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POSTSCRIPT




For my son, Lawrence, con todo mi cariño




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Nostradamus did indeed only complete 942 quatrains out of 1000, representing his intended total of ten centuries of 100 quatrains apiece. The remaining fifty-eight quatrains are missing, and, to this day, they have never been found.


The Will that I have used in the book is Nostradamus’s original last Will and Testament (in the original French, with my translation appended). I concentrate particularly on the codicil to the Will in which Nostradamus bequeaths two secret coffers to his eldest daughter, Madeleine, with the stipulation that ‘no one but her may look at or see those things which he has placed inside the coffers’. All this is on public record.


The gypsy lore, language, customs, names, habits and myths depicted in the book are all accurate. I have merely concatenated the customs of a number of different tribes into one, for reasons of fictional convenience.


No definite proof of the existence of the Corpus Maleficus has been found to date. Which doesn’t mean it isn’t out there.


Mario Reading, 2009
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‘As it had never occurred to him to leave word behind, he was mourned over for dead till, after eight months, his first letter arrived from Talcahuano.’


From Typhoon by Joseph Conrad


‘Our business in this world is not to succeed, but to continue to fail, in good spirits.’


Robert Louis Stevenson, Complete Works, vol. 26,


Reflections and Remarks on Human Life, s.4


‘Perhaps proof of how aleatory the concept of nationality is lies in the fact that we must learn it before we can recognize it as such.’


From A Reading Diary by Alberto Manguel
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PROLOGUE
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La Place de l’Etape, Orléans. 16 June 1566


De Bale nodded and the bourreau began to haul away at the pulley mechanism. The Chevalier de la Roche Allié was in full armour, so the apparatus strained and groaned before the ratchet took and the Chevalier began to rise from the ground. The bourreau had warned de Bale about the strain and its possible consequences, but the Count would hear none of it.


‘I have known this man since childhood, Maître. His family is amongst the most ancient in France. If he wants to die in his armour, such is his right.’


The bourreau knew better than to argue – men who argued with de Bale usually ended up on the rack, or scalded with boiling spirits. De Bale had the ear of the King and the seal of the Church. In other words the bastard was untouchable. As close to terrestrial perfection as it was possible for mortal man to be.


De Bale glanced upwards. Because of the lèse-majesté nature of his crimes, de la Roche Allié had been sentenced to a fifty-foot suspension. De Bale wondered if the man’s neck ligaments would withstand the strain of both the rope and the 100 pounds of plate steel his squires had strapped him into before the execution. It would not be well viewed if the man broke in two before the drawing and the quartering. Could de la Roche Allié have thought of this eventuality when he made his request? Planned the whole thing? De Bale thought not. The man was an innocent – one of the old breed.


‘He’s reached the fifty, Sir.’


‘Let him down.’


De Bale watched the sack of armour descending towards him. The man was dead. It was obvious. Most of his victims struggled and kicked at this point in the proceedings. They knew what was coming.


‘The Chevalier is dead, Sir. What do you want me to do?’


‘Keep your voice down, for a start.’ De Bale glanced over at the crowd. These people wanted blood. Huguenot blood. If they didn’t get it, they would turn on him and the executioner and tear them limb from limb. ‘Draw him anyway.’


‘I’m sorry, Sir?’


‘You heard me. Draw him anyway. And contrive that he twitches, man. Shriek through your nose if you have to. Ventriloquise. Make a big play with the entrails. The crowd have to think that they see him suffer.’


The two young squires were moving forward to unbuckle the Chevalier’s armour.


De Bale waved them back. ‘The Maître will do it. Return to your homes. Both of you. You have done your duty by your master. He is ours now.’


The squires backed away, white-faced.


‘Just take off the gorget, plackart and breastplate, Maître. Leave the greaves, cuisses, helm and gauntlets in place. The horses will do the rest.’


The executioner busied himself about his business. ‘We’re ready, Sir.’


De Bale nodded and the bourreau made his first incision.


Michel de Nostredame’s House, Salon-de-Provence, 17 June 1566


‘De Bale is coming, Master.’


‘I know.’


‘How could you know? It is not possible. The news was only brought in by carrier pigeon ten minutes ago.’


The old man shrugged, and eased his oedema-ravaged leg until it lay more comfortably on the footstool. ‘Where is he now?’


‘He is in Orléans. In three weeks he will be here.’


‘Only three weeks?’


The manservant moved closer. He began to wring his hands. ‘What shall you do, Master? The Corpus Maleficus are questioning all those whose family were once of the Jewish faith. Marranos. Conversos. Also gypsies. Moors. Huguenots. Anyone not by birth a Catholic. Even the Queen cannot protect you down here.’


The old man waved a disparaging hand. ‘It hardly matters any more. I shall be dead before the monster arrives.’


‘No, Master. Surely not.’


‘And you, Ficelle? Would it suit you to be away from here when the Corpus come calling?’


‘I shall stay at your side, Master.’


The old man smiled. ‘You will better serve me by doing as I ask. I need you to undertake a journey for me. A long journey, fraught with obstacles. Shall you do as I ask?’


The manservant lowered his head. ‘Whatever you ask me I will do.’


The old man watched him for a few moments, seemingly weighing him up. ‘If you fail in this, Ficelle, the consequences will be more terrible than any de Bale – or the Devil he so unwittingly serves – could contrive.’ He hesitated, his hand resting on his grotesquely inflated leg. ‘I have had a vision. Of such clarity that it dwarfs the work to which I have until now dedicated my life. I have held back fifty-eight of my quatrains from publication for reasons which I shall not vouchsafe – they concern only me. Six of these quatrains have a secret purpose – I shall explain to you how to use them. No one must see you. No one must suspect. The remaining fifty-two quatrains must be hidden in a specific place that only you and I can know. I have sealed them inside this bamboo capsule.’ The old man reached down beside his chair and withdrew the packed and tamped tube. ‘You will place this capsule where I tell you, and in exactly the manner I stipulate. You will not deviate from this. You will carry out my instructions to the letter. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, Master.’


The old man lay back in his chair, exhausted by the intensity of what he was trying to communicate. ‘When you return here, after my death, you will go to see my friend and the trustee of my estate, Palamède Marc. You will tell him about your errand and assure him of its success. He will then give you a sum of money. A sum of money that will secure you and your family’s future for generations to come. Do you understand me?’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘Will you trust to my judgement in this matter, and follow my instructions to the letter?’


‘I will’


‘Then you will be blessed, Ficelle. By a people you will never meet, and by a history neither you nor I can remotely envisage.’


‘But you know the future, Master. You are the greatest seer of all time. Even the Queen has honoured you. All France knows of your gifts.’


‘I know nothing, Ficelle. I am like this bamboo tube. Doomed to transmit things but never to understand them. All I can do is pray that there are others, coming after me, who will manage things better.’
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Quartier St-Denis, Paris, Present Day


Achor Bale took no real pleasure in killing. That had long since left him. He watched the gypsy almost fondly, as one might watch a chance acquaintance getting off an airplane.


