Tuesday, 13" September

It wasn’t the brakes’ fault. They didn’t screech at all.

It was inertia, doing its job, maintaining Franck’s velocity as
the car suddenly stopped, throwing him against the seat in front of
him.

That’s what woke him up.

He groaned. It hadn’t hurt, but he resented having been torn
from sleep.

“I told you to fasten your seat belt,” said the agent sitting in the
front passenger seat.

He may well have done. Franck had not been paying much
attention when they had bundled him into the car, his clothes
hastily assembled around him.

No sound came from the other vehicle. The one that had
emerged from a hedge-hidden lane to their right at a cautious
thirty kilometres an hour. Fortunately for them its driver had
instantly braked and swerved out of their path. He had come to a
halt with two wheels off the road, dangerously close to a drainage
ditch. He ought to have leapt out and covered them with abuse.
After all, he had the right of way. His silence was little short of
astonishing.

The car Franck was in sat askew on the road about twenty
metres beyond the junction, its engine still running.

“Say you’re sorry,” suggested Franck. “It’s the least you can
do. He just saved our lives.”

His driver shot him a dark glance in the rear view mirror. He
shifted the car back into gear. Before he could lift his foot off the
brake and pull away, Franck pushed open the door alongside him.
He stepped clumsily out onto the road and turned to face the other
vehicle.

“Sorry about that,” he called out.

The other driver wound down his window. Her window. Her
lips and chin — almost all he could see of her — were feminine. She
shook her head indulgently.
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“You wonder why we bother painting them yellow,” she
observed.

She was right. Even in the diluted darkness of the fading night
— dawn was no more than an hour away — she should have been
all-too-visible. The vivid yellow of La Poste had been spray-
painted all over the van she was driving.

A cap sat low on her brow and a scarf was bunched around her
neck. The night might have been balmy, but experience had no
doubt taught her to stay bundled up as she shuttled between the
warmth of the cab and the post boxes of the villages she passed
through, as much a creature of the rural night as the vigilant owl
or the scavenging fox.

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Apology accepted. Don’t let me
hold you back. You’re clearly in some kind of a hurry.”

There was no anger in her voice. Indeed, it had a soothing tone.
One that Franck’s residual drowsiness made seem almost
recognisable.

He raised a hand in thanks and got back into the car. The agent
behind the wheel revved the engine and then engaged the clutch.

Franck turned to look out the rear window as they raced away.
The van was heading off in the opposite direction. Wisely so.
Wherever Franck was going — nobody had bothered to tell him —
trouble lay ahead.

“Good morning.”

He watched her inhale, producing a more vivid shade of red,
the only point of illumination to hand. All of the cars’ headlights
were doused and although most had open doors their interior
lights were deactivated. Nobody was being careless.

Except Catherine Vautrin, who did not even bother cupping the
tip of her cigarette. Not that anyone was about to suggest she do
so. She was the boss, after all. Not Franck’s — not at the moment,
anyhow — but everyone else’s, assuming that all those lurking
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around him in the half-dark were active DCRI agents.

“Wrong as ever, Franck,” she replied. “It won’t be morning for
another thirty minutes. And we won’t know if it’s a good one or
not until the operation is over.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve got any coffee?” he asked. Morning or
not, it looked as if his night was now officially over — not that it
had ever had much of a chance to start, given how little time he
had spent in bed before they had come for him — which meant
coffee was the next logical step.

“Don’t suppose. That way you won’t be disappointed.”

“If you can’t offer me a coffee, can you at least explain why
I’m here?”

“Your driver and escort didn’t tell you?”

“Not a word.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Nice to know that discipline triumphs over
whatever feelings of solidarity they might have for a former
agent.”

“I’m not former. I’m inactive. ’'m on loan.”

“Administratively, sure,” she said. She paused to take a drag
on her cigarette and then stretched out to tap his forehead,
scattering a few ashes into his uncombed hair. “But in here? 1
think you’ve gone over.”

“To the dark side?” he asked, completing her phrase for her.

She tutted. “I’'m many things, Franck, but I’'m not delusional.
We’re the dark side. The problem with you is that you’ve been
mesmerised by the light. By due process, accountability, checks
and balances — the rule of law in all its self-righteous splendour.”

“So I’'m here because you thought you might need a bona fide
policeman in the middle of what looks like a hastily put-together
national security operation?”

“Hastily put-together?”

“We’re standing on dirt and gravel on a roadside in the middle
of nowhere. I don’t see a command vehicle. I don’t see a proper
communications set-up. I don’t see a liaison officer in constant
touch with the other teams.”
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“We’re not in the middle of nowhere. We’re on the D22
between Prasville and Voves, in the vast wheat-producing plains
of the Beauce.”

The latter was certainly true. Fields stretched away from them
into the night, heavy-eared stalks, ripe for harvest, rustling gently.

