

[image: cover]




Acclaim for the Debut of ARIEL S. WINTER!


“It’s the author’s ambition that attracts…his sense of reaching beyond our expectations of what a book like this (or, really, any book) can do…[A] triumph.”


—Los Angeles Times


“Not content with writing one first novel like ordinary mortals, Ariel Winter has written three—and in the style of some of the most famous crime writers of all time for good measure. It’s a virtuoso act of literary recreation that’s both astonishingly faithful and wildly, audaciously original. One hell of a debut.”


—James Frey


“Massive and marvelous…it’s difficult not to feel a little spellbound by The Twenty-Year Death.”


—Washington Post


“The Twenty-Year Death is a bravura debut, ingenious and assured, and a fitting tribute to the trio of illustrious ghosts who are looking—with indulgence, surely—over Ariel Winter’s shoulder.”


—John Banville


“This is audacious and astonishingly executed. What might seem at first like an amusing exercise for crime fiction buffs becomes by the end immersive, exhilarating, and revelatory.”


—Booklist


“The Twenty-Year Death is an exceptionally ambitious, inventive crime novel that echoes three classic authors while extending the idea of what a crime novel can do. The scope and versatility are breathtaking. Bravo to Ariel S. Winter and Hard Case Crime.”


—David Morrell


“The stories work wonderfully well individually, but taken together create a tapestry of associations and reflections, sort of like mirrors trained on other mirrors. The whole, as they say, is greater than the sum of its parts…a truly affecting and suspenseful triple treat.”


—Publishers Weekly


“If ever there was a born writer, Mr. Winter is one… Mr. Winter’s work is sharp, smart, original, intensely interesting and ingenious.”


—Stephen Dixon


“The Twenty-Year Death is a stunning work, and its effect intensifies even after you’re finished…far more than the sum of its parts…[It not only is] one of the strongest debut works I’ve ever seen but is also one of the greatest crime novels in my collection.”


—The Debut Review


“A tour de force, or rather three different, ingeniously interwoven, tours de force. An exciting book that will make many commuters miss their stop.”


—Richard Vinen


“[A] not-to-miss crime novel.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Nothing short of astonishing…You’ve never read a book quite like The Twenty-Year Death. You’ll be amazed, intrigued, awestruck, and extremely impressed. Another major feather in Hard Case Crime’s dirty fedora.”


—Tom Piccirilli


“Most daring…Mr. Winter does an excellent job.”


—Huffington Post


“A new classic…tight, compact, and riveting.”


—Baltimore City Paper


“Winter carries his tri-fold tale off with consummate skill…a groundbreaking crime epic.”


—Blogcritics


“Masterfully drawn…Winter has managed to do what many have tried, only do it not just successfully but brilliantly…truly a work of genius.”


—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“A three-course dessert…Winter gets the tone and the stylistic signatures of his favorite authors down perfectly…a calculated gamble that pays off as a real late-summer blowout.”


—A.V. Club


“As distinguished a first novel in the noir fiction genre as any I know of. If this is the level of excellence that Winter can achieve at the very start of his career, then his future in this genre is unlimited.”


—John T. Irwin




Pelleter plunged forward, almost twisting his ankle on one of the cobblestones, running after nothing, since there was nothing visible ahead of him.


He passed other openings, any one of which his man could have taken, and so he slowed his pace, trying to hear the other man’s footsteps over his own labored breathing. Running through back alleys was a young man’s work. Pelleter was no longer young.


He stopped, but heard nothing but his own body’s protest.


An oval ceramic tile screwed into the side of one of the buildings read “Rue Victor Hugo.” The provincialism of this almost made him laugh. To have a Rue Victor Hugo had apparently been deemed necessary, but that Verargent had settled on this back alley for the designation was small-town politics in its most essential form.


He waited another moment, straining for some sign, and then he turned back.


