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The river flowing sluggishly under Pont de la Concorde was flat and grey, like worn-out linoleum. It was October and the authorities were having one of their periodic crackdowns on contraband. They had set up their customary lightning checkpoint at the far end of the bridge, backing traffic all the way across to the Right Bank.


‘One thing I’ve never got straight,’ Custine said. ‘Are we musicians supplementing our income with a little detective work on the side, or is it the other way round?’


Floyd glanced into the rear-view mirror. ‘Which way round would you like it to be?’


‘I think I’d like it best if I had the kind of income that didn’t need supplementing.’


‘We were doing all right until recently.’


‘Until recently we were a trio. Before that, a quartet. Perhaps it’s just me, but I’m beginning to detect a trend.’


Floyd slipped the Mathis into gear and eased forward as the line advanced. ‘All we have to do is hold the fort together until she returns.’


‘That isn’t going to happen,’ Custine said. ‘She left for good when she got on that train. You keeping a seat free for her in the front of the car isn’t going to change things.’


‘It’s her seat.’


‘She’s gone.’ Custine sighed. ‘That’s the trouble with recognising talent: sooner or later, someone else recognises it as well.’ The big Frenchman rummaged in his jacket pocket. ‘Here. Show the nice man my papers.’


Floyd took the yellowing documents and placed them next to his own on the dashboard. When they reached the checkpoint, the guard flicked through Floyd’s papers and handed them back wordlessly. He  thumbed through Custine’s, then leaned down until he had a good view into the back of the Mathis.


‘On business, monsieur?’


‘I wish,’ Custine said quietly.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means we were looking for work,’ Floyd said amiably. ‘Unfortunately, we didn’t find any.’


‘What kind of work?’


‘Music,’ Floyd said, gesturing around the car. ‘Hence the instruments.’


The guard jabbed the muzzle of his stamped-metal machine gun towards the soft fabric case of the double bass. ‘You could get a lot of cigarettes into that. Pull your vehicle over to the inspection area.’


Floyd slipped the old Mathis back into gear and crunched it forward, steering into a bay where the guards performed more detailed searches. To one side was a striped wooden cabin where the guards amused themselves with cards and cheap pornography. A low stone wall overlooked a narrow, pebbled quay. An empty chair stood by the wall, next to a large trestle table covered with a cloth.


‘Say as little as possible,’ Floyd said to Custine.


As the guard with the machine gun returned to his post, another from the inspection area knocked on the roof of the car. ‘Bring it out. Place it on the table.’


Floyd and Custine worked the case from the rear of the Mathis. It was cumbersome rather than heavy, and had already accumulated enough scuffs and scratches that a few more wouldn’t matter.


‘You want me to open it?’ Custine asked.


‘Of course,’ the second guard said. ‘And remove the instrument, please.’


Custine did as he was told, setting the double bass down gently. There was just enough room for it on the table next to the empty case. ‘There,’ he said. ‘You’re welcome to examine the case if you think I have the ingenuity to hide something in it other than the instrument.’


‘It’s not the case I’m concerned about,’ the guard said. He motioned to one of his colleagues, who was sitting on a folding chair next to the striped cabin. The man put down his newspaper and picked up a wooden toolkit - an inspector of some kind, clearly. ‘I’ve seen these two before,’ the guard continued. ‘They’re back and forth across the river like it’s going out of fashion. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’


The inspector narrowed his eyes at Custine. ‘I know this one,’ he said. ‘Used to be a policeman, didn’t you? Some big cheese at Central Headquarters?’


‘I felt a change of career would do me good.’


Floyd took a fresh toothpick from his shirt pocket, inserted it into his mouth and bit down. The sharp end dug into his mouth, drawing blood.


‘Quite a comedown, isn’t it, from high-profile police work to this?’ the inspector persisted, setting his toolkit down.


‘If you say so,’ Custine replied.


The inspector picked up the double bass, shaking it with a look of deep concentration on his face before returning it to the table. ‘Nothing rattling around,’ he said, reaching for his toolkit. ‘Still, they might have taped something to the inside. We’ll have to take this boy apart.’


Floyd saw Custine draw in a sharp breath and place his hands protectively on the double bass. ‘You can’t take it apart,’ Custine said incredulously. ‘It’s an instrument. It doesn’t come apart.’


‘In my experience,’ the inspector said, ‘everything comes apart in the end.’


‘Easy,’ Floyd said. ‘Let them have it. It’s just a piece of wood.’


‘Listen to your friend,’ the guard suggested. ‘He talks good sense, especially for an American.’


‘Take your hands from the instrument, please,’ the inspector said.


Custine wasn’t going to do it. Floyd couldn’t blame him, not really. The double bass was the most expensive item Floyd owned, including the Mathis Emyquatre. Short of another investigation dropping into their laps, it was also about the only thing standing between them and penury.


‘Let go,’ Floyd mouthed. ‘Not worth it.’


The inspector and Custine began to struggle over the instrument. Drawn by the commotion, the guard with the machine gun who had stopped them originally left his post and began to saunter over to the action. The double bass was now off the table and the two men were yanking it backwards and forwards violently.


The guard with the gun slipped off its safety catch. The struggle intensified, Floyd fearing that the double bass was about to snap in two as the men wrestled with it. Then Custine’s opponent gained the upper  hand and pulled the instrument out of Custine’s grasp. For a moment, the inspector froze, and then in a single fluid movement threw the double bass over the low wall on the other side of the examination table. Time dragged: it seemed an eternity before Floyd heard the awful splintering as the double bass hit the cobbled dock below. Custine sagged back into the chair next to the examination table.


Floyd spat out his toothpick, grinding it underfoot like a spent cigarette. He walked slowly to the wall and peered down to inspect the damage. It was ten, twelve metres to the cobbled quay. The bass’s neck was broken in two, the body smashed into myriad jagged pieces radiating away from the point of impact.


A scuffing of booted feet drew Floyd’s attention to his right. The second guard was on his way down to the quay, descending a stone staircase jutting out from the wall. Hearing a moaning sound to his left, Floyd glanced over to see Custine looking over the parapet. His eyes were wide and white as eggs, his pupils shrunken to shocked dots. Eventually his moaning formed into coherent sounds.


‘No. No. No.’


‘It’s done,’ Floyd said. ‘And the sooner we get out of here, the better off we’ll be.’


‘You destroyed history!’ Custine shouted at the inspector. ‘That was Soudieux’s double bass! Django Reinhardt touched that wood!’


Floyd clamped a hand over his friend’s mouth. ‘He’s just a bit emotional,’ he explained. ‘You’ll have to excuse him. He’s been under a lot of pressure lately, due to some personal difficulties. He apologises unreservedly for the way he has behaved. Don’t you, André?’


Custine said nothing. He just trembled, still fixated on the wreckage of the double bass. He wanted to reverse time, Floyd thought. He wanted to unhappen the last few minutes of his life and let them spool forward again. He would be obliging this time, answering the guards’ questions civilly, and perhaps the damage that they would inevitably do to the double bass would not be irreparable.


‘Say it,’ Floyd whispered.


‘I apologise,’ Custine said.


‘Unreservedly.’


‘I apologise unreservedly.’


The inspector looked at him critically, then shrugged. ‘What’s done is done. In future you might take a leaf from your friend’s book.’


‘I’ll do that,’ Custine said numbly.


Down below, the guard kicked the remains of the double bass into the river. The bits of wood were soon lost amidst the oozing debris that hugged the banks.


 



Floyd’s telephone was ringing when he let himself into his office on the third floor of an old building on rue du Dragon. He put down the mail he had just collected from his pigeonhole and snatched the receiver from its cradle.


‘Floyd Investigations,’ he said, raising his voice above the rumbling passage of a train and pulling the toothpick from his mouth. ‘How may—’


‘Monsieur Floyd? Where have you been?’ The voice - it sounded as if it belonged to an elderly man - was curious rather than complaining. ‘I’ve been calling all afternoon and was about to give up.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Floyd said. ‘I’ve been out on investigative work.’


‘You might consider investing in a receptionist,’ the man said. ‘Or, failing that, an answering machine. I gather they are very popular with the Orthodox Jews.’


‘Receptionists?’


‘Answering machines. They employ magnetic tapes. I saw a model for sale in rue des Rosiers only last week.’


‘What a fascinating scientific world we live in.’ Floyd pulled out his chair and lowered himself into it. ‘Might I ask—’


‘I’m sorry. I should have introduced myself. My name is Blanchard. I am calling from the thirteenth arrondissement. It’s possible that I have a case for you.’


‘Go ahead,’ Floyd said, half-convinced that he must be dreaming. After everything that had happened lately - Greta walking out, the lack of work, the incident at the checkpoint - a case was the one thing he hadn’t dared hope for.


‘I should warn you that it is a serious matter. I do not believe it will be a quick or simple investigation.’


‘That’s . . . not a major problem.’ Floyd poured brandy into a waiting shot glass. ‘What kind of case are we talking about, monsieur?’ Mentally, he flipped through the possibilities. Cheating spouses was always a lucrative line of work. Sometimes they had to be tailed for weeks on end. The same went for missing cats.


‘It’s murder,’ Blanchard said.


Floyd allowed himself a bittersweet sip of the brandy. He felt his spirits plummet just as quickly as they’d risen. ‘That’s a real shame. We can’t take on a murder case.’


‘No?’


‘Homicide’s a job for the boys in the bowler hats. The boys from the Quai. They won’t let me touch that kind of work.’


‘Ah, but that is precisely the point. The police do not consider the incident to have been murder, or “homicide” as you call it.’


‘They don’t?’


‘They say that it may have been suicide or misadventure, but in either case they are not interested. You know how it is these days - they are far more interested in pursuing their own investigations.’


‘I think I get your drift.’ An old habit already had him taking notes:  Blanchard, 13th arr., poss. homicide. It might amount to nothing, but if the conversation was interrupted, he would do his best to contact the caller again. He scribbled the date next to his note and realised that it was six weeks since he had last made an entry on the pad. ‘Supposing the police are wrong, what makes you think it wasn’t suicide or an accident?’


‘Because I knew the young lady involved.’


‘And you don’t think she was the type who might kill herself?’


‘That I can’t say. All I do know is that she did not care for heights - she told me so herself - and yet she fell from a fifth-floor balcony.’


Floyd closed his eyes, wincing. He thought of the smashed double bass, splintered on the cobbles. He hated fallers. He hated the idea of fallers, suicidal or otherwise. He sipped the brandy, willing the drink to blast away the image in his mind.


‘Where’s the body now?’ he asked.


‘Dead and buried - cremated, as it happens - as per her wishes. She died three weeks ago, on September the twentieth. There was a post-mortem, I gather, but nothing suspicious came to light.’


‘Well, then.’ Mentally, Floyd was already preparing to cross out his line of notes, convinced that the case was a non-starter. ‘Maybe she was sleepwalking. Or maybe she was upset about something. Or maybe the railings on the balcony were loose. Did the police speak to the landlord?’


‘They did. As it happens, I was her landlord. I assure you, the railings were perfectly secure.’



It’s nothing, Floyd told himself. It might be worth a day or two of investigative time, but all they would end up doing was reaching the same conclusion as the police. It was better than no case at all, but it was not going to solve Floyd’s deeper financial malaise.


He put down the fountain pen and picked up a letter knife instead. He slit open the first of several envelopes he had collected from his pigeonhole and spilled out a demand from his landlord.


‘Monsieur Floyd - are you still there?’


‘Just thinking,’ Floyd said. ‘It seems to me that it’d be difficult ever to rule out an accident. And without evidence of foul play, there’s not much I can add to the official verdict.’


‘Evidence of foul play, Monsieur Floyd, is precisely what I have. Of course, the unimaginative idiots at the Quai didn’t want to know. I expect rather better of you.’


Floyd wadded the rent demand into a ball and flicked it into his wastepaper basket. ‘Can you tell me about this evidence?’


‘In person, yes. I would ask that you visit my apartment. Tonight. Does your schedule permit that?’


‘I should be able to slot you in.’ Floyd took down Blanchard’s address and telephone number and agreed a time with the landlord. ‘Just one thing, monsieur. I can understand the Quai not being interested in the woman’s case. But why have you called me?’


‘Are you implying that it was a mistake?’


‘No, not at all. It’s just that most of my cases come through personal recommendation. I don’t get much work through people finding my name in the telephone book.’


