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Prologue.
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Breathe, one, two, three, four, five, six.

I can hear blood pounding in my ears. I’m beginning to feel the cold now. Air is sharp on the back of my throat.

There, just ahead, a woodsman’s hut. No smoke. It must be empty.

In front of it is a grey shape. Motionless. No. I see its ribcage rise and fall imperceptibly. A wolf as big as a man, with a wound on its leg.

I wonder at its vulnerability. At mine.

I breathe, one, two, three, colder now.

The grey fur on the wolf is blurring. I blink at it as I creep past, push open the door to the mossy snow-covered hut. It’s dark inside, but there’s a dry wood stack next to a pot-bellied stove. I open it up. It’s kindled, ready to be lit. Tinder box on top.

I fire it up. The flames are hungry in the chill air.

I leave the door to the stove open for a minute to see what’s here. Yellow light flickers. A blanket, a cloak.

A growl or a moan takes my attention outside. The wolf is coming to.

I grab the cloak, wrap myself in it, and take the blanket. I must bring the wolf inside, into the warm with me. I should be scared. Traditional knowledge says wolves, especially wounded beasts, are dangerous. Killers.

Somehow, I am not afraid, but I don’t know why.
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Chapter One.
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Nine Months Earlier, April 1889

Rain was a constant companion for the weeks following the thaw. Umbrellas and overcoats colonised hallways, bringing souvenirs of the weather indoors with them. When it got to the point that I was resigned to living the rest of my life underwater it suddenly stopped. Just like that.

I left the house in the morning and opened my umbrella and was shocked by the absence of rain drumming upon its fabric. I was still wading through puddles filled to the brim with muddy water, reflecting a sky that remained grey and threatening. I closed my umbrella but kept it with me, casting a wary eye at the charging cloudscape above.

The sky held onto its assorted cumulus, but in some parts, it had been scrubbed at by a giant hand to reveal a faint blue pigment not seen for some time. I looked around and noticed one or two other townsfolk peering in perplexed fashion up above the rooftops as if they were trying to work out what it was that made today different from yesterday.

I was certain the change in the weather could only be a good thing, an omen of better times to come. A promise of fine weather would have a restorative effect on people’s spirits.

But at the commissariat, the mood seemed low, as if it were still raining inside the building.

‘Bonjour Sergeant,’ I greeted Royer. He’d just come on shift at the front desk and wore the look of a man craving his second coffee of the morning.

‘Bonjour Inspector,’ said Royer.

‘Quiet night?’

‘Tuesday nights are always quiet,’ he said, ‘much like the rest of the week at the moment.’

‘Until market day?’ I said.

‘Until then, and no doubt if the weather stays dry,’ he tapped the wooden desk for luck, ‘we’ll have a customer or two again.’

‘Well, enjoy the peace while it lasts Sergeant,’ I went past the desk and headed for my office where a quiet morning awaited, signing off papers and reviewing a report on a recent burglary.

*
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Despite horror stories circulated about the detrimental effects of paperwork on an inspector’s nervous system I have always found the work satisfying. Far worse is the requirement to redo paperwork not completed properly in the first instance. I had heard a story of an English King who signed his own death warrant. His chamberlain made up the document to make a point to his highness. Not a career gamble to be recommended. 

Regardless of the tedium I found a quiet calm in the reading, checking, and signing off the pages that helped to build the edifice that is the state of France.

I had been thus engaged for an hour when Ouimet, my erstwhile Deputy Inspector and Sergeant Royer knocked on my door.

‘Come in gentlemen,’ it was my habit to keep my office door open, unless I was holding a meeting, or there was something serious I needed to achieve, which would require all my powers of concentration.

‘Good morning sir,’ Ouimet came in and shook my hand. ‘We have a report of a disturbance out on the Rue de Bouchers, so we’re thinking we should make haste and take a look.’

‘Might be serious sir,’ said Royer, ‘man with a gun and a hostage at the Langlois Notaire office.’

‘Then the paperwork will have to wait,’ I said, ‘let’s go.’