The man had been late of course. One only had to look at him to see the vanity bleeding from each pore. The 1950s moustache à la Zorro. The shiny leather jacket bought for fifty euros at the Clignancourt flea market. The scarlet seethrough socks. The yellow shirt with the Prince of Wales plumes and the outsized pointed collar. The fake gold medallion with the image of Sainte Sara. The man was a dandy without taste – as recognisable to one of his own as a dog is to another dog.


‘Do you have the manuscript with you?’


‘What do you think I am? A fool?’


Well, hardly that, thought Bale. A fool is rarely self-conscious. This man wears his venality like a badge of office. Bale noted the dilated pupils. The sheen of sweat on the handsome, razor-sharp features. The drumming of the fingers on the table. The tapping of the feet. A drug addict, then. Strange, for a gypsy. That must be why he needed the money so badly. ‘Are you Manouche or Rom? Gitan, perhaps?’


‘What do you care?’


‘Given your moustache, I’d say Manouche. One of Django Reinhardt’s descendants, maybe?’


‘My name is Samana. Babel Samana.’


‘Your gypsy name?’


‘That is secret.’


‘My name is Bale. No secret there.’


The gypsy’s fingers increased their beat upon the table. His eyes were everywhere now – flitting across the other drinkers, testing the doors, plumbing the dimensions of the ceiling.


‘How much do you want for it?’ Cut straight to the chase. That was the way with a man like this. Bale watched the gypsy’s tongue dart out to moisten the thin, artificially virilised mouth.


‘I want half a million euros.’


‘Just so.’ Bale felt a profound calmness descending upon him. Good. The gypsy really did have something to sell. The whole thing wasn’t just a come-on. ‘For such a sum of money, we’d need to inspect the manuscript before purchase. Ascertain its viability.’


‘And memorise it! Yes. I’ve heard of such things. This much I know. Once the contents are out into the open it’s worthless. Its value lies in its secrecy.’


‘You’re so right. I’m very glad you take that position.’


‘I’ve got someone else interested. Don’t think you’re the only fish in the sea.’


Bale’s eyes closed down on themselves. Ah. He would have to kill the gypsy after all. Torment and kill. He was aware of the telltale twitching above his right eye. ‘Shall we go and see the manuscript now?’


‘I’m talking to the other man first. Perhaps you’ll even bid each other up.’


Bale shrugged. ‘Where are you meeting him?’


‘I’m not saying.’


‘How do you wish to play this then?’


‘You stay here. I go and talk to the other man. See if he’s serious. Then I come back.’


‘And if he’s not? The price goes down?’


‘Of course not. Half a million.’


‘I’ll stay here then.’


‘You do that.’


The gypsy lurched to his feet. He was breathing heavily now, the sweat dampening his shirt at the neck and sternum. When he turned around Bale noticed the imprint of the chair on the cheap leather jacket.


‘If you follow me, I’ll know. Don’t think I won’t.’


Bale took off his sunglasses and laid them on the table. He looked up, smiling. He had long understood the effect his freakishly clotted eyes had on susceptible people. ‘I won’t follow you.’


The gypsy’s mouth went slack with shock. He gazed in horror at Bale’s face. This man had the ia chalou – the evil eye. Babel’s mother had warned him of such people. Once you saw them – once they fixed you with the stare of the basilisk – you were doomed. Somewhere, deep inside his unconscious mind, Babel Samana was acknowledging his mistake – acknowledging that he had let the wrong man into his life.


‘You’ll stay here?’


‘Never fear. I’ll be waiting for you.’
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Babel began running as soon as he was out of the café. He would lose himself in the crowds. Forget the whole thing. What had he been thinking of? He didn’t even have the manuscript. Just a vague idea of where it was. When the three ursitory had settled on Babel’s pillow as a child to decide his fate, why had they chosen drugs as his weakness? Why not drink? Or women? Now O Beng had got into him and sent him this cockatrice as a punishment.


Babel slowed to a walk. No sign of the gadje. Had he been imagining things? Imagining the man’s malevolence? The effect of those terrible eyes? Maybe he had been hallucinating? It wouldn’t be the first time he had given himself the heebie-jeebies with badly cut drugs.


He checked the time on a parking meter. Okay. The second man might still be waiting for him. Perhaps he would prove more benevolent?


Across the road, two prostitutes began a heated argument about their respective pitches. It was Saturday afternoon. Pimp day in St-Denis. Babel caught his reflection in a shop window. He gave himself a shaky smile. If only he could swing this deal he might even run a few girls himself. And a Mercedes. He would buy himself a cream Mercedes with red leather seats, can holders and automatic air conditioning. And get his nails manicured at one of those shops where blond payo girls in white pinafores gaze longingly at you across the table.


Chez Minette was only a two-minute walk away. The least he could do would be to poke his head inside the door and check out the other man. Sting him for a down-payment – a proof of interest.


Then, groaning under a mound of cash and gifts, he would go back to the camp and placate his hexi of a sister.
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Adam Sabir had long since decided that he was on a wild goose chase. Samana was fifty minutes late. It was only his fascination with the seedy milieu of the bar that kept him in situ. As he watched, the barman began winding down the street-entrance shutters.


‘What’s this? Are you closing?’


‘Closing? No. I’m sealing everybody in. It’s Saturday. All the pimps come into town on the train. Cause trouble in the streets. Three weeks ago I lost my front windows. If you want to get out you must leave by the back door.’


Sabir raised an eyebrow. Well. This was certainly a novel way to maintain your customer base. He reached forward and drained his third cup of coffee. He could already feel the caffeine nettling at his pulse. Ten minutes. He would give Samana another ten minutes. Then, although he was still technically on holiday, he would go to the cinema and watch John Huston’s Night of the Iguana – spend the rest of the afternoon with Ava Gardner and Deborah Kerr. Add another chapter to his no doubt unsaleable book on the hundred best films of all time.


‘Une pression, s’il vous plaît. Rien ne presse.


The barman waved a hand in acknowledgement and continued winding. At the last possible moment a lithe figure slid under the descending shutters and straightened up, using a table for support.


‘Ho! Tu veux quoi, toi?’


Babel ignored the barman and stared wildly about the room. His shirt was drenched beneath his jacket and sweat was cascading off the angular lines of his chin. With single-minded intensity he concentrated his attention on each table in turn, his eyes screwed up against the bright interior glare.


Sabir held up a copy of his book on Nostradamus, as they had agreed, with his photograph on prominent display. So. The gypsy had arrived at last. Now for the let-down. ‘I’m over here, Monsieur Samana. Come and join me.’


Babel tripped over a chair in his eagerness to get to Sabir. He steadied himself, limping, his face twisted towards the entrance to the bar. But he was safe for the time being. The shutters were fully down now. He was sealed off from the lying gadje with the crazy eyes. The gadje who had sworn to him that he wouldn’t follow. The gadje who had then trailed him all the way to Chez Minette, not even bothering to hide himself in the crowd. Babel was still in with a chance.


