[image: image1.jpg]ﬂ Q

A

o5

=




 Chapter One

Down on one knee on the mock jail cell floor, Violette Hubert measured another vinyl plank. “Once I’m done, Phantom, inmates all across the country will be jealous of your accommodation.” Her voice echoed in the small escape room, designed to challenge any wannabe jailbirds’ wits and skills. “Though I doubt any of them aspire to die in their cell and become a ghost.”

Taking advantage of an unwelcome sick leave, Joe Kearn, the owner of the Escape Code Six Zero, had decided to add a fourth theme room to his selection of escape rooms. The story behind his new theme room, Haunted Jail Cell, was based on Phantom, a real inmate who haunted a condemned penitentiary in Ottawa after dying in his cell almost thirty years ago.

Even though she lived less than an hour away from Phantom’s alleged haunting ground, Violette had never heard of his ghostly legend until Joe invited her over for coffee a few weeks earlier. The invitation had taken her by surprise. Though unsure of his intentions, she’d crossed the street with a spring in her step and knocked on his front door with a touch of dread in her heart. Within minutes of walking into the kitchen—a kitchen she’d often visited under different circumstances—Joe had uttered the words flooring and extra money, quieting her misgivings.

Not only had he hired her on the spot to redo the flooring in his new theme room, but Joe had also added an extra five percent to the amount she’d quoted him. In normal times, she wouldn’t have taken advantage of his generosity, but with her first grandchild’s imminent birth, Violette needed all the money she could earn to help her daughter, Sophie.
Sophie had reached her third trimester. How her fiancé, Elliot, could suddenly abandon her and their unborn baby boy baffled Violette. The young couple had lived in Violette’s house for the past two years while they saved money to buy their own place. If Elliot’s behavior had raised any red flags, Violette had missed them. Her daughter had never been happier in her life, and Violette could have sworn Elliot felt the same.
A loud thump resounded in the room. Startled, Violette dropped her knife before scoring the vinyl plank she held in place with her knee.

“Joe?” Violette looked around the mock cell. “Is that you?”

When working alone on the premises, she kept the front and back doors locked. At this time of day, no one but Joe could, or should, venture in unannounced.

The uneasy feeling churning in her stomach abated when her gaze settled on the red brick that landed on the newly installed floor, leaving two damaged planks in its wake. “Swell.”
The vinyl floor, designed to withstand years of abuse at the feet of Joe’s customers, wasn’t supposed to be ruined in an instant by a rogue brick that shouldn’t have dislodged itself from the ledge of a fake barred window. “If that’s your idea of a joke, Phantom, I’m not amused.”

“What happened?”

At the sound of his voice, Violette dropped the brick, missing her boot by an inch but adding a dent to a third plank. It’s not going to be a productive morning.
“Sorry, Violette, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” Joe entered the mock cell in his police uniform, slowed down by the stab wound he’d sustained to his left thigh while responding to a robbery. “As of noon today, I’m back on full duty. Still can’t run very fast, but it feels good to be useful again.”

A crown of grayish hair and a sharp, navy-blue uniform added a dash of sophistication to his imposing physique. He’d lost his wife last winter, and though he excelled at concealing his feelings, she suspected he hadn’t stopped grieving since the day they laid Adele to rest. Violette wouldn’t mind dating a nice guy like Joe for a change, but such a catch deserved better than to get involved with a woman who possessed a long track record of disastrous relationships.

“I’m happy for you, Joe.” Using his impromptu visit as an excuse to take a break, Violette sat on her toolbox and grabbed a bottle of water. “So you know, I’m blaming your ghost for everything that goes wrong...and the guy who laid the bricks.” In his place, she would have plastered thin decorative bricks under the window, not cemented real ones. “I’m not replacing the damaged planks until he comes back and fixes his sloppy work.”

A frown creased Joe’s forehead. “I’m afraid it won’t happen. The guy is in the wind after breaking the conditions of his probation. Do you know anyone handy with a trowel?”

