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Chapter One

 


 


Maintenon was thinking that a vacation
was a rare and precious thing. It was also a lucky thing, coming
just when it did. Paris had gone mad for the Olympics.

Why then, did he dread it so? The worst
moment came when he locked the front door at street level and
picked up their suitcases, as the taxi-man bustled about, putting
things in the boot. He was grinding his jaws already, but the mood
somehow lightened. Just the act of getting into the car and finally
moving made things better. He didn’t want to make it any worse for
Ann. That was part of it. Just getting away was the big
psychological hurdle. It was a little like going over the top,
thought Gilles. He must be artificially cheerful, a feeling he had
known from before, and dreaded.

Fix bayonets. Off you go,
lads.

It’s one thing to go—it’s quite another
to send the wife.

And then would come a single pistol
shot, cutting through the rumble and crash of heavy guns all around
and then everything turned into a haze of mud and blood and fire
and hell.

Ann’s face was always in the periphery
of his vision. All he had to do was to look over and feel the
guilt.

Her illness was no respecter of
persons. It didn’t care who you were, or where you came
from.

You were dead, sooner rather than
later, and that was it for you.

It didn’t care if you had been good, or
bad, or indifferent.

It was completely arbitrary, and mean,
and it could take anybody.

Anyone at all, and in that sense it was
an allegory for all of life—and all of death. It was a metaphor for
all of human existence, past, present and future.

The other thing was his stomach,
something he had been paying more attention to lately. A good cup
of railroad coffee—anything but a contradiction in terms, for it
was one of the few things they did well, and a heavy slab of dense,
sweet chocolate cake were a big help.

The train ride was almost interesting.
It was the most time they had spent together in years. All of those
hours with nothing to do but stare out the window, and yet there
was a new intimacy here too.

Difficult under the present
circumstances to appreciate, France was a lovely place, with a rich
landscape and a varied history going back through the millennia.
Ann seemed to enjoy it and that was the main thing. Gilles held her
close and tried very hard not to see it through her
eyes.

Any words exchanged were a
bonus and a torment. He knew they would not be her last, or their
last, and yet each one was precious, never to be repeated. Such
intensity. He didn’t know how he could stand it sometimes. There
was that patient look on her face, and the times when he wondered
what kind of a look might be on his
face.

 


***

 


Waking up in a strange bed was
refreshing, in that it was new and unfamiliar. The water in the
bathroom was quite hot. That, at least, was different. For many
years, Maman had heated water on the top of a massive old range,
and given the kids a tub-bath once a week on Saturday
nights.

What awful fights they’d had, when the
time rolled around for the boys to get a hair-cut.

The memories were there, almost a
relief from the present. All he needed was a gentle prodding to get
the thoughts flowing. A fraction of the tension had left his
shoulders and upper neck. It happened overnight. There was that
much relief.

It was their first full day
in what had once been his village. They hadn’t even left the house
yet. On some level, Gilles was looking forward to showing Ann
around, perhaps meeting some old friend. They would be reliving a
bit of history, boyhood memories, in that bittersweet manner that
sensible folks had once they hit old age. It would be a
kind of pleasure, he
supposed.

Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as he was
making out. Or, it could be worse. There were plenty of things that
could be worse than what they had right now.

He didn’t even hear it. He was so
absorbed, what with his own thoughts and trying to focus on the
board.

Raymond moved a piece.

“Gilles. Gilles.” His
sister Henrietta appeared in the archway of her small
salon.

The smell of food, and dogs and cats
and Pierre’s pipe tobacco never left the room. He remembered it
from last time, and some things never would change. The smells from
the kitchen were already making their presence felt, with bread
baking in the oven.

She had her sleeves rolled up and there
were traces of flour on her apron. He was struck by the redness of
her hands. No one in this family had ever been afraid of a little
work. They always said he had the brains in the family, mostly
because he had escaped. The break from established routine was the
worst, unwelcome and yet probably very necessary—once in a
while.

Theoretically, Gilles was fully
immersed in a game of backgammon with his fourteen year-old nephew,
Raymond.