Sabir stood up, a quizzical expression on his face. ‘What’s the matter? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’ Close to, all the savagery that he had detected in the gypsy’s stare had transformed itself into a vacant mask of terror.


‘You’re the writer?’


‘Yes. See? That’s me. On the inside back cover.’


Babel reached across to the next table and grabbed an empty beer glass. He smashed it down on to the surface between them and ground his hand in the broken shards. Then he reached across and took Sabir’s hand in his bloodied paw. ‘I’m sorry for this.’ Before Sabir had time to react, the gypsy had forced his hand down on to the broken glass.


‘Jesus! You little bastard…’ Sabir tried to snatch his hand back.


The gypsy clutched hold of Sabir’s hand and pressed it against his own, until the two hands were joined in a bloody scum. Then he smashed Sabir’s bleeding palm against his forehead, leaving a splattered imprint. ‘Now. Listen! Listen to me.’


Sabir wrenched his hand from the gypsy’s grasp. The barman emerged from behind his bar brandishing a foreshortened billiard cue.


‘Two words. Remember them. Samois. Chris.’ Babel backed away from the approaching barman, his bloodied palm held up as if in benediction. ‘Samois. Chris. You remember?’ He threw a chair at the barman, using the distraction to orientate himself in relation to the rear exit. ‘Samois. Chris.’ He pointed at Sabir, his eyes wild with fear. ‘Don’t forget.’
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Babel knew that he was running for his life. Nothing had ever felt as certain as this before. As complete. The pain in his hand was a violent, throbbing ache. His lungs were on fire, each breath tearing through him as if it were studded with nails.


Bale watched him from fifty metres back. He had time. The gypsy had nowhere to go. No one he could speak to. The Sûreté would take one look at him and put him in a straitjacket – the police weren’t overly charitable to gypsies in Paris, especially gypsies covered in blood. What had happened in that bar? Who had he seen? Well, it wouldn’t take him long to find out.


He spotted the white Peugeot van almost immediately. The driver was asking directions of a window cleaner. The window cleaner was pointing back towards St-Denis and scrunching his shoulders in Gallic incomprehension.


Bale threw the driver to one side and climbed into the cab. The engine was still running. Bale slid the van into gear and accelerated away. He didn’t bother to check in the rear-view mirror.
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Babel had lost sight of the gadje. He turned and looked behind him, jogging backwards. Passers-by avoided him, put off by his bloodied face and hands. Babel stopped. He stood in the street, sucking in air like a cornered stag.


The white Peugeot van mounted the kerb and smashed into Babel’s right thigh, crushing the bone. Babel ricocheted off the bonnet and fell heavily on to the pavement. Almost immediately he felt himself being lifted – strong hands on his jacket and the seat of his trousers. A door was opened and he was thrown into the van. He could hear a terrible, high-pitched keening and belatedly realised that it was coming from himself. He looked up just as the gadje brought the heel of his hand up beneath his chin.
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Babel awoke to an excruciating pain in his legs and shoulders. He raised his head to look around, but saw nothing. It was only then that he realised that his eyes were bandaged and that he was tied, upright, to some sort of metal frame from which he hung forward, his legs and arms in cruciform position, his body in an involuntary semicircle, as though he were thrusting out his hips in the course of some particularly explicit dance. He was naked.


Bale gave Babel’s penis another tug. ‘So. Have I got your attention at last? Good. Listen to me, Samana. There are two things you must know. One. You are definitely going to die – you cannot possibly talk your way out of this or buy your life from me with information. Two. The manner of your death depends entirely on you. If you please me, I will cut your throat. You won’t feel anything. And the way I do it, you will bleed to death in under a minute. If you displease me, I will hurt you – far more than I am hurting you now. To prove to you that I intend to kill you – and that there is no way back from the position in which you find yourself – I am going to slice your penis off. Then I shall cauterise the wound with a hot iron so that you don’t bleed to death before your time.’


‘Don’t! Don’t do it! I will tell you anything you want to know. Anything.’


Bale stood with his knife held flat against the outstretched skin of Babel’s member. ‘Anything? Your penis, against the information that I seek?’ Bale shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t understand. You know that you will never use it again. I have made this quite clear. Why should you wish to retain it? Don’t tell me that you are still labouring under the delusion that there is hope?’


A filament of saliva drooled from the edge of Babel’s mouth. ‘What do you want me to tell you?’


‘First. The name of the bar.’


‘Chez Minette.’


‘Good. That is correct. I saw you enter there myself. Who did you see?’


‘An American. A writer. Adam Sabir.’


‘Why?’


‘To sell him the manuscript. I wanted money.’


‘Did you show him the manuscript?’


Babel gave a fractured laugh. ‘I don’t even have it. I’ve never seen it. I don’t even know if it exists.’


‘Oh dear.’ Bale let go of Babel’s penis and began stroking his face. ‘You are a handsome man. The ladies like you. A man’s greatest weakness always lies in his vanity.’ Bale criss-crossed his knife blade over Babel’s right cheek. ‘Not so pretty now. From one side, you’ll still do. From the other – Armageddon. Look. I can put my finger right through this hole.’


Babel started screaming.


‘Stop. Or I shall mark the other side.’


Babel stopped screaming. Air fluttered through the torn flaps of his cheek.


‘You advertised the manuscript. Two interested parties answered. I am one. Sabir the other. What did you intend to sell to us for half a million euros? Hot air?’


‘I was lying. I know where it can be found. I will take you to it.’


‘And where is that?’


‘It’s written down.’


‘Recite it to me.’


Babel shook his head. ‘I can’t.’


‘Turn the other cheek.’


‘No! No! I can’t. I can’t read…’


‘How do you know it’s written down then?’


‘Because I’ve been told.’


‘Who has this writing? Where can it be found?’ Bale cocked his head to one side. ‘Is a member of your family hiding it? Or somebody else?’ There was a pause. ‘Yes. I thought so. I can see it on your face. It’s a member of your family, isn’t it? I want to know who. And where.’ Bale grabbed hold of Babel’s penis. ‘Give me a name.’


Babel hung his head. Blood and saliva dripped out of the hole made by Bale’s knife. What had he done? What had his fear and bewilderment made him reveal? Now the gadje would go and find Yola. Torture her too. His dead parents would curse him for not protecting his sister. His name would become unclean – mahrimé. He would be buried in an unmarked grave. And all because his vanity was stronger than his fear of death.


Had Sabir understood those two words he had told him in the bar? Would his instincts about the man prove right?


Babel knew that he had reached the end of the road. A lifetime spent building castles in the air meant that he understood his own weaknesses all too well. Another thirty seconds and his soul would be consigned to hell. He would have only one chance to do what he intended to do. One chance only.


Using the full hanging weight of his head, Babel threw his chin up to the left, as far as it could stretch, and then wrenched it back downwards in a vicious semicircle to the right.


Bale took an involuntary step backwards. Then he reached across and grabbed a handful of the gypsy’s hair. The head lolled loose, as if sprung from its moorings. ‘Nah!’ Bale let the head drop forward. ‘Impossible.’


