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Chapter
One.




 


After a brief swell of
applause, the silence was deafening.

Maintenon looked out over
a sea of bright, eager, and freshly-scrubbed faces. Many of them
were in brand-new uniforms, their friends and relations were in
their Sunday best. He resisted the urge to tap the
microphone…

Someone coughed, as
someone always did, and then he plunged right in.

“Gentlemen—and ladies.” There were a few, a very small number,
the most prominent being a rather spectacular redhead, front row,
left side, right on the end beside the aisle leading up the
middle.

He hadn’t seen a head of
hair like that in years. For this occasion she had it brushed up to
the maximum, the hat faintly ridiculous. She could hardly work like
that.

“Thank you,
and welcome to the force.”

While the civilians, the
media, the dignitaries would listen, this speech was for the
students.

It was the graduating
class of cadets, class of 1937. Twelve full months of training,
including a couple of short, on-the-job stints in the real world,
adding up to a few more months, also including written character
assessments from the working officers they’d been teamed with. All
unpaid, of course—somehow, they had found the resources to make it
through. Then, a few months of working, finally getting money for
it, and in fact it was the students who had organized this
evening’s festivities. Oddly enough, graduation ceremonies weren’t
all that common in France. He wondered if it would become a
tradition, at least for this institution. The odds were about
fifty-fifty, he decided.

They sort of held their
breath, as he looked out over the room…

He had a little talk,
more or less the same one he’d given a couple of years previously,
the last time he’d been accorded this signal honour. The waiting
was the worst. There was the usual drip of cold sweat in the
armpits. The odd little flurry in the guts. As soon as he began to
speak, it would all go away and he would be fine—just
fine.

Hell, he might even be
good at it. For all he knew.

There were a dozen or so,
more senior officers, more politically oriented officers, who were
routinely tapped for this duty, mostly speaking to service clubs or
even church groups. Police conventions were pretty regular, and
someone had to stand up and say something. He had wondered where
they had all run off to on this fine weekend.

Clearly, they had better
things to do on a Friday evening.

They all knew his name,
of course.

Every damned one of them
knew him from the newspapers, and so, he had their full and
undivided attention.

 


***

 


“You are the
best and the brightest. After a long, hard crunch, you are all that is
left.”

He waited for
the appreciative murmur to diminish. He’d been through the
program. That, as
the saying went, was ancient history—

He waited for the second
round of chuckles to subside.

The physical training was
enough to wash many out of the program, people who had once thought
they were strong. There were those who would quit because they
didn’t like a particular class or instructor, or, facing the first
criticism, the first failures in their own young lives, honestly
thought that the instructor didn’t like them. It really didn’t work
that way—their instructors were like nature, in that they were
completely indifferent. They really didn’t give a damn either way,
(more chuckles), but it indicated some small problem of maturity.
They were in the wrong place, apparently. There were those who
signed up, those who were accepted, and then they simply didn’t do
the work. There were those who were accepted, and somehow,
unaccountably, they never even showed up on day one. Then there
were those who were washed out for other, less savory reasons. It
was always sad when someone, a real slugger, made it through all of
the courses, right up until the bitter end and then they didn’t
quite make it.

Maintenon, voice calm and
cool, told them all of that.

His voice
rose.

“Many are
called. Few are chosen. Even fewer succeed, in terms of rising up
through the ranks, to any great degree, and even fewer of those,
over the course of their careers, can completely resist the
temptations that go along with success as an officer of the
Sûreté.” There
were a few more coughs, and a long silence. It was about as close
to a political statement, and one about the force, as he could
comfortably make in this context. Too many of them were just
putting in their time—putting in time. “It is also a tough way to
make a living.”

All of those eyes bored
into his…he took a careful sip of water, holding them.

Always, holding
them—

He didn’t
care to get too deeply into that,
but the newspapers had their fair share of
stories of officers gone bad, officers in trouble, officers
disgraced, replaced or retired, officers found dead in their sordid
little apartments. There would be a pile of unpaid bills and
monthly demands for alimony, a bottle of a liquid something and a
bottle of another something, pills or poison of one sort of
another, sometimes a gun, one shot fired, right there on the
bedside table.

No one
laughed.

That was a
good thing.

No note, as often as
not…that one had been just last week. Sometimes, there was not much
left to be said—

“Do not lie
to yourselves. It can happen to you—but then, it can happen to any
one of us.”

