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S Kellow Bingham

Prologue.

One, two, three, breathe, four, five, six.

What do I know of anger? What can I tell of such dainty feelings as simmering outrage? That anger is fear. That it is a civilised and nuanced reaction to the horrors of this life. That anger is a luxury in the face of raw fury, a rage that would tear down every thread of civilization and expose the rotten flesh of corruption at its heart.

Childhood storms of wrath tore me from my home and led darkly into either forest or city wasteland, where I would awake naked with dirt in my mouth and blood beneath my fingernails. Moments fuelled by such powerful currents I thought they might kill me. Dreams of wild orgies of destruction took time and patience for me to understand. 

At last, time and patience spent by my mother and grandfather meant these furies died down, then became something else, an energy controlled by will. My father, the illusionist, taught me to train, to control the savage beast within. I remember the force behind the emotion, the taste of dirt, the scent of wild creatures deep in the forest, the sound of rain dripping through trees, and the darkness. 

I would lie with my animal self, exhausted.

I never dared believe it could happen again, but here I am streaked in mud and blood deep in the woods. Dawn light picks out bare Winter trees. I should be freezing without my clothes, but I feel blood coursing through my dark interior like another heart is beating there, keeping me warm.

It can’t last. My mother and grandfather are no longer here to protect me. My father a phantom. I have to do this on my own.

Dark scars cut deep through the snow. It’s my way out of the forest and back to a civilized world, out of the fury that drove me here, back to small irritations and mild outrages of daily life. I follow tracks made by a monster I don’t remember, that must have been here, but thankfully is no longer.

The sky lightens. It will be a clear morning. The first rays of the sun pick out ice hanging from tree branches. I need boots. I need a coat, and I need not to be seen in this condition.
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Chapter One.
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One Year Earlier: January 1889

Old thoughts ran through my head as my train drew into the station at Bayeux. It’s been ten years since I was here last. I left for Paris in 1879. Since then, so much has changed, I wondered whether I was returning to the same city I left.

Letters I received in Guyana told me little. Father had disappeared. A lost love had another baby. My appointment and promotion to Inspector had been approved. What was I coming home to? What was I coming home for? What did I expect? Is Bayeux home anymore? 

I remember the frozen icy water of the river Aure from my very first year here in the city, marvelling at how small Bayeux was after growing up in Paris. But the river will not reveal its secrets on my command. The ice will remain closed to my demands.

I was twelve years old and late for school, so I took a shortcut across the river below the weir. My new friends and I decided the ice must have been solid enough to take a coach and horses. Halfway across I caught my foot on something and fell flat on my face, the breath was knocked out of me. As I lay gasping like a fish, I spotted a murky thing beneath the ice, gradually rising to the surface.

Ice creaked and popped as the river continued to flow beneath it, where the living water had been coerced into culverts and canals, through mills and bridges for centuries in the heart of the city of Bayeux. The natural course of the river is contained by a will greater than its savage soul. It is made to feed and power the porcelain and tanning industries that line its banks and carry its secrets out to the sea.

But secrets are stubborn. Some are held back by the winter ice. The thaw may come early and release these confidences to the sea, but sometimes that hidden savagery can rise to the surface, determined to be discovered.

The thing was dark and was wrapped in sacking. I waited a moment, curiosity greater than fear. It bumped up against the ice and began to rotate. The sacking caught on the ice and began to peel back revealing cold white skin. A face appeared, the eyes sightless. I leapt up and ran as fast as I could and arrived at the school gates with moments to spare.

I felt my fury rise. The skin on my arms prickled and my blood ran hot, but I had learned to channel and contain my rage at the injustice in the world. My will was stronger than the animal that lived inside me. The natural force had to be held back if I was to live a civilized life.

I didn’t tell anyone. Who would believe I saw a dead man in the river on his final journey? I read the local newspaper and went as far as visiting the Commissariat, the police headquarters, to read their notices of missing persons. Nothing. As soon as I was old enough, I signed up as a police cadet. The river Aure held secrets. It spirited them away. One day I swore I would find out where they came from. I would not ignore them.

But I shook these nonsense thoughts from my head. I was here because I have a job to do. It’s my duty to take charge of the Commissariat and serve the people, with no mind to my own difficulties.

The porter was on the platform with my trunk. I tipped him and it was removed to the hotel. It’s taken almost a month to arrive here, sailing from the tropics, past Devil’s Island penitentiary then along the American coast, across the Atlantic. Cherbourg to Bayeux was the least of it, the railway still looked brand new.