Bale walked a few steps away, contemplated the corpse for a second and then approached again. He bent forwards and filleted the gypsy’s ear with his knife. Then he slid off the blindfold and thumbed back the man’s eyelids. The eyes were dull – no spark of life.


Bale cleaned his knife on the blindfold and walked away, shaking his head.
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Captain Joris Calque of the Police Nationale ran the unlit cigarette beneath his nose, then reluctantly replaced it in its gunmetal case. He slid the case into his jacket pocket. ‘At least this cadaver’s good and fresh. I’m surprised blood isn’t still dripping from its ear.’ Calque stubbed his thumb against Babel’s chest, withdrew it, then craned forwards to monitor for any colour changes. ‘Hardly any lividity. This man hasn’t been dead for more than an hour. How did we get to him so fast, Macron?’


‘Stolen van, Sir. Parked outside. The van owner called it in and a pandore on the beat ran across it forty minutes later. I wish all street crime was as easy to detect.’


Calque stripped off his protective gloves. ‘I don’t understand. Our murderer kidnaps the gypsy from the street, in full public view, and in a stolen van. Then he drives straight here, strings the gypsy up on a bed frame that he has conveniently nailed to the wall before the event, tortures him a little, breaks his neck, and then leaves the van parked out in the street like a signpost. Does that make any sense to you?’


‘We also have a blood mismatch.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Here. On the victim’s hand. These cuts are older than the other wounds. And there is alien blood mixed in with the victim’s own. It shows up clearly on the portable spectrometer.’


‘Ah. So now, not satisfied with the van signpost, the killer leaves us a blood signpost too.’ Calque shrugged. ‘The man is either an imbecile or a genius.’
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The pharmacist finished bandaging Sabir’s hand. ‘It must have been cheap glass – you’re lucky not to need any stitches. You’re not a pianist, by any chance?’


‘No. A writer.’


‘Oh. No skills involved, then.’


Sabir burst out laughing. ‘You could say that. I’ve written one book about Nostradamus. And now I write film reviews for a chain of regional newspapers. But that’s about it. The sum total of a misspent life.’


The pharmacist snatched a hand to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean what you think I meant. Of course writers are skilful. I meant digital skills. The sort in which one needs to use one’s fingers.’


‘It’s all right.’ Sabir stood up and eased on his jacket. ‘We hacks are used to being insulted. We are resolutely bottom of the pecking order. Unless we write bestsellers, that is, or contrive to become celebrities, when we magically spring to the top. Then, when we can’t follow up, we sink back down to the bottom again. It’s a heady profession, don’t you agree?’ He disguised his bitterness behind a broad smile. ‘How much do I owe you?’


‘Fifty euros. If you’re sure you can afford it, that is.’


‘Ah. Touché! Sabir took out his wallet and riffled through it for notes. Part of him was still struggling to understand the gypsy’s actions. Why would a man attack a total stranger? One he was hoping would buy something valuable off him? It made no earthly sense. Something was preventing him from going to the police, however, despite the encouragement of the barman and the three or four customers who had witnessed the attack. There was more to this than met the eye. And who or what were Samois and Chris? He handed the pharmacist her money. ‘Does the word Samois mean anything to you?’


‘Samois?’ The pharmacist shook her head. ‘Apart from the place, you mean?’


‘The place? What place?’


‘Samois-sur-Seine. It’s about sixty kilometres southeast of here. Just above Fontainebleau. All the jazz people know it. The gypsies hold a festival there every summer in honour of Django Reinhardt. You know. The Manouche guitarist.’


‘Manouche?’


‘It’s a gypsy tribe. Linked to the Sinti. They come from Germany and northern France. Everybody knows that.’


Sabir gave a mock bow. ‘But you forget, Madame. I’m not everybody. I’m only a writer.’
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Bale didn’t like barmen. They were an obnoxious species, living off the weakness of others. Still. In the interests of information-gathering he was prepared to make allowances. He slipped the stolen ID back inside his pocket. ‘So the gypsy attacked him with a glass?’


‘Yes. I’ve never seen anything like it. He just came in, leaking sweat, and made a beeline for the American. Smashed up a glass and ground his hand in it.’


‘The American’s?’


‘No. That was the odd thing. The gypsy ground his own hand in it. Only then did he attack the American.’


‘With the glass?’


‘No. No. He took the American’s hand and did the same thing with it as he’d done with his own. Then he forced the American’s hand on to his forehead. Blood all over the place.’


‘And that was it?’


‘Yes.’


‘He didn’t say anything?’


‘Well, he was shouting all the time. “Remember these words. Remember them.’”


‘What words?’


‘Ah. Well. There you have me. It sounded like Sam, moi, et Chris. Perhaps they’re brothers?’


Bale suppressed a triumphant smile. He nodded his head sagely. ‘Brothers. Yes.’
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The barman tossed his hands up melodramatically. ‘But I’ve just talked to one of your officers. Told him everything I know. Do you people want me to change your nappies for you as well?’


‘And what did this officer look like?’


‘Like you all look.’ The barman shrugged. ‘You know.’


Captain Calque glanced over his shoulder at Lieutenant Macron. ‘Like him?’


‘No. Nothing like him.’


‘Like me, then?’


‘No. Not like you.’


Calque sighed. ‘Like George Clooney? Woody Allen? Johnny Halliday? Or did he wear a wig, perhaps?’


‘No. No. He didn’t wear a wig.’


‘What else did you tell this invisible man?’


‘Now there’s no need to be sarcastic. I’m doing my duty as a citizen. I tried to protect the American…’


‘With what?’


‘Well… My billiard cue.’


‘Where do you keep this offensive weapon?’


‘Where do I keep it? Where do you think I keep it? Behind the bar, of course. This is St-Denis, not the SacréCoeur.’


‘Show me.’


‘Look. I didn’t hit anybody with it. I only waved it at the gypsy.’


‘Did the gypsy wave back?’


‘Ah. Merde.’ The barman slit open a pack of Gitanes with the bar ice-pick. ‘I suppose you’ll have me up for smoking in a public place next? You people.’ He blew a cloud of smoke across the counter.


Calque relieved the barman of one of his cigarettes. He tapped the cigarette on the back of the packet and ran it languorously beneath his nose.


‘Aren’t you going to light that?’


‘No.’


‘Putain. Don’t tell me you’ve given up?’


‘I have a heart condition. Each cigarette takes a day off my life.’


‘Worth it though.’


Calque sighed. ‘You’re right. Give me a light.’


The barman offered Calque the tip of his cigarette. ‘Look. I’ve remembered now. About your officer.’


‘What have you remembered?’


‘There was something strange about him. Very strange.’


‘And what was that?’


‘Well. You won’t believe me if I tell you.’


Calque raised an eyebrow. ‘Try me.’


The barman shrugged. ‘He had no whites to his eyes.’
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‘The man’s name is Sabir. S.A.B.I.R. Adam Sabir. An American. No. I have no more information for you at this time. Look him up on your computer. That should be quite enough. Believe me.’