“The middle of the Beauce is the middle of nowhere,” Franck
retorted. A chalky plateau about a hundred kilometres southwest
of Paris, the Beauce was known for the fertility of its soil and its
tedious flatness, relieved only — daylight permitting — by the
distant spire of Chartres cathedral. “And the rest is still true too.”

“Don’t forget it’s dark,” she pointed out. “You might be
missing something.”

“Am1?”

She shrugged, brought her cigarette to her lips, and let him
watch her drain it of nicotine several times in succession.

“If this is a rush job, why are we standing around?” asked
Franck.

“Because we go in just before dawn.”

“Like Beria?”

“I’'m not too proud to learn from the masters,” she said,
looking up at the sky. Its complexion seemed to be on the verge of
changing. “You brought your gun?”

Franck nodded. When the DCRI came calling for you in the
middle of the night, your revolver was the last thing you wanted to
forget.

“Have you got an extra one of those?”” he asked, pointing to the
nylon-clad armoured jacket that accounted for Catherine’s
unaccustomed bulk.

“Have we got a spare?” she asked the nearest agent.

“No.” As he replied, the agent automatically began unstrapping
his own, ready to hand it over. She had trained them well. This
one in particular, who looked no more than twenty-five and
desperately keen to make a good impression. Give him a few
months and he would lower his sights to simply reducing his
exposure to Catherine’s scorn.
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For the moment, though, she seemed to be playing it soft. She
contented herself with waving a disapproving finger at him.

“Keep it. Our friend the flic is not in any danger.”

“Are you sure about that?” quizzed Franck. “If [ need my gun,
doesn’t that mean there’s a certain amount of risk?”

“Who says you need your gun?”’

“Why did you ask if I brought it?”

“So that I can tell you to hand it over,” she stated, holding out
a level hand. The one without her cigarette, of course, which
continued to hover near her lips.

“This belongs to the Brigade Criminelle,” he reminded her as
he pulled out his revolver.

“You’ll get it back,” she assured him, beckoning with the
fingertips of her open hand.

Franck made her wait a few seconds before he handed his
weapon over, grip first.

“I know I’m being irritatingly repetitive, but you’ve still not
told me why I’'m here.”

“So that I can keep an eye on you.”

“I thought you always kept an eye on me.”

“Franck, you’re close to my heart, but maybe not as much as
you like to think. More to the point, my resources aren’t infinitely
extendable. Sometimes | have more important people to watch
over. In any case, tonight I didn’t just want to know where you
were. | wanted to make sure you were within arm’s reach.”

“Because you thought you might need my help?”

“No. Because with any luck someone else will, and I want to
make sure I’'m close enough to stop you giving it to him. That’s
why you can’t keep your gun.”

Franck let her statement hang in the air for a moment.

“This 1s about Gabriel, isn’t it?”

“Isn’t it always?”
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They went in ten minutes later, three of them heading for the front
door and one skirting round each side of the building. The other
agents established a wider perimeter. Franck assumed that a
couple of snipers were amongst them.

The target was an old watermill. It was surrounded by tall
hedges on all sides but one, where a wide stream acted as a sort of
moat, flowing around a now purely decorative wheel. A bright red
BMW sports car, its roof furled away, was parked on the gravel
track that linked the property to the road. It had a Parisian number
plate and its windscreen bore an autoroute pass. It had already
been checked for explosive devices and immobilised. The side of
the mill that faced the water had no windows. Those on its main
facade were scarcely visible from outside the thick briar hedge
that enclosed it. Catherine’s marksmen would be able to pick off
anyone who appeared on the roof, but little else. The trio going in
the main entrance would have to fend for themselves, and only
two of them were armed.

Franck and Catherine took up position on either side of the
door. Made of jointed planks held together by thick-headed iron
bolts, it looked impressively sturdy. Behind them stood an agent
with a ram, a stubby cylinder that could break most locks with a
single blow. Catherine held up five fingers and began counting
down. She had folded three of them away when Franck reached
out, took hold of the handle, turned it slowly and pushed slightly.
The door put up no resistance. The agent bent his knees and
deposited the ram silently on the path. By the time he had
straightened up again he had drawn his pistol. As had Catherine.

“Me first?”” whispered Franck.

“Why not,” she replied. “He won’t shoot you.”

Franck gave her a sceptical look. If Gabriel Agostini was
indeed their prey, Franck already owed him a thick welt of scar
tissue on his lower abdomen.

“He won’t shoot you again,” conceded Catherine. “Now go.”

Franck pushed the door with his elbow, swinging it wide and
crouching at the same time to allow Catherine and the agent to
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point their weapons over his head.

The mill had no hallway. It had been gutted to create a vast
open space, all stone-flagged. To their left was a kitchen area
separated from them by a dining table that could easily sit
fourteen, and may well have weighed as many tonnes given the
thickness of its oak panels and legs. Before them, on the opposite
wall, the internal mechanism of the mill lay exposed. Two stone
grinding wheels lay waiting to crush anything that might slip
between them. To their right the ramp of a wooden staircase
headed up through a large rectangle cut into the ceiling. Further
on a scattering of armchairs and a leather sofa well past retirement
age were gathered around a large fireplace in which several logs
were burning.

