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The man in the long black cape and slouch hat stood in the rain outside the barred windows of the city jail. Inside, he could make out a hulking prisoner sitting on a narrow cot. The sight surprised him. Judex was unused to surprises, and his annoyance manifested itself in a crease between his eyebrows. No other emotion showed on his face. 
He had come to Padua, drawn by news of a series of killings that seemed as familiar as they were brutal. He had been certain he knew who must be responsible; someone he had faced before… someone the Italian authorities had no chance of catching. Now, to his surprise, not only did they have a suspect in custody, but it was someone who looked physically capable of the crimes. The man in the gaol was large, well over six feet tall, and his shoulders strained the cheap fabric of the shirt he wore, a shirt which should have been billowy and loose. He sat, ill at ease, constantly shaking his head.
The rain began to let up and Judex moved away from the window. The downpour had helped him approach the gaol unseen, but soon the guards would resume their rounds. Drawing his black cloak around him, he faded into the night.

###

The next morning, an English dandy appeared before the called on, Magistrate Santorini with an odd request. 
"What is this?" the Magistrate proclaimed in heavily accented English. 
"See now, old boy," the Englishman said, smoothing back an errant lock of black hair. "My name is Roland Smythe-Thorpe and my purpose is quite plain. I wish to speak to your monstrous prisoner. He's to be executed, isn't he? I don't see the harm." The Englishman waggled thick eyebrows at the magistrate, who sat back, mustache twitching. "It'll make great copy for the ladies in England, what? Ooh, I can see them clutching at their heaving bosoms now, reading in awe about the Italian Ripper!" 
"No, no, questo non sarà," the Magistrate said, momentarily losing his English. "This is all very irregular." 
Smythe-Thorpe shrugged eloquently. "Oh, well. I suppose the ladies will have to forego the experience of reading about your keen mind, as well." 
"What is this?" 
Waggling his eyebrows again, the Englishman leaned forward. "You're the chap in charge, aren't you? Anyone who receives the credit for snagging such a monster should find their name quite famous across the channel, I would think." 
Santorini stroked his bushy mustache. "And the pale ladies, with their heaving bosoms?" 
"Would have your name on the tips of their tongues." 
"Federico!" the magistrate called. "Scortare quest'uomo per vedere il prigioniero, Maciste." 

###

"Well," Smyth-Thorpe said, slapping his gloves on his thigh. "You certainly are a brute, aren't you?" 
The large sullen man looked up at the Englishman with something in his eyes, a look that hovered between disdain and violence. It made the journalist think of a lion he had once seen in the zoo; weary of being placed on display.
Turning to the guard, Smythe-Thorpe waved him away. "Sei secure, signore?" the guard asked, and was answered with a nod. Shrugging, for who can understand Englishmen, the guard left. 
"That look tells me you speak English," the man said. 
Maciste did not move, nor did his stare change. "I speak many languages, signore." 
A hint of something came into Smythe-Thorpe's that was previously absent. "And the guards?" 
Maciste shook his head.
"Good," the Englishman said. He leaned down to speak in a lower voice. "I know you did not do what you stand accused of." 
Maciste's eyes widened. "For truth? How is this that you would believe me when my own countrymen do not?" 
"I've seen this before. I know the creature who is truly responsible." 
"Say this again, if you will? You said 'creature.' " 
At the reporter's nod, Maciste stood and stretched his massive arms. "Ha ha! At last, someone who will believe me!" 
The Englishman waved reassuringly to the guard, then turned back to Maciste. "Tell me." 