As he did a large form materialized out of one of the doorways and brought both hands down on the back of the chief inspector’s neck, dropping Pelleter to his knees. A sharp jolt of pain shot from his kneecaps into his stomach, which threatened to empty itself.


The man swung again, still a two-fisted blow, this one landing across the chief inspector’s cheek…
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in memoriam G.S. with apologies




1.


A Man in the Street


The rain started with no warning. It had been dark for an hour by then, and the night had masked the accumulation of clouds. But once it began, the raindrops fell with such violence that everyone in Verargent felt oppressed.


After forty minutes of constant drumming—it was near eight o’clock, Tuesday, April 4, 1931—the rain eased some, settling into the steady spring rainfall that would continue throughout the night.


The rain’s new tenor allowed for other sounds. The baker, on his way to bed for the night, heard the lapping of a large body of water from behind his basement door. He shot back the lock, and rushed downstairs to find nearly two feet of water covering the basement floor. A gushing stream ran down the wall that faced the street.


Appalled, the baker rushed up the stairs calling to his wife. She hurried past him, down the stairs, to see for herself, as he went to the coat rack to retrieve his black rain slicker. This had happened before. Something blocked the gutter at the side of the street, and the water was redirected down their drive, flooding the basement. Somebody in Town Hall would hear from him in the morning.


He opened the front door and went out into the rain just as his wife arrived from the basement. The force of the storm pressed the hood of his slicker over his forehead. He hurried down the drive with his head bowed; rivulets of water formed long v’s on the packed earth beneath his feet. Now he’d be up much of the night bailing out the basement, and he had to be up at three-thirty to make the bread. The mayor would hear about this in the morning!


He reached the end of the drive, about twenty-five feet, and looked along the curb towards the opening to the sewer. The streetlamps were not lit, but there appeared to be a person lying in the gutter. The baker cursed all drunks.


“Hey!” he called, approaching the man, who was lying face down. The baker’s voice was almost covered by the rain. “Hey, you!” He kicked the man’s foot. There was no response. The street was dark. No one else was out in the storm. The houses across the way and along the street were shuttered. He kicked the man again, cursing him. Water still coursed along the drive towards his house.


His schedule was shot; tomorrow was going to be a nightmare. Then he noticed that the drunk’s face was buried in the water coursing around his body, and the baker felt the first flicker of panic.


He knelt, soaking his pants leg. The rain felt like pins and needles against his shoulders. Choking back his discomfort, he reached for the drunk’s shoulder, and rolled him away from the curb so that he was lying on his back in the street. The drunk’s head rolled to the side. His eyes were open; his face was bloated. He was undisturbed by the rain.


The baker jerked back. The concrete thought: He’s dead! coincided with a gathering numbness and the uncomfortable beat of his heart in his throat. The baker turned, and hurried back to the house.


His wife, elbows cupped in opposite hands, held herself at the door. “Did you fix it?”


“Call the police,” the baker said.


His wife went to the phone stand at the foot of the stairs. “You’re dripping on the floor; take off your coat.”


“Call the police,” the baker said, not explaining himself. “Call the police, call the police.”


His wife raised the phone to her ear. “The line’s down. It must be the storm.”


The baker turned and grabbed the doorknob.


“Where are you going? The basement…”


“There’s a man dead in the street.”


* * *


The baker lived ten minutes from Town Hall, which was also the police station. Nervous, he avoided looking at the dead man as he turned towards the center of town. The rain was still steady, a static hush over everything that served to both cloud and concentrate the baker’s hurried thoughts: A man was dead. The basement was flooded. It was late. A man was dead.


At the police station, he found that it would not have mattered if the phone lines had been operational. Of the three officers on duty, two had been called to assist with an automobile crash before the phone lines had gone down.


“The rain makes the roads treacherous,” the remaining officer explained. “People shouldn’t be out.”


“But the man’s dead,” the baker insisted, confused that these words had not inspired a flurry of activity.


“We just have to wait for Martin and Arnaud to return.”