‘Ten minutes walk from here,’ said Royer, ‘less for younger legs.’

‘I have sent word to Doctor Richelieu’s office,’ said Ouimet, ‘you never know.’

‘Very sensible Ouimet,’ I said.

*
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The Langlois Notaire’s office was a recent addition to the Rue de Bouchers and had seen a good deal of money spent on decoration and modernisation while retaining a sense of old France. I’d noticed it a little while ago, but now, approaching it this morning in the crowded street I thought it looked a little out of place in our small, provincial city. It was the sort of establishment that may have been quite in keeping in Paris or Nantes, but I was not a businessman, so I should not judge these things.

As I drew closer, I could see our men were struggling with the crowd. Our first task was to help clear people away from the area. Men and women were shouting, demanding to know what was going on.

Sergeant Royer waded in. He had many years of experience in herding an unwilling public and he directed proceedings admirably. He pulled a police wagon across the road to block one side and cleared the other with his constables and his stentorian tones. Ouimet took a man with him to close off the rear of the building and ensure it was secure.

I approached the front of the building. Through the window I could see the lights were all on, illuminating the pale grey faces of a half-dozen terrified junior clerks. An older man had his back to the door. He held a shotgun in one hand and a revolver in the other. I remained still for a moment, taking in the fear in the clerk’s eyes, the obvious strain in the shoulders of the old man. He was waiting for something. For someone to arrive perhaps. Maybe Langlois himself?

I tapped on the front door with the handle of my umbrella. The old man did not hear but the boys did, and their shock registered with the aged gunman. He turned slowly; his guns raised. I pushed open the door before I became aligned with his armaments.

‘Good morning gentlemen,’ I said cordially, ‘I am Inspector Bassé and I understand there is a problem. An unhappy client.’

‘A problem,’ shouted the old man, ‘there’s a problem here alright. That thief, all dressed up as a Notaire, that thief should be swinging from the end of a rope for what he’s done.’

‘I don’t doubt it, sir,’ I said, ‘and which one of these young men would you have me hang first?’

The old man lowered his guns, clearly worn out from the effort of maintaining such high emotion at his age. He was at the absolute end of his rope.

‘That snake, Langlois has taken all my money, every last centime and I want it back.’

‘Then why don’t you ask him for it, monsieur?’

‘I did. I have. He was going to pay me two weeks ago, but then he disappeared, and these lickspittle wretches will not tell me where he is, or when he will return.’

‘Then I have news for you.’

‘You do?’

‘Indeed so,’ I indicated his firearms, ‘if you would be so kind as to put down your weapons first, Monsieur?’

‘Bichot, David Bichot, is it good news?’ The old man’s face lit up with desperate hope, and for a moment I felt a little sympathy for his position. I would make this as painless as I could.

‘I think so. I will bring you up to date in just a moment, but I do need you to surrender your guns.’

‘What for?’

‘Normal police procedure, sir. You will get them back.’

‘Very well,’ he bent down to put the guns on the floor, but halfway down he stopped with a grunt. ‘My back.’

I stepped forward and took the guns from him and laid them on one of the desks out of his reach. Then I took both his hands and pulled them behind his back. A moment later he was handcuffed and regained his former fury.

‘What are you doing? I’m not the criminal here.’ 

‘You are under arrest Monsieur Bichot.’

‘But I am not the crook, it’s Langlois who’s the crook. You talk to him. You’ll see.’

I gathered up his shotgun and revolver and marched him out through the front door of the shop. Ouimet and Leverrier were waiting in the street.

‘Put him in the wagon and take him to the commissariat.’ Sergeant Leverrier took Bichot and walked him up the steps into the wagon.

‘We will talk together later, he and I. Ouimet, get in the Notaire’s office and take statements from the boys in there. I want to know what’s going on, why this old man lost his temper?’

I called for Sergeant Royer.

‘Yes sir?’

‘Put these guns somewhere safe.’

‘Yes sir,’ said Royer, and he locked them in the box at the front of the wagon.

‘Where’s that thief Langlois?’ The old man spat through the bars of the wagon door.