The man at the other end of the line chuckled knowingly. The sound was like coal being stirred in a grate. ‘I should think not. You are an American, after all. Who but a fool would seek the services of an American detective in Paris?’


‘I’m French,’ Floyd said, slicing open the second envelope.


‘Let us not quibble over passports. Your French is impeccable, Monsieur Floyd - for a foreigner. But I will say no more than that. You were born in the United States, were you not?’


‘You know a lot about me. How did you get my name?’


‘I got it from the only reasonable policeman I spoke to during this whole affair - an Inspector Maillol. I gather you and he know each other.’


‘Our paths have crossed. Maillol’s a decent enough fellow. Can’t he look into this supposed suicide?’


‘Maillol says his hands are tied. When I mentioned that the woman was American, your name naturally popped into his head.’


‘Where was she from?’


‘Dakota, I believe. Or perhaps it was Minnesota. Somewhere to the north, at least.’


‘I’m from Galveston,’ Floyd said. ‘That puts us a world apart.’


‘None the less, you will take on the case?’


‘We have an appointment, monsieur. We can discuss things then.’


‘Very well, then. I shall expect you on the hour?’


Floyd shook the second letter from its envelope, which was postmarked from Nice. A single sheet of grey paper, folded in two, tipped out on to the desk. He flicked the paper open to reveal a handwritten message in watery ink that was only a shade darker than the paper on which it was written. He recognised the handwriting immediately. It was from Greta.


‘Monsieur Floyd?’


Floyd dropped the letter as if it was stamped from hot metal. His fingers seemed to tingle. He hadn’t expected to hear from Greta again - not in this life. It took him a few moments to adjust to her sudden intrusion back into his world. What could she possibly have to say to him?


‘Monsieur Floyd? Are you still there?’


He tapped the mouthpiece. ‘Just lost you for a moment there, monsieur. It’s the rats in the basement, always at the telephone lines.’


‘Evidently. Upon the hour, then? Are we agreed?’


‘I’ll be there,’ Floyd said.
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Verity Auger surveyed the underground scene from the safety of her environment suit, standing a dozen metres from the crippled wreckage of the crawler. The tarantula-like machine lay tilted to one side, two of its legs broken and another three jammed uselessly against the low ceiling of carved ice. The crawler was going nowhere - it couldn’t even be dragged back to the surface; but at least its life-support bubble was still intact. Cassandra, the girl student, was still sitting inside the cabin, arms folded, watching the proceedings with a kind of haughty detachment. Sebastian, the boy, was lying about five metres from the crawler, his suit damaged but still capable of keeping him alive until the rescue squad arrived.


‘Hang in there,’ Auger told him on the suit-to-suit. ‘They’re breaking through. We’ll be home and dry any moment now.’


The crackle and static accompanying the boy’s response made him seem a million light-years away. ‘I don’t feel too good, miss.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Headache.’


‘Just stay still. Those suit seals will do their job if you don’t move.’


Auger stepped back as rescue crawlers from the Antiquities Board emerged from above, forcing ice aside with piston-driven claws and picks.


‘That you, Auger?’ came a voice in her helmet.


‘Of course it’s me. What took you so long? Thought you guys were never coming.’


‘We came as fast as we could.’ She recognised the voice of Mancuso, one of the recovery people she had dealt with in the past. ‘Had trouble getting a fix on you this far down. The clouds seemed to be having some kind of argument tonight, lots of electromagnetic crap to see through. What exactly were you doing this deep?’


‘My job,’ she said tersely.


‘The kid hurt?’


‘His suit took a hit.’ On her own faceplate monitor she could still see the diagnostic summary for Sebastian’s suit, hatched with pulsing red hazard indicators near the right elbow joint. ‘But it’s nothing serious. I told him to lie down and keep still until rescue arrived.’


The lead crawler was already disgorging two members of the rescue squad, clad in the faintly comical suits of the extreme-hazards section. They moved like sumo warriors, in squatting strides.


Auger moved to Sebastian, kneeling down next to him. ‘They’re here. All you have to do is keep still and you’ll be safe and sound.’


Sebastian made an unintelligible gurgle in reply. Auger raised a hand, signalling the nearer of the two suits to approach her. ‘This is the boy, Mancuso. I think you should deal with him first.’


‘That’s already the plan,’ another voice squawked in her helmet. ‘Stand back, Auger.’


‘Careful with him,’ she warned. ‘He’s got a bad rip near the right—’


Mancuso’s suit towered over the little boy. ‘Easy, son,’ she heard. ‘Gonna have you fixed up in no time. You all right in there?’


‘Hurt,’ she heard Sebastian gasp.


‘Think we need to move fast on this one,’ Mancuso said, beckoning the second rescuer to him with a flick of one overmuscled arm. ‘Can’t risk moving him, not with the particle density as high as it is.’


‘Recover in situ?’ the second rescuer asked.


‘Let’s do it.’


Mancuso pointed his left arm at the boy. A hatch slid open in the armour and a spray nozzle popped out. Silvery-white matter gushed from the nozzle, solidifying instantly on impact. In a matter of seconds, Sebastian became a human-shaped cocoon wrapped in hard spittlelike strands.


‘Careful with him,’ Auger repeated.


A second team then set to work, cutting into the block of ice immediately underneath Sebastian with lasers. Steam blasted into the air from the cutting point. They paused now and again, signalling each other with tiny hand gestures before resuming. The first team returned with a wheeled, stretcherlike harness, pushing it between them. Thin metal claws lowered from the cradle, slipping into the ice around Sebastian. The cradle slowly hoisted the entire cocooned mass  - including its foundation of ice - away from the ground. Auger watched them wheel Sebastian away and load him into the first recovery machine.


‘It was just a scratch,’ Auger said, when Mancuso returned to check on her. ‘You don’t have to act as if it’s an emergency, scaring the kid to death.’


‘It’ll be an experience for him.’


‘He’s already had enough experience for one day.’


‘Well, can’t be too careful. Down here all accidents are emergencies. Thought you’d have known that by now, Auger.’


‘You should check on the girl,’ she said, indicating the crawler.


‘She hurt?’


‘No.’


‘Then she isn’t a priority. Let’s see what you risked these kids’ lives for, shall we?’


Mancuso meant the newspaper.


‘It’s in the crawler’s storage shelf,’ Auger said, leading him over to the crippled machine. At the front of the crawler, tucked beneath sets of manipulator arms and tools, were a netting pouch and a hatch containing a compartmented storage tray. Auger released the manual catch and slid out the tray. ‘Look,’ she said, taking the newspaper out of its slot with great care.


‘Whew!’ Mancuso whistled, grudgingly impressed. ‘Where’d you find it?’


She pointed to a sunken area just ahead of the wrecked machine. ‘We found a car down there.’


‘Anyone inside?’


‘Empty. We smashed the sunroof and used the crawler’s manipulators to extract the paper from the rear seat. We had to brace the crawler against the ceiling to prevent it from toppling over. Unfortunately, the ceiling wasn’t structurally sound.’


‘That’s because this cavern hasn’t been cleared for human operations yet,’ Mancuso told her.


Auger chose her words carefully, mindful that anything she said now might be on the record. ‘No harm was done. We lost a crawler, but the recovery of a newspaper easily outweighs that.’


‘What happened to the boy?’


‘He was helping me stabilise the crawler when he ripped his suit. I told him to lie still and wait for the cavalry.’


She put the newspaper back into the tray. The newsprint was still as sharp and legible as when she had retrieved it from the car. The act of picking up the paper - flexing it slightly - had even caused one of the animated adverts to come to life: a girl on a beach throwing a ball towards the camera.


‘Pretty good, Auger. Looks like you lucked out this time.’


‘Help me remove the tray,’ she said, guessing that there was going to be no attempt to recover the entire crawler.


They extracted the sample tray, carried it to the nearest rescue crawler and slid it into a vacant slot.


‘Now the film reels,’ Mancuso said.


Auger walked around the leaning vehicle, throwing latches and sliding out the heavy black cartridges, clipping them together as she went for ease of transport. Once all twelve of them had been assembled, including those from the cabin monitors, she handed the bulky package to Mancuso. ‘I want these shot straight to the lab,’ she said.


‘That’s the lot?’ he asked.


‘That’s the lot,’ Auger replied. ‘Now can we deal with Cassandra?’


But when she looked back into the glow of the cabin, she saw no sign of the girl. ‘Cassandra?’ she called, hoping that the channel to the crawler was still functioning.


‘It’s OK,’ the girl said. ‘I’m right behind you.’


Auger turned around to see Cassandra standing on the ice in the other child-sized environment suit.


‘I told you to stay inside,’ Auger said.


‘It was time to leave,’ Cassandra replied. She had, as far as Auger could tell, made an efficient and thorough job of donning her suit. Auger was impressed: it was difficult enough for an adult to put on an environment suit without assistance, let alone a child.


‘Did you make sure—’ Auger began.


‘The suit is fine. I think it’s time we were leaving, don’t you? All this activity may have alerted the furies. We don’t want to be here when they arrive.’


Mancuso touched Auger’s shoulder with a power-amplified glove that could have crushed her in an eyeblink. ‘Girl’s right. Let’s get the hell out of Paris. Place always gives me the jitters.’


Auger peered through the ceiling porthole of the rescue crawler, willing the red and green lights of the dropship to burn through the clouds and hoping that the clouds themselves would not become even more agitated. There was something wrong with the clouds tonight. Their talk was normally a slow and serene form of communication, revealed by changes in their shape, colour and texturing. Vast circuitlike structures of hard-edged blue-grey would take form over many minutes; these forms would gradually stabilise and then slowly fade. Tens of minutes later, new patterns would begin to emerge from the doughy grey of unstructured cloud. Such movements were merely the basic units of an exchange that might take hours or days to complete.


But right now the clouds were bickering. The patterns formed and decayed at an accelerated rate, with lightning a kind of emphatic punctuation to the dialogue. The clouds fissioned and merged, as if renegotiating age-old treaties and alliances.


‘They do this sometimes,’ Cassandra said.


‘I know,’ Auger replied, ‘but not on my watch, and not right over the city I happen to be investigating.’


‘Maybe it’s not just happening over Paris,’ Cassandra mused.


‘I hoped so, too. Unfortunately, I checked. There’s a major argument in the weather system centred right over northern France, and it started thickening up at about the time we arrived.’


‘Coincidence.’


‘Or not.’


Lightning illuminated the scene outside, picking out a linear obstacle course of blocks, ramps and deep, smooth-sided trenches, all cut from pale-blue ice with laser-precision. On either side of the Champs-Elysées, the collapsed forms of buildings were glazed with thin traceries of the same pastel ice, neatly stepped and edged where the Antiquities Board’s remote-controlled excavators had halted when they sensed fragile masonry, steel and glass. Auger thought about the controllers who directed those machines from orbit and felt a growing desire to be up there with them, away from the hazards of the ground.


‘Hurry up,’ she said, sotto voce. ‘This stopped being fun hours ago.’


‘Was it really worth it, for a single newspaper?’ Cassandra asked.


‘Of course it was worth it. You know it was. Newspapers are amongst the most valuable Void Century artefacts we can ever hope  to find. Especially late editions, updated in the last few hours before it all ended. You wouldn’t believe how few of those survived.’


Cassandra pushed aside the curtain of black hair that had a habit of falling over her left eye. ‘What does it matter if there are some details you still don’t know, if you can still make out the bigger picture?’


Movement caught Auger’s attention: through the ceiling porthole she saw a squadron of dropships lowering down through the clouds on spikes of thrust.


‘It means we stand a chance of not making the same mistakes over again,’ Auger said.


‘Such as?’ Cassandra asked.


‘Screwing up the Earth, for instance. Thinking we can fix one technological mess by throwing yet more technology at it, when every attempt to do that already has just made things even worse.’


‘Only a kind of superstitious fatalism would say that we shouldn’t keep trying,’ Cassandra said, folding her arms across her chest. ‘Anyway, how could things possibly be any worse than they are now?’


‘Use your imagination, kid,’ Auger said. She felt the rescue crawler tremble as the thrust from the nearest dropship washed over it. Bright light played over the cabin, followed by a lurch as the recovery cradle grabbed hold of the rescue crawler. Then they were airborne, pulled into the sky as the dropship gained altitude. Through the side windows, Auger saw the Champs-Elysées fall away, the slumped buildings on either side soon hiding it from view. She made out the surrounding streets, unable to turn off the part of her brain that insisted on identifying them. Haussmann to the north, Marceau and Montaigne to the south.