When the need arose, Violette also leveled surfaces, capped pipes, redid plumbing, removed and adjusted doors, and fixed anything that prevented her from installing flooring. There weren’t many tasks she couldn’t tackle, but there were some she wouldn’t get caught doing even if her life depended on it.

“Well, I’m better with a trowel than your jailbird, not that he set the bar very high.” She hadn’t planned on mixing mortar, but by the same token, to be able to afford a car seat for her vehicle as well as Sophie’s would be awesome. “But it’ll cost you.”

A disconcerting smile curled his well-trimmed mustache. “I trust you not to take too much advantage of my wallet, Violette.”

Her name rolled off his tongue, unsettling her. “Fine. I’ll bill you once I’m done. I should go get some cement now unless you wanted to talk to me about something else?”

“No.” With a sweep of his hand, he encompassed the entire room. “It looks great. If you need anything or run into any problems, send me a text. I’ll be at the station, but I can swing by on a dime.”

~ * ~

Before visiting the hardware store, Violette examined the loose brick then rubbed its side with the tip of her fingers. To her dismay, the mortar disintegrated into a fine dust.

That’s not good. The guy had laid the bricks a week ago, so the mortar should be rock hard.

Wary of the texture but hoping for a fluke accident, she pushed on another brick. It shifted, revealing a fine white powder and adding to her exasperation.

I don’t know what you mixed or what you smoked while mixing it, but this is the crappiest job I’ve ever seen. And she’d seen more botched jobs than she could count.

Less than impressed that she could remove the bricks with her bare hands when she couldn’t pry two Lego bricks apart without a separator, she piled them on the damaged blanks. By the end, only one brick remained, a wobbly one lodged in the corner of the ledge between two studs. A knob had been inserted in the middle hole of the brick, and an electrical wire snaked through the other two holes.

Joe hadn’t mentioned any electrical components to his fake window. Still, before flipping off breakers at random in an attempt to isolate the right wire, she tested its purpose by pressing on the knob. A hum filled the air, then a sudden noise screeched in her ears, bringing her gaze downward.

Underneath the missing ledge, a white panel slid into the wall, revealing a secret passageway.

“Is this how you sneak out of your cell, Phantom?” Spending money to get locked inside a room that she would need to escape within sixty minutes had never appealed to her until now. “Okay, I’ll admit I’m intrigued.”

Joe had hired her to install new flooring in two rooms. Logic dictated her next project was located on the other side of that passageway. Her curiosity piqued, she got down on her hands and knees and crawled through the opening.

The residual smell of fresh paint teased her nostrils as she entered a windowless room bare of furniture.

In front of her, a teal wooden door blended with the walls painted a shade lighter. Under her boots, a greenish-brown threadbare carpet, similar to the one that she’d ripped up before installing the planks in Phantom’s mock cell, stretched unevenly from wall to wall. And above her head, the light from a row of sizzling fluorescent bulbs flickered.

The role that the second room played in Joe’s scenario escaped her, but she couldn’t deny it needed a new floor.

The crackling above her head intensified. As she covered her ears with her hands, the room went black.

“This isn’t funny, Phantom. I have work to do.”

A bright light suddenly washed the room, blinding her. She blinked a few times only to make out a tall silhouette wrapped in a black cloak.

“This is good, Joe.” Impressed by the special effects, Violette approached the shimmering apparition.

Skeletal fingers appeared from underneath the cloak. They pulled the hood back, revealing the bearded face of a man. His ghostly features stirred fleeting memories that she couldn’t quite capture.

“Who are you?” Unsettled by the sharpness of the image, Violette swept her hand across the light. “Are you Phantom? You look—” She felt the ghost’s arm. Stupefied, she recoiled. “You...you can’t be real...”

His eyes flew open, eyes as dark and impenetrable as a starless night. “Be careful, Violette.”

An invisible vise gripped her insides and ripped them apart, silencing her screaming mind.

~ * ~
Many years ago, Joe had turned down a promotion so he could keep patrolling the streets. After telling his wife Adele, he’d feared his colleagues might have to arrest her for murder—his murder.