The silence was uncanny
as they hung on his words. Those at the back, watching his face and
straining to hear—

“Respect is
earned, and it is never given easily. You have chosen to take the
bullshit of your peers—many of whom laughed at you for choosing
this profession. You had the guts to stand up to your friends, or
in many cases, your own fathers—your own mothers, who might have
chosen otherwise. They might have chosen something
better for you. But no.
No. Not you. You know what you want. No one else has the right to
choose this or that for you. Otherwise, you would not be here. As
members of this graduating class, the newest and greenest members
of this profession, you have proven, at least, that you have earned
the right to a place, and the right to try. You have the right to
do your best. I suppose on some level, we also have the right to
fail. For we all fail once in a while. Still, it is not good to
make it a habit.” He cleared his throat. “There are dark clouds,
for this country, for this continent. For this world. They are
looming on the horizon. There are none who can say what is to come,
not for this city, nor for this great nation. There are dark times
ahead. The people of France need you. See that you do not fail them
in their hour of need. Other than that, let me offer my
congratulations to all of you, and to wish you success in your
duties. The Sûreté needs you. Some of you report
for duty in as early as two or three days. We are looking for
excellence, which is, as often as not, eventually rewarded. There
is nothing more that can usefully be said. There is only so much
anyone can tell you. Your instructors have given you the basics of
police work. The very best of you will learn on the job. Or you
will be gone—and if you are really that bad, for the sake of all concerned,
the sooner you are gone, the better. To all of you, good
luck.”

One of the
tall oaken doors at the far end opened up and a stocky male figure
in dark civilian clothes entered. He closed the door with a
careful click. Stepping around the flag display, off to one side, he put his
back to the wall and waited.

No one else seemed to be
aware.

Even at this distance,
even with these tired old eyes, those shoulders and the mop of
blond hair were unmistakable.

Maintenon’s pulse
quickened.

He had a car and a ride,
it was waiting just outside—this portended something
different.

“Thank you.
Thank you very much—”

More dutiful applause,
all the more sincere as he was the last speaker. A thirty-second
wrap by Monsieur Sakarek didn’t count for much, and then they were
up and streaming for the door.

They could loosen their
ties, take it outside with their admiring friends and family, and
snap away madly with their cheap little cameras. They were all the
rage for this year, and it looked like being a good Christmas for
the department stores. There were a few people waiting to shake his
hand, and what had always seemed strange to him, asking for his
autograph. A bit of a press at the door, still…a gaggle of people
on the lawn.

Finally, it was over and
he could go.

If only—

He could have lived
without the sight of all these young idiots throwing their hats in
the air…a thought only partially belied by the small and bitter
grin that crossed his face. They were young, they were just
starting out, with all the idealism and the energy of youth. They
would soon know better—

The smarter ones would
have a little tag with their names sewn inside the brim. The real
dummies would, as often as not, be going home with someone else’s
sweaty old hat. That was just the beginning, for some, it was all
downhill from there. Thankfully, they were in the minority, and
most of them would work out, for better or worse. Given enough
time, they would mostly work out.

It was just a question of
manpower and teamwork, he thought—that one was right out of the
manual.

In some odd sense, they
didn’t even have to be all that good.

 


***

 


As for the weather. It
was holding fine, but it was a sky full of broken clouds, tops
whipped and tufted, with suspiciously dark bottoms…this time of
year, the light was already failing.

“For God’s
sakes, Gilles, stop it.”

Arrested, his hand
stopped halfway to his beard, which one inevitably took to stroking
at a thoughtful moment—like when presented with a question one
hadn’t been quite expecting.

“Holy, shit,
Gilles. When is that thing going to go?” That scruffy little beard
was worrisome—it really wasn’t like him.

“Yes, okay.
Fine. I'm getting tired of the little grey beard. The only trouble
is, when you go to shave it off, you lose a pretty good chin and
that massive upper lip is glaring at you in the mirror like the sun
rising out of the highway on a sunny spring morning...”

His companion grinned. It
was like they could read each other’s minds, sometimes.

“Oh, come on,
Gilles. I don’t mean the mustache. It’s a part of your persona—”
That mustache is you, Boss.

One had to assume some
kind of a lip under there, although he’d never seen it
himself.

It was the beard he
couldn’t quite fathom, or was Gilles having some sort of identity
crisis?

It was
laughable, but the beard was there,
after all.