‘How could we make it worse?’ Cassandra said. ‘People can’t live down there. Nothing can, not even bacteria. Surely that’s as bad as it gets?’


‘We scored today,’ Auger said. ‘We came back with a piece of the past - a window into history. But there’s a lot more down there we haven’t found yet. Gaps in our knowledge waiting to be filled. There’s so much we forgot, so many things we’ll never know unless we find the truth down there, preserved under the ice.’


‘The Polity plans don’t threaten any of that.’


‘Not on paper, no, but we all know that the plans are only a prelude. Clean up the furies and stabilise the climate, then we can  begin the real work: terraforming.’ She said the last word with exquisite distaste.


As the clouds thickened around the rescue crawler, Auger caught a brief glimpse of the sinuous track of the Seine, a flawless ribbon of white ice dotted here and there with cordoned dig sites. Further away, picked out in darkling glints from hovering airships, she made out the lower two-thirds of the Eiffel Tower, bent to one side like a man struggling against a gale.


‘Is it such a crime to want to make the Earth liveable again?’ Cassandra asked.


‘In my book it is, because we can’t do it without erasing everything down there, severing every single thread back to the past. It’s like whitewashing the Mona Lisa when there’s a blank canvas next door.’


‘So you advocate the terraforming of Venus instead?’


Auger felt close to tearing out her hair. ‘No, I don’t advocate that, either. It’s just that if I’m forced into making a choice . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know why I’m having this conversation with you, of all people!’


‘Why wouldn’t you?’


‘Because you’re one of us, Cassandra - a good little Thresher, a good little citizen of the USNE. You’re even studying to work under Antiquities. I shouldn’t have to explain any of this stuff to you.’


Cassandra gave a girlish little shrug, accompanied by a half-pout. ‘I thought debate was supposed to be healthy,’ she countered.


‘It is,’ Auger replied, ‘so long as you don’t disagree with me.’


 



Tanglewood wrapped the Earth in light, like a glimmering funeral wreath. The dropship moved cautiously, veering this way and that as it navigated between moving threads, each of which was an enormous chain of interconnected habitats. In every direction there were more and more loops, threads and knots of light receding into a faint, luminous scribble of headache-inducing complexity, each centre of mass following its own private orbit around Earth.


Hundreds of thousands of habitats, each a small city in its own right; hundreds of millions of people, Auger knew, all with lives as complex and problematic and hope-filled as her own. Traffic was constantly coming and going from different parts of Tanglewood, sparks of light slipping from one thread to another in all directions.  The concatenated threads of linked habitats were in a constant process of severance and reunion, like DNA strands in some thriving Petri dish.


Her mood brightened when she felt the dropship braking for its final approach. Immediately ahead, strung together hub to hub, were the six counter-rotating wheels of the Antiquities Board. Already, she was certain, the news of her discovery would be filtering through the usual academic channels, and the pressure would soon be mounting for her to publish a preliminary summary of the newspaper’s contents. She would be very lucky if she got any sleep in the next twenty-four hours. It would, however, be the kind of work she enjoyed - tiring but simultaneously exhilarating, leaving her in a state of exhausted euphoria at the end of it. And that would only be the beginning of the much longer process of detailed study, when she would see whether her initial hunches and guesses stood the test of time.


The squadron of dropships docked with the first wheel, coming to rest in a large low-gravity reception bay filled with ships and equipment. With a prickle of disquiet, Auger noticed that one of the parked spacecraft was a Slasher vessel. It was ostentatiously sleek: long and lean like a fast-swimming squid, with something of the same translucent elegance. Mechanisms and markings twinkled through the cobalt-blue lustre of its outer hull. Surrounded by the robust but clumsy artefacts of her own government, the Slasher craft looked insultingly futuristic. Which, in a way, it was.


Auger couldn’t quite pinpoint the reason for her unease. It was unusual to see a Slasher ship in Tanglewood, especially with the heightened tension of recent months. But it did still happen now and then, and whenever there were diplomatic exchanges it was generally more efficient to use Slasher transport.


But in Antiquities? That, she had to admit, was a little unusual.


She pushed the unease from her mind, concentrating on the matter at hand. While various aggressive sterilisation procedures took place - the ships scrubbed for any latent traces of Parisian contamination - Auger scoured the rescue crawler until she found a pen and a pad of standard-issue Antiquities reporting paper and set about writing her statement regarding what had happened underground. As always, it was necessary to strike a balance between a cavalier disregard for the rules and a professional understanding that some rules were more flexible than others.


She had pretty much finished the report by the time the sterilisation procedures were completed. An airlock bridge was attached to the rescue craft and the lights around the outer door flicked to green, signalling that it was safe to disembark. The recovery crew were the first out, anxious to get off-shift to trade drinks and tall tales with their comrades.


‘Come on,’ she said, gesturing for Cassandra to exit ahead of her.


‘After you,’ the girl replied.


Something in her tone was still off, but Auger continued to put it down to her own nerves, amplified by the sighting of the Slasher vessel. She pulled herself to the airlock and, with well-rehearsed movements, drifted along the connecting umbilical.


At the far end, she was met by a pair of officials, both of whom wore pinstriped grey suits. She recognised one of the men as a high-level manager called August Da Silva. He was a small individual with a smooth, cherubic face and hair that was always impeccably combed and held in place with perfumed oils. Their paths had crossed before, over research budgets and minor procedural transgressions.


Da Silva made a show of separating Auger from the girl. ‘This way for you,’ he said.


‘I need to look after Cassandra,’ Auger said.


With a gentle push, Da Silva coaxed her into a small, windowless waiting room. The door was immediately closed and locked behind her, leaving her alone with only the padded walls for company. Auger thumped on the door, but no one came back or gave any explanation as to what was going on. Half an hour passed, then an hour. Auger began to stew in her own indignation, rehearsing the things she would say and the people she would lash out at when she was finally allowed to leave. Nothing like this had ever happened before; there were sometimes delays due to glitches in the sterilisation procedure, but the authorities were always careful to keep her informed in such circumstances.


After another half-hour, the door opened and Da Silva poked his perfumed head through the gap. ‘Time to move, Auger. They’re waiting for you.’


She managed a defiant sneer. ‘Who the hell are they? Don’t you realise I’ve got work to do?’


‘Your work will have to wait a while.’


Grumpily, she followed Da Silva out of the waiting room. He  smelled of lavender and cinnamon. ‘I need to collect the newspaper and the film reels so that I can begin documenting the discovery. This is major - there are thousands of people waiting to hear what that newspaper will tell us. They’ll already be wondering why I haven’t made a preliminary statement.’


‘I’m afraid I can’t let you have the film reels,’ Da Silva said. ‘They’ve already been sent away for secure processing.’


‘What are you talking about? That’s my damned data!’


‘It isn’t data anymore,’ the man said. ‘It’s evidence in a criminal investigation. The boy died.’


The force of it hit her like a stomach punch. ‘No!’ she breathed, as if denying it might make any difference.


‘I’m afraid it’s true.’


Her voice sounded ghostly and distant. ‘What happened?’


‘There was a rip in his suit. Furies got to him.’


Auger remembered Sebastian complaining of a headache. That would have been the tiny machines storming through his brain, replicating and demolishing as they went.


The thought made her sick.


‘But we checked the fury count,’ she said. ‘It was zero.’


‘Your detectors weren’t sensitive to the latest microscopic strain. You’d have known that if you bothered to keep up with the technical bulletins. You should have allowed for that factor in deciding whether to go outside.’


‘But he can’t be dead.’


‘He died during the ascent.’ Da Silva looked back at her, perhaps wondering how much he was allowed to say. ‘Complete brainstem death.’


‘Oh, God.’ She took a deep breath, trying not to lose it. ‘Has anyone told—’


‘His family? They’ve been informed that an incident took place. They’re on their way over as we speak. The hope is that the boy can be brought back to some state of consciousness by the time they arrive.’


Da Silva was playing with her. ‘You told me he died.’


‘He did. Thankfully, they were able to bring him back.’


‘With a head full of furies?’


‘They pumped him full of UR, flushed out the furies with some of  that magic Slasher medicine. Right now, the boy’s still in a coma. He may have irreversible damage to major brain structures, but we won’t know for a few days.’


‘This can’t be happening,’ Auger said. She felt like a spectator to her own conversation. ‘It was just a field trip. No one was supposed to die.’


‘Easy to say now.’ He leaned in closer, so that she could smell his breath. ‘Do you honestly think we can keep a lid on this kind of thing? We’ve already got the Transgressions Board breathing down our necks. There’ve been a lot of screw-ups down on Earth lately, and word is they feel it’s about time they made an example of someone, before something really stupid happens.’


‘I’m sorry about the boy,’ she said.


‘Is that an admission of culpability, Auger? If so, it’s going to make things a lot easier all round.’


‘No,’ she said, her voice faltering, ‘it’s not an admission of anything. I’m just saying that I’m sorry. Look, can I speak to the parents?’


‘Right now, Auger, I’d think you are about the last person in the solar system they’ll want to talk to.’


‘I just want them to know I care.’


‘The time to care,’ Da Silva said, ‘was before you risked everything for a single useless artefact.’


‘The artefact isn’t useless,’ she snapped. ‘No matter what happened down there, it was still a risk worth taking. You talk to anyone in Antiquities and they’ll tell you the same thing.’


‘Shall I show you the newspaper, Auger? Would you like that?’


Da Silva had it stuffed into his jacket. He pulled it out and handed it to her. She took it with trembling fingers, feeling all her hopes vanish in one instant of crushing disappointment. Like the boy, the newspaper had died as well. The newsprint had blurred, lines of text running into each other like icing patterns melting on a cake. It was already completely illegible. The illustrations and advertisements had become static, their colours bleeding together until they looked like splodges of abstract art. The tiny motor that supplied power to the smart paper must have been down to its last trickle of energy when she pulled it from the car.


She handed him back the useless, mocking thing.


‘I’m in trouble, aren’t I?’
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Floyd swung the Mathis into a narrow street between tall-sided tenements. It was years since he had been on rue des Peupliers, and his memory was of broken cobbles, boarded-up premises and shabby pawnbrokers. The road was smoothly asphalted now and the parked autos were all gleaming nineteen-fifties models, low and muscular like crouched panthers. The posts of the electric street lamps gleamed with new paint. The street-level establishments were all discreet, high-class affairs: clockmakers, antiquarian booksellers, exclusive jewellers, a shop selling maps and globes, another specialising in fountain pens. As afternoon turned to evening, the storefronts threw welcoming rectangles of light on to the darkening sidewalk.


‘There’s number twenty-three,’ Floyd said, easing the car into a space next to the apartment building Blanchard had given as his address. ‘That’s where she must have fallen,’ he added, nodding towards a patch of sidewalk that showed every sign of having been recently scrubbed. ‘Must have been from one of those balconies above us.’


Custine looked out of the side window. ‘No sign of damaged railings on any of them. Doesn’t look as though any of them have been replaced and repainted lately, either.’


Floyd reached back and Custine passed him his notebook and fedora. ‘We’ll see.’


As they got out of the car, a small girl wearing scuffed black shoes and a stained dress emerged from the building and walked out on to the street. Floyd was about to call out to her before she allowed the door to close, but the words stalled in his throat when he saw her face: even in the fading light, some suggestion of disfigurement or strangeness was apparent. He watched her skip down the street, finally disappearing into the shadows between the lights. Resignedly,  Floyd tried the glass-fronted door that the girl had just come through and found it locked. Next to it was a panel of buzzers accompanied by the names of the tenants. He found Blanchard’s and pressed it.


A voice crackled through the grille immediately. ‘You are late, Monsieur Floyd.’


‘Does that mean the appointment is off?’


In place of an answer there was a buzz from the door. Custine pushed it experimentally and the door opened a crack.


‘Let’s see how this plays out,’ Floyd said. ‘Usual drill: I’ll do most of the talking; you sit and observe.’


That was the way they normally worked. Floyd had long ago found that his not-quite-perfect French lulled people into a false sense of security, often encouraging them to blurt out things that they might otherwise have held back.


The hallway led immediately to a carpeted flight of stairs which they took to the third-floor landing, both of them wheezing from the climb when they arrived. Three of the doors were shut, but the fourth was slightly ajar, a crack of electric light spilling on to the well-worn carpet. An eye loomed in the gap. ‘This way, Monsieur Floyd. Please!’


