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Monday, 8
th
 March 

 

It was a book.  
A leather-bound volume, dried and cracked with age. 

Sensing that he was about to lose his balance, Franck 

abandoned his crouching position, setting both knees down on 

the road surface. With his free hand he reached out for his 
briefcase, retrieved an evidence bag and smoothed it out on the 

ground as best he could. This gave him somewhere to deposit 

the layers of thin, delicate cloth from which he had just 
unwound the book. 

With the tip of a gloved finger he eased open the front 

cover. As it moved a sheet of stiff marbled endpaper followed 
its example, revealing the first of the printed pages. Mottled 

and slightly discoloured, they almost had the texture of cloth 

and required a slight effort to turn. No paperback this, its ink 

already fading on anaemic sheets of wood pulp. 
The title page indicated that he held the first volume of The 

Tales of Madame de Villeneuve, printed in La Haye and sold in 

Paris by a certain Mérigot, whose boutique was to be found on 
the quai des Augustins. But probably not any more, since the 

bottom of the page was stamped with the roman numerals 

MDCCLXV. Assuming he held an original copy, the book had 
made it through two hundred and fifty years with no more than 

a little cosmetic damage. It was a survivor. 

Which was more than could be said for the woman who had 

been carrying it.  
“Stained?” asked Georges Sternberg, who had come up 

behind him and was looking at the small pile of cloth Franck 

had laid to one side. 
Franck nodded. He had freed the book from what appeared 

to be a shawl made of semi-transparent fabric bearing a 

complex pattern of stitched velvet in multiple hues of red and 

violet. The colour scheme harmonised well with the blood it 
had absorbed.  

“Clutched it instinctively against the wound,” observed 

Sternberg.  
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“This was inside it,” said Franck, nodding at the book on 

the palm of his hand.  

“Blood on it too?” 
“No, not that I’ve noticed.” 

“Leather cover?” 

“Yes.” 

Franck closed the book and passed it to Sternberg, who held 
it up in the air, studying it from every angle. 

“Looks like it’s from the eighteenth century,” said Franck. 

“And this you know how? Because the leather’s in the same 
condition as your briefcase?” 

Franck did not rise to the challenge. If anything, the book’s 

cover was in slightly better condition than his trusty briefcase. 
“Date on the title page. 1765. If it’s true, it must mean it’s 

worth quite a bit.” 

“What’s it about?” 

“No idea. Just says it’s a collection of tales.” 
“Let’s have a look.” 

Sternberg carefully opened the book about a third of the 

way in. He began to read. 
“He did not know it, but his steps were guided by fortune. 

He emerged from the snow and found himself in an avenue 

leading to a wondrous castle. Gigantic orange trees, filled with 
fruit and flowers, stood in disciplined ranks along his path. A 

multitude of life-sized statues, placed with no thought for order 

or symmetry, were strewn before him. Carved from no stone he 

could recognise, they represented warriors frozen in strange 
postures.” 

“Tales of the fairy kind by the sounds of it,” observed 

Franck. “Disney without the saccharine sweetness.” 
Sternberg closed the book just as delicately as he had 

opened it. 

“Think she died protecting it?” 

“I doubt it. The killer left it behind, after all.” 
Franck turned back to the victim. 

Given the angle at which she lay, he could only see half her 

face, but it was enough to appreciate its striking geometry. She 
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possessed a sharp chin, a streamlined jaw, raised cheekbones, 

and a knife-edged nose. She kept her hair short, refusing to 

soften her features, and she knew how to use her make-up to 
reinforce her commanding appearance. This was a woman who 

had never gone unnoticed, although her beauty was of the 

defiant kind, a citadel not to be stormed by the faint of heart. 

He wished he had seen her alive, before the pallor of death 
had turned her fine lines into something fragile rather than 

fierce. 

She had been stabbed in the chest. A single blow, one deep 
enough to stop her in her tracks and empty her of much of her 

blood. Not the kind of thing this neighbourhood was 

accustomed to.  
They were on rue Murillo, right next to the Monceau park, 

the most aristocratic of the city’s green spaces and anchor to 

some of its most expensive real estate. A place famed for many 

things, but not its low life. Little wonder the eighth 
arrondissement commissariat was much sought after as one of 

the cosier police postings in the capital. 

“A local?” 
“Look at the way she’s dressed, Franck. You, of all people, 

ought to have developed an eye for this sort of thing.” 

He had, having spotted her red-soled heels straight away. 
They looked expensive enough – and had been worn 

sufficiently infrequently, their surface pristine – to be genuine 

Louboutins. Her dress – a delicate pink shade, cinched at the 

waist, cut just above the knee – looked custom-made. Either 
that, or she had searched the city over for an off-the-peg model 

manufactured precisely to her dimensions.  

The coat she had thrown over it showed less character. As it 
had been left open, despite the chill of the night, little blood 

was to be seen on the unassuming beige cloth from which it 

had been cut. Very unassuming. 

“You want me to bag and log those?” Franck asked, 
indicating the shawl and the book. 

“And find myself trying to unscramble your handwriting in 

a week’s time? No thanks. It’s time for you to get out of the 
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way and let the professionals get on with the job.”  