The baker sat on one of the three wooden chairs that lined the wall between the front door and the counter where the officer sat. Small puddles of water refracted on the tile, tracing the steps the baker had taken since entering the police station. The officer had already taken his name and statement, and now was trying to pass the time, but the baker was unable to focus. He was exhausted.


Martin and Arnaud returned twenty minutes later. They were young men, the fronts of their slickers covered in mud from their recent work at the automobile crash. They glanced at the baker, but ignored him, talking to each other, until the officer on duty interrupted them and explained the baker’s situation.


It was decided that Martin would accompany the baker back to his house, while Arnaud would go in the police car to the hospital to retrieve a medic and an ambulance.


Back out in the rain, the men were silent. The streets were still deserted. Even the few late-night cafés and bars at the center of town were closed. Martin and the baker arrived at the baker’s house to find the body unmoved. It was still blocking the gutter, still sending water into the baker’s home. They stood several feet away in silence, their hands in the pockets of their slickers, their shoulders hunched against the rain.


They only had to wait a minute before a police car followed by an ambulance pulled up in front of the house. The medics jumped out of the ambulance and retrieved a stretcher from the back. Arnaud came to where Martin and the baker were standing.


“We will contact you tomorrow, if we need anything else,” Martin said.


The baker watched the medics load the body onto the stretcher and then into the ambulance.


“Somebody needs to fix the drainage,” the baker said, his mind clearing some now that the body had been removed.


“You’ll have to bring that up with the town in the morning.”


“I have to be up early, and my basement is flooded.” The officers were unconcerned.


The baker’s heart wasn’t really in it.


The ambulance pulled away. One of the officers said, “We’ll let you know,” but he didn’t say what they would let him know. They got back into the police car and pulled away, leaving the street once again empty.


The baker could see that the water was already flowing correctly, draining into the sewer. He turned back up his drive, preparing for a night bailing out the basement.


Inside, his wife came downstairs. “What happened?”


The baker peeled off his dripping coat, and began to roll up the sleeves of his shirt. “Some drunk was taken unexpected.”


* * *


These were the details as related over breakfast the next morning to Chief Inspector Pelleter by the Verargent chief of police Letreau. Pelleter was in town to hear the testimony of a murderer at the nearby Malniveau Prison. This murderer, Mahossier, was one that Pelleter had arrested several years earlier for a brutal multiple child slaying in which he had kept children in cages in his basement in order to have them fight one another to the death. On two prior occasions, Mahossier had contacted Pelleter, claiming to have information. Pelleter hated to be on call to a convicted criminal, but Mahossier would talk to no one else, and his information had both times proved accurate. Over the course of the previous visits, Pelleter and chief of police Letreau had become friendly.


As they ate, the rain streamed down the café windows, distorting the town square, rendering it invisible.


The café was empty of other customers. The proprietor stood behind the counter with his arms crossed, watching the water run. Two electric wall sconces had been lit in deference to the continued storm.


An automobile passed around the square, its dark form like some kind of lumbering animal, its engine sawing diligently, audible and then gone.


Nobody was out who didn’t have to be, and not many people had to be out in Verargent early on a Wednesday morning. The weather had been worse last night. Why would a drunk choose to be out in the rain instead of sitting it out in some bar?


“Tell me about the dead man,” Pelleter said.


“We don’t know him. None of my men had seen him before, and in a small town like this, you get to know the faces of all the night owls. He had no documents on him, no billfold, no money. Just a drifter. We’ve sent his fingerprints in to see if there are any matches.”


“You get many drifters here?”


“No.”


Pelleter sat back and retrieved a cigar from his inner coat pocket. He lit it, and blew out a steady stream of smoke.


“Would you go with me to see the baker?” Letreau asked.


Pelleter chewed his cigar. Seeing Pelleter smoking, the proprietor came to clear the plates. The two lawmen waited for him to leave.