###

Maciste, nearly drunk for having imbibed most of a bar's inventory, was walking to his home. It was very late, the new moon lending no light to the dark streets of Padua. He turned a corner, only a block or two from his home, and a scream tore through the night. 
His blood singing to him already, Maciste ran in the direction of the scream. He turned into an alley and beheld a nightmare. 
A monstrous man-like creature, perhaps eight feet tall and chalk white, stooped over the still form of a lithe woman. Her arm had been wrenched from its socket, and though she was lying prone, her neck was so badly twisted that her face looked up to the dark sky. The thing was holding something to her shoulder; it looked like a shepherd's waterskin that he was using to catch the gushing blood.
With a cry of rage and horror, Maciste rushed into the alley, arms wide, and smashed into the creature. It staggered back a step, then braced itself and pushed back. For a moment the pair of brutes were locked together, each pushing but neither gaining an inch. With a surge of strength, Maciste broke his hold and shoved against the monster's chest with all his strength. Both of them staggered back, eyeing each other with shock. Then the moment was over, and they closed again. 
Quickly, Maciste wrapped his corded arms about the monster's waist, kicking hard at the legs. Maciste's lower center of gravity gave him the advantage and the pair of the tumbled to the cobblestones with him on top. The monster moved with amazing speed and grabbed Maciste's shoulders with a grip like fire. 
Feeling the strength in those hands, in the torso he squeezed which refused to bend or break, Maciste's mind begin to whirl. Everything, from the creature's pale face to the dark alley, was turning red. Here was a challenge for him! 
Then the monster arched his back and used his grip to hurl Maciste over his head. The big man slammed into a wall with shattering force to shake the house. He scrambled to his feet but the creature was already ready and a massive, stone-like foot smashed into the Italian strong-man's face. The blow opened a cut on his forehead, and a sheet of blood quickly covered his face. 
Wiping his eyes, Maciste climbed to his feet, looking for the pale creature. But it was gone, and all that was left was the poor girl. 
Maciste got down on his knees next to her. The emptiness of her face, and the extreme disfiguration of her neck, told her everything. He picked up her arm; it seemed such a frail thing. With care, he put it next to the body, more or less where it should go. 
And that's when the police came into the alleyway. 

###

After the interview, the foppish Englishman returned to the magistrate's office.
"Did you find what you wanted?" Santorino asked.
"Splendid, splendid!" the reporter said. "Now I only need some background to tell the story properly."
"Background?"
"You know; information about the murdered girls, the part of the city where it happened, the significant history of Padua. I want people to see the canvas on which the story of your heroism and Maciste's villainy is painted."
"Ah, of course," the Magistrate said. "But, I was only doing my duty, you understand."
"Your patriotism and humility will cause my readers' hearts to flutter."
"Within their white bosoms?"
"Precisely!"
"How can I help, Signore?"
"If you could take me to the crime scenes and answer my questions about the crimes, it would be invaluable."
"I would like to, Signore," Santorino said, glancing at his pocket watch, "but my wife will be expecting me for lunch. I fear my absence will upset her."
"I see," the Englishman said, producing a fat wallet. He opened it and took out several bills. "Perhaps you should buy the Signorina a new dress, by way of apology."
"You are a true gentleman," the Magistrate replied with a smile. The bills disappeared quite suddenly.
"The other thing that occurs to me is that I would love to know something of the legends of the city, particularly the more sinister ones."
"Sinister, Signore?"
"This Maciste is very strong, is he not?"
"It is true," the Magistrate said. "During the War he fought as one of our Alpine troops. They say that he recaptured a castle that those dogs of Austrians had taken. By some accounts he defeated a battalion of their soldiers, alone and unarmed, though that is surely an exaggeration. I have heard other stories of him doing other things, lifting a car so the tire could be remounted, carrying a grand piano up a flight of stairs on his back, and so on."
"It must have taken several squads of carboneri to arrest such a man."
"No," Santorini said. "He came meekly enough, and has made no attempt to escape. I believe that the enormity of his crimes weighs heavily on his soul."
"His strength makes me want to investigate some of the lore of Padua," Smythe-Thorpe said.
"How so?"
"Such wondrous feats are often associated with the alchemists of yore and their experiments. I can think of examples associated with men like Paracelsus, Praetorious, Cagliostro, and Frankenstein. I wonder if there is a legend of such a man from your fair city."
"I know a man who could tell you," the Magistrate said. "Professor Benvolio from the University is an expert on the city's history and legends. I could invite him to dinner this evening and he could tell us."
"Capital!" the Englishman said.
"Alas," Santorini continued, "I had made plans to dine with my mistress this evening. She will be cross with me, I fear."
The Englishman smiled and took several more bills from his wallet. "Perhaps a pretty dress for her as well?"
"You do understand, Signore! But my mistress… unlike my wife, she is very beautiful… and perhaps a little vain."
"So it would take a prettier dress?" The reporter withdrew another bill and the Magistrate's eyes twinkled. "But we would not want your wife to be jealous, would we?" he asked, passing yet another banknote across.
"Ah, signore, it is a pleasure to meet such a man of the world!" the Magistrate said.