One head was visible, but it seemed too intent on the flames to
take note of the intrusion.

Catherine pointed to the staircase. As the agent ran towards
and up it, she moved into the centre of the mill, her pistol pointing
directly at what seemed to be the room’s only occupant.

Franck listened to the footsteps overhead, circling above them.

“Clear!” came the agent’s voice.

Only then did Catherine motion Franck forward. He stayed
well out of her line of fire, advancing cautiously around two
armchairs. As he got closer to the flames, the head turned towards
him.

“Good morning. Come and join me. Even if it’s not that chilly
outside, nothing beats an open fire.”

Franck made no attempt to hide his surprise. He had been told
to expect Gabriel Agostini. Not ...

“I’'m Jean-Jacques Marsay.” The voice — calm, warm,
authoritative — confirmed what Franck’s eyes had already told
him. He was face-to-face with one of the nation’s most eminent
public intellectuals. “And you are?”

“Captain Franck Guerin.”

“Now, what kind of a captain might that be?”

“Brigade Criminelle.”

b
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“Ah. You’re a long way from the quai des Orfévres,” said
Marsay, sliding forward to get up.

“I’d do that very slowly if I were you,” warned Franck.

Marsay got to his feet, waving aside his concerns.

“I don’t think your colleague is likely to gun me down.
Philosophers run many a risk — ridicule above all, | suspect — but
it’s not one of the more dangerous professions.”

“Socrates might not have agreed.” This came from Catherine.

“Good point. I’ll do my best to say nothing impious while
you’re pointing that thing at me. Who’s your friend?”

The question had been addressed to Franck, but he did not get
to answer it.

“Catherine Vautrin. DCRL.”

“Can you help me with the acronym?”

“Ask your friend Gabriel,” suggested Catherine.

“Monsieur Agostini is many things, but I’'m not sure I have the
right to call him my friend,” said Marsay.

“For the moment, all we want to know is where he’s hiding.”

“Long gone, I'm afraid, madame Vautrin. Or is it
mademoiselle?”

“Would you want my phone number if it was?”

Marsay smiled, as if at a fond recollection.

“I'm a happily married man — notoriously so, I'm led to
believe. Were it not the case, | might well be tempted, although
the fact that you’re menacing me with a weapon I’m prudently
assuming is loaded isn’t much of an incentive.”

Catherine finally let her gun drop to her side.

“So you’re not denying Agostini was here?”” she demanded.

“Wouldn’t that be rather pointless? I’m sure that if you probe
every corner you’ll find some microscopic trace of him. I’'m told
forensic science works wonders these days.”

“When did he leave?”

“Before you got here.”

“That I can see. Could you be more specific?”

“I would prefer not to.”
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“You’re aware that Agostini is wanted for murder and
conspiracy to commit terrorist acts? That he’s directly responsible
for at least eleven deaths over the past four years? You’re sure
you want to find yourself the accomplice of such a man?”

“As far as Agostini’s alleged crimes are concerned, | have
nothing to say. Not for the moment, anyway. But you know very
well that not answering your questions doesn’t make me an
accomplice.”

“If not in law, then in fact,” insisted Catherine.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Laws have the advantage of
being written down. There they stand in black and white for all to
see. Facts, on the other hand, are little more than the label we
hang on our subjective experience.”

“I don’t have time for a philosophical debate,” snapped
Catherine.

“Whereas I have time for little else.”

Franck raised a hand to interrupt their exchange. They both
looked at him. His eyes were directed towards the Kitchen area.

“You wouldn’t have any coffee over there, by any chance?”

*

“Admit it — you almost asked him for his autograph.”

“Given the circumstances, I didn’t think it was appropriate.”

“But sharing an espresso was?” asked Catherine.

“If you weren’t going to arrest him, what possible objection
could there be to having a coffee with him?”

“You’d share a coffee with the devil himself, Franck.”

“And you’d ask him for a light.”

A pair of addicts, sitting at opposite extremes of the backseat
of a car, hurtling back towards Paris at a speed just short of
reckless.

It was now nine in the morning. The countryside around them
looked fresh and innocent.

Franck hoped it would prove a quiet day.
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Fat chance.

The sash was thickly woven silk, two fingers wide except where it
been knotted. Dyed a vivid black, it contrasted sharply with the
pale flesh it bound in place.

Franck wondered whether her skin was naturally that white.
She had the pallor of an eighteenth century aristocrat for whom
the sun was something to be shunned, a tan the sign of a vulgar
peasant girl. But the eighteenth century was long gone and it was
hard to believe that she alone of her generation had resisted the
cult of the bikini, naked skin and hot sand. Particularly when a
more obvious explanation for her colourless complexion was to
hand.