He and Ann were staying with Henrietta
and Pierre’s family for a week, and then they were going on to the
seaside and a week with Louise, another sister; and her family. On
the way back to Paris, they would have a chance to visit with Ann’s
folks. He was almost looking forward to that, but then he didn’t
know them quite so well and they were much less demanding in terms
of entertaining their guests. It was also only for one day. There
was only so much of an itinerary that they could squeeze in. Her
folks had always treated him very well. Perhaps they had seen
something that he himself had missed. It was only later, as a
mature man, when he had wondered why. Here was some brave young
man, and he was interested in their daughter. Let’s give the fellow
plenty of rope. Perhaps he will hang himself.

He blinked at Henrietta, struck by how
old she had gotten.

The baby of the family, Gilles was
always welcome in the homes of his siblings. When the inevitable
vacation rolled around, he and the wife were at a loose end
moneywise and unable to refuse the offers of hospitality that
poured in. With Ann’s condition, there were only so many options.
Staying home didn’t seem right, somehow.

“Yes?”

“It’s the
telephone.”

Gilles bit back a smile at her tone of
wonder. Quite isolated, Bagneres de Luchon, the village of his
birth, was near the border with Spain in the high Pyrenees. Change
came slowly this far from the real world, but come it inevitably
must.

They weren’t all that well off,
although his brother in-law made a good living as the local
postmaster. They would never be rich, and they would never be
poor.

Perhaps that would suffice.

“The telephone?” Raymond
looked up from the board.

His bug-like antennae began quivering,
instincts aroused. Gilles was his favorite. Raymond saved newspaper
clippings about his uncle, anything that he could get his hands on,
although the local papers only reported the most sensational
national cases.

Gilles put his hands on the arms of the
chair and heaved himself up.

He hadn’t been in town in years and he
wondered who in the hell would be calling him here? His wife Ann,
thin, pale and consumptive, looked up. She was just as beautiful as
ever, perhaps more so now that he had seen her courage, her
resolve. She smiled reassuringly. She had been looking through a
picture book with nine year-old Denise, dark and a little too
pugnacious, in Gilles’s estimation. The kid couldn’t help herself.
Ha! It was the family tree. Those roots went very deep.

Ann’s knitting bag was on the couch
beside her, a habitual pass-time and an escape from boredom and
ennui. At least she had something, thought Gilles. I have nothing
when it comes to hobbies. Did he really love his work that
much?

Not exactly. He saw it as a necessary
evil. That really says something about me, he thought.

“Very well, then.” Like
many an old-fashioned home, the phone was on the back wall of the
kitchen, being not quite fit for polite society.

The house was just as he remembered it.
It was quite spooky how Henrietta had redecorated, and everything
was all new, except her taste was so very strongly influenced by
their dear departed Maman. All pink, floral and stripes and
swirls.

Why couldn’t women leave well enough
alone.

Had no one ever heard of
painting a wall white and then just leaving it?

 


***

 


“Gilles.”

“Yes?” His mind
raced.

The voice was the wrong age for anyone
he knew around here. Four years ago, or at the time of his last
real vacation, it had been Jacqueline Roux. That one had been a
little hard to explain to Ann.

You probably don’t remember
me, but…

The voice, male, was too strong, too
definite. This was not some tentative inquiry from thirty years in
the past.

It didn’t ring any bells. Reality
snapped back with a bang.

“Gilles. We need you back
here.”

“What? Who?”

Who in the hell are
you?

“I’m sorry, Gilles. We need
you back here. On the double. We have a case.”

“What? A case?” Damn this
bad line.

The crackle on there was something
else, and Gilles had the impression from a quick intake of breath,
that there were others on the line. Ah, yes. The old party
line.

“A case?”

“Yes, Gilles. A
case.”

His mind hit on that voice.

“Inspector Mathieu…?”
Nicholas Mathieu, his immediate superior.

Merde.

“Yes. Inspector Mathieu.
Who in the hell did you think it was?” Mathieu had his orders and
getting through to the man had been a bit of a chore with the
antique phone system in that part of the world.