“So. What is
this alleged case, then?” The original question,
how busy are we right now, seemingly ignored.

More of a case of the
decision being made and it was time to move on. There was always
room for one more.

Andre waved at another
vehicle waiting a few spots back at the curb. Another fresh young
face, a white oval behind a dusty windscreen, gave an exaggerated
nod and began checking the mirrors before pulling out into traffic.
Bored out of his skull, most likely, and yet it was a sought-after
duty.

What they
called a cop-out. Not everyone had the ability to walk a beat,
dealing with the civilians and all of their shit all shift long, and you needed
seniority to move up. Pool driver was a bit of a side-step,
career-wise. Inevitably, sooner or later, some other lazy cunt with
more seniority would come along and bump them off to some other
fate—records, or personnel, one of the technical branches,
something out of the front lines and the public eye.

Levain held the door and
Maintenon dropped in.

“Thank
you.”

Levain took the front
seat and Alphonse, pock-faced veteran of a hundred battles on the
Western Front, and a couple of subsequent decades on the force, put
out his cigarette. He lowered the evening paper and looked
inquiringly at the detective. His eyes crossed Maintenon’s in the
mirror.

“Gentlemen.
So. Where may I have the honour of conveying you?” With less than a
year to his obligatory retirement age, Alphonse had seen it all,
and apparently, no longer cared much what his superiors
thought.

The funny thing was, some
of them thought quite a lot of old Alphonse. Alphonse, with his
battered old vacuum-bottle of coffee and the brown paper bag with
its pair of half-stale bologna sandwiches with their thin swipe of
mustard, and on a good day, a lonely-looking bit of pale lettuce
sticking out...some stinky cheese and an apple, the highlight of
the day.

Men
like that, were
not to be underestimated, no matter how unpromising the first
impression.

Yes, and when he retired,
there’d be a half a million francs in the bank, a habitual
overtime-hog if there ever was one.


Chapter
Two.




 


“So. Andre.
What’s the big deal?”

“Oh, nothing
much. Just the usual. Just another unsolvable case, just another
dead body. Just another set of mysterious
circumstances—”

“Yes. Yes.
Just so.” The boss wasn’t fuming, not yet anyways.
“Merde. No, Andre, the
question is, why me?”

“Oh, God. I
don’t know why, Gilles. Just the luck of the draw, I guess.” Andre probably
knew better, yet the good-natured needling, that never-ending back
and forth, went back too many years to have any hope of stopping it
now.

This was not the time to
quote Marcus Aurelius, although it was tempting, in its own Stoic
sort of a way. No, thought Andre.

Perhaps one of his
own—later, and if he didn’t, well, somebody else probably
would.

“It’s a
question of the identity. The condition of the body, the
clothes…the fact that he still had a considerable sum of money and
oh, yes, the killing is particularly brutal.”

“Brutal? How
so?” Murder was hardly ever gentle,
was it.

It wasn’t the most
loving, or kindly of acts.

“So. It’s not
just some nice, quiet little family poisoning, with some poor
someone waking up dead the next morning.” Snort.

A bunch of folks in a
lawyer’s office as he read the will.

“Just wait.
You’ll see.” Levain uttered a contented little sigh.

Gilles
grunted.

Yes, perhaps it was
better that way. No preconceived notions, no one else’s
conclusions. Just a brief introduction to another stiff, and then
he would be on his own.

As usual—as
usual.

That was the greatest of
luxuries, wasn’t it? To be on one’s own.

It was the privilege of
rank.

Maintenon settled back in
his seat, aware of some small chill in the guts. It was a
quickening, perhaps even a quivering, it was like a bunch of little
butterfly feet walking around on the inside of the stomach-lining.
This one sounded like a bad one—all the more interesting for
that.

Call it anticipation, for
want of a better word.

They were less than three
blocks from the crime scene at this point, and he would know by
then.

The smirk on Andre’s
usually calm visage would be taken care of soon enough. As if
reading that thought, there was a quick glance and then the secret
little smile had faded.

But then Maintenon was
the boss. He had the power, and had been known to use it when he
felt he must.

He
would abuse it if
he must—but only when it really counted, and only in the best of
causes.

Levain sat back to
contemplate the thought.

 


***

 


Alphonse, staying with
the car, lounged around the entrance to the alley, exchanging
friendly greetings with other officers and smoking like a fish, as
someone had once put it.