 

###

 

"It is in this area the bulk of the attacks have occurred," the Magistrate said. He kicked at the street. "Cobblestones, everywhere still. It feels as if we here are the poorest in all of Italy. During the War we were the center of government and military action, but now poverty has emptied entire areas of my little city." Santorini indicated the buildings bordering the palazzio where they stood with flicks of his hand. "Just look about you." 
The Englishman did so, eyes narrowing.
"It is sad," he agreed. "I can see the grandeur of the arcaded walkways, yet I can also see how such shadowed spaces would make a grand stalking ground for the killer at night."
"It is true," the Magistrate said. "And it is not hard to find an isolated spot, where screams will not be heard."
"Thank you so much for all the color, my good man. It certainly helps me gain perspective on your community. It is an ancient city, is it not?"
"The oldest in Northern Italy," the Magistrate said, puffing out his chest. "Virgil writes of its founding in his Aeneid, and for nearly 800 years it has been home to the greatest University in Europe, where Galileo himself lectured."
"Less than a mile from where we now stand, is it not?"
"Indeed," Santorini replied. "Though there is certainly no connection. Maciste is an untutored man; a common laborer. I doubt he has ever set foot on those hallowed grounds."
"I'm certain you are right," Smythe-Thorpe agreed, "but will you humor me anyway?"
"But of course!"
Linking arms with the Englishman, the Magistrate led him to one of the covered walkways that led to the University.

 

###

 

"A wonderful meal!" Smythe-Thorpe said, pushing himself back from Santorini's table.
Santorini beamed and translated the compliment for his wife, who smiled in turn. Then he rose and ushered his guests into the study for brandy and cigars. Professor Benvolio was a stout, middle-aged man with thinning hair and a quiet manner.
"My friend Santorini tells me that you are looking for legends of a Paduan Frankenstein,"  he said.
"Aptly put," the journalist replied. "Is there such a man?"
"Why do you want to know?"
"I can tell by your answer there is. You simply must tell me now, my good sir." 
"It is nothing," the Professor said with an entirely European shrug. "There are always such stories; I can't see how it would be of importance to you." 
A sparkle lit the Englishman's eyes. "Try me." 
"Professor, I am certain we can trust Signore Smythe-Thorpe's discretion," the Magistrate said.
The Professor turned his eyes away and looked up. He brushed his mustache with both hands before speaking in a low voice. 
"Rappaccini," he said. "Oh, over a hundred years ago, there was a man, a doctor famous for his method of distilling plants into medicines. He was, by all accounts, a cold man, more interested in the advancement of science than his fellow man." 
Glancing at the Englishman, Benvolio detected no signs of boredom or impatience.
"Signor Rappaccini had a daughter. He brought her up in the most usual way, with a singular exception. In her maidenhood, she was locked away in the lush garden, kept there by her father. She tended the garden, and having spent her entire life around these plants, which were, as it turns out, infamously poisonous… she was not only immune to their harm, but poisonous herself!" 
He turned, as if defying the newsman to dismiss his story.
"You have my undivided attention," Smythe-Thorpe said, in a voice so cool it seemed to the Professor to have come from a frozen hell. 
"Yes. Well, there was a young man in residence, a student at the University of Padua, and he fell regrettably in love with Rappaccini's daughter, Beatrice. And upon discovering her poisonous nature, he endeavored to cure her, for he found her to be full of innocence, even with the killing touch, the killing breath. The young man attempted this with a powerful antidote. 
"It did not cure her. Instead, signore, it killed poor Beatrice, who was only poisonous in her body. You can see the ruined mansion, not far from the University. It is rumored to be haunted by the ghost of Beatrice and the young man. Giovanni was his name." 
A dark look fell over the Professor's face. 
"And the garden is in bloom." 
"What?" Santorini said. "But you said yourself that the home has long been abandoned."
"Nevertheless, it is true," Benvolio replied in a quiet voice. "I have looked over the all myself and seen the garden." 
"When did Rappaccini die?" The Englishman asked.
The question shook the Professor from the melancholy he seemed to have fallen into, and he looked up in the direction of the University and the old mansion. 
"I do not know for sure, signore. Surely, he is dead. It has been, after all, over a hundred years." 
"Very well," the Englishman said, again gay and careless, almost as if overcompensating for his quiet attention earlier. "Thank you so much, my good man. I shall be sure have my publisher send you a copy of my article."