Think quick.

“I’m sorry, sir. Bad line.
I can hardly hear you.”

There was a quick pause.

“Ah…if you don’t mind me
asking, sir. I am on vacation.”

“Yes, and we’re dreadfully
sorry about all that.”

“Ah…” There was no saying
no.

Gilles bit back his rising
irritation.

Ann was ill. She hadn’t been out of
Paris in years. She hadn’t seen her parents in a year and a half.
She had tuberculosis. His wife was dying, and dying very slowly.
They both knew it and so should the damned department.

“Sir.”

“Look Gilles, you’re being
asked-for in all the right places.”

A detective sergeant in the
Sureté,
Gilles had written his exam. It took time to
assess the results from all of those candidates. No one would know
the results for quite some time, and they didn’t always accept all
of the qualified people. There were only so many Inspector jobs
going around.

“Okay, ah. What’s this all
about, Inspector Mathieu?”

The line was very clear all of a
sudden, or had it just gone completely? But Gilles, staring out
through the back door into a bright sunny day, with the
mountainside a hundred and fifty metres away and the dark boughs of
conifers hanging low between here and there, caught a long sigh
from the other end.

The Inspector said a bad
word.

Maintenon’s eyebrows rose, and he
waited.

“Go on, sir.”

“It’s complicated, Gilles.
You might even say that you are going to hate it. It’s a cold case,
Gilles—and a man’s life is at stake. Maybe even a very important
man. I don’t really know myself. This one’s out of my hands.
They’re not telling me anything very much. It’s hard to
say.”

“Um, yes. Sir. So. What
exactly do you want me to do about it?” It came out in a rush,
perhaps not the best sort of diplomacy with a senior officer. “Ann
is ill. She deserves better than this.”

He ground his jaws, eyes
going hard and his breath very tight in his throat. The big lump in
there might have something to do with it. He swallowed, hard,
panting through the nostrils like a bull in the arena after a
couple of good pricks with the bandarillas.

My sympathies lie with the
bull.

“I’m sorry, Gilles. But we
can certainly make it up to you, ah, later.” Mathieu was
apologetic, knowing full well what he was asking.

Gilles could turn him down,
and probably should. Mathieu understood the career implications,
and everything there was to know about pressure tactics, but
otherwise he was pulling
for Gilles’ promotion.

“Very well.” Gilles’s jaw
moved back and forth and he fought any urge to express resentment
or reluctance. “Sir.”

It had better be bloody well
important.

“Have you ever heard of the
novelist Aldrich Tobias?”

Oh, merde.

“Ah, yes, sir. I have.”

Aldrich Tobias had won
numerous awards, but never the big one, le
Concordat de Littéraire, according to press accounts. He was also awaiting the
guillotine. His date of execution, as Gilles remembered, couldn’t
be all that far off. He’d killed a bunch of women and girls, and
had been duly caught, convicted in a court of law, vilified on the
front pages of the newspapers, and ultimately sentenced to death. A
real crazy one, with lots of psycho-sexual and ritual aspects to
the case. Not directly involved, he’d followed it as best he could
with his usual interest in all things homicide.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me.” That one was like a punch in the guts.

“I’m sorry, Gilles. But we
really do need you to look into this. Just so we can sign off on
the man with a clear conscience, non?”

“Oh, God. But why,
ah…Nicholas?”

“Ours is not to reason why,
Gilles. Ours is but to do.”

Or die.

Sullen stubbornness came over Gilles.
He was looking at the sublime blaze of hot sun on that incomparable
mountainside, after all.

I was looking forward to this…or so he
told himself.

This was my home,
once upon a time…

“At least let me have one
damned day with my family. Sir.”

His raised voice could be heard in the
salon, and Henrietta was right there in the kitchen door, wringing
her tea-towel and trying to interpret what was happening from his
side of the conversation.