Franck stepped away from the corpse, tugging out his 

phone, wondering whom he could call. It was far too early for 
Sonia – unless she was only just emerging from a night club 

somewhere in the city. Sylvie was a better bet – she would 

probably already be at work in La Défense. He called her 

mobile, not wishing to navigate the resolutely polite but 
uncompromising assistants who stood guard over her office 

number. 

She answered on the first ring. 
“Sylvie, it’s Franck.” 

“Phones are smart these days, Franck. Tell me something I 

don’t know.” 
“I’ve got a quick question.” 

“You’ve got ten seconds.” 

“I’m wearing a light pink dress with a pair of Louboutins...” 

“Lucky you. Notice how I’m not surprised?” 
He ignored her interruption and forged ahead. “Would I 

choose a beige coat?” 

“I doubt it. What colour’s your handbag?” 
What colour indeed?  

“Thanks Sylvie,” he said. “I owe you.” 

“Like I said, tell me something I don’t know.” 
She hung up.  

Franck turned back to Sternberg. 

“Seen a handbag?” asked Franck. 

Sternberg shook his head. 
“She threw on the first coat to hand,” said Franck. “She was 

in a hurry. Didn’t bother about how it looked. Didn’t bother 

with her handbag either.” 
“Maybe the killer took the handbag, but not the book.” 

“If she’d had a bag, wouldn’t she have put the book in it?” 

“Not enough room?” 

“Look at the size of it,” said Franck. The book was about 
sixteen centimetres tall and twelve wide. “Handbags are big 

these days – you could get that into one no problem.” 

“OK,” said Sternberg, “let’s say she didn’t have a bag. No 
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bag means no keys. Wherever she left, she couldn’t get back in. 

An overnight guest, maybe?” 

“Even a guest has to have a place of her own and the keys to 
it.”  

“Unless she’d left them somewhere else. Dropped off here, 

supposed to be picked up a few hours later? No personal items 

to be carried on a job – house policy?”  
Franck glanced at the victim. Professionals were rarely out 

of their twenties. She was in her early thirties. But she was 

seriously upmarket – too convincingly to be faking it. 
“I don’t think so. My money’s on her being a local who for 

some reason rushed out of her apartment and onto a knife 

blade. Once we start the door-to-door, we’ll soon find out.” 
He scanned the street around them. Aside from two police 

cars, Sternberg’s van, two technicians scrambling about on the 

roadway, and a huddle of uniforms feigning to ignore the 

corpse, there was little sign of life.  
It was ten to six in the morning. The crime, whenever it had 

been committed, had failed to catch the neighbourhood’s 

attention. If the victim had screamed, it had not been for long. 
If anyone had heard a death cry, they had probably stirred 

uneasily, heard no ensuing noise, and surrendered once more to 

slumber, avid of another few hours of rest before their day 
began. 

Franck raised a hand and motioned over a young lieutenant 

who had been sent with a squad of men from the eighth 

arrondissement commissariat. 
“Can we start canvassing?”  

The lieutenant’s head bobbed slightly from side to side and 

his face tightened into an uneasy grimace. Franck had the 
advantage of rank. More than that, he was from the Brigade 

Criminelle, a squad to which many aspired but few were called. 

Nonetheless, the lieutenant knew his own hierarchy. This was 

an area of the city where the locals were not policed – they 
were watched over with care and attention. 

“You don’t think it’s a bit early, captain? We don’t want to 

be waking people up.” 



6 

 

“They’ll forgive us. We’re not doing it for fun.” 

“All the same...” 

“Tell your men to come over and take a photo of the 
victim’s face with their phones. It’s clean enough, and that way 

they’ll have something to show. I want to know if she was 

from around here.” 

“You sure that’s a good idea, captain? Dragging folk out of 
their beds to shove a picture of a dead woman under their 

nose?” 

“If you’ve got a better idea, lieutenant, I’d love to hear it. 
Like you said, we’ve got a dead woman here. A dead woman 

with no means of identification. Until we know who she was, 

we’ll be no closer to knowing who killed her. If I lived around 
here, I’d be quite keen on seeing the rapid arrest of whoever 

was stabbing women in my neighbourhood. I’d think it’d be 

worth losing a little sleep for.” 

“I still think things’ll go smoother if we wait an hour or 
two.”  

Franck sighed. The lieutenant’s persistence suggested he 

had very clear orders not to disturb the locals more than 
absolutely necessary. 

“If we do, can you have more men by then?” 

“Definitely.”  
“OK,” conceded Franck. “But if anyone comes out any of 

these buildings” – he gestured up and down the street – “you 

stop them and question them straight away.” 

“Of course.” 
The lieutenant walked away. He rejoined his men and 

dispatched half of them to the other end of the street.  

Franck sought out Sternberg, who was fussing about in the 
back of his crime scene van. 

“How long before the body can be moved?” asked Franck. 

“We’ll be finished in an hour maximum,” said Sternberg. 

“But I doubt you’ll see the medical examiner that quickly. He’s 
probably still dawdling over a coffee and a croissant.”  

Franck had not shown such foresight.  

He had been woken at half four. A taxi driver, cruising for 
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custom after a drop-off a few streets over, had found the body. 