 

###

 

On leaving the Magistrate's home, the reporter caught a carriage which took him to the little farmhouse on the edge of the city. He had rented the isolated home for the privacy it afforded him.
Once inside, the man removed a wig and stripped off the theatrical makeup. The Englishman's foppish features gave way to the lean, handsome, yet somewhat predatory countenance of Jacques de Tremuse. He put on black clothes, a long cape, and a slouch hat and was transformed again into the mysterious Judex.
Moving to the old barn, he took a tarpaulin from a powerful automobile. The vehicle purred to life and moved into the darkness.

 

###

 

On the rooftop, the man in black watched the dark and winding streets and alleys of Padua. The Magistrate's exclamations of poverty were not exaggerations. Even now, at the end of the Great War, when electricity was available in most metropolises across the globe, it remained dark here. 
A bit of movement caught Judex's eye. There was a woman, coming down the darkened street. She was tall, singing as she walked; a French song that he recognized. She had a beautiful voice, yet her face was lined with sadness. Judex had seen her earlier, at her own place, a tavern where she sang in the same lovely voice for her patrons. Her name was Gina and she was the widow of a pilot, killed in the late War.
As she passed the open mouth of the alley, Judex saw he was not the only creature of the night in the area. A great shape rose up from beneath a canvass covering and darted large hands to grab the woman! 
Judex was momentarily frozen by the horrible visage of the creature, one he had confronted before in the sewers of Paris. His paralysis lasted only a second; then, without further thought, he launched himself from the rooftop, plummeting three stories to land with both feet on the creature's right shoulder. 
Yellow, unblinking eyes turned up to meet his at the last moment before impact, and the man in black leapt away as soon as he had landed. Already knowing of the creature's prodigious strength, he knew his only chance was to stay out of its considerable reach. 
But the girl needed to run. 
"Get out of here," he hissed, dancing back on light feet as the chalk-white creature swiped a huge hand at his face. Though it was dark, Judex could see the dull yellow of the creature's sharp teeth shining in his face. There was a flurry of movement behind, and the girl was gone. 
"So you remember me, Gouroull. Do you remember everything about me?" 
Judex shifted back again, this time drawing a Steyr automatic from beneath each arm. He aimed them at Gouroull, and the creature sneered in disdain. 
"You are strong and fast, monster," Judex said, his voice low and even. "But even one such as you cannot stand against an angry mob." He turned one of his pistols sideways so the creature could see it. "This is nothing to you. But sixteen gunshots will certainly get the attention of the police, who are particularly alert because of your exploits." 
Snapping its mouthful of jagged, razor-sharp teeth once, the creature cast a last baleful glance at Judex and it bounded away with absurd grace. 
Quickly, Judex holstered his weapons and ran to the end of the alley where, with all his skill, he scaled a drainpipe to gain the roof. Alighting there, he sprinted to the other side of the building in time to see the glaring white skin of the creature disappear around the corner. He smacked his gloved fist once on his other. 
He knew which way the monster was headed. 