“I need to get to Malniveau. Madame Pelleter expects me home.”


“It won’t be a minute. This is exactly what it looks like, a drifter drowning in a puddle. I just need to be careful, and if I arrive with you, an inspector from the city, if there’s anything to know, we’ll know it. Benoît will be too scared to hide anything.”


The rain continued outside.


“Not that I think he has anything to hide. I just need to be careful.”


“Tell me about the baker.”


“Benoît? He made the bread we just ate. His father was the baker here before him, but the old man died many years ago. He works seven days a week, and does little outside of his house and his shop. In his domain, he can seem very commanding, but when you see him anywhere else, at the market, at the cinema, he is a small man. My men said he sat last night in the station as though he had been called to the headmaster’s office at school. And he’s fifteen years older than my oldest officer! His wife works in the bakery too.”


Pelleter called the proprietor over to pay, but Letreau told him that it was taken care of.


“I have a tab,” he explained, standing.


Pelleter made sure that his cigar had gone out, and then placed it back in his pocket. He took his rain slicker from the standing coat rack just inside the door, and his hat.


Letreau called goodbye to the proprietor, who answered as though he had just been awakened. Fixing his own coat, Letreau said, “I hate to go out in this rain.” Then he opened the door, and the sound of the weather doubled in strength, like turning up the radio.


There were more people on the street than it had appeared from the café, but each walked separately with the determination of someone who had places to go. Most walked with hunched shoulders and heads down, but there was the occasional umbrella.


The bronze statue atop the ten-foot concrete column in the center of the square watched the faces of the shops on the north side of the street.


It was cold.


The two men walked in silence. Letreau led, but they walked so close together it would have been impossible to say whether or not Pelleter knew where they were going. They crossed the square, and took the southern of the two roads that entered the square from the west. The buildings here were still a mixture of shops and houses. The baker’s shop was on the first floor of a two-story brick building, five storefronts from the square. The words Benoît and Son Bakery were emblazoned on the plate glass window in green and gold paint.


There were several women in the store buying bread for the day, but when Benoît saw the policemen enter, he came out from behind the counter. “Monsieur Letreau! I’m glad you came. This terrible business from last night has my wife very upset. She could hardly sleep. And we have to get up very early. Very early to make the bread. We could hardly sleep.”


Despite his loud greeting, the baker looked exhausted, the spaces under his eyes dark and puffy. There was a small patch of light stubble on the left side of his chin at the jaw line where he had missed a spot shaving.


“And my basement is ruined. One day my house will collapse. You’ll see. The town must do something about this. Every time that gutter gets clogged, I must spend the next two days bailing out my own house. The worms come through the walls.”


The customers conducted their business with Madame Benoît, the women apparently used to the baker’s little tirades. As each one left, the sound of the bell hanging from the top of the door mixed with the shush of the rain.


“This is Chief Inspector Pelleter,” Letreau said. “He’s come to see about this business.”


Pelleter was annoyed by the introduction. He could see himself becoming more involved in this investigation than he wanted to be. He moved his lips, but it was unclear what the expression meant.


Benoît stepped in towards the two men. “Is it that serious?” Then he got excited. “Or are you here to inspect our sewers, and solve this problem? I can take you to my house right away. My wife can take care of things here. There’s still water in my basement. Let me show you.”


“I’m with the Central Police,” Pelleter said.


Benoît became grave again. “What happened?”


“Nothing as far as we know,” Letreau said. “We just wanted to hear it again from you.”


The door opened. The bell tinkled, letting the last customer out. Madame Benoît watched the three men, but she remained behind the counter.


“I was going to bed when I thought to check the basement. As I said, these storms often cause floods. When I saw the water, I rushed out to the street, and found the drunk lying there. We tried to call the police, but the lines were down, so I went to the station myself. It probably caused another two feet of water, leaving that body there like that.”


“The men said he was face-up when they got there.”