The weather was biting cold. It will take some getting used to.

*
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‘I thought they were sending you to South America?’ Sergeant Royer did not look up from his ledger. ‘Was the Southern hemisphere not to your liking?’

I was impressed that after all these years I was still remembered. In fact, Royer’s banter felt almost welcome.

‘I liked it well enough Sergeant,’ I said. ‘I almost married.’

Royer laughed, a hoarse roar I was well familiar with. His moustache quivered in the middle of his ruddy face, and spittle flew onto his book. It seemed nothing much had changed, and the years fell away. But I was no longer the new recruit, terrified of this man’s rustic authority. 

‘A born escapologist Bassé,’ chuckled Royer, ’just like our old commissaire. So why are you back in Bayeux? Come to see how well we’ve all aged? Out to lift my pension at the card table?’ 

‘Indeed Sergeant, both,’ I said as I fished in my jacket for an envelope, which was addressed to Commissaire Hautefort. I handed Royer the letter, which was my winning hand. My best poker face set.

‘What’s this?’ He said, inspecting the typed address. ‘You know old Hautefort retired at last? Even so, he still comes in from time to time.’

‘It is my letter of appointment for the files,’ I said, ‘addressed to Commissaire Hautefort out of protocol. You know how these things work.’

Royer nodded and slit the envelope open with a silver letter opener. Nothing happened without following due process. This was the state’s greatest strength and her ultimate weakness. He pulled out the letter, carefully set it on the desk and began to read to himself in his slow deliberate manner, lips quivering as he silently mouthed the words. I watched with some satisfaction as his eyes widened.

‘Congratulations sir,’ he said at last and raised his hand in a salute. ‘I trust you know the way to your office Commissaire?’

‘Indeed, I do Sergeant,’ I returned his salute and then extended my hand, ‘and I very much look forward to working with you once more.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Royer pumped my hand a little too long. I watched with some satisfaction as his face twitched while he took in the new situation.

I climbed the staircase at the back of the building. It opened onto a long corridor that ran through the middle of the Commissariat from end to end. I stopped at the top of the stairs and paused for a moment to let it all sink in. The smell of old polished wood, mouldering files, tobacco, and burned coffee. I had started my career in police work right here in this building. In those days Sergeant Royer had been my superior, by turns encouraging and terrifying. He taught me my first lessons in policing, in paperwork, and how to get things done. How to sniff out a liar and when to call off a chase. The basics, good strong stuff. 

The training meant it was impossible to walk down a street without anticipating some lawless action that might be taking place behind closed doors and quietly curtained windows. A good policeman is always observing, forever on the lookout, for criminality is everywhere. Most people, I imagine, lead blissful lives completely unaware of the number of cutthroats and charlatans, shapeshifters and monsters who walk the streets mimicking respectability, passing as law-abiding creatures. If they knew what we knew, they would likely stay indoors petitioning the authorities to have them hunted down and removed to Devil’s Island. But we are as visible to rogues as they are to the police, having had their apprenticeship on the other side of the law. They wait for us to be looking in the wrong direction while we wait for them to make their mistakes.

My new office was at one end of the landing, with shuttered windows that gave out over the Rue Royale. From here there is a view of the entire market square and the flags that top the office of the mayor. There’s also a partial view of the Western façade of the famous cathedral, with its high green dome dominating the sky.

The old house also faces the same direction but onto the market square, opposite the commercial side, built as a challenge to the world by my father. He styled the house like a chateau with a turret and a gated forecourt. He believed us descended from a mix of Transylvanian and Arabian royalty. There is nothing wrong with imagination, but I find the facts of life to be far more complicated than any extraordinary illusion conjured by an old magician. I love my father and his fantasies, but I am a man of hard reality, with no mind for magic.

The office felt somewhat grandiose. In Paris, I shared an office with a dozen other men. In Cayenne, the capital city of French Guyana, I shared with lizards, parrots, snakes, and many-coloured frogs. I could not say which I preferred, and just now, either place seems a long way off. 

They tell you that you can never go backwards, and that life is a process of always moving forward. It is true. I have returned to Bayeux, but it has changed and so have I. It’s not the city I left behind. I am not the same man who departed for Paris looking for promotion and other excitements. I’ve had my fill of adventure in this lifetime. I’m looking forward to the certain, dull nature of local small-city crime.