The call should have gone to one of the Brigade Criminelle’s 

night squads, who might have been nearing the end of their 
shift but were still technically on duty. Instead, it had made its 

way to him. On temporary assignment to the Brigade – little 

matter that he had now been there three years – he was first in 

line to be robbed of sleep. 
He had left his apartment with nothing in his stomach. He 

could live without a croissant, but not much longer without 

some coffee. 
“Don’t feel you have to wait for him,” continued Sternberg. 

“I’ll do it. It’ll give us a chance to go over the scene again, see 

if we missed something.” 
“It’s a wonder anyone stays in your team,” observed 

Franck. But – as he had noted over the past few years as he and 

Sternberg had grown into something more than colleagues – 

they did, until they were dragged up and away by promotion. 
Sternberg was a one-man finishing school for the police 

scientifique. “I’m going to find a café. I’ll be back in fifteen 

minutes, OK?” 
Sternberg reached into his van and held up the sealed 

evidence bag containing the book found in the victim’s hands. 

“Need something to read while you’re there?” 
“No thanks,” said Franck, “I’m not a big fan of fairy tales.” 

 

 

* 
 

“We got nothing.” 

“Nothing?” 
The lieutenant shrugged. Franck was not impressed. 

“A woman is murdered in the middle of a street – right in 

the middle, not on the pavement, or behind a parked car, but in 

the middle of the road – and nobody saw or heard anything?” 
“It was the middle of the night,” the lieutenant pointed out. 

“What, do they shut down the street lights at two in the 

morning around here?” 
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“Everyone was sleeping.” 

“What about the embassy?” Singapore’s embassy stood a 

third of the way down rue Murillo. 
The lieutenant looked perplexed. “It’s an embassy,” he 

pointed out. “They don’t open till nine thirty. And in any 

case...” 

“In any case, what?” 
“It’s an embassy,” he repeated weakly, clearly unsure how 

to deal with someone who seemed so unaware of the tact and 

delicacy required by the sovereign presence of another nation 
on the soil of the Republic. 

“Embassies play it safe,” stated Franck. “They have 

cameras everywhere. Go and pay them a ceremonial visit. Get 
your hands on their recordings for last night. While you’re at it, 

you might as well do the same with the Algerians on rue de 

Lisbonne.”  

“That’s the next street over. It’s outside the...” Bothering 
the Algerians was apparently even less conceivable than calling 

on the Singaporeans. His voice tailed off as he caught Franck’s 

hard stare. 
“They’ve been independent longer than either of us has 

been alive,” Franck pointed out. “You don’t need to tiptoe 

around them. Ask to see what they have. You can be as polite 
about it as you want.” 

The lieutenant nodded mutely. 

“If nobody saw the attack, did anyone recognise the 

victim?” Franck continued.  
“No. Like I said, we got nothing.” 

“Not a local, then,” mused Franck. “Still, go back this 

afternoon, check those you missed first time round, just to 
make sure.” 

A frown flitted across the lieutenant’s brow. 

“You kept a list?” 

“We tried every door, both sides of the street. We even did 
some of rue Rembrandt.” Rembrandt cut perpendicularly 

across rue Murillo at its mid-point. Seventeenth century artists 

were thick on the ground in the neighbourhood: Ruysdael and 
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Van Dyke could also be found within strolling distance. 

He had not answered the question, which meant they had 

not drawn up a list of those they had and had not been able to 
question. Whatever a career in the eighth arrondissement might 

do for a policeman’s social skills, it clearly did little for his 

grasp of investigative procedure. But Franck knew better than 

to kick up a fuss. If he alienated the commissariat this early on, 
he would be lucky to get any help at all over the days ahead. 

“Try to do a second sweep if you can. I’ll get Sternberg to 

send you a bunch of photos of her face. A bigger image might 
do the trick.”  

“Good idea,” said the lieutenant, reacting with relief to the 

change in Franck’s tone. “It’s true, we didn’t have any good 
photos.” 

He took out his smartphone, flicked his thumb across its 

screen in a few quick movements, and held it up horizontally. 

The photo he had taken of the victim’s face was over-exposed 
and poorly angled. It caught neither her beauty nor her 

character. It looked like a photo from the morgue, harsh and 

lifeless. Even Franck had difficulty recognising her. 
“I’ll have Sternberg send some over,” he repeated. 

A new head popped into the doorway. 

“The taxi driver’s here,” it said. 
“Who?” asked Franck. 

“The taxi driver who found the body,” explained the 

lieutenant. “He called it in but carried on with his shift. Said 

he’d come by when he knocked off.” 
“Send him through,” said Franck. 

The lieutenant went off to find him, leaving Franck in the 

room he had been lent, one of the commissariat’s meeting 
rooms. It was far too big to receive a witness in. He tugged a 

small rectangular table from where it had been slotted against 

others to form a U-shape running round three sides of the 

room. He jammed it into a corner, adding two chairs. That way 
he and the taxi driver would have nothing to look at other than 

blank walls and each other. 

When the driver was brought in, his expression wary, 
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Franck thanked the lieutenant, sent him on his way, and closed 

the door behind him. By the time he had turned back the 

driver’s hand was out, tendering his passport. Franck thanked 
him, took it and invited him to sit down. As he sat across from 

him he opened the passport at the photo page. 

“Naguy Istvan,” he read.  

