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			Dédicace

			For Arthur, my little king.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			 

			He stumbled along Quai Vauban, his old, threadbare linen bag thrown over his shoulder and, muttering as he went, crossed the Basse canal at the Palmarium. On the other bank, he automatically turned left and took Quai Sadi Carnot, heading towards the Castillet. The night air was chilly and he turned up the collar of his jacket, shivering.

			Passers-by, if there had been any at this ungodly hour, would have heard him mumble to himself: 

			– Just because a man is king, doesn’t mean he’s allowed to do anything he wants. He should pay for his crimes, like all of us poor flunkeys!

			The whole length of the quay, shuffling mechanically and still fuming, he took the tracts from his bag and left one on each car windshield. He walked, his head down, nearly staggering, and, like a robot, accomplished his chore mindlessly. It was obvious that his disturbed thoughts were elsewhere.

			– He’s got to pay for what he did, that bastard… He thinks he’s so great, the “king” even, ha! I’ll get my revenge yet… He screwed me… I’d like to crush him like a maggot. I know my rights!

			Passing below the Castillet, he thought he heard archers posted behind the machicolations and arrow slits, ready to attack an enraged crowd at their feet. He shook his head to make their noises and their cries go away and took Rue Louis Blanc. As his anger mounted more and more, he now threw his tracts anywhere: in letterboxes, under doors, but also in flower boxes, in the chinks of some shutters, and even on the ground where he trampled them absent-mindedly. He still had at least one hundred to distribute.

			 

			– I could have been rich, famous and respected in the city, admired even…

			 

			At Place de la Loge, watching for the drums of the royal provosts and their suite, but reassured by the total silence of the plaza, he swung some of his papers towards the “Venus with Necklace,” a statue by Maillol. They landed and caught on the little prickly bushes at her feet, but a feeble Tramontane wind had been blowing from the North for several hours and some flew away towards city hall, turning in the air like sea gulls searching for the beach. He heard the 4 a.m. chime sound, but since only a sleepless night awaited him at home, better to continue criss-crossing the city with his papers. He went to Place de la République, and there he left a few dozen more of them.

			He muttered some heinous curses against the numerous and smelly pigs, raised by the monks, and left to ramble free in the streets, eating garbage. Their loud grunting, as they rooted in the offal, disturbed him. He rubbed his face desperately several times, and the vision and the noises ceased. Little by little he wandered off into the night, his bag now lighter, still grumbling: “Ah, the bastard… he’ll see, I know my rights!”
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			Sergeant Jean-Bernard Gautron of the Police Judiciaire (Criminal Investigation Department), better known at the Perpignan police station as Na-Nard, was going to lunch at his mother’s on a lovely Sunday in November. The magnificent day was a sign that Indian summer had arrived. As Na-Nard had time to kill before showing up at his mother’s apartment in Rue de Venise, he left Rue Grande des Fabriques and the modest little three-room flat where he lived, to stroll for a bit along the quays.

			Turning onto Place de Verdun towards the Castillet, that strange little red brick castle, emblem of Perpignan, he noticed some white papers on the ground, most likely gathered there when the night wind blew them together. Mechanically, he leaned over to pick one up and, still walking, glanced over the paper.

			– Well this is strange! he said. 

			In fact, expecting an ad, he was astonished to discover a poem, with a title but without a signature.

			– What the heck does this mean?

			He stopped on the Magenta Bridge in order to better read the text and saw that there were lots of other identical papers scattered about, even under the bridge, along the banks of the Basse canal.

			Once again, he wondered to himself: “This is strange!”

			Shaking his head, a little perplexed, he nevertheless put the paper in the pocket of his windbreaker and thought no more about it.

			 

			Last night’s Tramontane had calmed down and now a magnificent blue and cloudless sky rewarded the people of Perpignan, who were well-used to the whim of this wind. Na-Nard told himself that after eating and helping his mother clear the table, maybe he’d leave her to her daily siesta and would go take a turn around the fairground at Saint-Martin. The fun fair had been set up there for two weeks on the banks of the Tet River. In the evening, he would return to her house to pick up the bag of leftovers that she inevitably prepared for his Monday meals. This way she made sure that at least two days a week, he ate something other than fast food. 

			Madame Gautron, abandoned by a gadabout husband and divorced a few years before, had once vaguely hoped that her son, twenty six years old, single and unattached, would come back home to live with her. But Na-Nard enjoyed his independence too much and gently gave her to understand that he preferred to stay on his own. However, he had lunch at her place every Sunday at noon, except if he was on duty or on a special case.

			 

			For the moment, the week at the PJ was calm. Lieutenant Dominique d’Astié, his chief, had them doing research on some swindlers in the area who were targeting middle-aged women and their savings. He needed to talk with his mother right away, in case she had heard about their scam or had herself been approached.