Hautefort’s old desk sat heavy with dust, the room abandoned and unused for some time. The curtains were yellow with pipe smoke and age. It felt a lot like home. The last time I’d been in here, standing in this office, was when I shook Inspector Hautefort’s hand before I left for Paris. My mind conjured the scene and I saw a hint of sadness, and perhaps relief in his eyes. Most likely that was simply my fancy. Like Royer, the old inspector had never been a sentimental man.

There was a knock at the door. It was Sergeant Royer.

‘I will send in the housekeeper Inspector,’ he said. ‘I do apologise, it has been a while and so we were not expecting, that is to say, we have been sailing without a captain for a little while now.’

‘Understandable,’ I said, ‘I only received confirmation very recently myself.’

Royer looked relieved. He’s not a bad policeman. God knows there are worse in Paris. He’d been tough on me when I started out, but he was the same with all the new men. I couldn’t count it against him.

‘Do we have any business I should know about?’ I said. ‘Are there any interesting guests in our donjon?’

‘No sir,’ he shrugged, ‘just the usual old faces. We had a dead man in the morgue. He was found drowned in the river. Bloated like a pig he was, a terrible smell. He reminded me of that whale washed up at Luc-sur-Mer in ’eighty-five. My wife made me take her on the train to go and see the poor dead thing. My God, I swear you could almost smell it from Bayeux when the wind was in the North. Well, this man, God rest him and forgive me for saying so, he smelled almost as bad as the whale.’

‘Are we certain it was a drowning?’ I said, ignoring Royer’s exaggerations.

‘Yes sir, just like I said sir,’ Royer scratched his chin, ‘bad business. Not a nice way to go, but I reckon it would have been quick, what with it being so cold of late.’

‘Who was he?’

‘Sorry sir, I don’t recall.’

‘You know perfectly well Royer,’ I said, ‘I remember your memory for detail. It terrified me when I was a cadet, and it would be a tragedy if it had dimmed since we last spoke. You used to tell me to notice everything and forget nothing.’

‘I apologise Commissaire,’ said Royer, ‘perhaps you are right, and my faculties are simply ageing without me realising?’

‘I am going out for lunch,’ I gave the sergeant a look that let him know I did not believe a word, ‘when I return, I would like to see the case file on my desk and dossiers for all personnel. I would like to see how well Bayeux is manned these days.’

‘Very good sir,’

I marched past the sergeant, crossed the landing, and clattered down the stairs. The commissariat felt a little too quiet, slumbering under the dust of ages past. There are a thousand years of history in this city, each one a page inked with familiar tales. It’s time for some new stories, time to shake off the dust and bring the city’s police force into the modern age.

Constable Mouche was on the front desk for Royer. They joined up together more than thirty years ago. His moustache had silvered too, but otherwise he looked the same as when I left.

‘Good day Constable,’ I said as I passed.

‘Good day to you too sir,’ said Mouche. The news was already circulating. I would call a meeting later in the day and address the men. Right then, I was far too hungry to do anything sensible.

Across the street, as I walked out of the building was the Café du Guillaume. I took a seat at the junction at the East end of the Rue Royale. From here I had a view all the way across the Market Square. I used to walk past the Commissariat every day. The old house was just a hundred paces North. A step too far for today.

It was cold and my breath clouded in front of my face. The waiter, old and wrapped up in a coat and scarf against the January chill, staggered over to where I sat. The weak sun had climbed as high as it’d go and sent down a poor pale light into the market square. 

I ordered a coffee and watched the townspeople out and about on their business. I searched their faces for any clue of remembrance. Many had the familiar cast of the region, all a little paler, all a centimetre or two taller than the milieu I left behind. All of them, every single one, look like people I once knew.

The coffee was good, dark, and strong, the way I like it. The coffee in Cayenne was rich and fruity, with a forceful, almost overpowering chocolate bitterness. I’d not found its flavour replicated anywhere else, but Guillaume’s coffee was good enough. I sipped and watched and thought and sipped.

I ordered the plat du jour, it was a cassoulet, good, thick fare for a cold day. I dipped my bread and sipped a cold glass of water. There was no need to hurry. Not today.

After an hour or so I returned to my new office and was pleased to see the window reflected in the walnut desktop. The housekeeper had left the windows ajar, and a light breeze was gently clearing the old stale air left behind by other lungs.