Achor Bale put down the telephone. He allowed himself a brief smile. That would sort Sabir. By the time the French police were through with questioning him, he would be long gone. Chaos was always a good idea. Chaos and anarchy. Foment those, and you forced the established forces of law and order on to the back foot.


Police and public administrators were trained to think in a linear fashion – in terms of rules and regulations. In computer terms, hyper was the opposite of linear. Well then. Bale prided himself on his ability to think in a hyper fashion – skipping and jumping around wherever he fancied. He would do whatever he wanted to do, whenever he wanted to do it.


He reached across for a map of France and spread it neatly out on to the table in front of him.
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The first Adam Sabir knew of the Sûreté’s interest in him was when he switched on the television set in his rented flat on the Ile St-Louis and saw his own face, full-size, staring back at him from the plasma screen.


As a writer and occasional journalist, Sabir needed to keep up with the news. Stories lurked there. Ideas simmered. The state of the world was reflected in the state of his potential market, and this concerned him. In recent years he had got into the habit of living to a very comfortable standard indeed, thanks to a freak one-off bestseller called The Private Life of Nostradamus.The original content had been just about nil – the title a stroke of genius. Now he desperately needed a follow-up or the money tap would turn off, the luxury lifestyle dry up, and his public melt away.


Samana’s advertisement in that ludicrous free rag of a newspaper, two days before, had captured his attention, therefore, because it was so incongruous and so entirely unexpected:


Money needed. I have something to sell. Notre Dame’s [sic] lost verses. All written down. Cash sale to first buyer. Genuine.


Sabir had laughed out loud when he first saw the ad – it had so obviously been dictated by an illiterate. But how would an illiterate know about Nostradamus’s lost quatrains?


It was common knowledge that the sixteenth-century seer had written 1,000 indexed four-line verses, published during his lifetime, and anticipating, with an almost preternatural accuracy, the future course of world events. Less well known, however, was the fact that fifty-eight of the quatrains had been held back at the very last moment, never to see the light of day. If an individual could find the location of those verses, they would become an instant millionaire – the potential sales were stratospheric.


Sabir knew that his publisher would have no compunction in anteing up whatever sum was needed to cement such a sale. The story of the find alone would bring in hundreds of thousands of dollars in newspaper revenue, and would guarantee front-page coverage all over the world. And what wouldn’t people give, in this uncertain age, to read the verses and understand their revelations? The mind boggled.


Until the events of today, Sabir had happily fantasised a scenario in which his original manuscript, like the Harry Potter books before him, would be locked up in the literary equivalent of a Fort Knox, only to be revealed to the impatiently slavering hordes on publication day. He was already in Paris. What would it cost him to check the story out? What did he have to lose?


Following the brutal torture and murder of an unknown male, police are seeking the American writer Adam Sabir, who is wanted for questioning in connection with the crime. Sabir is believed to be visiting Paris, but should under no circumstances be approached by members of the public, as he may be dangerous. The quality of the crime is of so serious a nature that the Police Nationale are making it their priority to identify the murderer, who, it is strongly believed, may be preparing to strike again.


‘Oh Jesus.’ Sabir stood in the centre of his living room and stared at the television set as if it might suddenly decide to break free from its moorings and crawl across the floor towards him. An old publicity photo of himself was taking up the full extent of the screen, exaggerating every feature of his face until he, too, could almost believe that it depicted a wanted criminal.


A death-mask ‘Do You Know this Man?’ photograph of Samana followed, its cheek and ear lacerated, its eyes dully opened, as if its owner were sitting in judgement on the millions of couch-potato voyeurs taking fleeting comfort from the fact that it was someone else, and not they, depicted over there on the screen.


‘It’s not possible. My blood’s all over him.’


Sabir sat down in an armchair, his mouth hanging open, the throbbing in his hand uncannily echoing the throbbing of the linking electronic music that was even now accompanying the closing headlines of the evening news.
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It took him ten frenetic minutes to gather all his belongings together – passport, money, maps, clothes, and credit cards. At the very last moment he rifled through the desk in case there was anything in there he might use.


He was borrowing the flat from his English agent, John Tone, who was on holiday in the Caribbean. The car was his agent’s, too, and therefore unidentifiable – its very anonymity might at least suffice to get him out of Paris. To buy him time to think.


He hastily pocketed an old British driving licence in Tone’s name and some spare euros he found in an empty film canister. No photograph on the driving licence. Might be useful. He took an electricity bill and the car papers, too.


If the police apprehended him he would simply plead ignorance – he was starting on a research trip to St-Rémy-de-Provence, Nostradamus’s birthplace. He hadn’t listened to the radio or watched the TV – didn’t know the police were hunting for him.


With luck he could make it as far as the Swiss border – bluster his way through. They didn’t always check passports there. And Switzerland was still outside the European Union. If he could make it as far as the US Embassy in Bern he would be safe. If the Swiss extradited him to anywhere, it would be to the US, not to Paris.


For Sabir had heard tales about the French police from some of his journalist colleagues. Once you got into their hands, your number was up. It could take months or even years for your case to make its way through the bureaucratic nightmare of the French jurisdictional system.


He stopped at the first hole-in-the-wall he could find and left the car engine running. He’d simply have to take the chance and get some cash. He stuffed the first card through the slit and began to pray. So far so good. He’d try for a thousand euros. Then, if the second card failed him, he could at least pay the motorway tolls in untraceable cash and get himself something to eat.


Across the street, a youth in a hoodie was watching him. Christ Jesus. This was hardly the time to get mugged. And with the keys left in a brand-new Audi station wagon, with the engine running.


He pocketed the cash and tried the second card. The youth was moving towards him now, looking about him in that particular way young criminals had. Fifty metres. Thirty. Sabir punched in the numbers.


The machine ate the card. They were closing him down.


Sabir darted back towards the car. The youth had started running and was about five metres off.


Sabir threw himself inside the car, and only then remembered that it was British made, with the steering wheel placed on the right. He plunged across the central divider and wasted three precious seconds searching around for the unfamiliar central locking system.


The youth had his hand on the door.


Sabir crunched the automatic shift into reverse and the car lurched backwards, throwing the teenager temporarily off balance. Sabir continued backwards up the street, one foot twisted behind him on to the passenger seat, his free hand clutching the steering wheel.


Ironically he found himself thinking not about the mugger – a definite first, in his experience – but about the fact that, thanks to his forcibly abandoned bank card, the police would now have his fingerprints, and a precise location of his whereabouts, at exactly 10.42 p.m., on a clear and starlit Saturday night, in central Paris.
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Twenty minutes out of Paris, and five minutes shy of the Evry autoroute junction, Sabir’s attention was caught by a road sign – thirty kilometres to Fontainebleau. And Fontainebleau was only ten short kilometres downriver from Samois. The pharmacist had told him so. They’d even had a brief, mildly flirtatious discussion about Henri II, Catherine de Medici, and Napoleon, who had apparently used the place to bid farewell to his Old Guard before leaving for exile on Elba.