“Got to be at least two litres,” was Sternberg’s estimate. “She
started with a little under five. Once she got below three it was all
over. The heart stopped pumping, the blood finally coagulated,
and the tide was stemmed. Very absorbent sheets, though. Quality
always pays.”

They had been white. The sheets. Egyptian cotton with a high
thread count. Thick, soft and light all at the same time. Not any
more, though, now that they were drenched in red.

The blood spread out around the lower half of her body,
forming an adhesive that bound her skin to the sheets and the
sheets to the mattress. Splatter patterns could be seen on the
parquet floor on either side of the bed. At some point she had
moved violently, straining against the silk that imprisoned her
ankles and wrists. The bed had a massive mahogany frame. She
had barely managed to shift it. A couple of centimetres, no more.
All she had succeeded in doing was to spread the blood a little
further than it would otherwise have gone.

Her expression was surprisingly calm. Unconsciousness must
have smoothed her brow when it finally stifled her awareness of
what was happening and freed her from her struggle to escape.
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Only the angle at which her head lay, thrown backwards, no
pillow beneath it to offer support, indicated that she had not
simply dozed off.

Her face was angular, slightly too narrow when seen from the
front, elongated and sharp-chinned when caught in profile. Her
body possessed the same uncompromising geometry. Thin, starkly
jointed, it offered few curves on which to rest the eye. Her breasts
would have been barely noticeable, even if not hidden by an
athletic, no-nonsense bra made of a material that gripped her
tightly. Her panties — the only other thing she was wearing — were
cut of the same cloth. She was no lithe Amazon, though, having
none of the muscle of a gym addict. Nor was she simply
emaciated, possessed of the forlorn fragility of the anorexic. Her
ascetic frame looked more like it had been pared down, honed to
the essentials — it hearkened back to the figure of Christ on the
cross. When alive, Franck felt sure that an intense flame had
burned within her.

“Shades of Seneca,” observed Sternberg.

“Just what [ was thinking,” said Franck, deadpan. He had
worked with Georges Sternberg of the police scientifique on many
occasions. He was used to his casual erudition.

“You’ve read your Tacitus?”

“Not recently,” admitted Franck. “My Latin’s not all it once
was. So if you feel like expanding on the Seneca reference, feel
free.”

“Nero drove him to suicide,” explained Sternberg. “But when
he cut his wrists the blood came too slowly. He figured that it was
the fault of his frugal lifestyle. He’d been living on so little for so
long that his body had grown tough and resilient. So to hurry
things along he slashed the veins in his legs and behind his knees.
It helped no end — although he also had the good sense to hop into
a hot bath. The water dispersed the blood and prevented it clotting
in the wound.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. This one didn’t bother with the wrists,
though.”
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“Slide a blade behind someone’s leg, they’re less likely to see
it coming. Her wrists were level with her eyes. She’d have had a
close-up of the knife going in if she’d been cut there.”

“I don’t think whoever did it had to take her by surprise. Not
the way she was trussed up.”

“Don’t think surprise, Franck. Think compassion.”

Franck frowned. The victim had been drained of her blood like
a ritually sacrificed animal. Not the most compassionate of acts.

“I’m serious,” insisted Sternberg. “This way the killer hid his
intention until the last possible minute and inflicted a distant
wound.”

“Distant?”

“Sure. Laid out the way she was, her legs were far away. It’s
not as if she could bend forward and touch them. She could hardly
even have seen them. If he was leaning over her he would have
blocked her view entirely.”

“So?”

“What you can’t see doesn’t hurt as much. She won’t have felt
a lot of pain when cut. The wound doesn’t look that deep to me
and | bet it was made with a sharp blade. One quick movement
and it was done. After that, the problem was fear — normally the
terror comes from watching your blood flow out of you. If you
shut your eyes, you can pretend it’s not happening. If you’'re
bound at an angle that prevents you from seeing it, all the better.
Look at all the paintings of Seneca — David did one, it’s in the
Petit Palais — he’s not writhing in pain.”

“She did,” Franck pointed out. “The spray pattern. The tugging
against the restraints.”

“She twisted and turned,” Sternberg conceded, “but I don’t
think it was in response to pain. The killer deliberately minimised
her suffering. That’s why he went for the legs.”

“And leant over her whispering sweet nothings in her ear?”

“Not sweet nothings. More the kind of things you say to a
child who’s hurt herself — a stream of quiet words to distract her
attention.”
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Franck looked again at the victim’s face. She looked like
someone who had neither attracted nor sought a lot of hugs and
gentle words. Someone who had tackled life head-on, who had
pushed past her unsettling physique and forced the world to
acknowledge her. He could not see her in a passive role.

“Think she was tied up against her will?”

“Not easy to do, unless she was sedated. I don’t see any
additional bruising beyond what she inflicted upon herself as she
fought to get free. Looks like a sex game that took a nasty turn.”