“Very well, Gilles. The
odds are there’s not much in it, and he’s a guilty man. The trouble
is that the President himself is interested in his case. Who knows,
Gilles. Maybe we can find some extenuating circumstances. Maybe he
really was mad, you know? Maybe you can help the man out, Gilles.
He gets life on Devil’s Island, or locked up in the crazy-house
somewhere. The president’s conscience is satisfied. His fans have
cause to mourn, and agitate, and demonstrate, riot in the streets,
and he can write more books. Right? Or whatever. But it sure would
be a big favor if you could do it.”

Detective Sergeant
Maintenon.

Inspector
Maintenon.

“…there are no more
appeals, Gilles. He’s a dead man. And that’s where you come
in.”

The choice is all mine, and it really
ought to be harder than this.

“Very well, sir.” Gilles’
heart sank as soon as the words came out of his mouth. “Ah, yes. Of
course.”

“Thank you,
Gilles.”

Argh.

He had to break the news to Ann, and
his sister.

Pierre was off at work. Raymond and the
girls would be bitterly disappointed, or was he merely kidding
himself?

Merde.

The Inspector was still
talking.

Somebody had been doing their research.
The Inspector had it all mapped out.

Inspector Mathieu told him exactly when
they would expect him home. If he and Ann hustled, they might be
back by tomorrow, at midnight.

Maintenon really didn’t think they
could do it, but the morning after that was barely
possible.

Hanging up, he glanced at his
watch.

Damn them.

God damn them all to
hell.

Merde.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


It was a hasty departure and a sad
goodbye.

After two hours in the ramshackle
taxi-cab of Guillaume Lemieux, one of the few willing to tackle the
trip, they arrived in Toulouse. There was an interminable wait at
the station with a score of other bleary-eyed passengers. These
were mostly male. One or two even looked Ann’s way in a speculative
fashion, unabashed by Maintenon hovering at her side. When Ann
coughed blood into her handkerchief, Gilles seethed. He clung to
her and what once was, after they had their compartment and their
seats. Maybe the other males didn’t see that part, or maybe they
just didn’t care. Maybe they were just predators. Perhaps all men
were predators. Some men had better manners. That was the only
difference between a predator and a gentleman.

To say his thoughts were bleak would
have been an understatement.

The train rattled along, up one
saddle-back and down the next.

“Don’t worry my love, it
will be all right.” Her patience, her exhaustion tore at
him.

The pale skin, the agonized breathing,
the big dark circles under her eyes, ate at him.

He couldn’t argue with her. He no
longer had the heart. Why burden her with his anger.

But.

The word gnawed at him.

It was like he was killing her with all
of this. The idea that he could abandon Ann to his relatives had
crossed their minds. His sister had even offered. The big problem
was that Gilles didn’t know how long any given case might take. Ann
might have had an easier time of it if she simply stayed for a
while. For all they knew, he’d be back in two days.

Unfortunately, this one had
the sound of a real doozie.

They had nine or ten hours on the
overnight train to Paris. He would just have time to take her home
and then he could be at the Quai for nine o’clock. For them, it
would be just another effing morning on the job. He had to keep
that in mind. To the professional officer, family could come in
second place sometimes. It was the same for everyone, of course,
but it got worse the closer one got to the top. It was something to
consider. The trouble was the money—the jump in pay would be
considerable, assuming he made the grade.

The night train was an institution, and
hailed as a miracle of modern technology. It was somewhat better
than not having one. That was about all Gilles could say for it. He
tried to be objective, in spite of his irritation. The lights
rumbled past as the train traversed another nameless village,
asleep now with only its sparse street lighting, pallid, yellow and
cold.

They were both suffering, and had been
for some time.

The reflection of her emaciated face
haunted him in the window of the carriage. She slept, huddled
against his warm shoulder, so that he dare not move. They had
talked of putting her into a sanatorium. The trip south was
supposed to be a refreshing break for Ann. The hot, dry air of the
south was said to be good for those with her ailment. She had been
diagnosed long ago with tuberculosis and they both knew they were
putting off the inevitable.

Thanks to Aldrich Tobias, they were
heading straight back to the soot, the grime and the stress of the
big city and the moist, hot and polluted air of northern
France.