“Hungarian,” said the driver, reaching out to tap the 
passport’s cover. “Like President.”  

The passport had been issued in Budapest two years 

previously, at the very moment when restrictions on living and 
working in France had been lifted for Hungarians and most of 

the other ex-communist countries which had joined the 

European Union. Had the driver come from further afield, he 
would have been illegal and would never have reported finding 

the body. Dealing with his accent was a small price to pay for 

his presence. Franck did not bother pointing out that it was 

actually Sarkozy’s father who was Hungarian. The President 
himself was born in the seventeenth arrondissement, not that 

far from where they sat. 

“Thank you for coming in, monsieur Istvan. I have a few 
questions about this morning – about what happened before 

you called the police. OK?” 

A nod. 
“And do tell me if I’m not being clear, or I’m speaking too 

fast, OK?” 

Another nod. It would be a short interview if things 

continued this way.  
“Can you tell me what happened?” 

A nod.  

Franck reminded himself to make allowances for the fact 
that he was dealing with a man who had been up all night 

patrolling the streets, his peripheral vision working overtime as 

he sought not to miss the raised hands or questing eyes that 

revealed a potential fare. 
“When did you first see the body in the road?” If this 

elicited a nod, it was all over.  

“This morning.”  
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Not much of a start. But a start all the same. 

“OK.” Franck consulted a sheet of paper. Aside from the 

oral report of the useless door-to-door, it was the only piece of 
information the commissariat had yet been able to give him. It 

contained the official record of the call that morning. “You 

called the police at four minutes to four. Did you do that as 

soon as you spotted the body?” 
“Yes.” A pause. “No.” Another pause. “I check first. To see 

if OK.” 

“You stopped your taxi and got out?” 
“Yes.” 

“You went over to the body?” 

“Yes.”  
“Did you touch her?” 

It was not meant as an accusation, but he should have tried a 

more dispassionate tone. 

“No.” The reply was instantaneous, and he could read the 
alarm in Istvan’s eyes. A pause followed. An anxious pause. A 

tussle with the truth. “Well, a little. To see if she is OK. Her 

arm. I touch her arm. Squeeze it. Then face. Hand on mouth. 
See if she is breathing. But is all.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” said Franck, reaching out to pat the 

driver’s upper arm. “You did the right thing.” The taxi driver 
shivered and shook his head. Not in disagreement, but as a 

means to shake something off – the memory of encountering 

cold skin, perhaps. “Was she breathing? Did she move?” 

“No. No movement. On side. Curved.” He hunched 
forward, as the victim had, curling herself around the book she 

had been carrying. “No air. Much blood on body, on road. 

Dead.” 
“And that’s when you called the police?” 

“Yes.” 

“And then you drove off?” 

“Yes.” A little ashamed. 
“You rent your taxi?” 

A nod. 

It made sense. Having paid up-front for the night, he would 
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not have been reimbursed for time spent helping police with 

their enquiries. So he had carried on with his shift. Franck was 

just grateful he had chosen to come in as soon as he had 
clocked off. 

“Before you found her, what had you done? Just dropped 

off a fare?” 

 “Yes.” 
“Where?” 

“75 rue de Monceau. A couple.” 

“Where did you pick them up?” 
“Rue Boissy d’Anglas.” 

At the other end of the eighth arrondissement, just round the 

corner from place de la Concorde. Nighthawks coming back 
from one of the luxury hotels or upmarket bars down that way. 

“The man, tall, suit. The girl, younger, pretty. Dress short.” 

“That’s OK,” said Franck, saving him the effort, “I don’t 

need to know about them. Number 75 is where? Half way 
down rue de Monceau?” 

“Yes. After junction with Malesherbes. I go down 

Monceau. Up Ruysdael. Down Murillo.” 
Little wonder he had not had the time to improve his French 

– he had been too busy memorising the names of the capital’s 

streets. 
“See anything on your way from rue de Monceau?” 

“No. No people.” 

“No cars or bikes moving past you, heading away?” 

“Monceau. Ruysdael. Murillo. All one-way.”  
“And nobody on Murillo when you stopped to check the 

body?” 

“No. But cars parked all along street.” The taxi driver 
shrugged. “Maybe hiding behind car?” 

“Maybe,” conceded Franck. “What about the buildings near 

the body. Any lit windows? Figures looking down?” 

“Can’t say. Don’t stay. Don’t look around. Maybe 
dangerous. Back in car. Call police. Go.” 

Franck nodded. A woman in a pool of her own blood. Not a 

very reassuring sight. Franck handed Istvan’s passport back to 
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him. 

“Can we have your fingerprints? It’s just because you 

touched the victim. That way we’ll know not to follow up any 
traces you might have left.” 

“OK.” 

Not the slightest hesitation or hint of protest. A model 

citizen.  
Or maybe he was just eager to get away. 

 

* 
 

“Five minutes!” 

Franck nodded and went through the door. 
“Good afternoon, Franck.” Yves de Chaumont was on his 

feet, his coat folded over his arm. “How long did she give 

you?” 

“Three hundred seconds.” 
“Might as well spend them sitting down,” remarked Yves, 

gesturing towards the chair on the visitor’s side of the desk in 

his small but orderly office. “Particularly as you don’t look 
your best. Up early this morning, or not enough coffee?” 