“She’s not naked,” Franck pointed out.

“She’s pretty close. Recognise what she’s wearing?”

Lingerie was one of the few fields in which Sternberg was
prepared to bow to Franck’s superior knowledge.

“Could be a Longford.”

“Expensive?”’

“Not cheap. Goes with the apartment.”

They were on the fourth floor of a building in rue Mizon in the
fifteenth arrondissement. Not the southern stretch of the fifteenth
— dull and respectable, a favourite of once and former young
professionals trading in a hectic nightlife for the care and comfort
of their first child — but the narrow strip that sat to the north of the
metro’s line six. This was where the fifteenth became
indistinguishable from the neighbouring fifth and sixth, where
solid stone held brick and concrete at bay.

“Know if she owned or rented?” continued Franck. He had just
walked in. Sternberg, as ever, had beaten him to the scene.

“Ask the guy in the other room,” suggested Sternberg.

Franck had been notified of the crime just after three. He had
been sitting in his office in the quai des Orfévres, a dossier on his
desk, attempting not to think about how little he had slept the
night before. When he had arrived at rue Mizon he had asked the
uniform in the hall where the body was and come straight in to
confront the corpse. He had not even glanced at the rest of the
apartment.

“What guy?”
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“The guy who called it in.”

Franck stepped back from the bed. He had seen enough.
“This guy — he’s not in his underwear too by any chance?”
“With a blood-caked scalpel in his hand? Afraid not.”

Of course not.

If it had been that easy, someone else would have got the call.

*

They never failed.

The thick black letters across the top of his ID that said
‘Brigade Criminelle’.

You could always count on them to provoke a reaction —
sudden fear, overt contempt, wary respect, or morbid curiosity. In
this case, the ID seemed to have hypnotised the man sitting across
from him. Not its contents — his eyes were not focused on
Franck’s name or his photo — just its existence.

“Is something the matter?” Franck was finally forced to ask.

“You’re from the Brigade Criminelle,” the man said in a low,
resigned voice.

“Yes. I'm captain Guerin.”

“So it’s a criminal matter.”

“Rather than?” prompted Franck, softly.

The man shook his head, disappointed — maybe even slightly
disgusted — with himself. “T shouldn’t be saying this. A part of me
was hoping — no, not that — holding out — clutching at the
possibility that this might have been ...”

He did not want to finish the sentence. But Franck had no
intention of doing so for him.

“If you have to choose,” he stumbled on “— and I know it’s not
much of a choice — but if you had to — then better a suicide than a
murder.” He rushed through the end of the phrase, getting the
words out before he could stop himself. “You know what I
mean?” He did not quite succeed in meeting Franck’s eyes as he
asked the question.
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“I understand,” said Franck. But he did not linger in reassuring
mode. “This is someone you saw as suicidal?”

He did not point out that suicide was a physical impossibility.
She could have cut her veins herself, but not tied up both her
wrists afterwards. Not unassisted.

“Virginie?”

“Yes.” Franck castigated himself for not having obtained the
victim’s name from Sternberg. He thought back ten minutes,
walking up the stairs, heading towards the already open door,
recognising the quiet bustle of a crime scene operation, glancing
at the doorbell beside the entrance. The name marked alongside it.
V. Desmoulins. Virginie. He then conjured up the victim’s bound
hands, hung forward, nails undamaged, a single ring on the right
index finger. No wedding band. “Mademoiselle Desmoulins. You
had reason to believe she might take her own life?”

The man shook his head, this time vigorously.

“Absolutely not. There was nothing morbid about Virginie.
She overflowed with life. All the time. That’s what made her so
compelling. That’s what drew people in.”

“People?”

“That’s what drew me in.”

Franck held up a hand, stopping the man on the verge of
saying something else.

“I’m sorry if this sounds blunt. [ don’t know who you are.”

The man looked momentarily offended, before offering an
apology of his own.

“You’re quite right, captain ... Guerin, that’s it? I should have
introduced myself.”

“No. I should have asked my colleagues. I’'m the one at fault.
I’'m supposed to be the professional here.”

“I can’t say I envy you that. Not if that’s what you have to deal
with every day.” He nodded in the direction of the bedroom. “I’'m
Robert Laval.”

He held out his hand, watching himself do so, perhaps
surprised to find that such an automatic instinct was still
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functioning. Franck shook it, noticing that Laval’s fingertips were
stained. Sternberg must have taken his prints for elimination
purposes.

“Robert, I know I’m not the first to ask you this, but I need you
to tell me how you ended up here today, and what you saw and
what you did before you called the police.”

“OK.” Laval inched back in his seat, clasped his hands
together for a second, and then spread them as he started to speak.
A man used to summing things up for an audience.