Better to forget the autoroute and head for Samois. Didn’t they have number-plate recognition on the autoroutes? Hadn’t he heard that somewhere? What if they had already traced him to Tone’s flat? It wouldn’t be long before they connected him with Tone’s Audi, too. And then they’d have him cold.


If he could only get the quatrains from this Chris person, he might at least be able to persuade the police that he was, indeed, a bona fide writer, and not a psycho on the prowl. And why should the gypsy’s death have had anything to do with the verses anyway? Such people were always engaging in feuds, weren’t they? It was probably only an argument over money or a woman and he, Sabir, had simply got in the way of it. When you looked at it like that, the whole thing took on a far more benevolent aspect.


Anyway, he had an alibi. The pharmacist would remember him, surely? He’d told her all about the gypsy’s behaviour. It simply didn’t make sense for him to have tortured and killed the gypsy with his hand torn to shreds like that. The police would see that, wouldn’t they? Or would they think he’d followed the gypsy and taken revenge on him after the bar fight?


Sabir shook his head. One thing was for certain. He needed rest. If he carried on like this he would begin to hallucinate.


Forcing himself to stop thinking and to start acting, Sabir slewed the car across the road and down a woodland track, just two kilometres short of the village of Samois itself.
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‘He’s slipped the net.’


‘What do you mean? How do you know that?’


Calque raised an eyebrow. Macron was certainly coming on – no doubt about that. But imagination? Still, what could one expect from a two-metre-tall Marseillais? ‘We’ve checked all the hotels, guest houses and letting agencies. When he arrived here he had no reason to conceal his name. He didn’t know he was going to kill the gypsy. This is an American with a French mother, remember. He speaks our language perfectly. Or at least that’s what the fool claims on his website. Either he’s gone to ground in a friend’s house, or he’s bolted. My guess is that he’s bolted. In my experience it’s a rare friend who’s prepared to harbour a torturer.’


‘And the man who telephoned in his name?’


‘Find Sabir and we’ll find him.’


‘So we stake out Samois? Look for this Chris person?’


Calque smiled. ‘Give the girlie a doll.’
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The first thing Sabir saw was a solitary deerhound crossing the ride in front of him, lost from the previous day’s exercise. Below him, dissected by trees, the River Seine sparkled in the early morning sun.


He climbed out of the car and stretched his legs. Five hours’ sleep. Not bad in the circumstances. Last night he’d felt nervous and on edge. Now he felt calmer – less panic-stricken about his predicament. It had been a wise move to take the turning to Samois, and even wiser to pull over into the forest to sleep. Perhaps the French police wouldn’t run him to ground so easily after all? Still. Wouldn’t do to take unnecessary risks.


Fifty metres down the track, with the car windows open, he picked up woodsmoke and the unmistakable odour of fried pork fat. At first he was tempted to ignore it and continue on his way, but hunger prevailed. Whatever happened, he had to eat. And why not here? No cameras. No cops.


He instantly convinced himself that it would make perfect sense to offer to buy his breakfast direct from whoever happened to be doing the cooking. The mystery campers might even be able to point him towards Chris.


Abandoning the car, Sabir cut through the woods on foot, following his nose. He could feel his stomach expanding towards the smell of the bacon. Crazy to think that he was on the run from the police. Perhaps, being campers, these people wouldn’t have had access to a television or a newspaper?


Sabir stood for some time on the edge of the clearing, watching. It was a gypsy camp. Well. He’d lucked into it, really. He should have realised that no one in their right mind would have been camping out in a northern manorial forest in early May. August was the time for camping – otherwise, if you were French, you stayed in a hotel with your family and dined in comfort.


One of the women saw him and called out to her husband. A bunch of children came running towards him and then stopped, in a gaggle. Two other men broke off from what they were doing and started in his direction. Sabir raised a hand in greeting.


The hand was pulled violently from behind him and forced to the rear of his neck. He felt himself being driven down to his knees.


Just before he lost consciousness he noticed the television mast on one of the caravans.
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‘You do it, Yola. It’s your right.’


The woman was standing in front of him. An older man placed a knife in her hand and shooed her forward. Sabir tried to say something but he found that his mouth was taped shut.


‘That’s it. Cut off his balls.’ ‘No. Do his eyes first.’ A chorus of elderly women were encouraging her from their position outside the caravan doorway. Sabir looked around. Apart from the woman with the knife, he was surrounded entirely by men. He tried to move his arms but they were bound tightly behind his back. His ankles were knotted together and a decorated pillow had been placed between his knees.


One of the men upended him and manhandled his trousers over his hips. ‘There. Now you can see the target.’


‘Stick it up his arse while you’re at it.’ The old women were pushing forward to get a better view.


Sabir began shaking his head in a futile effort to free the tape from his mouth.


The woman began inching forward, the knife held out in front of her.


‘Go on. Do it. Remember what he did to Babel.’


Sabir began a sort of ululation from inside his taped mouth. He fixed his eyes on the woman in fiendish concentration, as if he could somehow will her not to follow through with what she intended.


Another man grabbed Sabir’s scrotum and stretched it away from his body, leaving only a thin membrane of skin to be cut. A single blow of the knife would be enough.


Sabir watched the woman. Instinct told him that she was his only chance. If his concentration broke and he looked away, he knew that he was done for. Without fully understanding his own motivation, he winked at her.


The wink hit her like a slap. She reached forward and ripped the tape off Sabir’s mouth. ‘Why did you do that? Why did you mutilate my brother? What had he done to you?’


Sabir dragged a great gulp of air through his swollen lips. ‘Chris. Chris. He told me to ask for Chris.’


The woman stepped backwards. The man holding Sabir’s testicles let go of them and leaned across him, his head cocked to one side like a bird dog. ‘What’s that you say?’


‘Your brother smashed a glass. He pressed his hand into it. Then mine. Then he ground our two hands together and placed the imprint of mine on his forehead. He then told me to go to Samois and ask for Chris. I wasn’t the one that killed him. But I realise now that he was being followed. Please believe me. Why should I come here otherwise?’


‘But the police. They are looking for you. We saw on the television. We recognised your face.’


‘My blood was on his hand.’


The man threw Sabir to one side. For a moment Sabir was convinced that they were going to slit his throat. Then he could feel them unbandaging his hand – inspecting the cuts. Hear them talking to each other in a language he could not understand.


‘Stand up. Put your trousers on.’


They were cutting the ropes behind his back.


One of the men prodded him. ‘Tell me. Who is Chris?’


Sabir shrugged. ‘One of you, I suppose.’


Some of the older men laughed.


The man with the knife winked at him, in unconscious echo of the wink that had saved Sabir’s testicles two short minutes before. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll meet him soon. With or without your balls. The choice is yours.’
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At least they’re feeding me, thought Sabir. It’s harder to kill a man you’ve broken bread with. Surely.


He spooned up the last of the stew, then reached down with his manacled hands for his coffee. ‘The meat. It was good.’