The crack widened enough to admit Floyd and Custine into a living room, where the curtains had already been drawn against the advancing gloom of evening.


‘This is my associate, André Custine,’ Floyd said. ‘This being a homicide investigation, I thought two pairs of eyes and ears might be better than one.’


Blanchard nodded courteously towards each of them. ‘Would you care for some tea? The kettle is still warm.’


Custine started to say something, but Floyd was already thinking about how little time he had before his meeting with Greta and got in first. ‘Very kind of you, monsieur, but we’d best be getting on with the investigation.’ He removed his fedora and placed it on an empty chess table. ‘Where do you want to begin?’


‘I rather expected you to take the lead,’ Blanchard said, moving to close the door behind them.


Floyd’s mental image of the caller on the telephone had turned out to be reassuringly close to the mark. Blanchard was a thin, old gentleman in his seventies with a crook of a nose upon which balanced a pair of half-moon spectacles. He wore a kind of fez or  nightcap that resisted precise identification; a quilted nightgown covered striped pyjamas, thick slippers his feet.


‘Maybe you should go back to the beginning,’ Floyd said. ‘Tell me about the American girl. How much did you know about her?’


‘She was a tenant, and she paid her rent on time.’ For a moment Blanchard fussed with a fire iron, poking away at the ashes in the room’s enormous Art Deco fireplace. On the mantelpiece, two bookend owls surveyed the proceedings with jewelled eyes. Floyd and Custine squeezed in next to each other on the sofa, shuffling awkwardly.


‘That’s all?’ Floyd prompted.


Blanchard turned from the fireplace. ‘She stayed here for three months, until her death. She kept the room two floors above this one. She would rather have had one a little lower - as I think I mentioned, she did not like heights - but none was available.’


‘Did she complain to you about that?’ Floyd asked. His eyes wandered over the walls, taking in an array of African masks and hunting trophies, none of which looked as if they had been dusted in recent memory. A portrait photograph hung next to the door, showing a handsome young couple in front of the Eiffel Tower. Their clothing and slightly stiff expressions suggested a picture taken at least fifty years earlier. Floyd studied the young man’s face and measured it against the old gentleman who was their host.


‘She complained to me, yes,’ Blanchard said, easing himself into a chair. ‘To her landlord, no.’


‘I thought you were—’ Floyd began.


‘I was her landlord, yes, but she did not know that. None of the tenants are aware that I am anything more than another tenant. They pay their rent through an intermediary.’


‘Odd arrangement,’ Floyd observed.


‘But a very useful one. I get to hear their official complaints and grievances and their unofficial ones as well, simply by chatting as we pass on the stairs. The woman in question never expressed her displeasure in writing, but she never failed to complain about the room whenever our paths crossed.’


Floyd flashed a glance at his partner, then looked back at Blanchard. ‘The girl’s name, monsieur?’


‘The woman’s name was Susan White.’


‘Married?’


‘She did not wear a ring, and never spoke of anyone else.’


Floyd noted down this information. ‘Did she tell you how old she was?’


‘I doubt that she was older than thirty-five. Maybe only thirty. It was not easy to tell. She did not wear as much make-up as the other young women, the other female tenants.’


Custine asked, ‘Did she tell you what she had been doing before she came here?’


‘Only that she had come from America, and that she had some skill as a typist. I should mention the typewriter—’


‘Where in America?’ Floyd interrupted, remembering that Blanchard had not been certain when they spoke on the telephone.


‘It was Dakota. I remember that quite clearly now. It was in her accent, she said.’


‘Then she spoke English to you?’ Floyd asked.


‘Now and then, when I asked her to. Otherwise, her French was much like yours.’


‘Impeccable,’ Floyd said, with a smile. ‘For a foreigner, that is.’


‘What was Mademoiselle White doing in Paris?’ Custine asked.


‘She never told me, and I never asked. Clearly, funds were not a problem. She may have had some work, but if that was the case then she kept very erratic hours.’


Floyd turned a page on his notepad, thumbing it down to blot the ink on the notes he had already made. ‘Sounds like a tourist, spending a few months in Paris before moving on. You mind if I ask how you two got to know each other, and how far that relationship went?’


‘It was an entirely harmless association. We happened to meet at Longchamp.’


‘The races?’


‘Yes. I see you’ve noticed the photograph of my late wife and me.’


Floyd nodded, a little ashamed that his scrutiny had been so obvious. ‘She was very pretty.’


‘The photograph doesn’t begin to do her justice. Her name was Claudette. She died in nineteen fifty-four - only five years ago, but it feels as if I’ve spent half my life without her.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Floyd said.


‘Claudette was a great fan of the races.’ Blanchard got up again and  poked around in the fire, to no visible effect. He sat down with a creak of ageing joints. ‘After she died, there was a long time when I couldn’t bring myself to leave this apartment, let alone go back to the races. But one day I persuaded myself to do just that, intending to put some money on a horse in her memory. I told myself that it was what she would have wanted, but all the same I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty that I was there on my own.’


‘You shouldn’t have felt that way,’ Floyd said.


Blanchard looked at him. ‘Have you ever been married, Monsieur Floyd, or lost a loved one to a slow disease?’


Floyd looked down, chastened. ‘No, monsieur.’


‘Then - with all due respect - you can’t really know what it is like. That feeling of betrayal . . . absurd as it was. Yet still I kept going, saving a little money each week, occasionally returning with a small win. And that was where I met Susan White.’


‘Did the girl gamble?’


‘Not seriously. She recognised me only as another tenant and asked if I might help her with a small wager. At first I was reluctant to have anything to do with her, since I almost felt as if Claudette was watching me, as silly as that seems.’


‘But you did help her.’


‘I decided that it would do no harm to show her how to study the form, and she placed a bet accordingly. Rather to her surprise, the horse triumphed. Thereafter she arranged to meet me at the races once or twice a week. Frankly, I think the horses fascinated her more than the money. I would catch her staring at them as they circled in the jockeys’ enclosure. It was as if she had never seen horses before.’


‘Maybe they don’t have them in Dakota,’ Custine said.


‘And that was as far as it went?’ Floyd asked. ‘A meeting at the races, once or twice a week?’


‘That was how it started,’ Blanchard said, ‘and perhaps that is how it should have ended, too. But I found that I enjoyed her company. In her I saw something of my late wife: the same zest for life, the same childlike delight in the simplest things. The truly surprising thing was that she appeared to enjoy my company as well.’


‘So you started to meet up outside the racetrack?’


‘Once or twice a week I would invite her into this room, and we would drink tea and coffee and perhaps eat a slice of cake. And we  would talk about anything that crossed our minds. Or rather I would talk, since - most of the time, at least - she seemed content to sit and listen.’ Blanchard smiled, wrinkles splitting his face. ‘I would say, “Now it’s your turn - I’ve been monopolising the conversation,” and she would reply, “No, no, I really want to hear your stories.” And the odd thing is, she seemed quite sincere. We’d talk about anything: the past, the movies, theatre—’


‘And did you ever get a look inside her apartment?’


‘Of course - I was her landlord. When she was out, it was a simple matter to use the duplicate key. It wasn’t snooping,’ he added a little defensively, leaning forward to make his point. ‘I have a duty to my other tenants to make sure that the terms of the contract are being honoured.’


‘I’m sure,’ Floyd said. ‘When you were in there not snooping around, did you notice anything?’


‘Only that the place was always very neat and tidy, and that she collected a remarkable number of books, records, magazines and newspapers.’


‘A proper little bookworm, in other words. Not a crime, though, is it?’


‘Not unless they’ve changed the law.’ Blanchard paused. ‘There was one thing that struck me as rather unusual, though. Shall I mention it?’


‘Couldn’t hurt.’


‘The books kept changing. They were the same from day to day, yes, but from week to week, they changed. So did the magazines and newspapers. It was as if she was collecting them, then moving them on elsewhere to make room for new ones.’


‘Maybe she was,’ Floyd said. ‘If she was a rich tourist, then she might have been shipping goods back home on a regular basis.’


‘I considered that possibility, yes.’


‘And?’ Floyd asked.


‘One day I happened to see her in the street, a long way from the apartment. It was a coincidence. She was making her way down rue Monge, towards the Métro station at Cardinal Lemoine, in the fifth arrondissement. She was struggling with a suitcase, and the thought flashed through my mind that perhaps she had packed her belongings and left.’


‘Skipping on her rent?’


‘Except she had already paid in advance up to the end of the month. Guilty over my suspicions, I vowed to catch up with her and help her with the suitcase. But I am an elderly man and I could not make up the distance quickly enough. Ashamed that I could not be of assistance to her, I watched her vanish into the Métro station.’ Blanchard picked up a carved pipe from a selection on a side table and began examining it absently. ‘I thought that was the end of it, but no sooner had she vanished than she reappeared. No more than a minute or two had passed since she entered, and she still had the suitcase. This time, however, it looked much lighter than before. It was a windy day and now the suitcase kept bumping against her hip.’


‘You told all this to the police?’ Floyd asked.


‘I did, but they dismissed it. They told me that I had imagined the whole incident, or imagined that the first suitcase was heavier than the second.’


Floyd made a careful note, certain - without quite being able to say why - that this was an important observation. ‘And is this the “evidence” of foul play you mentioned on the telephone?’


‘No,’ Blanchard said. ‘That is something else entirely. Two or three weeks before her death, Mademoiselle White’s manner changed. She stopped coming to the races, stopped visiting these rooms, and spent more and more time away from her own apartment. On the few occasions when we passed each other on the stairs, she seemed distracted.’


‘Did you check out her rooms?’


Blanchard hesitated a moment before nodding in answer to Floyd’s question. ‘She had stopped acquiring books and magazines. A great many remained in the apartment, but I saw no sign that they were being added to or relocated elsewhere.’


Floyd glanced at Custine. ‘All right. Something must have been on her mind. I have a theory. You want to hear it?’


‘Am I paying for this? We haven’t discussed terms.’


‘We’ll come to that if we come to it. I think Mademoiselle White had a lover. She must have met someone in the last three weeks before she died.’ Floyd observed Blanchard, wondering how much of this he really wanted to know. ‘She’d been spending time with you - innocently, I know - but suddenly her new boyfriend wanted  her all to himself. No more trips to the races, no more cosy chats up here.’


Blanchard seemed to weigh the matter. ‘And the matter of the books?’


‘Just a guess, but maybe she suddenly had other things to do than hang around bookstores and newsagents. She lost interest in stocking her library, so there was no need to keep on shipping trunks back to Dakota.’


‘That’s a lot of supposition,’ Blanchard said, ‘based on a rather striking absence of evidence.’


‘I said it was a theory, not a watertight case.’ Floyd took out a toothpick and started chewing on it. ‘All I’m saying is, there might be less to this than meets the eye.’


‘And the matter of her death?’


‘The fall might still have been an accident.’


‘I am convinced she was pushed.’ Blanchard reached under his chair and produced a tin box printed all over with a scratched tartan pattern, a photograph of a Highland terrier on the lid. ‘This, perhaps, will convince you.’


Floyd took the tin. ‘I really need to watch my figure.’


‘Open it, please.’


Floyd prised the lid off with his fingernails. Inside was a bundle of assorted documents and papers, held together with a single rubber band.


‘You’d better explain the significance of this,’ Floyd said, nonplussed.


‘Less than a week before she died, Mademoiselle White knocked on my door. She died on the twentieth; this would have been around the fifteenth or sixteenth. I let her in. She was still flustered, still distracted, but now at least she was ready to talk to me. The first thing she did was apologise for her rudeness during the preceding fortnight, and tell me how much she missed the horses. She also gave me that box.’


Floyd slipped free the elastic band surrounding the papers and let them spill into his lap. ‘What else did she tell you?’


‘Only that she might have to leave Paris in a hurry, and that I was to look after the box if she did not return for it.’


Floyd glanced through the papers. There were travel documents, receipts, maps, newspaper clippings. There was a pencil sketch,  carefully annotated, of something circular that he didn’t recognise. There was a postcard: a sun-faded photograph of Notre Dame. Floyd flipped it over and saw that the card had been written and stamped, but never sent. The handwriting was neat and girlish, with exaggerated loops and curlicues. It was addressed to someone called Mr Caliskan, who lived in Tanglewood, Dakota.