Adele had hated to see him leave home for his shifts, never knowing if he would come back alive, but to his surprise, she’d accepted his decision without saying the word divorce or any other words for a week. Still, on days like this one, when he bore the weight of tragic news, she’d shared his burden in comforting silence.

The irony wasn’t lost on him. Their marriage had survived the danger of his career but not her cancer. I miss you, Adele, and your stubborn streak.
The news of a grisly discovery had reached his desk before he could adopt a comfortable position in his chair or leaf through his first report of the afternoon. Since he couldn’t in good conscience let a random officer tell Sophie, Joe had left the station shortly after his shift began.

In his patrol car, with the air conditioning set on high, he rehearsed the words he’d spoken too many times. In the end, he knew how he phrased them wouldn’t matter. The news would devastate Sophie. You and your unborn baby deserved better than a guy with a rap sheet.
Adele would have been mortified to learn he’d run an unauthorized criminal check on Sophie’s fiancé, Violette would have been furious, and Sophie would have been—

Come to think of it, Joe had no idea how the young woman would have reacted then, but he knew too well how she would react now. She would need her mother’s unconditional love and support.

He’d tried calling Violette from the station, but she hadn’t returned any of his calls, so he made a detour by Escape Code Six Zero.
Please, Violette, be there. As he turned left into the back alley, Joe spotted her red hatchback near the back entrance. In the sun, the paint matched the color of her hair. Thank you.
The burden of tragic news didn’t lift from his shoulders, but he was grateful he’d caught up with her before she headed home.
His personal feelings wrapped up in a cloak of professional detachment, he parked beside her vehicle and exited his patrol car to brave the province-wide heatwave and Violette’s inevitable distress.

The back door of the building opened without making any sound. Hating the idea of spooking her twice on the same day, he called her name. “Violette, it’s me.”

When she didn’t answer, he proceeded toward the mock cell and shouted louder. “Violette?” Her name echoed in the silent building, brewing an uneasy feeling in his belly.
Driven by a sense of urgency he hadn’t felt in months, Joe rushed down the corridor, gritting his teeth and cursing the wound that prevented him from running faster.
~ * ~
At first sight, it didn’t appear that the woman curled up on the floor of the room next to Phantom’s mock cell had sustained any physical injuries. However, Joe was reluctant to move her until she’d proven him right.
“Violette? It’s me, Joe.” Kneeling beside her, he brushed a strand of fiery hair off her cheek. He’d made a promise, never expecting it might come back to haunt him. “Wake up, Violette.”

She stirred, moaning unintelligible words, and then her eyelids fluttered open. “Joe?”

“Yes, it’s me.” Before making either one of them uncomfortable, he dropped his hand to his side, relinquishing the softness of her skin. “Are you hurt?”

Nervous chuckles shook her body. “I...I don’t think so.” She pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Your ghost...he...he literally scared the wits out of me.”

“My ghost?” Scrambling for a logical explanation, he racked his brain to no avail, though it explained why she didn’t answer her phone. “Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?”

She patted her entire skull with both her hands. “No bumps that I can feel.”

To his relief, the self-examination appeared to calm her jittery nerves.

“I’m fine, Joe, but you may want to tone down the light effect before one of your customers suffer a heart attack.”

Overhead, the fluorescents crackled and flickered. He’d repainted the room last weekend and bought new light fixtures but hadn’t installed them yet. Had he known the strobing would affect Violette, he would have warned her. “I didn’t think you’d start the second room today. I’m sorry. I promise to take care of it tomorrow.”

“No rush. I stumbled on this room after triggering the opening of the secret passageway by accident.” Eyes half-closed, she hugged her knees and clasped her hands together before resting her chin on them. “So you know, I’ll need to redo the ledge from scratch and—” A sudden frown knitted her eyebrows together. “Why are you here? How long was I out?”

“It’s twelve-thirty, give or take a few minutes, so I’m guessing not that long?” A part of him was glad he’d returned while the other part regretted the reason behind it. “I’m bringing news.” Bad news. “An hour ago, the body of a man matching Elliot’s description was found floating in the Rideau Canal.”