“He had been face-down. I rolled him over to see if he was all right. Then I saw he was dead…”


“Did you hear anything? See anything?”


Benoît gripped his left hand in his right, rubbing the knuckles. His voice had grown much quieter, almost timid, and he glanced at his wife before looking back at Pelleter. “What was there to hear? Only the rain… Only the rain…”


Benoît turned to his wife. “Did you hear anything last night?” he called to her.


She pressed her lips together, and shook her head.


Letreau caught Pelleter’s eye, and Pelleter nodded once.


“Okay, Benoît,” Letreau said. “That’s fine.”


“Did…” Benoît looked at his wife again. “Was… Did something…happen? The man was drunk, right?”


“Sure. As far as we know.”


Benoît’s expression eased slightly at that. He had clearly been shaken very badly by the whole incident, and the idea that something more might have taken place was too much for him.


“Ah, the mop!” he said looking down. “We need the mop.”


The door opened, letting in another customer, and before it closed a second new customer snuck in as well. They commented on the terrible weather.


Benoît looked for permission to go, and Letreau said, “Thank you. We’ll let you know if we need anything.”


Benoît stepped back, his expression even more natural now. He reached one hand out behind him for the mop, which was still several feet away in a corner behind the counter. “Come to my house, and I’ll show you the flood. The water was up to here.” He indicated just below his knees with his hand.


Pelleter opened the door, and Letreau followed him out into the street.


“What do you think?”


“There’s nothing to think.”


“I just had to be sure.”


Pelleter nodded his approval. Water sloshed off of the brim of his hat.


They began to walk back towards the square. “Come back to the station. I’ll drive you to the prison.”


They waited for an automobile to pass, and then they crossed the street. The rain had eased some again, but it was still steady. Lights could be seen in the windows of various buildings. It was like a perpetual dusk even though it was still before ten in the morning.


They stepped into the police station through the entrance on the side street beside Town Hall. The station was an open space separated into two sections by a counter. In front of the counter was a small entryway with several chairs. Behind the counter were three desks arranged to just fit the space. Doors led to offices along the back and left-hand wall. Letreau needed to get keys to one of the police cars.


“Chief,” the young man behind the counter said. “There’s a message for you.” The officer looked at Pelleter, and then back at his commanding officer. Pelleter had never seen the man before, but it was obvious that the young officer knew who he was.


“This is Officer Martin,” Letreau said to Pelleter. “He’s the one who went out to the baker’s house last night.” Then to Martin as he started behind the counter towards his office, “Did we get an ID on our dead drifter?”


“Not yet,” the man said. “It was the hospital.”


Letreau stopped and looked back.


The young man picked up a piece of paper from the desk on which he had written the message, but he didn’t need to look at it. It was more to steady himself. “Cause of death was multiple stab wounds to stomach and chest. No water in the lungs.”


Pelleter looked across at Letreau who was looking at him. Letreau’s face had gone pale. His drunken drifter had just turned into a homicide. And no water in the lungs meant the man had been dead before he ended up in the gutter.


The young officer looked up. He swallowed when he saw the chief’s face.


“Anything else?” Letreau barked.


“There were no holes in his clothes,” the officer said. “Someone stabbed him to death, and then changed his outfit.”




2.


Malniveau Prison


The sudden silence in the station was stunning. It was made all the more awkward when two other officers appeared from the back, laughing over some shared joke.


They saw the state of the room and fell silent as well.


Letreau stepped heavily across the small space to the counter, and took the message from out of the desk officer’s hand. “I have to call the hospital,” he said, and disappeared into his office, slamming the door behind him.


Pelleter saw Martin look up at him, but he turned away, uninterested in any paternal conversation. He retrieved the cigar he had started at the café from his pocket, lit it, and took the seat that the baker had occupied the night before.


The two officers who had been joking returned to their respective desks.


Pelleter concentrated on the fine taste of the smoke from his cigar. He opened his coat. Light drops of water continued to fall on the floor around him.