‘You mind if I read this?’


‘Go ahead, Monsieur Floyd.’


The first part of the message talked about how the woman was planning to spend the afternoon shopping, looking for some silver jewellery, but that she might have to change her plans if the weather turned to rain. The words ‘silver’ and ‘rain’ had been neatly underlined. This struck Floyd momentarily as odd, before he remembered an elderly aunt who had been in the habit of underlining key words in the letters she sent him. The postcard was signed ‘from Susan’: Floyd speculated that it had been intended for an uncle or grandfather rather than a lover or close friend.


He opened one of the maps, spreading it wide. He had expected a tourist map of Paris, or at the very least of France, but this was a small-scale map of the whole of Western Europe, from Kaliningrad in the north to Bucharest in the south, from Paris in the west to Odessa in the east. A circle had been inked around Paris and another around Berlin, and the two circles were linked by a perfectly straight line in the same ink. Another circle enclosed Milan, which was in turn connected back to Paris by another line. The effect was the creation of an approximate ‘L’ shape, with Paris at the corner of the ‘L’ and Berlin at the end of the longest side. Marked in neat lettering above the lines were two figures: ‘875’ above the Paris-Berlin axis and ‘625’ along that between Paris and Milan. Floyd speculated that these were the distances between the cities, in kilometres rather than miles.


He scratched at the ink with his fingernail, satisfying himself that it was not part of the original printed design. He had no idea what the markings meant, but he speculated that Susan White might have been planning the next leg of her journey, and had been measuring the respective distances between Paris and the two other cities before deciding which to opt for. But what kind of tourist needed to know such distances so precisely? Trains and even aeroplanes did not follow  straight-line routes, given the real and political geography of Europe. But perhaps that detail had escaped her.


Floyd folded the map, and then leafed through the rest of the paperwork. There was a typed letter in German from someone called Altfeld, on thick letterhead paper printed with a company insignia for a heavy-manufacturing concern named Kaspar Metals. The address was somewhere in Berlin, and the letter appeared to be in reply to an earlier query Susan White had sent. Beyond that, Floyd’s faltering German wasn’t up to the task of translation.


‘These don’t look much like love letters,’ Floyd said.


‘She gave me one other instruction,’ Blanchard said, ‘in the event that she did not return. She said that her sister might come looking for her. If she did, I was to pass on the box to her.’


‘She was worried about something,’ Floyd said. ‘That much we can agree on.’


‘You’re still not convinced that she might have been killed deliberately? Shouldn’t you be keen to take on a murder case? I will pay you for your time. If you find no evidence that she was murdered, then I will accept your judgement.’


‘I don’t want to waste your money or my time,’ Floyd said. Custine cast him a sidelong glance, as if questioning his sanity.


‘I am authorising you to waste it.’


Floyd stuffed the documents back into the tin. ‘Why don’t you just hold on to this and see if the sister shows up?’


‘Because every day that passes is a day longer since she died.’


‘All due respect, monsieur, but this really isn’t something you need concern yourself with.’


‘I think it is very much my concern.’


‘What did the police make of the box?’ Custine asked.


‘I showed it to them, but of course they weren’t interested. As I said, entirely too unimaginative.’


‘You think she might have been a spy,’ Floyd guessed.


‘The thought had crossed my mind. Please do not pretend it has not crossed yours.’


‘I don’t know what to make of any of this,’ Floyd said. ‘What I do know is that it never hurts to keep an open mind.’


‘Then keep an open mind about the possibility that she was murdered. I owe it to the memory of that lovely young girl not to let  her death go unpunished. I know in my heart that someone was responsible, Monsieur Floyd. I also know that Claudette is watching me now, and she would be very disappointed if I did not do my duty to Mademoiselle White.’


‘That’s very decent of you—’ Floyd began.


‘It’s not just decency,’ Blanchard interrupted sharply. ‘There is a selfish component as well. Until her killer is found, there will always be doubts in my other tenants’ minds that perhaps she did fall accidentally.’


‘But the police have never made any such suggestion.’


‘A suggestion does not have to be voiced,’ Blanchard said. ‘Please - take the box and see where it takes you. Talk to the other tenants - discreetly, of course. She may have spoken to some of them as well. What shall we say, in terms of a retainer?’


Floyd reached into his jacket and took out one of his dog-eared business cards. ‘Those are my usual terms. Since this is a homicide investigation, my associate will also be assisting me. That means the rates are doubled.’


‘I thought you wanted to save me money.’


‘It’s your call. But if we’re going to investigate Mademoiselle White’s death, there’s no point in half-measures. Custine and I can cover twice as much ground in half the time it would take me on my own.’


Blanchard took the card and pocketed it without a glance. ‘I accept your terms. For my money, however, I will expect a swift resolution.’


‘You’ll get it, one way or the other.’


‘That suits me fine.’


‘I need to know what she told you about her sister.’


‘That’s the funny thing. Until that last conversation, the one when she gave me the box, she never mentioned any family at all.’


‘Did she give you a description of her sister?’


‘Yes. Her name is Verity. She has blonde hair, not red - Mademoiselle White was particular about that detail - but she’s otherwise about the same height and build.’ Blanchard pushed himself to his feet. ‘In that respect you are fortunate. I took a picture of her at Longchamp.’ Blanchard pulled out a pair of photographs from beneath one of the owls on the mantelpiece. ‘You may keep both of them.’


‘Are these your only copies?’


‘No. I had a number of duplicate prints made when I was expecting the police to take an interest in matters. I assumed they would want them for their inquiries.’


Floyd examined one of the pictures of Susan White. It was a full-length shot of her standing up against a backdrop of railings, with the elongated blur of a horse passing behind. She was holding on to her pillbox hat as if the wind had been about to snatch it away. She was laughing, startled and happy. She did not look like someone who would be dead in a few weeks.


‘She was an attractive young woman,’ Blanchard said, settling back into his seat. ‘But I hardly need tell you that. She had the most beautiful red hair: it’s a shame that you can’t really see it, bundled up under that hat. She usually wore green. I always think redheads look good in green, don’t you?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ Floyd said.


Custine examined the picture. ‘Quite a looker. Are they all like that in America?’


‘Not in Galveston,’ Floyd replied.


 



Two further flights of stairs led up to the rooms that the American woman had occupied during her last three months of life. Blanchard informed Floyd that the apartment had not been occupied since her fall. ‘It’s barely been touched,’ he added. ‘The room has been aired out, but other than that it’s exactly as she left it. Even the bed was made. She was a very tidy young woman, unlike some of my tenants.’


‘I see what you mean about the books,’ Floyd said, the floorboards creaking as he moved to examine the collection Susan White had accumulated. Books, magazines and newspapers occupied every horizontal surface, including a significant acreage of the floor space. But they were neatly stacked and segregated, hinting at a strictly methodical process of acquisition and storage prior to shipment. He remembered Blanchard’s sighting of her making her way to the Métro station with a loaded suitcase, and guessed that she must have made dozens of such journeys every week, if the collection had been changed as often as Blanchard claimed.


‘Perhaps you will see some rhyme or reason to it that escapes me,’ Blanchard said, hesitating at the threshold.


Floyd bent down to get a better look at a stack of phonograph  records. ‘Were these part of the stuff she was collecting and shipping as well?’


‘Yes. Examine them at your leisure.’


Floyd leafed through the mint-condition recordings, hoping for some insight into the woman’s thought processes, but the records were as varied in content as the rest of the material. There were jazz recordings, some of which Floyd owned himself, and a handful of classical recordings, but the rest of the collection appeared to have been compiled at random, with no consideration for genre or intrinsic merit.


‘So she liked music,’ he commented.


‘Except she never played any of those records,’ Blanchard said.


Floyd looked at one of the records more closely, studying the sleeve and then the groove of the platter itself with a narrowed, critical eye. Lately, a great many low-quality bootlegs had begun to turn up on the record market. They sounded acceptable to the untrained ear, but to anyone who really cared about music, they were an insult. Rumour had it that the bootleggers were operating somewhere in the Paris area, stamping out the cheap copies in an underground pressing plant. Having been stung by one or two of these poor copies himself, Floyd had learned to sniff them out. It seemed likely that more than a few of the dead woman’s records were bootlegs, but if she didn’t even listen to them in the first place, she had only herself to blame.


Returning the record to its sleeve and standing up, Floyd noticed an old clockwork phonograph tucked away in one corner of the room, next to a more modern valve wireless. ‘Was that phonograph hers?’ he asked.


‘No. It came with the room. It must have been there for thirty years.’


‘And she never played any of these records on it?’


‘I never heard her play any music at all. On the few occasions when I happened to be passing this room or visiting the one below it, I only heard noises from the radio.’


‘What sort of noises?’


‘I couldn’t hear them properly. She always had the radio turned down very low.’


Floyd rubbed his finger through the dust on the top of the wireless. ‘Have you used this thing since she died?’


‘As I said, the room has been aired, but that is all.’


‘You mind if I find out what she was listening to?’


‘You are in my employment now, Monsieur Floyd. I authorise you to do as you see fit.’


‘I’ll check the balcony,’ Custine said, ‘see how easy it would have been to fall from it.’


Floyd knelt down next to the wireless set, having first smoothed out the scuffed and rucked-up carpet in front of it. It was a twenty-year-old Phillips set in a walnut-veneered cabinet; Floyd had owned one much like it during his first five years in Paris. He turned the wireless on, hearing the hum of warming valves and a crackle from the speaker grille. It still worked.


He felt a breeze on the back of his neck as Custine opened the double doors that led to the balcony. The distant sound of traffic pushed itself into the room, disturbing the silence like a disrespectful guest. Floyd’s hand moved instinctively to the tuning dial, preparing to make the little arrow slide along the illuminated band displaying printed wavelengths and transmitting stations. He knew all the stations that still broadcast the kind of music he and Custine liked to listen to and play. There were fewer of them each year. Fewer each month, it seemed lately.


With the dial where Susan White had left it, Floyd turned up the volume. All he heard was static.


‘It’s off-station,’ Floyd commented. ‘Either that or whoever was sending on this wavelength isn’t sending any more.’ He took out his notebook, flipped to the first clean page and made a note of the position of the dial. Then he turned it, sliding the arrow from one end of the tuning band to the other. The wireless hissed and crackled, but at no point did Floyd tune in to a recognisable signal.


‘Well?’ Blanchard asked.


‘There must be something wrong with the radio. I should have tuned into something by now.’


‘The wireless set was working perfectly before Mademoiselle White occupied the room.’


‘And maybe it was working when she was here as well. But it’s dead now, unless every station in France has just gone off the air.’ Floyd returned the dial to the approximate position it had been in when he entered the room, then switched off the wireless. ‘It doesn’t matter. I  just thought there might be a clue to her state of mind, if we knew what she had been listening to.’


Custine came back in from the balcony, shutting the double doors behind him. ‘It’s secure,’ he said. He touched his midriff. ‘The railings come up to here. How tall was she, monsieur?’


‘About your height.’


‘Then I suppose she might have tripped and gone over, if she was unlucky,’ Custine observed. ‘But there’s no way she could have fallen just by leaning against them.’


‘Then discount that hypothesis,’ the landlord said. ‘Consider instead the possibility that she was pushed.’


‘Or that she jumped,’ Floyd said. He closed his notebook with a snap. ‘All right, I think we have enough here for now. You’ll keep this room as it is for the time being?’


‘Until the matter is resolved,’ Blanchard assured him.


Floyd patted Custine on the back. ‘C’mon. Let’s have a chat with the other tenants, see what they have to say.’


Custine leaned down and picked up the biscuit tin from where Floyd had left it, next to the wireless. ‘The door to this apartment,’ he said, addressing Blanchard. ‘Was it locked when they found her?’


‘No. It was open.’


‘Then she could have been murdered,’ Custine said.


‘Or she could have left the door open because she had something else on her mind,’ Floyd said. ‘It doesn’t prove anything. What about the front door - was that open as well?’


‘No,’ Blanchard said. ‘It was locked. But it’s a slam lock. When the murderer left, he would only have had to close it behind him: he didn’t need a key for that.’


‘And you haven’t noticed anything missing from here?’


‘I’d have mentioned it if I had.’


Custine patted the tin. ‘Maybe they were looking for this but didn’t find it because she’d already passed it on to Monsieur Blanchard.’