‘Get him out of here,’ I called to Leverrier, and the wagon jerked and began moving off.

‘Excuse me, Inspector.’ A white-haired gentleman called out from across the street, ‘Actually, I would rather like to know when the Notaire will be returning too?’

‘Where is the Notaire?’ Called out another grey-bearded man.

‘When we have news, we will let you know,’ I said, ‘if you have a complaint, or you have any evidence that a crime has been committed, then please visit the commissariat and speak to our duty sergeant.’

There was a murmur of approval from the assembled onlookers, and they turned away, going back to their business now that the drama was concluded.

I followed Ouimet back into the Notaire’s office. The clerks were busy making coffee, and tidying papers, visibly relieved. They were so young I wondered how long they had been out of the schoolhouse.

‘Good morning gentlemen,’ I began, ‘I am going to need statements from all of you regarding this incident. Deputy Inspector Ouimet will take them from you one at a time, but before he does that, I would like to ask all of you two questions. Raise your hand if you are able to answer.

‘Question one, where is your master, Notaire Langlois?’

I watched for the split-second looks, the silent coded messages the group used to communicate. I tried to read them. Not one of the boys raised a hand.

‘Question two, when was the last time that the Notaire was here, in this office?’

Again, silence and the hands all stayed down. I picked out one of the boys nearest me.

‘You lad, when was your master last in the office?’

‘I don’t know sir.’

‘Two, three weeks ago?’

‘I don’t know sir.’

‘Is anyone else having difficulties with their memory?’

More silence. Now the floor became most fascinating for them, and they hung their heads.

‘Is it normal for Monsieur Langlois to be away for any length of time?’

Nothing.

‘Ouimet, let us lock this office up. I think that a trip to the commissariat might loosen their tongues.’

I left the office and drew in a deep, chilly breath on the pavement. I shuddered. The weak sun was still not strong enough to make the icy breeze bearable. The crowd dispersed with a mutter and grumble. Nobody suffered any injury. I had my doubts as to whether the guns were in a condition to fire, and whether or not they were loaded. I held further doubts that old Bichot had the physical strength to fire the shotgun at all.

One of the clerks concerned me. There was a look about him. Instinct told me more was going on than he was likely to let on. We would have to get them to the donjon and get them split up as soon as we could.

Leverrier returned with the wagon and Ouimet made sure the Notaire’s office was secure while I elected to walk a longer route back to the commissariat. My objective was a visit with my old friend Jean-Luc Reynard, the master carpenter. Setting my shoulder to the wind as it began to pick up from the west, I set off.

Jean-Luc was, as ever, pleased to see me.

‘Stefan,’ he said, ‘I have coffee on already. You must have picked up its scent.’

‘Good timing,’ I said.

‘You are not here to arrest me then?’

‘Why? Should I? Do you have a confession for me?’

‘No, but I do confess I have everything you asked me for, to go in your house. It’s all ready.’

‘That is good news Jean-Luc,’ I said, ‘except that now I get the bill for the renovations.’

Reynard made new doors to divide the house between the rented part and my quarters. I had artisans working to prepare the property through the last two weeks and now Reynard was ready too. The stars were aligning. In a week the house would be finished, and I could make good on a promise I’d made.

‘Your coffee Commissaire, and to accompany it some rather fine chocolate from a happy customer.’

‘If only my customers would do the same,’ I said.

‘Well, you need to get better at arresting people.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘Or you need to be arresting a better class of criminal.’

‘Stick to your woodwork, Jean-Luc.’

‘I intend to,’ he laughed, breaking off another piece of what was indeed, quite remarkable chocolate.
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Chapter Two.
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By the time I arrived at the Commissariat Ouimet had been able to take brief statements from all six clerks. They sat waiting on a bench opposite the desk sergeant quietly waiting to be dismissed.

‘Biddable aren’t they Royer? Tannery boys would be fighting each other by now.’

‘You don’t want lads with spirit in that sort of office,’ said Royer, ‘but they look a shifty lot to me. There’s a wolfishness about them if you know what I mean?’