“Both,” admitted Franck, without moving towards the seat. 

“I could walk with you. You going far?” 
“Place Vendôme.” 

Home to the Ministry of Justice. 

“The minister herself?” 

“No. It’s some time since I had a chat with the minister 
herself,” said Yves. “I’m just part of a group of juges 

d’instruction – the greybeards, judging by the list – invited 

over to discuss the government’s latest ideas for clipping our 
wings.” 

“Sounds like fun.” 

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be very civilised. You’re always well 

received at the Hôtel Bourvallais, even if what you hear 
sometimes proves a little disagreeable.” 

“I’ll walk you outside,” offered Franck. “That way I’ll 

squeeze in a few extra seconds.”  
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They moved into the antechamber where madame Alba 

stood guard over the juge’s office. 

“Is this young man hounding you?” she demanded, 
indicating Franck with an accusatory finger. 

“Let’s say he’s helping an old man down several steep 

flights of stairs,” said Yves. 

Which is what they soon faced. They took them briskly, 
side-by-side, with Yves nodding at those whose paths they 

crossed. 

“I take it something’s come up?” 
“I was called out this morning. A homicide. Rue Murillo in 

the eighth.” 

“Next to the Monceau park?” 
“A stone’s throw – if you can toss one up and over a seven-

storey building.” 

“That’s unusual,” commented the juge. “We don’t get a lot 

of murders there. Who was she?” 
“I don’t know.” 

“No ID?” 

“Nothing. A woman in her early thirties stabbed once in the 
chest and left to die. No handbag, no papers, nothing from the 

initial street canvas.” 

“Any distinguishing characteristics?” 
“Shoes that cost seven or eight hundred euros. What looks 

like a haute couture dress.” 

“Sounds like a local.” 

“That’s what I thought, but for the moment we can’t pin her 
down.” 

“Try tracing the dress.” 

“I will. There’s something else.” 
“Yes?” 

They stepped out of the building’s exit and stopped, moving 

to one side so as not to interfere with the constant flow of 

people moving in and out. 
“She was carrying a book printed in the eighteenth century.” 

“Early or late?” 

“Sorry?” 
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“Early or late? You can buy a pamphlet from the 1790s for 

under a hundred euros, but works printed in the first half of the 

century are a lot fewer and far between.” 
“1765,” said Franck. 

“The year the Dauphin died.” 

Franck looked at Yves quizzically. 

“Louis de France, Louis XV’s son, died that year. By dying 
before his fortieth birthday, he opened the throne to a 

generation of brother-kings – Louis XVI, Louis XVIII and 

Charles X.” 
“What happened to Louis XVII?” 

“Died in the Temple during the Revolution. He was never 

crowned. Didn’t they teach you these things in school?” 
Yves’ family – which could be traced without difficulty 

back to the fifteenth century – had spent the Revolution abroad, 

sheltering on the far side of the Rhine while the guillotine was 

doing its bloodthirsty work. Although sworn enemies of the 
first Republic, they had loyally served its successive 

reincarnations up and to the present day. But, as with most 

surviving aristocratic families, each generation of the de 
Chaumonts had been brought up on first-name terms with 

history. Franck at times had the impression that the distant past 

coexisted with the present inside Yves’ head. 
“Not that I recall,” admitted Franck. “And the connection 

is?” 

“Nothing really,” conceded Yves. “But 1765 is long enough 

ago for a book printed then to be pretty rare. Did you get a look 
at it?” 

“Yes. The Tales of Madame de Villeneuve. Ring a bell?” 

“Can’t say it does. But it may prove a more promising lead 
than the dress.” 

“Not the kind of thing the police scientifique knows a lot 

about, though.” 

“I wouldn’t have thought they were experts on haute 
couture either,” observed Yves. “Call the Bibliothèque 

Nationale. They’ll put you in touch with someone who knows 

what they’re talking about. Turn to the learned. They’ll be 
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delighted – so few people do.” 

 

* 
 

“Can’t you tidy some of this away?” 

Sternberg looked at him askance. 

“I’ve just got it all laid out and now you want me to bundle 
it up? Remind me, Franck – whose lab are we in?” 

As was his habit, Sternberg had cleared two workbenches in 

his laboratory on the quai de l’Horloge and dedicated them to 
the new crime scene. Everything that had been collected on the 

rue de Murillo, bagged and tagged, had been neatly distributed 

across them. The only thing missing had been carried to a 
different building where it lay in a deep stainless steel drawer 

awaiting the attentions of a forensic pathologist. 

“It’s a rather morbid spectacle, though, isn’t it?” Franck 

gestured to the victim’s shawl and dress. Their blood-spattered 
condition was all too visible through the plastic wrapping 

around them. “Not the kind of thing we should be inflicting on 

some sheltered academic.” 
“You were the one who invited her to come here,” 

countered Sternberg. 

“You were the one who refused to let me take the book to 
her.” 

“We haven’t even begun to examine it. I can’t have some 

amateur fiddling with it without proper supervision. It’d 

destroy its evidentiary status.” 
“And I don’t count as proper supervision?” 

“To each his trade, Franck. You catch them and I make sure 

they get convicted. Assuming they actually make it into court. 
Which can’t always be said for yours.”  