 


***

 


While some could sleep in
the heaving, pitching berths aboard the train, Maintenon had found
it a fitful night. All of his dreams were just in the corners of
his vision. Whenever he turned to look, they vanished, leaving an
impression of his father, whom he’d once thought cruel. The old man
had been gone for over twenty years now. It was his
subconscious talking to
him. His father wasn’t so much cruel as poverty-stricken, thought
Gilles.

The poor man couldn’t afford to give an
inch.

The blue rings around Ann’s eyes, and
flecks of dried blood in the corners of her mouth were a real kick
in the solar plexus first thing in the morning.

It all added up so nicely.

Gilles wondered if a career was really
worth it sometimes. The bitter truth was that it was just a job,
admittedly a rather high-paying one for one whose roots were
humble. They needed it to eat—to have a home, and to live in the
glittering big city in the first place. He needed the money to look
after Ann or he might have quit before now. A strange admission,
but a sign of the deep and profound depression he had been living
with for quite some time. Maintenon had learned to live with it
without being overly demonstrative.

If one thought of it only
in terms of employment, it was a very good job.

He soldiered on, for all of their
sakes.

Even so, his anger was just under the
surface as the cab pulled up in front of the Quai. It was pissing
down rain. His eyes felt like freshly-sandpapered radishes in their
sockets and hadn’t looked much better in the bathroom mirror this
morning.

After a quick check at the front desk,
he went straight up to the Director’s office. The place was an
oasis of quiet and sanity compared to the more functional working
spaces.

This was not a criticism. It was more
of an observation.

He shook hands with
Inspector Rene Lavoie, and a Captain Leduc, described as an
emissary from the President of the Republic, and
Le Directeur, Jean
Chiappe. Chiappe was at the top of the food chain. One or two
others rated a quick nod. They were all busy men.

“Ahem.”

Gilles listened.

“…our new president, Gaston
Doumergue—” Chiappe paused. “Well. He’s very interested in the
Tobias case. In fact, he honestly believes that Tobias is innocent.
And I have to admit, Gilles, the president’s logic, is…er,
compelling.”

He coughed into his hand, holding
Gilles’ eye as Capitaine Leduc looked studiously uninterested in
such obvious cues.

“Listen well, Gilles. We
really don’t have much time.” He mentioned the date of Tobias’
execution, June 27.

“Good lord!”

Chiappe’s eyes bored into Gilles’ and
then wavered slightly.

“Yes, it’s very
tight.”

Chiappe could hardly call
their new president a radical in front of Leduc. Anti-clerical,
Doumergue was the first Protestant
President in the nation’s history.

At one time the fellow would have been
burned at the stake just for his thoughts.

Doumergue was a single man, which was
suspicious in and of itself. It was whispered that he might be an
atheist. Devil-worship or transvestitism would be less shocking.
Yet he had swept to power on a wave of popularity. It was a sign
that things were changing in spite of persistent and long-standing
conservative efforts to hold it together, and the equally
long-standing efforts of communists and socialists to usurp it.
Doumergue was nothing if not a compromise.

According to the press,
Doumergue possessed charisma.

This explained much that was otherwise
unfathomable, at least in their own humble opinions.

Jean Chiappe reached for his
pipe.

Capitaine Leduc spoke up.

“Reaching out on this
matter. It was one of Monsieur le President’s first acts in
office.”

Gilles sat comfortably at ease, but
attentive in his deep leather armchair. Chiappe was known to pull
out the cognac decanter, but perhaps because of Leduc’s presence,
there was no sign of it today. Just as well, really. The day was
still way too young.

“Just the facts,
please.” That was me, wasn’t it?

That tiredness would make him careless,
sooner or later.

Leduc began.

“The fact is, that the
President likes Tobias’ books. He’s often said that if he hadn’t
entered politics, he might have made a pretty good detective. He
loves the mystery, you see. And he likes to think he might have
solved one or two himself. It’s the sort of thing…ah, remember what
Renoir said—if God hadn’t created breasts, I would never have
become a painter—that sort of throwaway line that political types
use without any really deep meaning. Tobias is very well regarded
among the readers, although a bit of a cranky character to deal
with. The President feels that may, at least partly, be at the root
cause of his present predicament.” There was probably more to it,
but Leduc was preaching to the choir, having been thoroughly
reassured by Chiappe.