‘Indeed Royer. Make them wait a little longer. I need to take two of them aside before we decide what to do with them.’

‘Very good sir.’

I knew the odds, the difficulty of getting a tight-knit group to open up, but Royer, the redoubtable old hand sniffed them out. Looks can be deceiving, disguises can be effective distractions, however, this little group was slowly losing composure.

Shapeshifting is an emotional response. Maintaining composure and reason in difficult circumstances is the mark of a civilised individual. Once the beast has been revealed, containing that incarnation is not so easy. The stress of their being made rudderless, then separated from each other, may bring us dividends.

I wondered at the risk taken by Langlois, to employ an entire pack of unrelated wolves. Perhaps it was a charitable duty? Maybe a way to protect his business? I would have to ask him when he turned up. Perhaps he was shifty too?

One of the boys let out a gurgle and whine and received a kick from his neighbour. His features blurred for a moment, but he shook himself and regained his equilibrium.

I left the front desk and urgently sought out Ouimet in his office. He was looking over the statements he’d taken.

‘Anything of interest?’ I said.

‘Let’s see. The assailant is a Monsieur David Bichot. He has a dairy farm North of the city and has been a visitor to the office of Notaire Langlois several times in the last two weeks asking for the proprietor.’

‘And getting nowhere Ouimet?’

‘Exactly, and today he lost his temper and went in threatening to, and I quote, ‘shoot them like rats in a barrel until I get my money.’’

‘Did all six remember that quote?’

‘Almost all. One got it the other way around. He thought he was saying Langlois’ clients were the rats. Easy pickings in other words.’

‘Who is our mis-rememberer?’

‘Leon Bourget, nineteen years old, lives in a room above the office with the rest of them.’

‘A barracks for clerks.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘And is there a senior boy among them? A ringleader?’

‘Georges Arnaud, twenty. His main worry is that they were last paid a month’s salary three weeks ago. Meanwhile, he has not heard from his employer. He wants to know how long he can live above the shop if Langlois does not return.’

‘What makes him think Langlois won’t return?’

‘He didn’t say.’

‘Right, I see. Let’s have Bourget and Arnaud back. One in your office and one in mine. The rest we should let go for now.’

I returned to the front desk and brought Royer up to date. Constable Wimereux took Bourget, docile from the shock of the morning’s events, up to my office, while Constable Desnier took Arnaud to Ouimet’s office. Arnaud was animated, concerned for the welfare of the four other boys.

Royer told them to leave the office shuttered for today. That seemed to satisfy Arnaud and the clerks.

‘Who do we speak to first?’ Said Ouimet.

‘It looks to me that our friend Arnaud would much rather be somewhere else, so we will hold on to him the longest, but will see him first.’

I led Ouimet into his office. He closed the door behind us.

‘Good morning Monsieur Arnaud,’ I shook him by the hand. ‘I am Inspector Bassé, as you may remember, and I am sorry to have to detain you further, but I need to be sure that I understand all the circumstances of the incident at your place of work this morning.’

Arnaud looked me in the eye. He had a sharp nose and quick, intelligent eyes. I had the impression that he would do well in whatever business he put his mind to.

‘I understand Inspector, but I do not believe there can be much more that I can tell you that I have not already told your colleague.’

‘Indeed,’ I turned to Ouimet. ‘But there were one or two discrepancies though, were there not?’

‘Yes Inspector,’ said Ouimet.

‘One or two things I am not certain quite agree,’ I said, ‘so if you will excuse us, I would just like to confer with my deputy. Come Ouimet.’

I turned and Ouimet followed me to the door.

‘Will I be here all day?’ Said Arnaud.

‘My apologies sir. Do you have other appointments for today?’

‘Well, no, not really.’

‘Not to worry.’ I smiled. ‘I am certain this won’t take too long.’

Once we closed the door on our customer, I winked at Ouimet. ‘We will let him stew for a little while. Now for the quiet one.’

Upstairs in my office, our second witness was sitting staring at the floor. He looked like he was somewhere a long way away.