In the middle of the desk was the file that I supposed held the report on the drowned man. Next to it were two stacks of dossiers detailing the staff under my command. Next to them was a fresh pile of paperwork, the blood of the police force, the stuff that kept everything, the nation, La France, moving forward.

In a chaotic world, I enjoyed the steadfast regularity of paperwork. Whatever happens in France one can always rely on the bureaucracy of state business to remain. Without this steadfast order, chaos would rule the day. Sometimes it felt like the gendarmerie was the last bastion of civilization in a cruel battle, but as long as this massive bulwark of administration held, our great nation would overcome any headwind.

I picked up the case file. It had the name of Deputy Inspector Didier Ouimet on the front. I had yet to meet him. Inside, the report was a thin affair and I saw at once Royer’s sin of omission. The dead man’s name was Jean Mortain. The address was one I knew well. I had spent much of my youth getting in and out of trouble, in and out of church and school, with Jean Mortain.

I read the scant details of his fate, of his discovery one cold morning, face down in the frozen reeds on the banks of the Aure. His body had been trapped by the ice built up at the old bridge at the end of the Rue Tire-Vit. It was not a road name to be found on any map, but it was well known in the city for its particular attraction for a certain clientele. Jean had been found by a rough-house barkeeper on her way to market one morning.

The last time I saw him Jean had been passed out from drinking on the floor of his kitchen. We’d been having a final evening of cards and wine before I left for Paris. It did not matter who won or lost that night. It’d been an evening of laughing and promises, of two young men trying to make sense of where they were and what was happening in a world that neither recognized anymore. From here it seemed a very long time ago.

I closed the file and pushed back my chair, closed my eyes. This was devastating news. I felt my heart begin to race and a warmth filled my arms and legs. One, two three, counting my breath, four, five, six, the heat began to recede, and my heart seemed to slow. A civilised response to tragic news. A gentleman of the law is calm in the face of grief. He understands but does not indulge in the raw emotions, for they are potentially injurious. 

I’d been looking forward to reacquainting myself with old friends, reminiscing and catching up, perhaps finding some meaning in returning to the old place. It was one of the reasons I applied to fill this post. I wanted to come home to Bayeux. I had wanted my travels and experience to mean something to someone at last. God knows I’d made friends in Paris, and then later in the colonies, but not where I’d expected to. Perhaps coming home was a mistake? But I’m here now. Too late for Jean. Too late for my father too. Hopefully in time for the rest of my friends, and for myself.

Home. I still had not gone as far as to think seriously about visiting the house my father had abandoned when he disappeared with his new wife. What should I think of him and my youthful stepmother? I shook my head. Clotilde had been a sincere bride, from her letters of that I was certain, but I always retained a nervous regard for the match. I received the keys to the house from the family Notaire, and another small stack of letters, but the particular pleasure of revisiting and deciding what to do with the place would have to wait.

I took up the stack of dossiers relating to the men under my command. Royer’s was thin for a man so long served, but he was someone who preferred to keep things brief and to the point. More interesting was my Deputy, Didier Ouimet, up from Laval in the Mayenne. Was he looking to return home too or was he searching for something, like I had been? I shook my head. Measuring others by one’s own gauge never worked, but I would like to understand his story.

The rest were a mixed troop of gentlemen, some scholars but most were local soldiery looking to serve their own. I hoped they would come to realise that I was as local as they were, despite appearances. I recognised one or two names. There had been a Leverrier in the school choir, a sergeant now, and the name Desnier was familiar too. I seemed to remember arresting a Desnier, a wolf in man’s clothing, many years ago before I left town.

I finished my survey and slipped quietly out of the commissariat. It was still not yet three in the afternoon. I knew the way to Jean’s house, and let my legs take me the well-remembered route, down the Rue Royale, away from the old house. I wasn’t ready to walk by it just yet.

When I arrived at the end of the street, I caught the overwhelming aroma of sardines being grilled. The scent, laid on a bed of frosty air, started my stomach off on a cry for sustenance. I quietly scolded it for blasphemy. Supper could wait.

I rapped on Mortain’s door once, twice, three times. My shoulders dropped. There was nobody home, but as I turned away, I heard an old woman call out.

‘What do you want? You make enough noise to raise the dead.’