Now that Gilles was on the scene,
everything would be taken care of. It was unwritten, but legible
upon the stale air of this room, all masculine efficiency and
pretensions of self-indulgence.

“So they have a personal
relationship?”

“Oh, yes. They have
political leanings and move in the same crowd—or at least they used
to. Now, not so much.” He grinned in mawkish humor. “It may be that
simple. The President simply likes Tobias, no easy feat according
to some sources.”

Other than that, he wasn’t saying
much.

Chiappe smiled dutifully. Leduc stood
looking down at Maintenon in his leather chair.

He was gathering an impression of
Maintenon, one he would take back to Monsieur le
President.

He could almost see the thought go
through the Detective-Sergeant’s mind.

Politics.

And Maintenon had made the papers once
or twice, fairly recently too. Big, splashy cases.

The best cops
hated politics while sort
of acknowledging their necessity.

“I’m not sure I follow.”
Gilles nostrils twitched as their new commissioner, Jean Baptiste
Chiappe, tried to get the old clay pipe going.

The sound of the second match
came.

Sulfur swirled about in the upper
stratosphere of the high-ceilinged room, eddying behind the
slow-moving fan blades. Chiappe puffed in a kind of enthusiasm,
waving the match around and encouraging them to go on without him
if necessary. That pipe was said to be a fixture—whatever the hell
that meant that was supposed to mean.

There were a lot of things
said about Chiappe, not all of them complimentary. Gilles had no
real impressions. One did not just recklessly repeat any and all
such wanton remarks. Gilles was a man who made up his own mind.
There was more to it, of course. Maintenon was a junior officer,
undistinguished, certainly so at the time. They’d only met briefly,
at official functions. Gilles had been working plainclothes,
high-security detail, and Chiappe had been schmoozing with the bigwigs as he
called it. Jean Baptiste was also
said to be a relatively competent officer, having
come from the penal system. He knew his way around the system. So
it was said. There was a sharp distinction between working cops and
the more political animals haunting the upper castes of the
department. Maintenon knew his place, and would have resented being
asked to take sides. Some of these fellows did pretty well for
themselves, and some of them weren’t above stirring the honey-pot
from time to time. They had just acquired a new
government…

That’s just the way it is,
sometimes.

Maintenon was dying for a smoke, but
preferred not to display any weakness in front of the stiff and
formal Leduc. He was clearly an ascetic man judging by the thin
black mustache, white gloves and polished black swagger-stick.
Leduc’s cheeks shone with physical fitness and a very close shave,
rather than brutish strength. His hat looked as hard as a rock,
although Gilles for one never set a hat down on any chair, not in
any house or place of human intercourse. There would be no sweat
stains inside of that hat, thought Gilles. Leduc would have it
replaced immediately.

Leduc would do calisthenics beside his
army cot upon awakening in the morning.

Leduc’s almost colorless blue eyes
pierced Maintenon in assessment, giving the impression that he
liked what he saw. The captain turned and paced the room, a little
stiffly as befitted his high status and military background, stick
tucked under his left arm, his hands behind his back and thinking
aloud. He turned around. He ran a free hand over his slicked-back
blonde hair.

“Just the facts. Very well
then. The right man for the job—” This in an aside to Jean
Chiappe.

Chiappe shrugged. That piercing glance
impaled Archambault, who shifted in his seat.

Gilles colored slightly, eyes falling
to examine his fingernails.

Leduc turned. He spoke, rather loudly,
in the general direction of the big windows.

“Thirteen women and girls,
all slashed up. Dead, some of them in classic posed
positions…”

The blades were very sharp—the killer
spent time with his tools.