“I was expecting Virginie at eight this morning. She didn’t turn
up. I couldn’t get her on the phone. I tried several times over the
next few hours. When lunchtime came around, | decided to come
over — you know, in case she was ill, or something like that. | let
myself in, checked the apartment, opened the bedroom door, and —
well, you’ve seen the rest.”

“You let yourself in. You had a key?”

“Yes.”

“So you and mademoiselle Desmoulins knew each other
well?”

“Yes.” Laval sounded surprised by the question.

“You were ...?” prompted Franck.

“We were ...” Franck waited for Laval to come to terms with
the past tense. “We were together. She was my girlfriend.”

“And that’s why you were expecting her this morning? She’d
said she’d come round?”

“No — yes — well, not in that sense. You see, we were
colleagues too. That’s how we met. How we became close.”

“You worked together?”

“Yes.”

“So how long had you been involved — outside the office, I
mean?”

“Two years, going on three.”

Long enough to swap keys but not, apparently, to move in with
each other.

“Where do you work?”
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“Grasset.”

“The publisher?”

“Yes.”

“What do you do?”

“Im a commissioning editor. I run one of the collections.
Pensées Modernes.”

“And mademoiselle Desmoulins?”

“Same thing. Well, a different kind of editor. More hands-on
than me. Didn’t have her own collection. Worked directly with
authors and their manuscripts.”

Franck assumed this meant she worked for Laval rather than
just alongside him. He would check later. Hierarchy was rarely
neutral in an office romance.

“And you had a meeting scheduled this morning?”

“Yes. A weekly thing. A progress review. The entire editorial
team, checking where we were with all the titles under
development.”

“When was the last time you saw mademoiselle Desmoulins?”’

Laval frowned. “Could you call her Virginie? Each time you
say mademoiselle Desmoulins, it’s like she’s some anonymous
third party we’re talking about.”

Franck nodded apologetically.

“When was the last time you saw Virginie?”

“Yesterday.”

“At the office?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know when she left?”

“Around half seven, I’d say.”

“Did you know her plans for the evening?”

Laval twisted his lips slightly.

“No,” he finally admitted.

“Was that unusual? How often did you see each other?”

“We saw a lot of each other.”

“Give me an average,” prompted Franck. “Twice a week?
Three times? Four?”
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“It depends what counts. Publishing isn’t a day job, it’s a
lifestyle. We went to the same events —launch parties, book fairs,
events and receptions, that kind of thing.”

“Outside of that? What about weekends?”

“We saw each other most weekends.”

“Most weekends and most of the weekend, or just most
weekends?”

“What’s your point, captain?” Laval was beginning to sound
irritated.

“I’m trying to determine how close you were. How unusual it
was for Virginie to be out on her own.”

“I had her keys. She had mine. That’s how close we were.”

Laval said this as if it closed the debate. Franck was not so
sure. Keys were easy to copy. Just as locks were easy to change, if
required.

“So was it unusual that you didn’t know what she was up to
yesterday evening?”’

“No.” Laval shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Not really. She
had her own life, I had mine. It’s a lot of work, running a
collection. We weren’t joined at the hip.”

“So what was different about last night?” For Laval’s unease
clearly indicated there was something different about it.

“We were both supposed to go to dinner with colleagues from
Hachette. But yesterday morning Virginie told me she wouldn’t
be coming. She didn’t say why.”

“You felt she was being secretive?”

“Not quite. Not that she didn’t know how to be mysterious —
she could be quite theatrical when she wanted to.”

“But she wasn’t like that yesterday?”

“No. She was — not embarrassed — a little hesitant, maybe. Like
she wasn’t quite sure what she was up to.”

“But she was intent on doing it anyway?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did she say she wouldn’t be coming to dinner, or that she
couldn’t come?”
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“Wouldn’t,” confirmed Laval.

“That’s what I mean.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into that.”

Franck wasn’t so sure.

Virginie Desmoulins had been an editor at a leading literary
publisher. Careful choice of words was her field of expertise.

*

“Not planning on sleeping tonight then?”

He was. At some point. But although it was now eight thirty he
didn’t think it would be soon.

“Don’t worry about me,” said Franck. “I'm an old hand.
Caffeine scarcely has any effect on me anymore.”

The owner of the café nodded and set to work. He tugged out a
battle-scarred wooden drawer and banged the filter holder against
its leading edge, dislodging what was in all probability the damp
remnants of Franck’s last cup. He moved on to a wall-mounted
dispenser, tapping twice to fill the holder with fresh coffee
grounds. He barely paused to tamp them down and then slotted
the filter into the espresso machine. His hand reached up to one of
the two levers that protruded from it and pulled downwards for
about three seconds, drawing water from a hidden reservoir into a
buffer zone. As soon as he released the lever a hidden piston
drove downwards, compressing the water and forcing it through
the grounds.