If Letreau was going to be long, he would have to take a taxi. Visiting hours at the prison were short. The warden refused to be accommodating, annoyed by Pelleter’s visits. He felt that they were unprofessional, that the prisoners, once under his guard, were dead to the outside world. Pelleter’s own displeasure for these visits didn’t soften the warden’s opinion.


The three officers talked amongst themselves in quiet tones. A murder in this town was big news.


Pelleter looked at his cigar as he blew out a plume of smoke. It was more than half gone.


Letreau’s office door opened. The officers fell silent, but he ignored them as he strode across the station to the door. “Come,” he said to Pelleter. “Let’s go.”


Pelleter stood. It was obvious that Letreau was distraught, his easy nature covered by a set jaw and a gruff manner. “I can take a taxi.”


“No. There’s nothing to be done right now. Let’s go.”


They went back out into the rain to one of the police cars parked just outside the station. The doors had been left unlocked. Letreau got behind the wheel and Pelleter sat beside him in the passenger seat.


Letreau started the car, turning on the windshield wiper, and then he pulled out of the spot, and headed east out of town.


“Any news?” Pelleter said.


“Just what you heard.”


The two men remained silent for the remainder of the half-hour drive.


When the town fell away, it was replaced by fields that extended beyond the wire fences on either side of the road. There was the occasional outlying farmhouse or barn. Cows milled in a large enclosure, the hair on their undersides hanging in muddy clumps matted by the rain. Even in the countryside all colors were muted and everything seemed pinned down by the spring gale. The sky was large and gray.


The prison was visible ten minutes before they arrived there. It was a heavy, awkward structure imposed on the land, a dark blotch. It appeared a remnant from some earlier age.


They pulled into the drive. A guard, so bundled as to be indiscernible, appeared from the guard house, waved at them, and went to open the twenty-foot iron gate.


“A man could kill himself here,” Letreau said, “and no one would blame him.”


The guard had the gate open. Letreau pulled the police car through, and the guard waved again, but Pelleter still could not make the man out.


There were several other vehicles—a truck, two police cars, three civilian cars—parked in the small cobblestone courtyard before the front entrance. There was another courtyard in the center of the building where the prisoners took their exercise. The narrow windows in the stone walls were impenetrable black slits, dead eyes watching over them.


“There’s something wrong about having this place out here,” Letreau said, parking the car. “The men they put here come from far away, from other places. That way the rest of the country can forget about them. And my town is the closest. All the men who work in the prison live in Verargent. Don’t you think they bring some of this back to town with them? We’re a peace-loving community. Most of our complaints are petty thefts and the occasional late-night drunk.”


Pelleter didn’t point out that somebody had been murdered in town the night before. After all, Letreau was right.


“It looks this bad on a sunny day too. I hate coming out here.”


At the front door, there was a loud clank as the lock was released, and then the door was opened to admit them. It was musty inside, and the only light came from two exposed light bulbs high on the wall.


“I’ll take your coats, gentlemen,” the guard said.


“How are you today, Remy?” Letreau asked the guard.


“I’m still alive, Chief,” the guard said, hanging the coats in a small booth just inside the door.


“There’s always that.”


Pelleter pushed open the door to the administrative offices, while Letreau stayed to talk a moment with the guard. Nothing had changed in the two years since Pelleter had been there last. It was the same large room with two rows of desks down the center. The same filing cabinets lined the walls. The same people sat behind the desks. The same drab paint reflected the electric bulbs hanging from the ceiling.


The warden, a large gray-haired man, must have been informed that Pelleter was there, since he was waiting with a look of impatience just inside the door. He managed to use his irritation to add to his air of importance.


“Inspector Pelleter. I’m so glad. If you had been even five minutes more, we would have missed each other. I have promised my wife a holiday in the city, and she is expecting me an hour ago.”


A neat, sharp-angled man stood with his hands crossed in front of him just behind the warden.