Franck scowled at him. 

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” said Sternberg, spreading his 

hands wide, an innocent look on his face.  
“If you pair have stopped bickering.” It was one of 

Sternberg’s lab-coated team, gesturing to them from the far end 

of the room. “Captain Guerin’s visitor is here.” 
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“Not bickering – bantering,” insisted Sternberg. 

“Absolutely,” agreed Franck. 

“Send her through.” 
He and Franck rose from the stools on which they had been 

resting and watched their visitor’s progress. She strode 

confidently through the lab in what looked like a pair of hiking 

boots. Dark jeans, a high-necked fawn jumper and a dull green 
waterproof jacket completed her wardrobe. Her face was 

dominated by a pair of thick-framed glasses and topped off 

with a bundle of hair held roughly in place by two large plastic 
grips. 

She stopped in front of them and thrust out her hand, aimed 

precisely at the gap between them. 
“Annick Payet,” she announced. 

Franck took the initiative and shook her hand, introducing 

himself. 

“And this is Georges Sternberg,” he added. 
“Police scientifique,” explained Sternberg, pointing to his 

lab coat. 

“So you’re from the Bibliothèque Nationale?” asked 
Franck. 

“No.”  

“No?” 
“No,” she repeated, unperturbed by the frown that shot 

across Franck’s brow. 

“But you’ve come about the book?” 

“About the Villeneuve? Of course. Can I see it?” 
“Yes, sure,” said Franck, hesitatingly, “but, we were 

expecting someone from the... Maybe you could tell us who 

you are?” 
“Annick Payet – I think I mentioned that. I’m a lecturer at 

the faculty in Rennes. I’m an expert in eighteenth-century 

French literary practice. If you want to know anything about 

Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve, I’m your man. 
Woman. Whatever.” 

“From Rennes?” The TGV could whisk you from Rennes to 

Paris in two hours, making it theoretically possible that she had 
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made it from there to here with mere minutes to spare. 

“It’s a Monday. One of my Paris days,” she explained. “I 

was at the Bibliothèque Nationale when they got your call. 
They know me well. Nobody orders up stuff from the 

eighteenth century more often than I do. They asked me if I 

was interested, and here I am. Shall we get on with it? I believe 

you think you’ve found an original copy of the Tales?” 
Franck glanced at Georges, who asked, “Do you have 

something we can use to substantiate your standing? Just for 

the record, of course.” 
Payet nodded vigorously. 

“Of course. You don’t have to tell me how important it is to 

check your sources. Here.” 
She pulled a daypack off her back, unclipped the top, and 

teased a folder from its tightly-packed contents. She opened it 

and passed him five sheets of thick paper held together with a 

clip.  
“My CV, with a list of publications, contributions to 

conferences, groups I’m affiliated with, guest lectures I’ve 

given, editorial boards I’m on, associations I’m a member of, 
ongoing research projects, and the like.” 

Sternberg weighed it on an open palm and then passed it to 

Franck, who scanned the first page. Going by her baccalaureate 
and degree dates, she was thirty-two or thirty-three. Five pages 

of dense text. She had been busy. 

“You can have this too.”  

She handed it to Franck, to add to her CV. It was an offprint 
from a journal called Intertextualities and Ideologies, an article 

entitled ‘Bills of sale and libertinism: the compulsion to 

catalogue’.  
Franck passed it on to Sternberg. 

“Sounds like your kind of thing.” 

“So where’s the book?” demanded Payet. 

“You might want to take off your coat and put these on,” 
said Sternberg, retrieving a pair of thin latex gloves from a 

nearby box. It took her some time to peel them over her hands, 

in the course of which they too gloved up. 
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“Over here.” 

Sternberg led her to one of the workbenches where he 

extracted the book found at the crime scene from a sealed bag 
and laid it before her on a thin sheet of grey foam. 

She ran her fingers over the leather cover and then propped 

the book up so as to study the spine. 

“The binding’s certainly from the right century,” she 
commented. 

She flipped it over to look at the cut of the pages, and 

spotted Sternberg flinching. 
“It’s a lot more robust than you might think,” she told him. 

“Hard board, thick leather, pages basically linen, not 

woodpulp, signatures cord-sown. Built to last.” 
She then laid it on its side and opened it to the title page. 

“The first volume of the collected Tales. Sold by Mérigot 

the elder – François-Gabriel – not his sons Jacques-François or 

Jean-Gabriel. Probably one of his better sellers.” 
“So it’s not that rare?” interjected Franck. 

“I’m talking about a best-seller in the 1760s. A print run of 

four or five hundred was a major achievement in those days. 
This one’s rare enough. You won’t find many of these 

currently for sale. They’re all salted away in research libraries 

and private collections. Like this one, at least at one stage in its 
life.” 

“How do you know?” 

She pointed to the blank page that faced the title page. A 

combination of numbers and letters had been inked into the top 
left-hand corner. 

“That’s an accession number. It was put there when the 

volume was acquired for an institution or a well-organised 
private collection. Judging by the writing, I’d say early 

twentieth century.” 

“So this copy comes from a library?” 

“Not the kind of library you’re thinking of. The kind of 
places works like this end up in, the books never leave the 

stacks or the reading room. Not unless they’ve been 

deaccessioned.” 
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“Sold off?” 