It was the sight of the levers that had caused Franck to choose
this place over the others scattered along boulevard Pasteur, the
thoroughfare just round the corner from rue Mizon. Most cafés
had opted for automatic machines long ago, dosing each cup with
a calibrated and never-varying volume of water. Franck liked the
idea of the lever — the way it offered a little leeway, a second more
or less, starving or flooding the ground-up beans in the pursuit of
different intensities. Without a lever, the man behind the counter
was as much an automaton as the machine; with one, a little

Extract from Tight-Lipped (ISBN 9780956251886)
© John Law Media 2014



artisanal pride could be preserved.

A saucer was placed on the counter before him and a thumb-
sized espresso cup transferred to it, the chink of porcelain meeting
porcelain muffled by the precision with which the cup slipped into
the recess awaiting it. No sugar followed. The café owner had
been paying attention to the way Franck had flicked the wrapped
cubes off the saucer of his previous cup, only to pick them up and
play with them as he stood musing at the counter, rubbing off their
papery skin.

“Not hungry?”

“Not yet,” said Franck, holding a palm over the cup to catch
the steam. “Still got a little bit of work to do.”

“Carry your office about with you?”” The owner nodded at the
worn leather briefcase Franck had propped on the stool beside
him.

“Something like that.”

Franck encircled the cup with his thumb and forefinger,
brought it to his lips and emptied it.

“Chasing a big contract?”

Franck smiled despite himself. He doubted very much he made
for a convincing businessman. True, he was wearing a jacket, but
it hid a poorly ironed shirt and hung over a pair of dark jeans. And
although he was touting a briefcase — in itself something of an
anachronism, since sleek backpacks now dominated amongst the
commuters he saw on the metro in the morning, yawning on their
way to the office towers of La Défense — its contents only meant
business in a very specific sense of the term. A MR73 revolver
could be a useful negotiating tool, but it wouldn’t help you win
many contracts. Except, once again, in a very specific sense of the
term.

“Sort of.”

He was chasing something, after all. An individual capable of
strapping a woman to a bed and draining her of her blood. A
thought that made the smile on his face feel incongruous.

“Time to get back,” he announced, fishing a five-euro note and
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a couple of coins from a pocket. He left them on the counter and
headed for the door, weaving his way through the evening crowd
which had grown considerably since he had arrived, although for
the moment it remained on the pleasant side of boisterous.

The fact that most of the customers had chosen to sit outside
certainly helped. Summer was a recent, cherished memory and
nobody wanted to let go of it. Not even the weather gods, who
seemed intent on keeping the sun in the skies and the clouds at
bay. La rentrée had well and truly begun, the start of the business
and academic year, the resumption of all things serious after the
doldrums of August, but clothes remained casual, brightly
coloured, worn lightly. Faces were tanned and glowing. Not just
faces either — all the young women of the city were parading their
legs and arms in short skirts and non-existent sleeves. They
seemed more numerous than usual, a phenomenon explained by
September’s surge of incoming students and new recruits, a fresh
batch of eager converts, convinced that Paris would be the stage
on which their lives would be transformed. An annual infusion of
youthful hopefulness, which some saw as moths drawn to a flame
and Franck as an essential antidote to the cynicism that
characterised the hard-bitten veterans of life in the big city.

Franck started pacing up boulevard Pasteur, crossing over to
the tree-lined central reservation that separated the traffic heading
up to Montparnasse from that speeding downhill away from it. He
skirted an impromptu game of pétanque — another sign of
lingering summer and a serious threat to the integrity of the cars
parked nearby. As the game involved tossing around steel boules
weighing up to 800 grammes, the immediate proximity of
windscreens and door panels was scarcely ideal. Particularly given
the lack of skill demonstrated by the group at play. Then again, a
few dents and the odd scratch were badges of honour for Parisian
cars. Only those who could afford underground parking lots could
aspire to pristine bodywork.

Franck’s phone rang. He studied the screen. An overseas call,
from the UK. He had been waiting for it.
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“Hello.”

“Good evening.” A female voice. French. Speaking slowly,
unsure of how to proceed. “I’m returning a call from a captain
Franck Guerin. Is that who I’'m speaking to?”

“Yes, this is captain Guerin of the Brigade Criminelle. Are you
madame Raymond?”

“Yes.” A more confident tone. “Would you mind explaining
what this is all about, captain? I’'m not used to getting messages
from the Brigade Criminelle.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Franck shielded his phone with his
free hand in an attempt to keep the traffic noise around him at bay.
“It’s about your apartment in Paris. 4 rue Mizon in the fifteenth.
Fifth floor, on the left.”

“That’s our place. Has something happened? Not a burst
pipe?”

If that was the worst she could imagine then the fate of her
downstairs neighbour was about to extend her horizons
considerably.

“Believe me, if it was just a burst pipe it wouldn’t be the
Brigade Criminelle on the phone.”

“I suppose not.” She sounded slightly relieved.

“More to the point, if a pipe had burst wouldn’t your house
guest have told you?”

“Our what?”