“Ah. Dear
God—” The attendant pulled the blanket completely off the body,
flat on his back, arms and legs splayed out to some
degree.

The face now, the face
was a mess—a real mess.

Grey of visage, his
natural colour apparently, a Constable Comtois proffered a heavy
brown paper envelope, very large. He had the resigned air of
someone who had been on the night-shift for a little too long. That
face was a little too big, a little too loose for the skull under
it. Just a little too much skin. It was no fault of his own of
course. It was the luck of the draw.

“The murder
weapon?”

“Presumably.”
Carefully holding the flap open, Gilles took a look.

“Jesus.” It
was a bayonet.

“Fuck, ah,
would appear to be the correct word, Inspector.” Comtois seemed
almost surprised by his own nerve, but no harm done.

A nervous eye took in a
grinning Levain.

“Ah, yes.
Constable.”

This one looked to be
about seventeen to eighteen inches long, forty-three to forty-five
centimetres.

Gilles had seen enough of
them in his time, glittering in the wan sunlight and coming
straight at him through a cloud of chlorine gas, as often as
not.

It was covered in dried
blood, (it would hardly be chocolate milk, would it), well up the
hilt and the handle. The scene was bloody enough, and on the ground
itself, drips, spatters, and one big puddle and a couple of smaller
ones. There were trails and gobs of blood everywhere. Some on dead
leaves and some under. As if in counterpoint to the thought, a
quick little gust scattered them again, at least the ones not stuck
down with dried blood.

All of it had been
photographed from several angles, but one was always aware, of what
one was literally walking on.

“It’s nothing
if not plausible, Gilles.”

“Sure, sure.”
He straightened. “And no identification. A wad of British and
American currency in addition to a few hundred francs…”

The wallet, fine black
leather and of good quality.

And a face, or what was
left of a face, obliterated by a thousand, or at least a hundred,
stabs, slashes and cuts to the face. Fingers and thumbs, all
gone—someone had really gone to town on this one. It looked like
they’d been placed on a block or something and one quick whack had
been enough to take them off. The bayonet was more than heavy
enough for that job.

The feet, presumably
intact, as the shoes were still nicely laced on.

“Okay.”

The attendants went to
work with the stretcher and the blanket.

“Andre. What
is your impression?”

“Hmn, Well.
The shoes are beautiful. Hand-made. We might get a lead there. The
clothes are good—those socks look like silk from where I’m
standing. Same with the tie. We’ll be looking for monogrammed
initials. Hell, on the underwear, even.” There was nothing on the
shirt pocket, he’d looked himself. “No hat, so far. A young man of
means, or maybe just of quality—or, less likely, a poser with
money, money which had to come from somewhere.”

He thought for a moment.
There really should have been a hat. A fedora most likely, if his
guess as to the age of the victim was any good. Older males of that
class tended to the Homburgs and Trilby hats.

“Money like
that had to come from somewhere, or somebody else. Either way.
Someone who would be missed.”

This was no nameless
wino, in other words, and Gilles agreed insofar as that went. This
one wasn’t working class, even if they had been all dressed up for
a wedding or a funeral. No, this one was definitely
different.

Maintenon gave the scene
another good look, and nodded. The technicians, standing there with
their cameras and their lights, stared at him, giving no other sign
that they cared. They would wait to see if there was anything
interesting under the body, and then they would go.

The morgue boys moved
in.

He was all theirs
now.

For some reason, they
always took them out feet-first. It was an unwritten rule or
something.

 


***

 


“Any other
exhibits?”

A poker-faced sergeant,
shift supervisor, his own vehicle and his own driver ticking over
on the street outside, handed them over.

Opening up the envelopes,
there was the cash. There was a mostly-full packet of expensive
cigarettes, and a lighter, silver with appliques on the sides,
these were in some curious green stone. No monogram, no
inscription…

“Any rings or
jewelry?”

“Ah, no,
sir.”

“Here, wait.”
The morgue people were just raising the stretcher from the
ground.

Lifting the blanket, he
carefully put his nose down. Yes, he smelled clean, at least from
what he could discern, possibly even a hint of after-shave there,
and the shirt had been recently laundered. Gilles was a smoker
himself and he could still make out that much.

Hmn.

“All right,
off you go.”