In some incidents, the
tools had been brought with him, and taken away again. In other
incidents, the killer used what was handy. The killer must have
worn gloves in virtually all circumstances. There was some
disparity in the modus operandi.
This had been conveniently explained or excused
away by the imaginative occupation and the published works of the
accused. Apparently, the fictional crimes written by Monsieur
Tobias ran the gamut from A to Z.

The prosecution hinted
darkly, ‘he did his research…’

The jury seemed to like
it.

Hmn.

Ladies and gentlemen of the
jury: he did his research.

There was a list of similarities or
correspondences, in each and every case, with chapters from Tobias’
books. Their killer had taken pride in his work—just like
Tobias.

He was a self-professed artisan.
Messages had been scrawled in blood, Gilles recalled that well
enough.

“And the modus operandi
fits with scenes and chapters from a number of Tobias’ books. Yes,
I know all of that.” Gilles hadn’t worked the case, but was
familiar enough from newspaper accounts and talk among members of
the force. “Damned by his own words, as it would
appear.”

Nothing is ever as it
appears.

The Architect of His Own
Destruction—that was the title of one of
Tobias’ more popular books. It had come out quite
recently.

That damned little internal monologue
again, but Maintenon had learned to listen. The Capitaine was
certainly well briefed. He was breezy, and confident. He appeared
to be well-fed, and not overworked or anything. There was a mind in
there, that much was certain.

“Here’s the thing, Gilles.
The defense didn’t even bother pointing out the differences from
killing to killing—the prosecutor, a young fellow, very ambitious,
and who was very competent, would have simply said the fellow was
trying to muddy the waters, or drag a red herring across the trail.
He was reenacting scenes from his books, having lost the ability to
distinguish between fantasy and reality. He panicked, and didn’t
have time. And yet, they also
say he wanted to be caught. This was the major
contradiction. The defense knew it. Tobias, who should have knocked
them dead, Gilles, must have been a very bad witness in his legal
team’s opinion, or they should have put him on. And. Everyone was
so convinced that he did it. All the man did was to plead not
guilty. Even if he took the stand, I doubt if it would have made
much difference. Then there were the psychological
ramifications.”

They hardly had to sell Gilles on the
investigation. All it really took was orders—

“Was Tobias
insane?”

Chiappe spoke up.

“By the time
our shrinks get to them,
they’re all insane, Gilles.” He was referring to the prison
doctors, who would make periodic health and welfare assessments of
the condemned. “That sort of crime does tend to speak for itself.
If we charge an individual, especially with that sort of offence,
the jury is already halfway there. We all know that.”

No one had ever claimed the system was
perfect. The fact that it worked as well as it did was some kind of
modern miracle. This was a line from one of Chiappe’s little
speeches.

Maintenon asked again.

“Was Tobias
insane?”

Leduc shrugged. He exhaled, reluctantly
as it would seem. He pieced words together.

“Not as far as we can
determine. He still insists that he is innocent, and after a time,
the shrinks say, ah…it becomes so convincing, and the subject is so
convinced, that they really can’t tell anymore. Not with any degree
of certainty. Don’t forget, there was some physical evidence.”

Maintenon’s pulse hardened in his
veins. We have a case. We have something to go on.

That’s all that matters
sometimes.

“So what’s the big deal?
What makes anyone think he’s innocent?”

“It’s tortuous logic,
Gilles.” Chiappe grinned. “The moment I heard it, I thought of
you.”

He took in the Capitaine.

“Gilles is one of our most
promising young officers.”

Leduc raised his eyebrows and
smiled.

“That, is exactly what we
need. A promising young officer, and one with an impeccable service
record and a reputation for getting at the truth…” He left further
words hanging.

Chiappe nodded.

“Okay. The fingerprint. One
fingerprint.” The Director regarded Gilles. “And even, oddly
enough, the chapters of the book aspect of it. Anyone could have
read those books, Gilles.”

“Ah.” Gilles used his own
big brown eyes to good effect, and Leduc grinned
briefly.

“Yes—but. There was one of
his fingerprints on a figurine. It was a bronze vase in one of the
girls’ residences…” The Capitaine studied his notes for a moment.
“Sorry, a statuette.”