			 

			Sauntering along the quays on this leisurely Sunday walk, inhaling the tantalizing aromas of bread and hot buns which wafted from the boulangerie, looking absentmindedly at the shop windows, he thought of Dominique. That had been happening often these last few months, and mostly when he was alone. The young woman, four years his senior, beautiful, intelligent and congenial, had befriended him since her arrival in Perpignan from Paris in March. After having brilliantly solved the case of the “Triangle Mystery,” the young lieutenant had found herself at the head of a team at the station and, so as not to upset old habits, she’d left Joan1 and Jep, major and chief-sergeant, to continue to work together. She’d chosen Na-Nard, amongst all the other sergeants, to be her “buddy”. 

			For eight months, they’d coasted along together at work, and Na-Nard’s feelings towards his boss had evolved. The respect, admiration, and devotedness that he felt for her remained the same, that was for sure, but other emotions, kept secret until now, made him spend many a sleepless night.

			He stopped a moment to look at some ducks that had chosen the Basse as a new home and were swimming gracefully from right to left. Some late-in-the-year tourists beside him took photos of the flowerbeds still in bloom, down below at the edge of the water. Continuing his walk, he passed in front of Fusion’s book store, now closed for the day, and had a fleeting thought about his order of some lead figurines. “I’ll have to come by to pick them up this week.”

			He continued on, dreaming as he went: “I know that it’s an impossible situation. If ever I confess my feelings, she’ll smile at me with affection, pat my shoulder gently as she often does, and tell me: “You’re like a little brother to me, Na-Nard. I love you a lot, you know? Let’s stay good friends and colleagues, okay?” Or something like that. I don’t want to be her little brother… what’s an age difference of four years? Nothing at all! I love her, for Pete’s sake! I’m not a kid!”

			Nevertheless, he crossed Boulevard des Pyrenees like a child, without looking, right into the path of an oncoming car, nearly getting run over by a furious driver, who blasted his horn and threw him an obscene gesture.

			He walked on, heedlessly, ignoring the irate driver.

			“She’s so discreet, so secret, about her private life. I only know that her parents have been dead for a long time. Also, I’ve heard her mention that she has a godfather in Paris, whom she apparently adores. I know that she lives alone, not far from the PJ in some furnished rooms, but she never talks about a man in her life.”

			Suddenly, he stopped, struck by a new idea, and a middle-aged woman walking behind him had to quickly step aside to avoid running into him. She threw him a nasty look in passing.

			“What if I’m mistaken? What if she’s waiting for me to speak up first? Women are like that sometimes. Maybe I have a chance after all, who knows? Monday I’m going to try to have lunch with her and I’m going to throw caution to the wind and tell her that I love her!”

			Happy to have finally made a firm and important decision which, as he saw it, showed great maturity on his part, he arrived at Quai Nobel and turned into Rue de Venise where Madame Gautron lived.

			He passed a young woman dressed in grungies, chewing gum and looking like a cow ruminating her cud. Laughing loudly, he compared her mentally with the elegant Dominique.

			When his mother answered the doorbell, he was still smiling blissfully at this image and she welcomed him, delighted. He seemed so relaxed and so happy to be there!

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			
				
					1. Joan= John, in Catalan.
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			Na-Nard connected the electric coffee pot, whistling absently, and rinsed some cups that had been forgotten over the weekend. The first to arrive at the PJ always took care of the cleanup. Dominique, bringing croissants, arrived five minutes later with Joan and two sergeants in tow. Apparently, Jep was late again, as he often was on Monday mornings. He finally arrived, a few minutes later, but without his usual smile. Not even a new joke to tell. He muttered a sorrowful “Good morning” and got himself some coffee.

			 

			– He must have had a fight with la dona2 again, whispered Joan to Dominique.

			Actually, Jep was not showing his usual happy face. Looking at the others, Na-Nard remarked to himself that, in effect, only Dominique and he were smiling. Everyone else looked like they were at a funeral. He mentioned this to them.

			– As for me, it’s only that I’m beat, said Joan. It was an exhausting week-end with my mother-in-law at the house. What a bad tempered woman she is! She spent two days criticizing everything! Even my wife couldn’t take it anymore. Fortunately, she doesn’t condescend to visit us very often.

			The two sergeants had spent the weekend at the festival with evenings full of too much drink. Their village had celebrated its yearly fair, so for once…! They all turned to look at their colleague. Poor Jep, a little in the hot seat, admitted to having had a fight with his wife. 

			– She’s jealous of everything and of everybody. It’s becoming unbearable, he confessed.