###

Judex made his way quietly back to the gaol, putting the pieces together in his rapacious mind. The creature's methods and motives were alien in the extreme, not to be understood by ordinary men, but one thing was consistent: Gouroull desired a mate. It had been so at his creation, and had been so ever since. Was it a desire to fit in with the humanity he so despised? Or was it a simple need the creature itself did not fully comprehend? 
It did not matter. All that mattered was the rest of the puzzle. 
"The garden is in bloom," Judex whispered to himself as he snuck past the roaming guard to approach the rear of the gaol. Clearly, the creature had heard the story of Rappaccini, and had somehow coaxed the poisonous plants back to life. But why did he need the blood? 
He stood again outside the barred window where he had first stopped when he came to Padua, looking in at the hulking mass of Maciste, who sat rubbing his neck. Judex got close to the bars. 
"Maciste," he said, and the large man's head shot up. 
"Who is it?" 
"Who I am is of no concern of yours, my strong friend. But know that I believe your protestations of innocence." 
"First the Englishman, and now you. But my own people?" Maciste raised his head, pointing at his neck. "They tried to hang me today!" 
"Fear not," Judex said. "I know how we can clear your good name. But you will have to be on this side of these bars for us to do so." 
With a sigh of relief, Maciste stood and yanked his iron chain from its anchor in the stone wall. Judex had expected him to be able to do it, but the ease of the action astonished him. This was more than a strong man, this was a force of nature. He walked quickly to the bars in the window. "I would have done this earlier," he said, placing his heavy hands on them, "but they would have just brought me back here." 
Jaw set, Maciste tensed his massive arms. Corded muscle stood out on his forearms, and his knuckles went white. Judex stepped back as the iron creaked, then covered his face when the bars screamed in protest and broke free from their moorings. 
"Quickly," Judex said. "We must away from here." 
"Just a moment," Maciste said, bending to grip the irons around his ankle. "I can't find purchase." 
Like an oily shadow, Judex moved to kneel at Maciste's foot. A pair of thin metal rods appeared in his hands, as if by magic, and he went to work on the lock. A scant twenty seconds later, the metal released and fell from Maciste's leg. 
The man in black stood, looking up into the larger man's face. "You know of the old mansion in the northern part of town, the one rumored to be haunted?" 
The giant shrugged. "I do." 
"Meet me there in an hour." He looked Maciste up and down. "And try to disguise yourself. We don't need interference from the police." 
Maciste nodded, then looked back to the ruined window. "Not bad, eh? Sometimes, I—" 
There was a rustle of cloth, and when he looked back, the figure in black was gone. 

###

Not long after, Maciste was walking along the old deserted street which led to the dilapidated mansion. He wore the same pants and shirt as he had in jail, but had added a false beard as well as a hat with a large, floppy brim. He nodded to the few persons who were on that street, satisfied he was completely unrecognizable. 
Along the way, he paused at a beggar. The poor man sat on a wheeled platform and had no legs. He looked blind, to boot. Maciste was overcome with compassion, and stooped to drop a coin in the beggar's cup. 
"Is that your disguise?" the beggar asked, and Maciste jumped back several feet. The beggar looked up and down the street. "Never mind. We're not too far. I thought you were never going to show." 
Maciste's brow lowered. "I was working on my disguise." 
Judex, standing, folded his wheeled platform with quick motions. It disappeared under his voluminous poncho and he tilted his head towards the great castle. "Come on." 
As he moved that way, Maciste noted a blued-steel barrel poking from the bottom of the poncho Judex wore. 
"What are you expecting to find here?" he asked. "How do you know of this place?" 
Judex shook his head, holding his hand up for silence. Stealthily, with the greatest care, he parted the hedge with his gloved hands. Looking back at Maciste, he indicated the poisonous bush with his eyes. 
There was a pod in it. 
It was long, just over five feet. It pulsed with life, the fleshy covering veined in dark green. Even from as far away as they were, the pair could make out the ground beneath the bush, oozing and dark with stolen blood. 
"Dio mio," Maciste whispered. He pointed when the pod began to shudder. Judex's eyes widened as a black seam formed along the side of the pod, and with a wet sound, it widened and opened, spilling forth a girl. 
Pushing Judex aside, Maciste tore through the hedge, running towards the girl, who seemed completely insensate. 
"Maciste, no!" Judex hissed. He had paid attention to the tale of Rappaccini's Daughter, and knew the girl from the bush was… dangerous. His eyes darted around the garden, but there was no sign of the creature. 
"She's alive," Maciste near-shouted, and Judex cringed. He put out a gloved hand and his mouth opened to warn Maciste again, but the large man already touched the woman. As soon as his hands touched the bare skin of the pod-girl, he gave a gigantic twitch and fell over. 
Judex cursed under his breath and rushed over. The great form of Maciste was stretched out on the garden ground next to the girl, who was beginning to stir. For a moment, Judex looked at his own gloves, as if considering their worth versus poison. 
But only for a moment, because Gouroull landed behind him from the balcony above, lashing out with his massive fist. Judex rolled away, feeling the draft of the intended blow. The rifle under his poncho hampered his ability to move, and he shook it off his shoulder. 
He caught the next two blows with the rifle, an elephant gun, and leapt back. Gouroull pressed forward, swinging his arms in a fury, glaring yellow eyes full of malice. Pointed teeth were gnashing with every missed blow; Judex knew he couldn't keep this up for long. He blocked another hammering fist with the elephant gun, only realizing at the last second it was a feint! 
The rifle was ripped from his hands, leaving all his fingers senseless. He watched in near-despair as the creature took the elephant gun in both hands and wrenched it apart. 
Judex reached under the poncho, arms crossed, for the Steyr automatics. The creature rushed forward in a blur, grabbing Judex in a bear hug, trapping his arms! The pointed teeth made another appearance, and then the great moon face came smashing down on Judex' own. 