Some loose change, and in
what truly brought the humanity home to this shapeless mass of dead
flesh, a paper tube of anti-acid tablets of a popular brand. A
shame, stomach problems, in one so young—yet it was also a clue as
to identity. This anonymous person had once had a life. Gilles had
the impression of late twenties or early thirties, perhaps it was
the clothes rather than any other detail. They were fashionable,
they fit well, and the person hadn’t been under or over-weight. The
skin of the neck, the nose, all fairly fine and smooth, told a
certain story. Other conclusions could wait, but this person could
only be so old.

“Any keys?”
He lifted an inquiring eyebrow.

“Ah. One key,
sir—and only one.” It was a house-key, not a locker or a padlock or
anything like that.

A door-key, from a modern
lockset—as if that really meant anything.

No letters, no business
cards, no receipts tucked into the billfold. A businessman would
have been keeping receipts like crazy and worrying about how to
work them into the expense account later.

The rain, holding off
pretty well up until then, opened up and really began to
pour.

Turning, hat-brim
dripping, Maintenon headed for the car without another word. With a
nod, Levain left them to their work of mopping up.

There were lights on now
across the way.

The blackness of another
autumn night was closing in.


Chapter
Three.




 


Back at the office, there
were one or two calls to return, and by that time, the air was
filling with blue smoke. Andre came over with a brimming cup,
setting it down for him about the same time as Gilles finally hung
up.

“Oh, thank
you.”

He had a file open in
front of him, photos spilling across the desk.

“One thing we
can say, Boss. This sure doesn’t look like a professional hit.” Too
much time involved—all those stabs to the face, the time it would
take to hack off fingers, one digit at a time.

The blood, splashing and
spattering everywhere. For the professional, one good knife-hit in
the right place and the victim was dead anyways. The killer would
be twenty metres away before the victim even knew they’d been had.
For that, the bayonet was hardly necessary. A much smaller blade,
easily concealed, was ideal. For souvenirs, surely one finger would
have been sufficient. He recalled a case where the perpetrator had
used the sort of pruning shears with curving blades, but they’d
only taken one finger. They had never really explained why, and the
guillotine had had the last word in that particular
case.

He was thinking out
loud—

A real pro would be on
their way, before they’d even had time for one good scream. Pros
rarely cared about obscuring the identity of the victim. It was
hiding their own identity that they were worried about—

“Which
implies that most disturbing of persons. The talented amateur.”
Someone with imagination.

Andre nodded.

Gilles was studying
photos, still a bit tacky from the lab. Almost still warm from the
chemical bath. One had to handle them carefully, or you would leave
deeply-embedded fingerprints all over them.

The
impression, the
impression was that the blood trails, the pools were all
wrong.

“Andre. Take
a look at this.”

“Hmn.
Interesting.” The younger detective nodded. “Rolled off a tarp, or
a raincoat or something.”

It was just that one
area, clean and spot-free. The sheer objectivity of a photograph
made obvious what should have been visible at the scene.

Nothing like that had
been found in the immediate vicinity. He made a note of it, but the
odds were slim. Even if it had been dropped in a trash bin, by the
time the garbage was picked up, the stains would have turned very
dark, near black in fact. The smell, if any, it might have almost
faded, and clouds of flies hovering over the garbage of the back
alleys was nothing new. Not that there wasn’t a chance—there was
always a chance.

It was also late autumn,
with winter coming on.

Officers on the street
were keeping their eyes and ears open, putting out the word as best
they could. They had established a radius of five hundred metres,
all that was reasonable under the circumstances, and in such a
large and crowded city it was the best they could hope to
do.

“All right.
First. Check and see if there have been any similar crimes in the
past twelve months.” Neither one had heard of any, but this would
be a national query. “Also. Check all missing-persons reports for
this city, going back a month or so. Put out a bulletin,
nationwide, with a description of our victim and the
modus. Now, who have we
got for man-power.”

Other than Andre, the
room was empty.

As far as that went, it
was fine. But. There were a hundred watering holes within fifteen
or twenty minutes of walking distance from their alley. All of the
members of the Special Homicide Unit were out at
present.

Gilles uttered a small
sigh. The coffee was good, though.

“We’ll know
more about the clothes when the lab boys have had a
look.”

Other than that, there
was nothing to do but wait.

 


***

 


“There’s
always Hubert.”

The figure by the door,
hanging up his coat and his hat, looked up.

“Oh, no. Not
me—”

Andre laughed and the
younger detective subsided again, giving a curious look at
Maintenon, feet up on one end of the desk and apparently, lost in
thought.