‘If only I could,’ I thought to myself. I looked up. The woman was wearing an old-fashioned bonnet. It was the kind I remember my mother swearing she would never wear. The crone leaned out over the sill of a second-storey window, the casement was webby and cracked with age.

‘I’ll not come downstairs for you,’ she said, ‘tell me your business. Why are you breaking down my door?’

‘My apologies madame,’ I raised my hat to her. ‘I come looking for an old friend, the monsieur Jean Mortain. We were in school together.’

‘He was at Baartram the undertaker last night,’ she said, ’but you will have to be quick as they’re taking him to the cemetery at first light tomorrow morning.’

‘Thank you, madame,’ I touched my hat once more and made off back down the street. A hasty funeral then, no doubt due to the poor condition of my friend.

I arrived at the undertaker’s establishment as the cold winter light was starting to fade. I hoped there would be few other customers. I walked around to the side of the building to the yard where they readied the horses and found a boy who would fetch me his master. After a short wait, a man appeared in a suit that looked older than Napoleon. It was as black as iron while his face was as white as that of a dead man.

‘Yes sir?’ he said, ‘Can I help you?’

‘Inspector Bassé,’ I said, ‘Bayeux Gendarmerie. I need to see Jean Mortain.’

The old gentleman’s face appeared to leach even more colour. I wondered for a moment how old Baartram might be. Was he one of the deathless, the vampire people that live for the blood of the battlefield? I shook my head, surely there was no longer a place for their kind in modern France.

‘Come in sir,’ he said, ‘I am afraid monsieur Mortain is in a closed coffin and not fit to be seen.’

‘I understand.’ I watched the undertaker’s walk. He was as old and rheumatic as he looked.

‘He is in the chapel with his wife and family at the moment. If you wish I will ask if they would mind you paying your respects.’

‘That will not be necessary. Will they be here long?’

‘Who sir?’

‘The family?’

‘Ah, I see,’ the old undertaker scratched at the papery skin under his chin, ‘this is business and not personal. No sir, I do not believe they will be long as we have concluded our dealings as far as we can for the moment.’

‘Good, then please ask them all to leave as you have other urgent affairs to attend to,’ I said, ‘official state matters, administration, reports, you know what I mean, and please, do not mention that I am here. I do not wish to make their suffering the worse.’

‘I think I understand you sir, but if you will permit me to ask, what state matters would that be sir?’ he continued to rub at his chin.

‘I need you to open the coffin,’ I said.

‘But sir?’

‘Yes, I am aware that it will not be pretty, but believe me I would rather not waste another minute.’ I said, holding his watery gaze.

‘Have you a letter of authorization from the magistrate?’

‘I confess I do not, however, if you would rather wait until after tomorrow’s funeral to open the coffin then so be it, but we will have wasted time and rather stepped off on the wrong foot sir.’

The old gentleman weighed my words for a moment. ‘Very well sir,’ he said, ‘we should be closing for the day soon anyway.’

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘And if we wait much longer then the work will be that much more difficult.’

‘Time waits for no man Baartram.’

‘I am very well aware of that Inspector.’

‘Of course,’ I hid my smile as I followed Monsieur Baartram into the dark internal space of his establishment. I was made to wait behind a purpose-made carved rood screen that reflected themes and figures inscribed on similar pieces in the cathedral. The undertaker made discreet noises to his clients about his business. He had a peculiar warmth mixed with a solemnity that seemed to be a hallmark of all good men of his profession. Likewise, I have seldom met a miserable butcher.

I studied Jean’s widow, Marie. Her fine and beautiful face was a portrait of true and intense grief. I had not seen her for many years and yet, even under these terrible circumstances, she had not lost the beauty that I remembered. She held two small children close to her. Besides this trio were a couple I recognized as her parents, although they had aged far more than seemed possible. Jean’s parents were likely either dead or too elderly to make anything other than essential journeys. I imagined Jean had taken over the family shop. What would become of it? Would Marie be its keeper now?

Marie Daufresne had once been the target of my affections. But in those days, many years ago, I’d lacked the confidence that Jean had with women. As time passed, however, Jean became more wedded to the bottle than to Marie.

My father’s ambition also counted against any idea that Marie might be for me. He had a singular plan that I should be raised as a gentleman and despite Mme Daufresne’s beauty, she remained a lowly paysan’s daughter. I was destined for greater things. His illusion was that I should become a gentleman alchemist or some such, a man with position. A scientist, a discoverer of new knowledge. He was much taken with the
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