthy appearance. He had spent his life laboriously in the colonies as government commissary, in the most dangerous posts. He had there acquired a series of fevers; an indomitable energy, notwithstanding his physical weariness; the habit of living alone, of talking little and acting in silence; a certain misanthropy; and, suddenly, at the age of fifty-five, in consequence of the famous case of the three Spaniards at Biskra, a great and well-earned notoriety.

The injustice was then repaired; and he was straightway transferred to Bordeaux, was next appointed deputy in Paris, and lastly, on the death of M. Dudouis, chief of the detective-service. And in each of these posts he displayed such a curious faculty of inventiveness in his proceedings, such resourcefulness, so many new and original qualities; and above all, he achieved such correct results in the conduct of the last four or five cases with which public opinion had been stirred, that his name was quoted in the same breath with those of the most celebrated detectives.

Gourel, for his part, had no hesitation. Himself a favourite of the chief, who liked him for his frankness and his passive obedience, he set the chief above them all. The chief to him was an idol, an infallible god.

M. Lenormand seemed more tired than usual that day. He sat down wearily, parted the tails of his frock-coat—an old frock-coat, famous for its antiquated cut and its olive-green hue—untied his neckerchief—an equally famous maroon-coloured neckerchief, rested his two hands on his stick, and said:

"Speak!"

Gourel told all that he had seen, and all that he had learnt, and told it briefly, according to the habit which the chief had taught him.

But, when he produced Lupin's card, M. Lenormand gave a start:

"Lupin!"

"Yes, Lupin. The brute's bobbed up again."

"That's all right, that's all right," said M. Lenormand, after a moment's thought.

"That's all right, of course," said Gourel, who loved to add a word of his own to the rare speeches of a superior whose only fault in his eyes was an undue reticence. "That's all right, for at last you will measure your strength with an adversary worthy of you. ... And Lupin will meet his master. ... Lupin will cease to exist. ... Lupin ..."

"Ferret!" said M. Lenormand, cutting him short.

It was like an order given by a sportsman to his dog. And Gourel ferreted after the manner of a good dog, a lively and intelligent animal, working under his master's eyes. M. Lenormand pointed his stick to a corner, to an easy chair, just as one points to a bush or a tuft of grass, and Gourel beat up the bush or the tuft of grass with conscientious thoroughness.

"Nothing," said the sergeant, when he finished.

"Nothing for you!" grunted M. Lenormand.

"That's what I meant to say. ... I know that, for you, chief, there are things that talk like human beings, real living witnesses. For all that, here is a murder well and duly added to our score against Master
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