“Let me introduce Monsieur Fournier. I don’t believe you’ve met. Fournier is the Assistant Warden here now. He takes care of the jobs I don’t want to.”


Fournier took Pelleter’s hand. “He jests.”


None of the men smiled.


“Fournier will be in charge while I am away, and he will be more than capable of assisting you with anything you need. Not that you need much assistance. You are an old hand at this.” The warden smiled at that, but it was an expression of pure malice. “You could have probably gone to get the prisoner yourself.”


He looked around the office. The people at the desks made an effort to focus on their paperwork, but they were clearly uncomfortable.


“I really must be going.” He looked at his watch and then the clock on the wall. “I shouldn’t have even stopped to say hello. Fournier, you have everything you need.”


“Yes, Monsieur le Directeur.”


The warden stepped towards his office, but stopped when the outer door opened to reveal Letreau.


“Chief Letreau,” the warden said, and he glanced at Fournier, confused and accusatory. “Nothing is wrong, I trust.”


Letreau paused in the doorway, surprised at being addressed so suddenly. He looked at Pelleter, but Pelleter was unreadable. “As Remy says, I’m still alive.”


“Yes,” the warden said, almost sneering as he took possession of himself. “There’s always that.”


Letreau stepped in and greeted the other people in the office including Fournier.


The warden excused himself, and disappeared into his office.


“If you’ll follow me, Chief Inspector,” Fournier said. They left the administrative offices, and went down a barren hallway. Fournier conducted himself with an icy precision throughout. “I understand you have been here before.”


“This will be my third visit.”


“The warden feels you give this man too much credit and that you make him feel important. It is our job to be sure that these men do not feel important. They are criminals.”


Pelleter said nothing. He retrieved his partially smoked cigar from his pocket and put it between his lips without lighting it.


“There is no question that there is a certain intelligence in some of them, and that their crimes require guts. Perhaps in another time they would have been something else. But here they are still criminals. They are to be punished, not applauded. And it is dangerous to make any of them feel important.”


They were outside one of the visiting rooms, which also served as interrogation rooms if needed. “Is that what the warden says?”


“It’s what I say,” Fournier said, his expression unchanged. He unlocked the door with a key on a large ring. “Wait here.”


Pelleter paused, but resisted asking Fournier if he knew just what Mahossier had done. The assistant warden hadn’t seen the way those children had been brutalized. A man who could do that felt important all on his own.


Pelleter went into the room. The door closed behind him, and his jaw clenched around his cigar at the clang. The room was devoid of any distinguishing features, just stone below, above, and all around. No sounds penetrated the walls. If this was not enough punishment for a criminal, than Pelleter didn’t know what was.


The door opened only a moment later, and two guards led Mahossier in. He was a small old man, bald, with deep wrinkles across his forehead, and a beaked nose. His hands had been cuffed in front of him, and another set of cuffs chained his legs together. These had been linked by a third chain between the two. The guards sat Mahossier in the seat across from Pelleter.


Fournier had also come in with the three other men. “We will be right outside the door. If he tries—”


“We’ll be fine,” Pelleter interrupted.


“But if—”


“We’ll be fine.”


Fournier flared his nostrils, the first time he had allowed his emotions to be seen.


“The Chief Inspector and I go way back,” Mahossier said, his eyes locked on Fournier, his voice so quiet it was almost soothing.


Fournier nodded to the guards, and the three men left the room, closing the door behind them and engaging the lock.


“How’s Madame Pelleter?” Mahossier said.


Pelleter moved his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. Facing the man, it was all he could do to keep the images of those children out of his mind.


Mahossier seemed to know it.


“Still no children?” Mahossier smiled. “But, of course… That ship has sailed. It’s much too late for you now. Such a shame. Children really make the world worth living in.” His eyebrows furrowed and his lips fell in a theatrical frown. “Of course, there are never any children here.” His expression went cold. “Plenty of rain though.”
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