Maintenon bit his lip. One
fingerprint—on a portable object. Yes, it could be so. And without
the books, there was virtually nothing else to implicate Aldrich
Tobias.

He glanced at Chiappe. When in doubt,
improvise, adapt, and overcome.

“The hair.” The hair, says
Chiappe.

A single hair, found at one crime
scene, and no one could say whose it was—only that it wasn’t the
victim, and neither did it belong to Tobias. It did not belong to
any of Tobias’ family members, no one in the victim’s apartment
building, nor to any of the victim’s family. A hair found in a
compromising position, as Gilles recalled hazily. There was that
whole sexual aspect of the case. If nothing else, it would be
interesting to look into.

“How did the prosecution
account for that?”

“They didn’t bother
bringing it up at the trial.” They had merely disclosed it in
pre-trial briefs, hoping to get an offer from Tobias’
attorney.

Life for a
confession.

Consequently, there was nothing much
for the defense to shoot down. They were gambling all the way.
Since Tobias didn’t take the stand, the defense had no case at all.
It really didn’t take much to tip the balance in a high-stakes
game.

“I know that look.” Chiappe
winked at Leduc, who nodded stiffly.

“Someone has been doing
some thinking.” Gilles doubted very strongly it was the
President.

More
politics…merde.

“Better late than never,
Gilles. The thing is that we have only a couple of weeks until the
execution.”

It was first-name basis now.

They must want it pretty
bad.

“Yes, that’s cutting it
fine.” Gilles shrugged. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

It was no skin off of his nose. His
curiosity had definitely been piqued. Someone had some doubts.
Gilles had read a few of Tobias’ books. He might have one or two
still on the shelf, although he had found them so-so from the
police procedural standpoint. Gilles collected a certain kind of
book, and re-read them from time to time. It was part of his
personal ritual life. It was one of the little things that cleansed
the mind and the soul. Gilles was a collector of mystery novels, a
few at least. His collection consisted more of non-fiction books
from world experts on criminal science. Those books had kept him
going at times, all the years of study and hard work just to get a
foot in the door. The books were highly-symbolic. Maybe that was
why they needed him. He’d actually read the things, where others
might just display them in fine leather-bound covers and never
crack one open.

This was a special case.

It’s not that the man Tobias wasn’t a
good writer, but he had this dark, pessimistic outlook, rife with a
certain anti-social commentary. And, their new president was a
radical, possibly even an out-and-out fascist.

The best thing that could be said about
the new government was that it was weak, and not necessarily evil
in intention. Like their predecessors, the new regime was slightly
corrupt and vaguely incompetent. They seemed quite muddled at
times. It said a lot about the times they lived in, with political
and moral stupidity a kind of saving grace these days, and if so,
Maintenon for one would take it rather than leave it.

He really didn’t know what else to
suggest.

It had always been the
weakness of democracy, hadn’t it? And the alternatives were there
for all to see. It was all over the news. Mussolini was talking
tough again. But then, Mussolini was always talking. It was
something that could not be ignored. The Tour got ten times the
air-time.

Times had indeed changed, and not for
the better. Maintenon was more a supporter of a kind of social
democracy, a liberation of all social classes, perhaps an uplifting
of society in general. He couldn’t deny that certain Catholic
values came into play, even though under the façade, the Church was
as corrupt as anything else in this country these days. It always
had been, as any thinking man knew. He couldn’t escape his
upbringing, and a kind of faith had been a big influence in his
life. It was the sort of viewpoint one didn’t express too
stridently these days, not in any kind of public, professional
position. Politics had become defeatist and even Nihilist,
bordering on anarchist in some quarters. He didn’t have a lot of
patience with that sort of thinking.

“Yeah, what the hell. I’ve
always wanted to meet him.”

Before it’s too
late.

Chiappe stared coldly at Gilles. Gilles
stared right back.

Leduc nodded sharply, the glint of
humor barely visible but there nevertheless. He must know exactly
what they were asking. When the President mentioned Gilles, someone
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