###

When Judex was next aware of the world, he found himself chained to a great crucifix. He continued to breathe shallowly, keeping his eyes squinted, looking around the room. It was the chapel of the old castle, lit by hundreds of candles. The woman from the pod, now clad in a white wedding dress, sat in the first pew, head down and sobbing. 

"Why do you cry?" the creature asked from the rear of the chapel. His voice sounded as if it was ripped and torn as it came through his jagged mouthful of teeth. "This is the happiest day of your life, woman." 
Yellow eyes flicked up to Judex on the cross. "I can smell that you're awake." 
Gouroull stepped out of the shadow. He was draped in black robes, yet still wore a white tie. His pasty white flesh peeked out from under the hood he wore. His bulging eyes seemed to dance with mirth. He pointed at Judex. "You. Preside." He laughed, throwing his head back. 
He began to hum a mangled version of Wagner's "Bridal Chorus" as he walked down the aisle. 
"No," the woman said. "No, no. You… you are not my Giovanni." 
Judex' head came up. How could she know that name? 
Gouroull snarled and rushed down the aisle at her. He picked the woman up bodily and held her in front of his face. "No choice, you!" He bared his teeth and laughed as she slammed her hands into him over and over. Her eyes widened, and she looked at her hands. 
"What manner of creature are you, that my touch has no effect?" 
Judex wrestled with his bonds. 
"He is no man," he said. "He is completely inhuman, madam, and the weird black liquid in his veins is not blood." 
The creature dropped the girl, turning to Judex. "You," it growled. "You don't preside anymore." 
As Gouroull stepped onto the dais, there was a great tumult, and the side door of the chapel blew apart in a storm of splinters. 
"Monster!" Maciste shouted, and he ran headlong into Gouroull. The pair of brutes smashed through the altar and rolled to the other side of the dais, both howling without words and pounding at each other. 
Judex redoubled his efforts to get loose from his chains. Maciste was strong, undoubtedly so, but Judex could tell already from the man's movements, he had yet to fully escape the effects of the girl's poison. 
"Let me help you," she said, suddenly in front of Judex. "None of this is right." She struggled with his chains. 
Maciste and Gouroull came to their feet and squared off. Almost absently, the creature kicked over the first pew, sending the rest of them falling in a domino line. Eyes still dull, Maciste followed the movement and the creature dove for him. 
The giants met again. Maciste caught the attack with barely any time to counter; his great arms, sinews cracking with effort, strove to fend off the inhuman strength of the creature. The pair of them strained, staring into each other's eyes. A gruesome smile blossomed on Gouroull's face as he realized the titanic strength of Maciste was not at its fullest. 
"Hurry, girl," Judex said. "If there's a key…" 
"I don't know," she said, looking back. "I didn't see—ow!" 
She drew her hand back, looking at cut which had opened on her palm. Where it landed on the chains, it spat and sizzled. She hesitated for barely a second, then slashed her hand on the same rough burr on the chain, slathering her blood on the hasps of the locks holding Judex down. 
He looked up at the steam rising from the metal. "Better find a place to hide," he said. The locks failed, and Judex freed himself of their weight. The chain around his legs and the base of the cross, however, he kept. It still had the lock hanging from it. As he moved, he grinned. The creature, in all its hubris, had left Judex with his weapons. 
Maciste and Gouroull stood chest-to-chest, hands clasped in a test of strength. The earlier poison had done its work well, and Maciste felt himself slipping back. The jagged teeth of the creature snapped in his face, and he fought to keep from flinching. 
There was a whistling sound, and a meaty whack, and for a moment the creature's strength faltered. Maciste chanced a look past, and saw Judex whirling a chain over his head. The black-clad figure swung it, and the heavy lock thudded again into Gouroull's left knee. 
The creature yelled its frustration, and Maciste drove his knee upwards into its midsection. He felt at least one of the creature's ribs bend and break. 
"Duck," Judex said softly. 
Maciste tucked his head down, and the next second, the lock smashed into Gouroull's ear. The creature howled again and released Maciste's hands. Black, sludgy liquid oozed from the creature's ear, and it wobbled on its feet, equilibrium lost. 
Laughing, Maciste dove forward and grabbed both of Gouroull's legs behind the knees, driving his head into the creature's unprotected midsection. Like a felled tree, the monster went straight back, cracking its head against the tiled floor. Maciste struggled, keeping the creature's arms down. 
"Now!" he yelled. "If you're going to do something, do—" 
He was cut off by a tremendous crash as a marble baptismal fount came smashing down onto the creature's head. The creature went still, and Judex sagged against the fount. 
Maciste pushed himself to his feet. He pointed a shaky finger at Judex. "You are good." 
He lumbered away, grabbing a pair of candelabras and shaking the candles off them. He rolled the creature over and tied its hands together, twisting the ornate iron candlesticks out of shape. He went away and came back with two more, wrapping these around the creature's lower half, binding its legs together. 
"What do you think?" he asked Judex, who only smiled and gave him a thumbs up.