The old woman nodded. She wiped her hands on her voluminous skirts but Sabir noticed that she did not eat. ‘Clean. Yes. Very clean.’


‘Clean?’


‘The spines. Hedgehogs are the cleanest beasts. They are not mahrimé. Not like…’ She spat over her shoulder. ‘Dogs.’


‘Ah. You eat dogs?’ Sabir was already having problems with the thought of hedgehogs. He could feel the onset of nausea threatening.


‘No. No.’ The woman burst into uproarious laughter. ‘Dogs. Hah hah.’ She signalled to one of her friends. ‘Heh. The gadje thinks we eat dogs.’


A man came running into the clearing. He was instantly surrounded by young children. He spoke to a few of them and they peeled off to warn the camp.


Sabir watched intently as boxes and other objects were swiftly secreted beneath and inside the caravans. Two men broke off from what they were doing and came towards him.


‘What is it? What’s happening?’


They picked him up between them and carried him, splay-legged, towards a wood-box.


‘Jesus Christ. You’re not going to put me in there?


I’m claustrophobic. Seriously. I promise. I’m not good in narrow places. Please. Put me in one of the caravans.’


The men tumbled him inside the wood-box. One of them drew a stained handkerchief from his pocket and thrust it into Sabir’s mouth. Then they eased his head beneath the surface of the box and slammed shut the lid.
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Captain Calque surveyed the disparate group in front of him. He was going to have trouble with this lot. He just knew it. Knew it in his bones. Gypsies always shut up shop when talking to the police – even when it was one of their own who had been the victim of a crime, as in this case. Still they persisted in wanting to take the law into their own hands.


He nodded to Macron. Macron held up the photograph of Sabir.


‘Have any of you seen this man?’


Nothing. Not even a nod of recognition.


‘Do any of you know who this man is?’


‘A killer.’


Calque shut his eyes. Oh well. At least someone had actually spoken to him. Addressed a comment to him. ‘Not necessarily. The more we find out, the more it seems that there may be a second party involved in this crime. A party whom we have not yet succeeded in identifying.’


‘When are you going to release my brother’s body so that we can bury him?’


The men were making way for a young woman – she manoeuvred herself through the closed ranks of women and children and moved to the forefront of the group.


‘Your brother?’


‘Babel Samana.’


Calque nodded to Macron, who began writing vigorously in a small black notebook. ‘And your name?’


‘Yola. Yola Samana.’


‘And your parents?’


‘They are dead.’


‘Any other relatives?’


Yola shrugged, and indicated the surrounding sea of faces.


‘Everyone?’


She nodded.


‘So what was he doing in Paris?’


She shrugged again.


‘Anyone know?’


There was a group shrug.


Calque was briefly tempted to burst out laughing – but the fact that the assembly would probably lynch him if he were to do so, prevented him from giving in to the emotion. ‘So can anyone tell me anything at all about Samana? Who he was seeing – apart from this man Sabir, of course. Or why he was visiting St-Denis?’


Silence.


Calque waited. Thirty years of experience had taught him when, and when not, to press an issue.


‘When are you giving him back?’


Calque summoned up a fake sigh. ‘I can’t tell you that exactly. We may need his body for further forensic tests.’


The young woman turned to one of the older male gypsies. ‘We must bury him within three days.’


The gypsy hitched his chin at Calque. ‘Can we have him?’


‘I told you. No. Not yet.’


‘Can we have some of his hair then?’


‘What?’


‘If you give us some of his hair, we can bury him. Along with his possessions. It has to be done within three days. Then you can do what you like with the body.’


‘You can’t be serious.’


‘Will you do as we ask?’


‘Give you some of his hair?’


‘Yes.’


Calque could feel Macron’s eyes boring into the back of his head. ‘Yes. We can give you some of his hair. Send one of your people to this address…’ Calque handed the gypsy a card. ‘Tomorrow. Then you can formally identify him, and cut the hair at the same time.’


‘I will go.’ It was the young woman – Samana’s sister.


‘Very well.’ Calque stood uncertainly in the centre of the clearing. The place was so completely alien to him and to his understanding of what constituted a normal society, that he might as well have been standing in a rainforest discussing ethics with a group of Amerindian tribesman.


‘You’ll call me if the American, Sabir, tries to make contact with you in any way? My number is written on the card.’


He glanced around at the assembled group.


‘I’ll take that as a yes, then.’
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Sabir was close to delirium when they lifted him out of the wood-box. Later, when he tried to reassemble the emotions he had felt upon being forced into the box, he found that his mind had blocked them out entirely. For self-protection, he assumed.


For he hadn’t been lying when he said he was claustrophobic. Years before, as a child, some schoolmates had played a prank on him which had involved locking him inside the trunk of a professor’s car. He had blacked out then, too. The professor had found him, half dead, three hours later. Made one hell of a stink about it. The story had appeared in all the local newspapers.


Sabir had claimed not to remember who had perpetrated the prank, but almost a decade on he had had his revenge. As a journalist himself he had become possessed of considerable powers of innuendo and he had used these to the full. But the revenge hadn’t cured him of his claustrophobia – if anything, in recent years, it had got even worse.


Now he could feel himself sickening. His hand was throbbing and he suspected that he may have picked up an infection during the course of the night. The cuts had reopened, and as he’d had nothing to clean them with before reapplying the bandage, he could only presume that they had attracted a few unwanted bacteria along the way – the incarceration in the wood-box must simply have compounded the issue.


His head lolled backwards. He tried to raise a hand but couldn’t – in fact, his entire body seemed beyond his control. He felt himself being carried into a shady place, then up a few stairs and into a room in which light drifted on to his face through coloured panes of glass. His last memories were of a pair of dark brown eyes staring intently into his, as if their owner were trying to plumb the very depths of his soul.


[image: art]


He awoke to a deadening headache. The air was stifling, and he found difficulty in breathing, as if his lungs had been three-quarters filled with foam rubber whilst he was sleeping. He looked down at his hand. It had been neatly rebandaged. He tried to raise it but only managed one desultory twitch before allowing it to collapse helplessly back on to the bed.


He realised that he was inside a caravan. Daylight was streaming in through the coloured glass windows beside him. He attempted to raise his head to see out of the single white pane but the effort was beyond him. He collapsed back on to the pillow. He’d never felt so completely out of contact with his body before – it was as if he and his limbs had become disjointed in some way, and the key to their retrieval had been lost.


Well. At least he wasn’t dead. Or in a police hospital. One had to look on the bright side.
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When next he awoke it was night-time. Just before opening his eyes, he became aware of a presence beside him. He pretended to be asleep, and allowed his head to loll to one side. Then he cracked his eyelids and tried to pick up whoever was sitting there in the darkness without her being aware of his look. For it was a woman – of that he was certain. There was the heavy scent of patchouli and some other, more elusive smell, that reminded him vaguely of dough. Perhaps this person had been kneading bread?


He allowed his eyes to open wider. Samana’s sister was perched on the chair at his bedside. She was hunched forward, as if in prayer. But there was the glint of a knife in her lap.