‘Bonjour Monsieur Bourget.’ I held out my hand and his vision drifted into focus. He came out of his trance and for a moment looked confused, then he remembered where he was. ‘You know my colleague, the Deputy Inspector from earlier.’

‘I didn’t do anything,’ said Bourget.

‘We know,’ I said, ‘you had a difficult start to the day did you not?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘Doesn’t happen every day.’

‘No.’

‘That’s just as well Bourget, now, this customer, was he always difficult?’

‘No sir, he was usually quite happy, like all of my master’s customers.’

‘How long have you worked for the Notaire?’

‘For a year. Since just before the office was opened here in Bayeux.’

‘Where were you before that?’

‘I worked in a hotel in Le Havre.’

‘Is that where you met your current employer?’

‘Yes sir, and I fear he may have returned there for business and been caught up in it.’

‘If he had, do you not think a letter, or a telegraph may have arrived after so long away?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Let me ask you about Monsieur Bichot. Why was he so upset?’

‘He wanted his money. The interest on his investment. There are others who are also waiting, but they are not as concerned as the monsieur.’

‘Why would Bichot be so much more upset than your other clients?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘In your statement, you referred to something he said to you all this morning.’

‘I did?’

‘Yes, something about rats.’

‘I remember, he said our patron must think his customers were like rats in a barrel to be picked off one by one.’

‘Did he threaten to do the same to you?’

‘I don’t know. I was worried he might shoot at us and make a mess in our office. It’s a nice office and Monsieur Langlois would be extremely upset to see it ruined.’

‘Indeed.’ I turned to Ouimet. ‘Do you have any further questions?’

‘What was the name of the hotel you worked in at Le Havre?’

‘The Grand, of course,’ said Bourget.

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘you may leave.’

He jumped up as if surprised to be let go. He made a little bow then let Wimereux show him out.

‘Funny little chap,’ said Ouimet.

‘He has come up the hard way, that one,’ I said, ‘chances are the job offer was a rescue at the time, but now he’s not so sure.’

‘What about Arnaud?’

‘We’ll leave him be for now. I want to talk to Bichot. I expect that spending a morning in our donjon has given him time to calm down and reflect on his recklessness.’

On our way down to the cells Royer accosted us. ‘Inspector, I have Madame Bichot at the front desk. She is concerned for her husband. She says he has a weak heart.’

He pointed out a well-kept smart woman in her fifties. She caught my eye and gave me a look that informed me she was displeased with the current situation. I took it she shared her husband’s disappointment with customer service at the Notaire’s office.

‘Enchante Madame,’ I said. I offered my hand, but it was ignored. ‘I am Inspector Bassé, how may I help you?’

‘I am here to collect my husband,’ she replied, ‘he is not a well man and being held prisoner in this awful building will not help his condition.’

‘I see,’ I said, ‘I take it Sergeant Royer has explained the situation?’

‘Yes, he has, and I must say I am in no way satisfied. My husband, my dear David, has never done a dishonest day’s work in his life. He does not deserve this ignominy.’

‘I do see your point Madame,’ I said, ‘and you are welcome to wait here or next door in the café. I should expect us to be finished with your husband before too long.’

‘But you have kept him in this awful place all morning. I demand you give him back to me now.’

‘Madame, your husband is facing,’ her face hardened, and I changed my mind. ‘Police protocol I’m afraid. There are forms to be filled in and items to be checked. We have to open a dossier, and this sort of thing takes time.’

‘Very well.’

We left her to wait and continued downstairs to where David Bichot was being detained. It was damp down here. The old medieval stone walls held on to the cold too, which meant it was a refuge in the Summer, but pure hell in Winter. Bichot was on his own at the furthest point. A cell kept for special guests. When we arrived, he was up at the door, waiting to see who was coming.

‘You!’ He cried out when he saw me approach. ‘Have you caught him yet? The real crook?’

‘I must apologize monsieur, but I have received no formal complaint regarding the office of the Notaire Langlois. You must know that there are official formal routes for such things.’

‘I suppose I do.’

‘Using firearms to threaten violence in the offices
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