‘Did anything in that box look like it was worth murdering someone for?’ Floyd said.


‘No,’ Custine replied, ‘but when I was at the Quai, I saw people murdered for a loaf of bread.’


Floyd turned to the landlord. ‘I’ll telephone you tomorrow if I have  any news, otherwise I’ll just continue my investigations until I have something worth reporting.’


‘I would like to hear from you every day, irrespective of your findings.’


Floyd shrugged. ‘If that’s what you want.’


‘You may call me in the evening. At the end of each week, I will expect a typewritten progress report, together with a breakdown of the running expenses.’


‘You’re serious about this, aren’t you?’


‘Something awful happened in this room,’ Blanchard said. ‘I can feel it, even if you can’t. Mademoiselle White was frightened and a long way from home. Someone came and killed her, and that isn’t right.’


‘I understand,’ Floyd said.


They had almost reached the door when Blanchard spoke again. ‘There is something I forgot to mention. It might not mean anything, but Mademoiselle White kept an electric typewriter in her room.’ He stood with his hand on a large wooden cabinet that was resting on a small bow-legged table. ‘It was a German model - the name of the firm was Heimsoth and Reinke, I believe - very heavy. This was the box it came in.’


‘An odd thing for a tourist to carry around with them,’ Floyd said.


‘I asked her about it, and all she would say was that she was practising her touch-typing, so that she wouldn’t be out of form when she returned home.’


‘You’re right to mention it,’ Floyd said. ‘It’s probably not important, but every bit helps.’


‘Perhaps we should look at the typewriter,’ Custine said.


‘That’s the point,’ Blanchard replied. ‘It doesn’t exist any more. The typewriter was found smashed to pieces on the pavement, next to Mademoiselle White.’
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‘Hello, Verity,’ said Auger’s ex-husband. ‘Excuse me for dropping by, but our mutual friends were beginning to wonder if you were still alive.’


Peter Auger was tanned and muscular, like a man who had just returned from a long and relaxing holiday rather than a gruelling diplomatic tour of the Federation of Polities. He wore a very expensive olive-green suit, offset with a scarlet satin neckerchief and the tasteful gold pin of the diplomatic corps. His bright-green eyes glittered like cut emeralds, twinkling with permanent amused fascination at everything and everyone around him.


‘Of course I’m still alive,’ Auger said grumpily. ‘It’s called house arrest. It makes socialising something of a challenge.’


‘You know what I mean. You haven’t been answering the phone or p-mail.’ To illustrate his point, Peter indicated the accumulating heap of message cylinders cluttering the inbound hopper of Auger’s pneumatic tube.


‘I’ve been getting my head together.’


‘You can’t go on like this. When they do come calling you need to be strong, not some gibbering wreck. I heard that the preliminary hearing was scheduled for later this morning.’


‘You heard right.’


‘You seem remarkably relaxed about it.’


‘It’s just a formality, a chance for both sides to stare each other out. It’s the full disciplinary tribunal that’s keeping me awake at night.’


Peter sat down, crossing one long leg over the other. For a moment, he studied the picture window, admiring the view of Earth and - superimposed on the brilliant white disc - a nearby precinct of Tanglewood. ‘They change their plans,’ he said. ‘You need to be ready for surprises, especially now. They like to throw the odd curveball, especially when they’re dealing with someone like you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Someone who’s never gone out of their way to suck up to authority. To put it mildly. I hear you even managed to piss off Caliskan last year. Now that takes some doing.’


‘All I did was refuse to put his name on a paper he played no part in preparing. If he had a problem with that, he could have taken it to tribunal.’


‘Caliskan pays your salary.’


‘He still needs to get his hands dirty if he expects academic credit.’ Auger sat down with her back to the picture window, facing Peter across a rough-hewn wooden coffee table. It supported a lopsided black vase containing a dozen dead flowers. ‘I didn’t set out to aggravate him. I got on fine with DeForrest. It’s not as if I have some automatic aversion to authority.’


‘Maybe Caliskan’s had other things on his plate,’ Peter said in that quiet, knowing way of his that she had always found as maddening as it was appealing. Charm was what he excelled at. If anyone sensed his underlying shallowness, they usually mistook it for well-hidden great depth of character, like misinterpreting a radar bounce.


‘How would you know, Peter?’


‘I’m just saying that making enemies isn’t the only way to get ahead in a career.’


‘I don’t make enemies,’ she said. ‘I just don’t like people getting in the way of my research interests.’


‘It was Paula’s birthday last week.’


‘I know, I’m sorry. It’s just with all this—’


‘Her birthday was a couple of days before any of that nastiness in Paris. “All this” had nothing to do with it.’ Peter, as always, sounded calm and sympathetic even when he was rebuking her. ‘Have you any idea how much that kind of thing means to a nine year old?’


‘I’m sorry, all right? I’ll send her a message, if that will make you happier.’


‘It’s not about making me happier. It’s about your daughter.’


Suddenly she felt pathetic and shameful. ‘I know. Fuck, I’m useless. She doesn’t deserve me as a mother, just as you didn’t deserve me as a wife.’


‘Please - not the self-pity thing. I didn’t come to tick you off about  Paula. She’s a kid, she’ll get over it. I just thought a gentle reminder might be in order.’


Auger buried her face in her hands. From nowhere, after five days of stolid defiance, she had finally broken into tears. Was she sorry for her daughter, or for herself? She did not particularly care to know.


‘Why did you come, then?’ she mumbled through her hands.


‘To see how you’re holding up.’


She glared at him through sore, red eyes. ‘Absolutely fucking splendidly, as you can see.’


There was a whoosh and a pop as another message tube slid into the hopper, clanging against those already languishing in it. Auger didn’t even glance at it. Like all the others that had arrived in the last day, she was certain it was from an anonymous taunter. Why else send her maps of Paris, if not to rub her nose in what had happened?


‘The other reason I’ve come,’ Peter said, after a dignified pause, ‘is to see if I can offer any help. I can arrange for strings to be pulled.’


‘With your new friends in high places?’


‘Political connections aren’t something to be ashamed of,’ Peter replied, with the assurance of a man who actually believed it.


Her own voice sounded frail and distant. ‘How was it?’


‘Quite a trip.’


‘I’m almost envious.’


Peter’s diplomatic work had often taken him into the Polity-controlled territories on the edge of the solar system. But his last mission had taken him much further: deep into the galaxy, via the hyperweb.


‘You’d have enjoyed it,’ Peter said. ‘Of course, bits of it were absolutely terrifying . . . but worth it, I think.’


‘I hope you showed appropriate awe and humility,’ Auger said.


‘It wasn’t like that at all. They seemed genuinely delighted to have someone else to show all this stuff to.’


‘Look,’ she said, ‘I could be less sceptical about all this if I thought our co-operation was what they were really interested in.’


‘And you don’t believe they are?’


‘You know what the small print says. We get access to the hyperweb - on their very strict and limiting terms, I need hardly add - and in return they get access to Earth - also on their terms, funnily enough.’


‘That’s not quite how I read it. Why shouldn’t they get something  in return? They’re offering us the entire galaxy, for pity’s sake. Earth - a frozen, dangerous, uninhabitable Earth - seems a small price to pay for that. And it’s not as if we’re talking about handing them the entire planet on a plate.’


‘Give them an inch, they’ll take a mile.’


Peter kneaded his forehead, as if trying to make a headache go away. ‘At least we’d have secured something for ourselves. One thing we need to understand - now more than ever - is that the Slashers don’t constitute a single political bloc, however much it might suit our own ends to view them that way. It’s certainly not the way they see the Federation. They view it as a loose, shifting alliance of various progressive interests, each with their own take on the best way to deal with Earth. It’s no secret that there are factions amongst the Polities that favour a more aggressive policy.’


A small chill shivered through Auger. ‘Such as?’


‘Use your imagination. They want Earth very badly, especially now that they can see a clear strategy for ousting the furies and initiating terraforming. All that’s standing in the way, in all honesty, is us and our more moderate allies amongst the Slashers. The pragmatist in me says that we should do a deal with the moderates while a deal is still on the table.’


‘For “pragmatist” read “cold-hearted cynic”,’ Auger said, and then immediately felt ashamed of it, because she knew it was unfair. ‘Look, sorry. I know you mean well, Peter, and some of what you say probably makes a kind of twisted sense, but that doesn’t mean I have to like any of it.’


‘Like it or not, co-operation with the Polities is the only way forward.’


‘Maybe,’ Auger replied, ‘but they’ll set foot on Earth over my dead body.’


Peter gave her that infuriating smile. ‘Look, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but when that tribunal rolls around you’re going to be facing an extremely competent prosecution witness. That’s why I’m anxious to offer any help I can.’


‘What do you mean? What prosecution witness?’


‘The girl - Cassandra?’


Auger studied Peter intensely, through slitted eyes. ‘What don’t I know about her?’


‘She’s a Polity citizen. She may look like a girl, but she’s a fully grown adult, with an adult’s faculties and an adult’s ruthlessness.’


Auger shook her head. ‘No. Not possible.’ But then she recalled the girl’s odd reaction after the incident in Paris and the agile, prickly way she had defended collaboration with the Slashers. Then she remembered the sleek cobalt-blue form of the Slasher spacecraft docked inside Antiquities.


‘It’s true,’ Peter said. He started picking through the dead flowers in the vase, frowning as he sought some final rearrangement of the shrivel-headed stems.


‘Then how in hell did she slip through our security?’


‘She didn’t. Her presence on your field trip was officially sanctioned.’


‘And no one thought to tell me?’


‘Her presence was a very sensitive matter. If things hadn’t gone so wrong, no one would have known about it.’


‘And now they’re going to blow it all out into the open in a tribunal?’


‘They’ve decided that having Cassandra testify will be exactly the right gesture to consolidate ties with moderate Slashers. It will show that we trust them to play an active part in our judicial processes.’


‘Even if that means hanging me out to dry?’


Peter spread his perfectly manicured hands. ‘I said I’d do what I can. Officially, I shouldn’t even have mentioned Cassandra to you.’


‘How did you find out?’


‘Like I said, not all political contacts are necessarily a bad thing.’ He pulled out two stems and placed them side by side on the table, like fallen soldiers. ‘If Caliskan offered you a deal, would you take it?’


‘A deal? What sort of deal?’


‘Just a thought, that’s all.’ He pushed himself to his feet, smoothing out the creases in his suit. ‘I’d best be going. It probably wasn’t a good idea to come here in the first place.’


‘I suppose I should say thanks.’


‘Don’t go breaking the habit of a lifetime.’


‘I’m sorry about Paula’s birthday. I’ll make it up to her. Tell her that, won’t you? And give my love to Andrew. Don’t let them think I’m a bad mother.’


‘You’re not a bad mother,’ Peter said. ‘You’re not even a bad person. It’s just that you’ve let that planet . . . that city . . . Paris . . . take over  your life, like some kind of possessive lover. You know, I think I could have handled things better if you’d actually had an affair.’


‘If I don’t look after Paris, no one else will.’


‘Is that worth a marriage and the love of two children?’ Peter held up his hand. ‘No, don’t answer that. Just think about it. It’s too late for us.’


The flat certainty of this rather surprised her. ‘You think so?’


‘Of course. The fact that we’re even able to have this conversation without throwing things around proves that.’


‘I suppose you’re right.’


‘But do think about your children,’ Peter said. ‘Go into that tribunal prepared to be humble and to tell the truth, and say that you’ve made mistakes and you’re sorry about them. Then I think you may have some hope of walking out of there.’


‘And of keeping my job?’


‘I didn’t promise miracles.’


She stood up and took his hand, feeling it fit into her own with heartbreaking familiarity, as if they had been carved for each other.


‘I’ll do my best,’ Auger said. ‘There’s too much work left for me to do. I’m not going to let those bastards screw me over just to make a political point.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ Peter said. ‘But remember what I said about humility?’


‘I’ll keep it in mind.’


She waited until he was gone before taking the vase and all its dead flowers into the kitchen, where she tipped the flowers into the waste.


 



‘Verity Auger?’


‘Yes.’


‘Take the stand, please.’


The preliminary hearing took place in a high vaulted chamber in a part of Antiquities she had never visited before, but which had only involved a short escorted ride from her apartment. All around the room, vast photographic frescos cycled through scenes from pre-Nanocaust Earth.