A veil fell upon her face, masking her expression. “Elliot is dead?”

“We haven’t positively identified him yet.” As soon as the last word escaped his mouth, he wished he could recall them all. “We found Elliot’s wallet in his pocket, Violette.”

Still, the flicker of false hope that he’d inadvertently given her lit up her eyes and showed no signs of fading. “You know Elliot, Joe. He’s been living in my house for two years. Is it him, or is it someone who stole his wallet?”

According to the officers with whom Joe had spoken, and the pictures they’d showed him, the victim had suffered serious slashing injuries to his hands and face, the kind of injuries often caused by a boat propeller. Whether Elliot was alive or dead when struck by the prop would be determined by the coroner after his autopsy later this week.

“I saw pictures, but I couldn’t tell who he was, or wasn’t, by looking at his face.” Joe would rather not give her any nightmares by showing her the photos, so with any luck, Violette would read between the lines and not ask to see them. “We’ll check his dental records, fingerprints, DNA, and all that stuff, but it may take a while. In the meantime, would you know if he had any discernable marks like scars or tattoos?”

Though Elliot’s juvenile record was sealed, his adult police record listed his weight and height but made no mention of any identifiable marks. It also dated back six years. Lots of things could change in six years, like cleaning up his act—or getting inked.

Violette’s shoulders rose and fell with every deep breath. Though he couldn’t read her mind, he could sense her emotions bubbling below the surface, ready to burst.

“I don’t recall any special markings. You...you may want to ask Sophie. She’ll...” Her voice cracked. “She’ll be devastated, Joe. I can’t say Elliot was my first choice for a son-in-law, but he wasn’t a bad guy. He doted on Sophie, and he was the father of my grandson. I...I realize you can’t share any details surrounding his death yet, but whatever happened, he didn’t deserve to end up in the canal. Elliot hated water with a passion ever since—” She froze with her mouth slightly open, and her demeanor changed. “You mentioned pictures. Do you have any of his feet?”

“Feet?” Joe doubted he’d be able to identify his own feet if they got separated from his body, but coroners liked feet and toes. Big toes were useful to attach the identification tags. “Not sure. Why?”

“Last summer, Elliot stepped on a crab, and it pinched his pinky toe. It was a small cut to which he paid no attention whatsoever. Typical man.” Her obvious exasperation tickled his funny bone, but he managed to silence it. “Anyway, it got worse, and by the time Sophie convinced him to go to the hospital, the doctor had to amputate his pinky toe.”

“Elliot is missing a toe?” And he still mows your lawn in sandals? While Joe had noticed Elliot’s questionable mowing footwear, he’d never counted his toes. Why am I not surprised?
“I’m serious, Joe. Before we tell Sophie that you found her fiancé’s wallet in the pocket of a dead man, someone needs to count his toes.”
Chapter Two

After a night spent tossing and turning, Violette was relieved to drive to Escape Code Six Zero. Too much thinking and reminiscing had chipped at her emotional wall, a wall under assault since Elliot left. She parked near the back entrance beside a squad car.

Someone had unlocked the back door and deactivated the alarm.

As soon as she entered the premises, she called out, “Joe, are you in?” An eerie silence permeated the hallway, making the hair on her neck stand up. It took a few seconds to pinpoint the cause of her discomfort. The air conditioning wasn’t humming. “This can’t be good.” With another record-high temperature forecast for today, it wouldn’t take long for the heat to seep in and turn the building into an oven—and she hated working in an oven. “I may not achieve—”

“Violette, is that you?” Joe’s voice reverberated into the hallway. “I’m in the room next to the haunted cell. The door is open.”
Unsure why he’d come, she entered the room where she’d seen the ghost—a place plunged in semidarkness despite the light emanating from the hallway. “What are you doing here?”

Joe stood at the top of a stepladder with a flashlight in his hand. “I could ask you the same question. How’s Sophie? Shouldn’t you stay home with her?”

“Well, after you and I talked to her yesterday, her boss called.” Her daughter worked as a legal assistant for a zealous immigration lawyer who routinely misplaced his clients’ files. Violette harbored mixed feelings about his qualifications, but he appeared to have built a solid reputation, and he paid Sophie well. “He was desperate for her to come back, so she left for work at seven this morning.”