“Here. Take a
look at this.” Rising, Andre brought him a big glossy photo of
their victim, a face-shot.

“Egads.”
Hubert gave a sharp little nod, something he might have
unconsciously picked up from the boss. “All right.”

He grinned.

“I see your
point. Hmn—I think we can safely rule out suicide.” He patted Andre
on the bicep. “Well. Good luck with that one.”

Turning, he went to his
desk, where he had reports to work on until someone told him
otherwise.

Settling in, he opened
his notepad and read. Tentatively at first, gaining speed and
confidence as his thoughts gelled, he began to type.

Eyebrows slightly raised,
Andre Levain regarded him. Maintenon seemed oblivious.

Andre looked at the clock
and the door. It was pretty much time, wasn’t it?

So.

It’s like
that, is it.

He, at least, had a life.
He had a wife and two kids, with another one on the way, and not
only that, Nichol was a very good cook. Reaching for his hat, he
headed for the door.

It was like he didn’t
even exist. Poor old Maintenon didn’t even look up.

 


***

 


Gilles spent a quiet
weekend with the cat, his cigars and his brandy. With Madame
Lefebvre gone for good due to heart problems, as well as aging
rapidly into early-onset senility, well; that was just the way
things were. It was one more tragedy. It was something that had to
be accepted.

He’d been content to fend
for himself for a while. He could only sort of wallow in it,
honouring the old girl’s presence, (or absence), for so long. It
was quickly getting old, and he had reluctantly resolved to put up
an advertisement for a replacement. Not a live-in. Someone who
would come in by the day. Someone who could put up a few meals for
his weekends, which were important on some level. Someone who could
shop, and clean, and do laundry, and answer the door and the phone.
Someone who would do that very well—that was the thing, wasn’t
it.

Someone that didn’t need
to be trained from scratch, someone who could do well enough on
their own, and there was always the cat—there was always the radio.
For the right person, it would be pleasant enough. Certainly
compared to some other jobs—

That was the problem,
wasn’t it? Madame, having fit in at first and then taking charge of
the place over time, had sort of made herself indispensable. Any
household competence he might have once had, had quickly faded. Ann
now, Ann had always known what to do.

He’d been
confronted, in some sense. It was his responsibility—and he was
stalling, nothing more. He was the only one who could do it. That
was Sunday evening, when he’d looked in the kitchen cupboards,
hoping for some kind of revelation. The only real revelation was
that he was running out of tinned foods and weevily old biscuits,
and someone would have to do something about that.

Morning, he’d shuffled
out of bed, none the wiser, apparently.

Again, he was confronted.
That face in the mirror. While shaving only the cheeks and the neck
saved time and effort, there was still the necessity of taking the
scissors and cropping what was left. He’d come damned close to
snipping a nostril once or twice, and yet stopping off at a proper
barber’s to get it done would seem to take more time than it was
worth these days. More time than he had, really.

One more day, he thought.
Then I really will shave it off.

In the meantime, it was
Monday morning, not even really light yet. The clock was ticking
and he had important work to do.

The beard could wait—for
now.


Chapter
Four.


 


Dr. Poirier was young and
brash, perhaps an understandable adaptation to his present
employment.

A door slammed open, and
then he was with them. A pathologist by nature, he’d been on the
job since the retirement of the much-beloved Dr. Guillaume, now
said to be enjoying his retirement on the nude beaches of the Cote
d’Azur. As for Doctor Auger, new senior examiner, he was at a big
coroner’s symposium in Lucerne, and hadn’t arrived back yet. He
might even be having a good time—now, there was a
thought.

“Ah. There
you are. Inspector—Andre.”

“Ah, yes,
here we are. The, uh, anonymous corpse from the Allee des Repulsives—”

It was a joke, and a lame
one at that.

“Ha.
Regarding our victim.” The young fellow grabbed a handle,
number nine, depressing
a catch in the mechanism, and pulled out a big silver drawer, all
stainless steel and modern, sterile efficiency.

He pulled back the linen
sheet.

They stood,
listening.

“We’re still
waiting on lab tests. However, we can safely say that a series of
stabs to the face were not the primary cause of death, perhaps not
even simple loss of blood. No, our victim was stunned or drugged
into a stupor before the act was carried out.”

“Ah.”

“There is a
contusion on the back of the head, which may have occurred when he
was dumped, but more likely it was a deliberate blow.” The hair was
still matted with
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