‘Let’s begin,’ said the chairwoman, addressing Auger from a raised podium backdropped by the flag of the USNE. ‘It is the preliminary finding of this special disciplinary committee that your actions in Paris led to the death of the student Sebastian Nerval . . .’


Auger was the only one who did not turn to look at the boy, cradled in an upright recovery couch with a halo of delicate Slasher-manufactured machines still fussing around his skull, like so many attendant cherubim and seraphim.


‘Objection,’ said Auger’s Antiquities defence attorney, rustling papers on his desk. ‘The student is present in the room today.’


‘Your point being?’ the chairwoman asked.


‘My point being that he can hardly be said to have “died” in any meaningful sense.’


‘The law makes no distinction between permanent and temporary death,’ the chairwoman replied, with the weary tone of someone who had already made this point on numerous occasions. ‘The boy only survived by virtue of the fact that Polity medicine was on hand. Since this cannot normally be counted upon, it will play no mitigating role in the hearing.’


The defence attorney’s round, molelike face was not in any way enhanced by the round, molelike spectacles he favoured. ‘But the simple fact of the matter is that he didn’t die.’


‘Objection overruled,’ the chairwoman said. ‘And - if I might make a suggestion - you would be wise to familiarise yourself with the basic tenets of United States of Near Earth law before stepping into this room again.’


The attorney rummaged through his papers, as if searching for the one half-forgotten clause that would prove him correct. Auger watched as the papers slid from the desk into his lap, spilling to the floor. He leaned forward to collect them, knocking his spectacles against the side of the desk.


The chairwoman ignored him, turning instead to the woman sitting to Auger’s right. ‘Cassandra . . . that’s the name you prefer to be known by, isn’t it?’


‘My preferred name is—’ and she opened her mouth and emitted a complex, liquid trilling, a rapid sequence of notes and warbles. Genetic engineering had given all Polity citizens a sound-generating organ modelled on the avian syrinx, plus the necessary neural circuitry to generate and decode the sounds produced by that organ. Since it was now part of their genome, the Slashers would retain the capability for rapid communication even if they suffered another Forgetting or technological crash.


Cassandra smiled ruefully. ‘But I think Cassandra will do for now.’


‘Almost certainly,’ the chairwoman said, echoing the smile. ‘First of all, I’d like to thank you on behalf of Antiquities, and the wider authority of the USNE, for taking the time to return to Tanglewood, especially in these difficult circumstances.’


‘It’s no hardship,’ Cassandra said.


Freed of any need to disguise herself, the woman was now unmistakably a citizen of the Federation of Polities. Her basic appearance was still the same: a small, unassuming girl with a lopsided fringe of dark hair and the pouting expression of someone accustomed to being told off. But now she was attended by a roving cloud of autonomous machines, their ceaseless movement blurring the territory of her body and mind. Like all Slashers, she was infested with countless droves of invisibly small machines: distant relatives of the microscopic furies that still ran amok on the surface of Earth. She wore plain white clothes of an austere cut, but the machines themselves formed a kind of shifting armour around her, a silver-tinged halo that glinted and sparkled at the edges. Doubtless, elements of her entourage had already detached themselves from the main cloud to improve her overview of the room and its occupants. It was entirely possible that some of those machines had even slipped into the bodies of those present, eavesdropping on thoughts.


‘At the moment,’ the chairwoman said, ‘you are the only useful witness we have. Perhaps when the boy relearns language—’


‘If,’ Cassandra corrected. ‘It’s by no means guaranteed that our techniques will be able to reconstruct that kind of hard-wired neural function.’


‘Well, we’ll see,’ the chairwoman said. ‘In the meantime we have you, and we have the film spools recovered from the crawler.’


‘And Verity’s testimony,’ Cassandra said, fixing Auger with an expressionless stare from within her aura of twinkling machines. ‘You have that as well.’


‘We do. Unfortunately, it rather contradicts your own.’


The girl blinked, then shrugged. ‘That’s a pity.’


‘Yes,’ the chairwoman agreed. ‘Very much so. Auger argues that the Champs-Elysées site appeared to have been secured for human teams. Isn’t that so?’


Auger said, ‘I believe you’ve read my statement, your honour.’


The chairwoman glanced down at her notes. ‘Analysis of the processed film reels shows that the excavated site had not been marked as safe for human visitors.’


‘The markings are often too faint to read,’ Auger said. ‘The excavators mark them with dye because transponders don’t last, but the dyes don’t last long either.’


‘Records confirm that the chamber had never been secured,’ the chairwoman repeated.


‘Records are often out of date.’


‘That’s hardly a good enough reason to go charging underground.’


‘With all due respect, no one charged anywhere. It was a cautious investigation that unfortunately ran into trouble.’


‘That’s not what Cassandra says.’


‘No?’ Auger tried to read something in the Slasher’s expression, but failed. It was still difficult to make the mental adjustment to the fact that Cassandra was not a girl but a child-shaped adult, at least as clever and ambitious as Auger and probably more so.


‘Cassandra says that the risks were apparent from the word go,’ the chairwoman said, ‘and that you took a calculated decision to ignore them. The in-cabin tapes - what we’ve managed to get from them - seem to back her up. You went down that hole, Auger, even knowing that you had two vulnerable children in your care.’


‘Begging your pardon, your honour: one child and one lying little shit. I should have been informed that we had a Slasher with us. The clouds knew, didn’t they? They sniffed her out.’


‘Watch your step,’ the chairwoman warned. ‘This may only be a preliminary hearing, but I can still find you in contempt.’


‘Go ahead. It might save us all a bit of time.’ Auger leaned forward in the stand, resting tight fists on the wooden railing. For a while she had really tried to play it the way Peter had suggested, with honesty and humility. She could see him now, behind the narrow glass screen of the observation gallery, shaking his head and turning away from the proceedings.


‘I’ll pretend - on this one occasion - that I didn’t hear that,’ the chairwoman said. ‘However, can I take it as read that you have not changed your position since submitting your written statement?’


‘You can take it as read,’ Auger replied.


‘Very well. We’ll proceed with a full disciplinary hearing in five  days from now. I need hardly remind you of the severity of this incident, Auger.’


‘No, ma’am. You need hardly remind me.’


The chairwoman banged her gavel. ‘Hearing adjourned.’


 



Auger folded the letter to her daughter, then popped the plastic seal on one of the in-bound cylinders. A paper map spilled out and flapped open. She slipped the letter into the empty cylinder, resealed it, then punched in the destination code for Peter’s district of Tanglewood. The cylinder whisked away, speeding into the mind-boggling complexity of the pneumatic network. Depending on routing constraints, it stood a good chance of reaching Paula within a few hours. But when you were already more than a week late with a birthday, Auger supposed, another few hours would make little practical difference, even to a nine year old.


Something caught her eye.


It was the map from the in-bound cylinder. She pressed it flat, puzzled by a missing detail. Where was the Périphérique? The ringshaped motorway, with its elevated and underground sections, encircled Paris like a grey moat of prestressed concrete. Even with the city under ice, the Périphérique was still an important landmark. It was where Antiquities had established the high armoured barrier that served the dual purpose of holding back both ice and incursions by furies. Beyond the Périphérique, the mutant machines, in all their myriad forms, held absolute dominion. Field trips outside that boundary were even more hazardous than the one Auger had undertaken.


But there was no Périphérique on this map. At the time of the Nanocaust, the road had already been in place for more than a hundred years; rebuilt, realigned, widened and laid with guidance systems to cope with automated traffic, but still more or less recognisable, hemmed in by buildings and obstacles that prevented it from changing too radically. In the few physical maps that Auger had handled or examined, the Périphérique was always there: as much a part of the landscape of the city as the Seine or the many gardens and cemeteries.


So why wasn’t it on this map?


With a mingled sense of curiosity and suspicion, she turned the map over and looked for details of when it had been printed. At the bottom of the map’s card cover was a small copyright statement and the year 1959. The map had been printed more than a century before  the end; even before the Périphérique had been finished. It was more than a little strange that there was no evidence at all of the motorway - not even any incomplete sections or ghostly indications of where they would be constructed - but perhaps the map had been out of date even when it was printed.


Why was someone sending her pointless facsimiles? If it was their intention to remind her of what had happened under the Champs-Elysées, she could think of less oblique ways of doing it.


Examining the map again, her eye picked out something else that wasn’t quite right, another nagging detail that could not quite force itself into consciousness . . . but she refused to be drawn into someone else’s tedious mind games. She folded the map and slipped it back into another tube, ready to be punched to a random destination.


‘I don’t need this,’ she muttered.


There was a knock at the door. Peter? But the knock was too sharp and businesslike to be his. She thought about ignoring the caller, but if it was someone from Antiquities they would, sooner or later, find a way into her home regardless. And if they had news of the tribunal, she would rather hear it now.


She yanked open the door. ‘What?’


There were two of them: a young man and a young woman. They were dressed in very dark, very formal business suits, offset with a flash of stiff white collar. They both had neat yellow hair gelled back in glistening rows, almost as if they were brother and sister. They gave off a taut energy, like a pair of highly compressed springs. They were dangerous and efficient and they wanted her to feel it.


‘Verity Auger?’ the woman asked.


‘You know exactly who I am.’


The woman flashed a badge in Auger’s face, bright with foils and holographic inlays. Beneath the stars and stripes of the USNE, a picture of the woman’s head and upper body rotated through 360°. ‘Securities Board. I’m Agent Ringsted. My colleague is Agent Molinella. You’re to come with us.’


‘I have another five days before the tribunal,’ Auger said.


‘You have another five minutes,’ Ringsted said. ‘Is that enough time for you to get ready?’


‘Wait,’ Auger said, standing her ground. ‘My tribunal is a matter for Antiquities. I may have screwed up down there - that isn’t an  admission, by the way - but even if I did, there’s no way it’s an issue for Securities. I thought your remit was protecting the interests of the entire community. Haven’t you got anything better to do than waste your time making my life even more difficult?’


‘Have you heard that Transgressions is on your case?’ Ringsted asked. ‘Word is they want your head. They say procedures are getting too lax. People think they can just waltz around down on Earth as it suits them, without considering the consequences.’


Molinella nodded in agreement. ‘Transgressions says that a criminal conviction and a robust punishment may be just the signal they need to send.’


‘By “robust punishment”, do you mean the kind that ends in the obituary columns?’ Augur enquired caustically.


‘You get the idea,’ Ringsted said. ‘The point being, at this juncture you may prefer to deal with Securities rather than Transgressions.’


‘Aren’t you supposed to be working for the same government?’


‘Theoretically,’ Ringsted allowed, as if it was a concept that had only just occurred to her.


‘This is too surreal. What am I supposed to do?’


‘You’re supposed to come with us,’ Ringsted said. ‘We have a ship waiting.’


‘One other thing,’ Molinella said. ‘Bring the maps.’


 



The ship was a blunt, unmarked shuttle of businesslike design. It powered away from the docking port nearest to Auger’s home, cutting through local traffic on the kind of express trajectory that required high level government authorisation. Soon they were moving through outlying precincts, skimming perilously close to the exclusion zone around Earth. They were obviously taking a short cut to the other side of Tanglewood, rather than going the longer, more fuel-efficient way around.


When Auger was alone - the agents sat up front with the crew, leaving her by herself in the passenger compartment - she took out the one map that she had brought along for the ride. She had stuffed it into her jacket, still rolled inside the tube she had put it in. Some contrary impulse had made her refuse to bring the others after being told to do so, but there was something about this particular map - the last to arrive in the hopper, and the only one that she had  examined properly - that tugged at her curiosity. It had felt like a goad before, but now she began to wonder if it served some other function. She examined the map again, to make sure that she had not been mistaken the first time. But there it was: the same subdued colours, the same absence of the Périphérique, the same copyright date of 1959 and the same puzzling sense that something else was not as it should have been. She stared at the map, turning it this way and that, hoping that the thing that was troubling her would become apparent. In the calm of her study, she might have identified the detail after a few minutes’ patient examination. But as the shuttle veered and surged, her thoughts kept being derailed. She was at least as anxious to know where she was being taken as she was to solve the mystery of the map.


Presently the shuttle began what she recognised as a braking and final-approach manoeuvre. Large Tanglewood structures loomed through the narrow little portholes. She saw spoked wheels, partial wheels, spheres and cylinders, all joined together like symbols in some weird alien language. While the basic architecture was not unusual by Tanglewood standards, this was not a district she recognised. The habitats were very dark and very old, crusted with the scar tissue of many layers of enlargement and reorganisation. Only a faint spray of tiny golden windows suggested any kind of human presence at all. Auger tensed: what the place most resembled was some kind of maximum-security prison or psychiatric complex.