As her eyes grew accustomed to the light, details in the room emerged. The new spotlights Joe had installed in place of the fluorescents looked great.
“He didn’t threaten to fire her, did he?” In his police uniform, he stared at her with a guarded expression accentuated by the beam of his flashlight.

“Not that I know of.” Had Sophie mentioned being a victim of unfair treatment, Violette would have encouraged her to file a complaint. “For some strange reason, she was convinced Elliot had abandoned her and the baby, but then you showed her his wallet. It brought her some comfort that he might not have left her willingly or that something might have prevented him from coming home.” Violette had shared breakfast with Sophie this morning. Not only had her daughter eaten a full bowl of oatmeal, her first real meal since Elliot’s disappearance a week earlier, but her eyes hadn’t been red, swollen, or teary. “You gave her hope that you may find Elliot too.”

“Hope is good, and I’m glad we ruled out Elliot right away by counting the victim’s toes.” He pointed toward the door. “Since you’re here, would you mind turning on all the breakers? The electrical panel is beside the counter in the lobby. I think I may have switched the air conditioning off by mistake.”

“Give me a sec.” She walked into the lobby, where the door of the electrical panel stood open. As soon as she flicked the breakers on, the air conditioning hummed, drowning out Joe’s victory cry.

Eager to see what got him this excited, she rushed back to the room, pausing in the doorway. A dozen spotlights, all tilted in different directions, shone beams across the room. “Are they supposed to mimic searchlights?”

“Yes, they are.” Enveloped in an air of satisfaction, he descended the ladder. “After escaping the cell through the tunnel, you end up in this courtyard room, which you also need to escape in order to win. I could program the lights to swivel, so it looks more realistic, but I don’t want to make anyone dizzy.” He swung the ladder over his right shoulder. “I think I’ll paint barbed wire fences on every wall. What do you think?”

A part of her still couldn’t believe she’d fainted after encountering the ghost. “I like the idea of being surrounded by fences, but aren’t you afraid the lights will distort the image of your ghost? Unless he’s supposed to appear in the cell and not the courtya—”
Joe’s eyebrows shot up to his receding hairline, making her swallow back the end of a sentence that she wished she hadn’t uttered.
“Sorry, Joe. I wasn’t pouring cold water on your visual effects. They’re stunning. Your ghost felt so real.”

His expression hardened. “What ghost?”

~ * ~

Seated behind his desk at the station, Joe berated himself for not taking Violette seriously when she told him a ghost had scared the living daylights out of her.

After assuming that the pulsing light in the fluorescent tubes had caused her to faint, he’d gotten up at dawn and come to replace them with the spotlights before his shift started. Though he’d discovered his grim share of wounded or dead victims, finding Violette on the floor unconscious had struck a chord that he thought had snapped the day Adele died.
He hadn’t expected Violette to show up at the escape room until later today or tomorrow. Still he was thankful she did, or else he might not have learned about the intruder until something more sinister happened. Someone had scared Violette yesterday, and he wanted to know who, so he’d convinced her to accompany him to the police station where he’d set her up with Gengi, their best sketch artist.

Two desks away, Violette stared at a computer screen while Gengi attempted to give a face to her ghost.
While Joe could think of a couple of unlawful ways to sneak into his escape rooms, he couldn’t come up with a single reason as to why an intruder would masquerade as a ghost. Perps broke into buildings to steal money or valuables. Before leaving, Joe had checked. The small float that he kept in the till behind the lobby counter wasn’t missing a dime. The only valuable assets were the props in the rooms, and though they would be expensive to replace, they wouldn’t fetch much money on the black market. Whatever the reason, Violette hadn’t deserved to be frightened.

His gaze focused on the two women as he eavesdropped on their discussion, which had moved from the ghost’s beard to his eyes.

Violette cupped her chin with both hands. “They were dark and they looked kind of familiar.”