###

"Wake up!" Maciste shouted into the Magistrate's window. "We have a special delivery for you!" 
Smoothing down his mustache, the Magistrate came outside, his eyes wide at the sight greeting them. Maciste stood there, with the giant Gouroull across his shoulders. A man in black stood behind them, leaning against a great, sleek black car. The Magistrate thought he could barely make out the shape of a woman in the front seat. 
"What… what… ?" 
Maciste dumped the creature at the Magistrate's feet like a sack of corn. "Your killer. Does he not match the description I gave you?" 
While the Magistrate did his best impression of a goldfish, the man in black stepped away from the car. "He is Gouroull, and you would be best served if you wrapped him in chains, weighted him down, and dropped him in the deepest part of the Mediterranean." He clapped the Magistrate on the shoulder. "Rest easier now, signore. There will be no more of these horrific murders. And you don't have to embarrass yourself trying to execute this one." 
Maciste laughed heartily, slapping the Magistrate on the other shoulder, bowling the man over completely. 
When the Magistrate got back to his feet, the man in black was in the car already. "Who are you?" he shouted, but the engine was revving, and then the car was off like a shot. 
"Who was that?" he asked Maciste. 
The big man only shrugged. "I don't know. Now… about the charges against me… "

###

"Where will we go now?" the woman asked. She looked at her hands, her treacherous hands. From the short conversation she'd already had with Judex, she understood it was over a hundred years since her time. And she understood how she'd come to be again; the means, if not the method. Somehow, the spirits of the murdered girls had called to her. 
She shuddered. 
"Beatrice," Judex said, "you can't stay here in Italy. Not now. Will you come with me to France? I know scientists, men who will give their all to help you." 
Beatrice's eyes welled with tears. "I beg your pardon, but someone tried that once, already." She sniffed, looking down at her hands again. "I am what I am." 
Judex patted her hands with his gloved one. "But that's not what you have to be. We'll find a way." He smiled, the most brilliant and genuine smile she'd ever seen. 
"We'll find a way," he repeated. 
The car sped into the night. 
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