			To fill in the embarrassing silence that followed, Joan took up the newspaper and recounted some interesting local tidbits.

			– It seems that some cretin painted an enormous black cross on the wall of the Castillet Sunday evening, with the letters R.I.P. beside it. A journalist passing by, found this bizarre and added it to his article, before midnight. In Latin, the letters say “Requiescat in Pace,” which means: Rest in Peace!

			– Wait a minute, said Na-Nard, galvanized into action. He grabbed his windbreaker and yanked a paper from the pocket. 

			– So, that’s what the guy was talking about!

			– What guy, and what are you talking about, asked Jep who, suddenly, had forgotten his sadness and held out his hand towards the paper Na-Nard was holding. He slowly read them a poem, hesitating on the Latin phrases.

			 

			Across the mists of time,

			In hoc signo vinces3.

			 

			You,

			Son of monarch imprisoned by malice.

			Me,

			Child of repudiated king and penniless.

			You,

			Deprived of crown in the shadow of the castle keep.

			Me,

			Lost in the gloom surrounding Pendragon.

			 

			Both deprived of the treasure which is ours.

			Both victims of the odious success of others.

			 

			Across the mists of time

			Requiescat in pace4. 

			 

			– I found this on the ground Sunday morning near my place. There were dozens more piled up around the center of town. It must be the same person who wrote the poem that vandalized the Castillet!

			– Okay, but what’s this story about children of a king and some treasure? asked Joan.

			– I don’t know anything about it, answered Dominique, but I do know we better get busy looking for these swindlers. It’s a less attractive search, but let’s go, lads. Back to work!

			They followed her into her office and Na-Nard reluctantly put the poem back into his pocket.

			 

			 

			The morning passed quickly. 

			Jep recovered his sense of humor and everyone furnished some new elements on the inquiry into the thefts carried out against women in the area. Joan lived in St. Estève and was able to give them a precise description of the swindlers, or fake financial “advisors,” thanks to three corroborating witnesses he’d found in that town.

			Two, well-dressed, white men, French, in their forties, handsome, with brown hair, a classy presence, and a charming smile, proposed investments to lonely women, of fifty or above, all widows, divorced or single. A letter, convincing and reassuring, preceded the visit that the “advisors” made to those who responded favorably. They proposed that the women invest in a little local Catalan enterprise, not yet well known, but recently entered on the stock exchange, which would permit their investments to double, even triple, and pay enormous interest. Obviously, the offer was tempting for those with small salaries or modest pensions. In every case, a first important transfer of interest came as promised and encouraged the women to double their investment while there was still time, before the price increased considerably in the weeks to come.

			 

			 

			At noon, chomping at the bit with impatience, Na-Nard approached Dominique and prepared to invite her to lunch, when she herself proposed the same to him.

			– Cool! he said to her. I just happen to have something very important to tell you in private.

			– Well that’s good, said Dominique, because I have some good news to tell you in private, myself.

			 

			The two, each smiling at his and her own secret, decided to head towards “Le Taj,” a small congenial Indian restaurant where they would not risk running into their colleagues, who were more likely to frequent local and fast-food places at noon.

			Choosing the Arago parking garage over the one at République, they left the car and sauntered down Rue des Augustins, commenting on the shop windows, regretting the frequent changes in businesses. At Rue de la Fusterie, in front of Rue Couverte, they looked at each other, each one thinking of Commander Rocat, their former boss, and of their first case together.5

			– I wonder how little old Madame Casenove is doing, said Dominique, lifting her eyes to an obscure window on the second floor of a neglected-looking building.

			They entered Le Taj and she smiled with pleasure at the exotic smell of incense, curry and spiced meats which greeted them. The establishment was very popular with the French, but also with the small growing Indian population of Perpignan. Tastefully decorated with red hangings embroidered with tiny mirrors typically appliquéd, some screens of sweet odiferous wood and the paintings and sculptures of traditional gods ornamenting the walls, it was discreetly lit by small lights twinkling in colored glass like votive candles. The soft music of a sitar added to the romantic atmosphere.

			After a quick glance at the menu, Dominique chose curried eggplant and Na-Nard opted for chicken tandoori and jasmine rice with fresh coriander.

			– Today, for once, I’m going to have a drink, said Dominique. 

			A faithful follower of the Montignac diet, she normally avoided carbohydrates, which included alcohol. The result of her sacrifices was a slender figure. Her sylphlike silhouette was often envied by other women of her age. Na-Nard asked the waiter for a kir for her and a small beer for himself and they ordered their meal.

			– Okay, so what is your secret, o mysterious one? asked Dominique, laughing. You look like the cat that ate the canary!

			Suddenly feeling anxious, Na-Nard preferred to gain a few more minutes in which to prepare his declaration.
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