“Sure. Collections of rare books tend to migrate to research 

libraries as their owners die off. An institution might have 
found itself with two or three copies of this and got rid of the 

excess ones. Storage costs money. Two copies in decent 

condition are not much more useful than one. And this’ll 

certainly be a standard copy, not one of the ones with the...” 
She sifted through the pages, apparently looking for one in 

particular. She stopped with pages 38 and 39 spread out before 

her eyes. 
“Well, well – look at that. I take it back.” 

They waited, but all she did was nod to herself, a half-smile 

on her face. 
“Care to enlighten us?” asked Franck. 

“I was about to say it’s just a standard copy. But it’s not. On 

one of the print runs of this volume the printer got the plates 

mixed up. Try reading it from there.” 
She pointed to the last line at the bottom of the left-hand 

page. 

Franck did as he was told. 
“What diversity is to be found is” – Franck’s eyes flicked to 

the top of the facing page – “even a thirteen-year old girl” – he 

stumbled, looking for a sense that was not there – “even with 
chess or tric-trac, and her daily tasks, still has more than 

enough time to get bored.” 

“See? Pages 38 and 39 are in the wrong order.” 

“That’s unusual?” 
“I’d say so. I’ve seen a copy with the same error in the 

reserve in the library of the Institut de France, and I know of 

two others in the States, but I don’t think anyone’s ever 
identified exactly how many exist. I should write a note about 

this one for a bibliographical journal.” 

She moved away, heading back to where she had left her 

pack. 
“Just getting a notebook.” 

She paused suddenly, her eyes snagged by something on the 

next workbench along. 
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“What’s she doing here?” she asked, something unpleasant 

in her tone. 

Franck and Sternberg scanned the laboratory. There was no 
one else there. 

“You tried to get her and she wasn’t free? Well, believe me, 

she never is – not unless you’re the MLA in person or one of 

the top twenty faculties. Too busy searching for a red carpet on 
which to strut her stuff. And, anyhow, it’s not even her period. 

She’s got her claws into the entire seventeenth – no need to 

throw her the eighteenth as well.” 
She stretched her hand out, ready to snatch up a photo from 

a stack of A4-sized prints set in the centre of the bench. 

“Don’t!” cried Sternberg, starting forward. These were not 
the prints he had made for the eighth arrondissement 

commissariat. It was a full set of crime scene shots. 

Payet glared at him, projecting a mix of indignation and 

curiosity. 
“You don’t want to see the rest,” explained Sternberg, 

softening his voice as he came alongside her. She withdrew her 

arm. 
“You know who this is?” he asked, picking up the entire 

pile of photos and holding it up before her so that the top image 

caught all her attention. The one that showed a face taken in 
close-up, the road surface behind it slightly out of focus, the 

lips parted, the eyes half-closed, an illusion of ecstatic sleep. 

“Do I know who she is?” she echoed, incredulously. 

“Sandrine Nestel? The poster girl for the Humanities? The 
Sorbonne’s youngest professor? Our very own academic 

superstar? Believe me, she’d be very upset if I didn’t know 

who she was.”  
“She’d have a hard job,” remarked Sternberg. 

Payet looked at him blankly. 

Franck stepped in to clarify things. 

“That photo was taken at a crime scene this morning. If 
that’s the poster girl for the Humanities, then they’re going to 

have to find a replacement.”  
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* 

 

Her wardrobe provided the closest thing the apartment offered 
to a smoking gun. 

It had taken Franck about ninety minutes to get there, 

having left Annick Payet in Sternberg’s capable hands. A few 

calls to the Sorbonne confirmed the existence of Sandrine 
Nestel and her status as professor of French Literature. 

Although she had not been seen at the university that day, no 

one had been unduly concerned since her next class was not 
scheduled until the end of the week. Franck had himself 

transferred to the HR department and informed them that they 

might like to start looking for someone to take over Nestel’s 
teaching duties for the rest of the academic year. In return for 

his sound advice he obtained her home address. He then 

walked to the Ile de la Cité’s only metro station and took a 

short ride south, getting out at Vavin, and walking a short 
distance up rue Delambre. 

The entrance to number 4 was right next to the fish shop 

associated with the Le Dôme, one of Montparnasse’s famous 
brasseries. A wide window piled high with rose-tinted flesh 

and seaweed-flecked shellfish was only one of the means by 

which it announced its presence – the odour it projected up and 
down the street was quite capable of alerting the least attentive 

of passers-by. Quite how popular the shop was with the 

inhabitants of the apartment building that rose above it, Franck 

could only wonder. 
He buzzed the intercom and soon found himself ensconced 

in the concierge’s lodge, sharing coffee with a Portuguese 

woman in her fifties who crossed herself at the news of the 
death of one of her tenants. She then asked Franck if he would 

be interested in her putting in a word for him with the owner of 

the now-free apartment, remarking upon how useful it would 

be to have a policeman to hand on the occasions when revellers 
from the boulevard de Montparnasse round the corner chose to 

use the building’s entrance to compensate for the city’s 

notorious lack of public toilets. Regretting that he was unable 
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to take advantage of her kind offer, Franck nonetheless 

expressed an interest in seeing the interior of the flat. The 

concierge pulled out a drawer packed with keys, sifted through 
them, and presented him with a set, inviting him to take all the 

time he wanted. 