Kind of familiar? The lack of descriptive elements elicited a chuckle that Joe muffled behind a timely cough.

To her credit, Gengi didn’t bat an eye. “Familiar, how? Can you think of someone with similar eyes?”

Though he couldn’t see the computer screen, Joe imagined Gengi strolling through one of her catalogues with a series of eyes gazing back at them.

“It’s...it’s like a vague memory floating at the back of my mind. I can almost see it, but I can’t.” Her frustration, which Violette had kept at bay during the ride to the station, rose to the surface. “I thought I was seeing Phantom, but then he spoke, and his voice...his voice scared me. He knew my name. He called me Violette.”

He did what? With his mind spinning new scenarios, Joe marched to the women’s desk. “Gengi, why don’t you take a ten-minute break while I show Violette a picture of Phantom.”

“Sure.” The artist bolted to her feet. “I’ll go grab a snack.”

Violette rolled her eyes at him like Adele used to do when he failed to notice something obvious. “Why didn’t you show me his picture first before I wasted an hour of that poor girl’s precious time?”

Because your brush with tragedy rattled me. Because Adele may have been right about you. Because I made a promise under duress. Because—

“I must be slipping. That’s what happens when an officer is off-duty for too long.” For everyone’s sake, he needed to get his mind back in the game. “Please, come sit at my desk.”

He borrowed a padded chair from another desk, then after she made herself comfortable, he pulled out Phantom’s paper file from his drawer and opened it in front of her.

A gasp escaped her lips as she picked up his mugshot. “That’s him, Joe. Phantom is my ghost.” Her face reflected a mixture of fear and confusion. “How...how is that possible?”

It isn’t. “I overheard you tell Gengi that he called you by your name.” Had she shared that vital detail sooner, he might have proceeded differently. “That suggests he knows you, Violette. Did you recognize his voice?”

~ * ~

The answer to Joe’s question had haunted Violette since yesterday.
In the moment, the ghost had sounded so much like him. Like she remembered him.

“His voice was like an eerie echo, both familiar and strange.” She’d experienced some weird feelings of déjà vu in her life but never this intense. “I don’t know who he was or what kind of trick he played on me, but he overwhelmed my senses, and that knocked me out.”

Reluctant to muddy the water by sharing details she deemed irrelevant, she cast her gaze on the police file. Phantom was arrested twenty-nine years ago at the age of twenty-three. The man who had scared her had looked a decade or two older.

Curious to learn more about Phantom, she tapped on his mugshot. “Beards often make men look older, but not in his case. Was Phantom his real name?” Another disturbing thought crossed her mind. “How would my ghost know what Phantom looked like? And who would know Haunted Jail Cell is based on his legend?”

Joe’s chair creaked, prompting her attention toward him.

Leaning back, he gazed at the ceiling, a suspended ceiling with many holes in the tile directly above his head. “We were never able to determine his real name. His fingerprints weren’t in any databases, and back then, DNA testing was in its infancy. In my opinion, we didn’t have much that linked him to the crime, but I was a rookie, so there might have been evidence I wasn’t privy to. In any case, Phantom confessed the night we booked him. His arrest, conviction, sentence, and death a few months later never made the news. The only photo we have of him is this mugshot, which wouldn’t be readily available to the public. And the only person who knows that he’s the inspiration behind my new escape room is you.”

Justice had been swift. No wonder she’d never heard of Phantom, but then not many people would have either. Baffled by the implications, Violette sank in her chair. “I didn’t dream him, Joe. Or at least I don’t think I did. Are you telling me it’s a coincidence he resembles Phantom?”

“Well, as leery as I am of coincidences, I’m sometimes hard-pressed to find a better explanation.” He pinched the tip of his mustache, stretching it upward toward his cheek. “Some perps manage to evade capture with a new haircut, a box of hair dye, or a beard. Without the beard, the resemblance between them might not be as striking.”

“But they would still share some resemblance, right?” In her mind, she tried picturing her ghost without facial hair but failed miserably. “Could Gengi take Phantom’s mugshot and shave his face? If he looks somewhat familiar, there might be a chance I could recognize my ghost through him.”
Immobile in his chair, Joe stared at her in silence. Then as the seconds ticked by, his expression grew more enigmatic, confusing her further. After what felt like an eternity, he gestured for someone to join them.