In a particularly dark section of one of the spheres a little door clammed open, bracketed by red and white approach lights, and the shuttle aimed itself for this tiny aperture. Auger’s hands were sweaty on the map, the ink beginning to smudge and stain her fingers. She folded it and pushed it back inside her jacket, trying to stop her hands from trembling.


The shuttle docked and the agents escorted her through the airlock into a labyrinth of sterile black corridors, twisting and turning as they wormed their way deeper into the sphere.


‘Where are we?’ she asked. ‘What is this place?’


‘You’ve heard of Securities,’ Molinella said. ‘Welcome to Contingencies - our older, rather more secretive and manipulative brother.’


‘It doesn’t exist.’


‘That’s precisely the idea.’


They led her through a series of security checks, one of which featured a large Slasher-manufactured snake robot marked with the crossed-out ‘A’ that meant it was most definitely not Asimov-compliant. Auger’s neck tingled as the robot studied her.


Beyond the security area was a short corridor ending in a door that was open a few centimetres, spilling a fan of orange light across the grilled black decking of the floor. An armed and goggled guard standing in front of the door observed their progress down the corridor. Sounds came through the gap: high-pitched scratching and scraping noises that set her teeth on edge. There was a regularity and structure to the noises that Auger identified as music, although she could not say exactly which kind. She set her jaw against the unpleasant sound, determined not to let it unsettle her, as was undoubtedly the intention.


The guard stood aside, gesturing for her to step through the doorway. She noticed that he had earphones on beneath his helmet. Molinella and Ringsted stood back, letting her enter the room alone.


Auger pushed the door open, getting the full blast of the music, and stepped through. Inside was a windowless room about the size of her entire apartment, but furnished to a much higher degree of opulence. It looked, in fact, rather like a recreation of a drawing room from the eighteenth or nineteenth century, the kind that might have belonged to some ardent scholar of the natural sciences. Behind an enormous desk stood an elderly-looking man who was engaged with fierce concentration in the business of making the music. He had his back to her; he was wearing a purple satin smoking jacket, his silver-white hair combed back from his forehead and falling over the collar. His hands worked the instrument that he held clamped under his chin. The fingers of one hand pressed on the strings, while the other sawed away with a long wooden bow. The man’s entire body moved in sympathy with the sounds he was making.


They were awful. Auger felt a faint but rising tide of nausea, but forced herself to stand her ground. The man reminded her of someone, someone she knew well, but in a completely different context.


Then he turned around, sensing her presence, and abandoned the music, letting the bow slide to a scraping halt.


It was Thomas Caliskan: the Musician. The head of Antiquities,  and the man of whom she had recently made a personal enemy by denying him academic credit on one of her papers.


Caliskan placed his viola on the desk. ‘Hello, Verity. How good of you to come.’







5


At the entrance to the railway station, a bespectacled young man in a greatcoat tried to push a mimeographed pamphlet into Floyd’s hands.


‘Read this, monsieur,’ he said, his French accent well educated. ‘Read this, and if you agree with our aims, join us at the demonstration next weekend. There’s still a chance to do something about Chatelier.’


The kid was eighteen or nineteen, the hairs on his chin as fine as peach fuzz. He might have been a medical student or a trainee lawyer. ‘Why would I want to do something about Chatelier?’ Floyd asked.


‘You’re a foreigner. I hear it in your accent.’


‘The passport in my pocket says I’m French.’


‘Very soon, that won’t count for much.’


‘Meaning I should watch my back?’


‘All of us should,’ the young man said. He forced the pamphlet into Floyd’s hand. Floyd crumpled it and was about to throw it away when some moderating impulse made him push it into his pocket, safely out of sight.


‘Thanks for the warning, chief,’ he said to the boy.


‘You don’t believe me, do you?’


‘Kid, when you’ve been around the block as many times as I have . . .’ Floyd shook his head, knowing there was a gulf of understanding here that could never be explained, only experienced.


‘It’ll start with the usual hate figures,’ the young man said. ‘But it’ll end with anyone they don’t like the look of.’


‘Enjoy it, kid. Enjoy feeling that you can make a difference.’ Floyd flashed him a smile. ‘It won’t last for ever.’


‘Monsieur . . .’ the young man said, his voice trailing off as Floyd turned around and walked further into the station.


Gare de Lyon had begun the slow, drowsy decline into its nightly  sleep. According to the clattering indicator boards, a few trains had yet to arrive and depart, but the evening rush hour was clearly long over. There was a chill in the air, blowing down through broken panes in the latticed metal roof that spanned the station. For the first time in months, Floyd remembered what winter felt like. It was an unwelcome memory that he’d kept boxed away, and he shivered.


He reached into his pocket for Greta’s letter, and came out instead with the political pamphlet the kid had given him. Floyd glanced back, but there was no sign of the young man. He balled the pamphlet and threw it into the nearest wastepaper bin. He found the letter he had been reaching for and re-read it carefully, satisfying himself that there had been no error, and that he was still on time.


‘Late as usual, Wendell,’ a woman said in heavily accented English.


Floyd snapped around at the instantly familiar voice behind him. ‘Greta?’ he began, as if it could be anyone else. ‘I wasn’t expecting—’


‘I made an earlier connection. I’ve been waiting here for half an hour, foolishly imagining that you might actually arrive more than a minute ahead of schedule.’


‘Then that’s not your train pulling in over there?’


‘Your detective skills obviously haven’t failed you.’ Greta posed elegantly in a black thigh-length fur coat, one hand resting against her hip and the other supporting a cigarette holder at face-level. She wore black shoes, black stockings, black gloves and a wide-brimmed black hat tipped to eyelevel. There was a black feather in the hatband and a black suitcase at her feet. She wore black lipstick and, today, black eyeliner.


Greta was fond of black. It had always made life easy for Floyd when it came to buying her presents.


‘When exactly did my letter arrive?’ she asked.


‘I received it this afternoon.’


‘I posted it from Antibes on Friday. You should have had it by Monday at the very latest.’


‘Custine and I have been a little busy,’ Floyd said.


‘That heavy case load of yours?’ Greta indicated her luggage. ‘Help me with this, will you? Did you come by car? I need to get to my aunt’s, and I’d rather not waste good money on a taxi.’


Floyd nodded towards the welcoming glow of Le Train Bleu, a café at the top of a short flight of iron-railinged stairs. ‘Car’s nearby, but I bet you haven’t eaten anything all day, have you, stuck on that train?’


‘I’d appreciate it if you would take me straight to my aunt.’


Floyd bent down to collect the suitcase, remembering what Greta had put in her letter. ‘Does Marguerite still live in Montparnasse?’


Greta nodded warily. ‘Yes.’


‘In that case, we’ve time for a drink first. Traffic’s murder across the river - we’re better off waiting half an hour.’


‘I’m sure you’d have an equally plausible excuse if I’d told you she had moved to this side of the river.’


Floyd smiled and began to lug the suitcase up the stairs. ‘I’ll take that as a yes. What have you got in here, by the way?’


‘Bed sheets. Nobody’s used my aunt’s spare room in years, not since I moved out.’


‘You could always stay at my apartment,’ Floyd said.


Greta’s heels clicked on the stone steps. ‘Turf Custine out of his room, is that it? You treat that poor man like dirt.’


‘I don’t hear any complaints.’


Greta pushed open the double doors leading into the café, pausing a moment on the threshold as if having her photograph taken. Inside, it was all smoke and mirrors and opulently painted ceiling: a miniature Sistine Chapel. A waiter turned to them with a look of blank refusal on his face, shaking his head once.


Floyd helped himself to the nearest table. ‘Two orange brandies, monsieur,’ he said in French. ‘And don’t worry - we won’t be staying long.’


The waiter muttered something and turned away. Greta sat down opposite Floyd and removed her hat and gloves, placing them next to her on the zinc-topped table. She flicked the end of her cigarette into an ashtray and closed her eyes in deep resignation or deep weariness. In the light of the café, he realised that she was not wearing eyeliner at all, but was simply very tired.


‘I’m sorry, Floyd,’ she said. ‘I’m not in the best of moods, as you might have noticed.’


Floyd tapped the side of his nose. ‘Detective instinct again. Never lets me down.’


‘Not exactly made your fortune, though, has it?’


‘Still waiting for the knock on the door.’


She must have heard something in his voice: some crack of hope or expectation. Studying him for a moment, she reached into her  purse for another cigarette and slid it into the holder. ‘I haven’t come back for good, Floyd. When I said I was leaving Paris, I meant it.’


The waiter brought them their brandies, slamming down Floyd’s like a bad chess player conceding defeat.


‘I didn’t seriously think anything had changed,’ Floyd said. ‘In your letter you said you were coming back to visit your aunt while she was unwell—’


‘While she dies,’ Greta corrected, lighting the cigarette.


The waiter was hovering. Floyd reached into his shirt pocket for a note, found what he thought was money and spilled it on to the table. It was the photograph of Susan White, taken at the horse races. It landed face-up, presenting itself to Greta.


Greta took a drag on her cigarette. ‘Your new girlfriend, Floyd? She’s quite beautiful, I’ll give her that.’


Floyd returned the photograph to his pocket and paid the waiter. ‘She’s quite dead. You can give her that as well.’


‘I’m sorry. What—’


‘Our new investigation,’ Floyd said. ‘The woman in the picture threw herself off a fifth-floor balcony in the thirteenth. That was a few weeks ago. She was American, although that’s pretty much all anyone knew about her.’


‘Open and shut case, then.’


‘Maybe,’ Floyd replied, sipping at his brandy. ‘There isn’t one, incidentally.’


‘Isn’t one what?’


‘A new girlfriend. I haven’t been seeing anyone since you left. You can ask Custine. He’ll vouch for me.’


‘I told you I wasn’t coming back. There was no need for you to become celibate on my account.’


‘But you are back.’


‘Not for long. This time next week, I doubt I’ll be in Paris.’


Floyd looked through the café’s steamed-up window, beyond the concourse to a platform where a train was inching out into the night. He thought of Greta on a similar train, returning to the south, the last time he’d ever see her unless he counted airbrushed photographs in the music weeklies.


Finishing their drinks in silence, they walked out of Le Train Bleu  and back through the iron vault of the station. It was nearly empty  now, save for a handful of stragglers waiting for one or other of the last trains. Floyd steered Greta back towards the street, via the entrance he had come in by. Nearing it, he became aware of a commotion: voices raised in anger or defiance.


‘Floyd, what’s wrong?’ she asked.


‘Wait here.’


But she followed him anyway. Rounding the corner, they were confronted by a tableau in light and shade, like a still photograph from a movie. Three hatless young men stood in aggressive postures beneath a streetlamp. They were all dressed in crisp black clothes, their trousers tucked into highly polished boots. Sitting on the ground, pinned in a circle of lamplight with his back against the base of the post, was the young man who had given Floyd the pamphlet earlier. His face was bloodied, his glasses mangled and shattered on the sidewalk.


He recognised Floyd, and for an instant there was something like hope in his face. ‘Monsieur . . . please help me.’


One of the thugs laughed and kicked him in the chest. The youth bent double, letting out a single pained cough. One of the other thugs turned from the little scene, shadows sliding across his face. He had very sharp cheekbones, his short, fair hair oiled back from his brow and shaved close to his skull at the sides and back.


‘Keep your nose out,’ the thug said, something gleaming in his hand.


Greta squeezed Floyd’s arm. ‘We have to do something.’


‘Too dangerous,’ Floyd said, backing off.


‘They’ll kill him.’


‘They’re just giving him a warning. They could have killed him already, if they were serious about it.’


The pamphleteer started to say something, but his words were curtailed by another well-aimed boot to the chest. With a groan, his upper body slumped to the sidewalk. Floyd took a step towards the scene, wishing that he carried a weapon. The first thug waved his knife between them, and then shook his head very slowly. ‘I said keep your nose out, fat man.’


Floyd turned away, feeling his cheeks tingle with shame. Quickly he led Greta away from the scene, back around to a different part of the station where he knew there was another exit. She squeezed his arm again, just as if they were promenading in the Tuileries  Gardens on a Sunday afternoon. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘You did the right thing.’
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