“According to the concierge, you’ve had a house guest for the
past two weeks. A monsieur Bernheim.”

“Not at all. You must be mistaken.”

“In which case it’s Madame Desfarges who must be mistaken,
but she seems a pretty conscientious concierge to me. A young
man in his late twenties turned up two weeks ago. Knocked at the
lodge, told her he’d be staying in your place. Said his name was
Bernheim. Had a set of keys. Or at least said he did. He’s been
coming and going regularly since then. You know nothing about
this?”

“No.” She was insistent. “I mean, we do lend the place out
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quite often. We’re almost never there. My husband works in
London. We’ve lived here for years. Rue Mizon’s our pied a
terre, an insurance policy in case we ever come back. But we
definitely haven’t given the keys to anyone this month.”

Franck began walking quickly uphill towards rue Mizon.

“Does the concierge have a set of keys?”

“Of course.”

“Do I have your permission to use them?”

“Certainly. I'll call the insurance company straight away, get
them to send someone round.”

At this time in the evening? She had been out of the country
too long if she thought such a thing was possible.

“I’ll let you know if that’s necessary,” he told her. “I’m going
over right away. I’ll be in touch.”

He hung up, breaking into a jog, leaving her in a state of
anxiety about her possessions and the pristine state of her pied a
terre.

Franck wasn’t worried about what might be missing, but about
what he might find.

Muzzle first.

Then the barrel of his MR73.

Then his right hand.

Then his head.

Franck’s foot pushed the door all the way back, key still in the
lock.

Nobody was waiting for him in the fifth floor apartment.
Neither alive nor — thankfully — dead.

He moved slowly through the rooms — living area, kitchen,
bedroom, dressing area converted into an office, bathroom — alert
for any trace of the elusive monsieur Bernheim, the young man
who had taken such advantage of the Raymonds’ unwitting
hospitality.
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The place certainly did not looked lived in. The tabletops were
unburdened. The quilt on the bed was smoothed down. The bin in
the kitchen was empty. The fridge contained nothing open or half-
consumed.

The bathroom proved his one ally. There was a slight sheen on
the surface of a cake of soap on the hand basin. He touched it
gingerly with a knuckle. It was damp. It had been used recently.
Hygiene — a treacherous impulse for the clandestine.

He walked swiftly to the hallway, confident that the concierge
would not be far, despite having told her to stay in the lodge. He
was not wrong. She was hovering on the flight of stairs between
the fourth and the fifth floor. Franck summoned her up.

“Bernheim was here at some point today,” he said.

“I already told you that. Like I said, he came home yesterday
evening and I didn’t see him go out today. That’s why I was
surprised he didn’t answer when you lot started knocking on all
the doors this afternoon.”

“He was here,” repeated Franck. “But he was lying low,
waiting for us to clear the scene. He must have sneaked out
sometime between seven and now.”

“The lodge is shut from seven onwards,” the concierge pointed
out. “I’m not responsible for any comings and goings after that.
I’ve got as much a right as anyone to eat my dinner in peace.”

“I’'m not saying otherwise. But I’'m going to need you to tell
me as much as you can about monsieur Bernheim — particularly
what he looked like.”

“Can’t the Raymonds send you a photo?”

“The Raymonds have never met him. Let’s talk in the lodge.
Here — take the lift. I’ll check the stairs.”

Franck held open the lift door and waited until the concierge
was safely inside. He then started down the stairs, as Bernheim
must have done earlier that evening once he had decided that it
was safe to break cover. If he had taken the lift he would have
been at its mercy — forced to confront anyone who might stop it on
its way down. On the stairs he would have been able to hear
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anyone coming and backtrack if necessary, biding his time. That’s
what Franck would have done. Just as he would have made sure
he did not drop anything incriminating.

Franck took his time nonetheless, sweeping each step with his
eyes before stepping down onto it. He did the same for the fourth
floor landing, which had seen so many hurried feet in the course
of the day, not to mention the wheels of the collapsible trolley on
which Desmoulins’ corpse had been wheeled out late in the
afternoon. Sternberg, as ever, had been the last to leave, digging
around in one of his gear bags to find a stick of wax. Old school to
the last, Sternberg liked to seal the access points to his crime
scenes in the most literal of fashions.

Franck glanced at the door and stopped, his hand reaching into
his jacket for his phone.

When Sternberg answered he was chewing audibly.
Deliberately. Making a point.

“I hope you took lots of photos today,” said Franck.

“Of course we did.”

“Well, have them enlarged and bring them to Desmoulins’
apartment tomorrow morning.”

“For any particular reason?”

“Something may be missing.”

“Missing where?”

“Inside the apartment.”

“Have you been fooling around with my crime scene? Don’t
tell me you’re standing in it right now with your ungloved hands
and uncovered feet.”

“No. I’m on the landing just outside.”

“So what makes you think something’s missing?”’

“The seals have been broken.”
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