Violette looked over her shoulder and the fear of having overstepped her bounds evaporated.

A smiling Gengi stopped by her chair. “Ready to give it another shot, Mrs. Hubert?”

“Not yet, Gengi.” Joe handed Phantom’s mugshot to the sketch artist. “Our intruder resembles this guy. It may help jog both of our memories if we could see what he looks like without a beard.”

“Beards are always tricky, Officer Kearn, but his isn’t too thick. I’ll try my best.” The younger woman, who appeared to be the same age as Sophie, accepted the mugshot, then walked away.
Relieved that he said we could see, and not just she, Violette relaxed. “While we wait, could you tell me more about Phantom?” The short version that he’d fed her at lunch a few weeks earlier hadn’t satisfied her appetite. Despite not believing in ghosts, she found the concept fascinating. “You said he died in his cell. Was he killed? Was it why he haunted the prison, to scare his murderer, and why the prison closed?”
“Well, the unexpected closure of the Ottawa Royal Penitentiary in the middle of winter, less than two months after Phantom’s death, was officially attributed to a faulty heating system. I don’t doubt the facility’s heating woes played a role, but one could debate its timing. As you can imagine, the death of an inmate is always a PR nightmare for a warden, but Phantom’s death, to make matters worse, belongs in the gruesome category.” Joe spoke in a low voice with his fingers drumming on the armrest of his chair. “In the middle of the night, a fire engulfed his cell. By the time it was put out, Phantom had burned beyond recognition.”

Shivers ran down Violette’s spine, sending chills throughout her body. “How did the fire start? How did it spread so rapidly that the guards couldn’t get to him before it was too late?”

“No one knows for sure how it started, but you have to remember that smoking inside wasn’t illegal thirty years ago. Many inmates lit up in bed.” He muttered something about still smoking under his breath, but then he pointed at the ceiling where a black sprinkler stood out like a sore thumb. “The prison dated back to 1889. There were no sprinklers, and many of the newly installed smoke detectors weren’t wired properly, including the one in Phantom’s cell. It probably didn’t help the rescue effort that he was locked in the last cell, at the end of the last corridor, on the top floor. In the end, the investigation concluded Phantom had set his mattress on fire, either by accident or on purpose, and ruled out foul play. Between you and me, it’s remarkable that no one else was killed, though it was reported that some inmates and guards suffered from smoke inhalation.”

The exact nature of Phantom’s crime still eluded her but his guilty conscience had to have tortured him if he sought to end his life in such a fiery way, unless he’d intended to take advantage of the blaze to escape. Still, it bothered Violette that he was burned beyond recognition, and yet no other casualties occurred.

Approaching footsteps interrupted her musings. She forced her mind on the sketch artist who had returned with a folder.
Gengi handed it to Joe. “I gave you a beardless picture of your guy at twenty-three, then I aged him by ten, twenty, thirty, and forty years.”

He waved with the folder. “Thanks.”
Eager to glimpse a beardless Phantom, Violette leaned toward his desk as Joe laid down the pictures starting with the oldest version. Under her eyes, the man with grayish hair and a receding hairline morphed into a younger version of himself. As the hair darkened and grew back, and the wrinkles on his face disappeared, an invisible hand gripped her windpipe, crushing it further with every picture.

Ice coursed through her veins, and time slowed. Her gaze fixed on Phantom’s youngest self, a roguish man with dark blue eyes piercing her soul. Violette gripped the edge of Joe’s desk to stop her hands from shaking.
Joe cupped one of her hands, grounding her to the present. “Do you know him?”

“Yes...no...” Swallowing hard, she sought memories buried deep inside her mind. As they resurfaced, the turmoil raging within her abated. It does resemble him, but it can’t be him. He didn’t even know my real name.
“Violette?” With his thumb, Joe caressed her skin, eliciting forgotten sensations. “Are you all right?”
~ * ~
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