He did, moving slowly from room to room, trying to get a 

sense of the apartment’s former inhabitant. It was a light and 
airy place, five storeys above the street below, and furnished 

sparingly so as to look bigger than its actual fifty square metres 

or so. Books featured prominently, as did piles of folders and 
papers, but everything was kept in order. The living room had 

both a casual corner – a sofa facing an armchair across a coffee 

table kept free of clutter – and a professional one – a wide desk 
nesting amongst bookshelves that ran up to the ceiling. 

 A shelf held several photos of the victim, starting in her 

teens. In each she addressed the camera with a confident smile, 

and with good reason – seeing her alive confirmed what a 
striking figure she had possessed, her sharp-edged face and 

willowy physique conspiring to look good at every angle.  

The next shelf up seemed to be dedicated to her own work. 
Three hefty tomes published by Gallimard, ten collective 

works in which she figured, and a motley selection of journals 

which carried articles by her. Franck began to suspect that her 
academic CV contained even more pages than that of Annick 

Payet. He pulled out one of her books – Scarron: a jester for 

absolutist times. The title meant nothing to him. He scanned 

the back of the book. Paul Scarron was, it seemed, a satirist and 
writer of burlesque verse under Louis XIII. Once a handsome 

and spirited youth, by his late twenties a mysterious affliction 

had twisted his limbs like a gnarled oak. The portrait of him 
that featured on the front cover showed him stuffed 

uncomfortably into an unbuttoned shirt, his head jutting 

forward, his face a grimace, his skin cross-hatched by deeply 

furrowed lines. And yet this wreck of a man had been one of 
the seventeenth century’s literary celebrities, host of a spirited 

salon in the Marais and improbable husband to a beautiful and 

intelligent child bride. All in all, it sounded like an interesting 
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read, but its 600 pages acted as a powerful deterrent. He put the 

book back and moved on. 

The kitchen featured a narrow breakfast counter devoid of 
any abandoned dishes. The sink was empty too, and the 

dishwasher boasted a solitary dirty coffee bowl, a side plate, 

and a buttered knife. The bathroom only had room for a 

shower, whose curtain and basin was dry to the touch. In the 
bedroom the bed was made, cosmetics neatly arranged on a 

dressing table, clothes all filed away. 

Which brought him to the wardrobe. It itself was not out of 
place. One of the better quality flat-pack models, its composite 

panels were well-trimmed and held up without warping or 

bulging. It put to shame the equivalent structure in his own 
apartment. 

Its contents, on the other hand, definitely seemed to be 

moonlighting. As a young university professor, Sandrine 

Nestel could not have been making more than forty thousand a 
year. Unless she was juggling several severely overworked 

credit cards, she could not have financed the dresses her 

wardrobe revealed. Most were prêt-à-porter, but the labels read 
like the street directory for avenue Montaigne. A select few 

were marked out by their design, fabric, and exquisite finishing 

as haute couture. As Franck catalogued the clothes a wry smile 
stole across his lips. The past three years had taught him things 

which his former colleagues in national security would have 

been appalled to find cluttering up his head. 

To die clutching an eighteenth century volume seemed quite 
apt for a professor from the Sorbonne. To do so in an expertly 

hand-stitched dress chosen from a rich personal collection 

suggested she had at least one little secret that set her apart 
from her colleagues.  

Franck returned to the main room. Although the wardrobe 

contained a number of handbags, they were all empty. He was 

looking for what they had not found at the murder scene – the 
bag that was her constant companion. He did not find it, but as 

he cast around he spotted a flat plastic box winking at him from 

the floor in the corner near her desk. It was a router which bore 
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the logo of SFR, his own internet and phone service provider. 

He picked up the handset that lay on the edge of her desk and 

tapped in 147, gaining direct access to her voicemail. 
She had five messages, starting at twenty to four that 

morning. 

“You’ve left your phone. You’ve left your bag for that 

matter. So this is the only number I can call. Forget what we 
just said. Call me. Or just hop in a taxi. I need you here. I miss 

you.” 

“Did you get in?” – the same voice – “Don’t leave me here 
not knowing where you are. Call me, Sandrine. Please. Please. 

Call me.” 

“It’s Mathieu.” – the same voice, which now had a name – 
“Who else? Who else would be sitting here, not sleeping, 

regretting everything we said, wanting to know where you are, 

that you’re OK, that you’ll forgive me, that you’ll soon be 

back. Call me. Please. Just call me.” 
“Sandrine.” – Mathieu’s voice again – “Even if you’re still 

angry, even if you don’t want to talk, just let me know you got 

home, that you’re OK. Please.” 
“Sandrine.” – Mathieu, sounding weary at six twenty-seven 

in the morning – “I haven’t slept. I hope you have. I’m going to 

the office. I’ll stop calling – give you some peace to think 
things over. I miss you. I want you back. I” – a pause, a deep 

intake of breath – “love you.” 

All five messages had come from the same mobile number. 

Franck took his phone from his briefcase and tapped it in. 
Based on the final message, he was about to break 

someone’s heart.  

  