‘I am wondering whether to kill you.’


Sabir swallowed. He tried to appear calm but he was still having trouble inhaling, and his breath now came out in small, uncomfortable puffs, like a woman in childbirth. ‘Are you going to? I wish you’d get on with it then. I’m certainly not able to defend myself – like that time you had me tied up and were going to castrate me. You’re just as safe now. I can’t even raise my hand to ward you off.’


‘Just like my brother.’


‘I didn’t kill your brother. How many times do I have to tell you? I met him once. He attacked me. God knows why. Then he told me to come here.’


‘Why did you wink at me like that?’


‘It was the only way I could think of to communicate my innocence to you.’


‘But it angered me. I nearly killed you then.’


‘I had to risk that. There was no other way.’


She sat back, considering.


‘Is it you that’s been looking after me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Funny way to behave to someone you intend to kill.’


‘I didn’t say I intended to kill you. I said I was thinking about it.’


‘What would you do with me? With my body?’


‘The men would joint you, like a pig. Then we’d burn you.’


There was an uncomfortable silence. Sabir fell to wondering how he had managed to get himself into a position like this. And for what? ‘How long have I been here?’


‘Three days.’


‘Jesus.’ He reached down and lifted his bad hand with his good. ‘What was wrong with me? Is wrong with me?’


‘Blood poisoning. I treated you with herbs and kaolin poultices. The infection had moved to your lungs. But you’ll live.’


‘Are you quite sure of that?’ Sabir immediately sensed that his effort at sarcasm had entirely passed her by.


‘I spoke to the pharmacist.’


‘The who?’


‘The woman who treated your cuts. The name of where she worked was in the newspaper. I went to Paris to collect some of my brother’s hair. Now we are going to bury him.’


‘What did the woman say?’


‘That you are telling the truth.’


‘So who do you think killed your brother.’


‘You. Or another man.’


‘Still me?’


‘The other man, perhaps. But you were part of it.’


‘So why don’t you kill me now and have done with it? Joint me like a suckling pig?’


‘Don’t be in such a hurry.’ She slipped the knife back underneath her dress. ‘You will see.’
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Later that same night they helped Sabir out of the caravan and into the clearing. A couple of the men had constructed a litter and they lifted him on to it and carried him out into the forest and along a moonlit track.


Samana’s sister walked beside him as if she owned him, or had some other vested interest in his presence. Which I suppose she does, thought Sabir to himself. I’m her insurance policy against having to think.


A squirrel ran across the track in front of them and the women began to chatter excitedly amongst themselves.


‘What’s that all about?’


‘A squirrel is a lucky omen.’


‘What’s a bad one?’


She shot a look at him, then decided that he was not being flippant. ‘An owl.’ She lowered her voice. ‘A snake. The worst is a rat.’


‘Why’s that?’ He found that he was lowering his voice too.


‘They are mahrimé. Polluted. It is better not to mention them.’


‘Ah.’


By this time they had reached another clearing, furnished with candles and flowers.


‘So we’re burying your brother?’


‘Yes.’


‘But you haven’t got his body? Just his hair?’


‘Shh. We no longer talk about him. Or mention his name.’


‘What?’


‘The close family does not talk of its dead. Only other people do that. For the next month his name will not be mentioned amongst us.’


An old man came up to Yola and presented her with a tray, on which was a wad of banknotes, a comb, a scarf, a small mirror, a shaving kit, a knife, a pack of cards and a syringe. Another man brought food, wrapped up in a waxed paper parcel. Another brought wine, water and green coffee beans.


Two men were digging a small hole near to an oak tree. Yola made the trip to the hole three times, laying one item neatly over another. Some children came up behind her and scattered kernels of corn over the heap. Then the men filled in the grave.


It was at this point that the women began wailing. The back hairs on Sabir’s head rose atavistically.


Yola fell to her knees beside her brother’s grave and began beating her breast with earth. Some women near her collapsed in jerking convulsions, their eyes turned up into their heads.


Four men, carrying a heavy stone between them, entered the clearing. The stone was placed on top of Samana’s grave. Other men then brought his clothes and his remaining possessions. These were heaped on to the stone and set alight.


The wails and lamentations of the women intensified. Some of the men were drinking liquor from small glass bottles. Yola had torn off her blouse. She was striping her breasts and stomach with the earth and wine of her brother’s funeral libation.


Sabir felt miraculously disconnected from the realities of the twenty-first century. The scene in the clearing had taken on all the attributes of a demented bacchanal, and the light from the candles and the fires lit up the undersides of the trees, reflecting back off the transported faces below as if in a painting by Ensor.


The man who had presented Sabir’s testicles to the knife came over and offered him a drink from a pottery cup. ‘Go on. That’ll keep the mulés away.’


‘The mulés’?


The man shrugged. ‘They’re all around the clearing. Evil spirits. Trying to get in. Trying to take…’ He hesitated. ‘You know.’


Sabir swallowed the drink. He could feel the heat of the spirit burning away at his throat. Without knowing why, he found himself nodding. ‘I know.’
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Achor Bale watched the funeral ceremony from the secure position he had established for himself inside the shelter of a small stand of trees. He was wearing a well-worn camouflage suit, a Legionnaire’s cloth fatigue hat, and a stippled veil. From even as close as five feet away, he was indistinguishable from the undergrowth surrounding him.


For the first time in three days he was entirely sure of the girl. Before that he hadn’t been able to approach close enough to the main camp to achieve a just perspective. Even when the girl had left the camp, he had been unable, to his own entire satisfaction, to pinpoint her. Now she had comprehensively outed herself, thanks to her conspicuous mourning for her lunatic brother’s immortal soul.


Bale allowed his mind to wander back to the room in which Samana had died. In all his extensive years of experience both inside and outside the Foreign Legion, Bale had never seen a man achieve the seemingly impossible task of killing himself whilst under total restraint. That old chestnut of swallowing the tongue presented insurmountable physical difficulties, and no man, as far as he was aware, could think himself to death. But to use gravity like that, and with such utter conviction? That took balls. So why would he do it? What had Samana been protecting?


He refocused the night glasses on the girl’s face. Wife? No. He thought not. Sister? Possibly. But it was impossible to tell in this light, with the contortions she was engineering on her facial features.


He swung the glasses on to Sabir. Now there was a man who knew how to make himself indispensable. At first, when he had established Sabir’s presence as a certainty in the camp, Bale had been tempted to make another of his mischievous telephone calls to the police. Remove the man permanently from the scene without any unnecessary recourse to further violence. But Sabir was so unaware of himself, and therefore such an easy man to follow, that it seemed something of a waste.


The girl, he knew, would be a far harder prospect. She belonged to a defined and close-knit society, which did not easily venture abroad. Lumber her with a well-meaning Sabir and the whole process became intrinsically simpler.


He would watch and wait, therefore. His moment – as it always did – would come.
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‘Can you walk?’


‘Yes. I think I can manage.’


‘You must come with me, then.’


Sabir allowed Samana’s sister to ease him to his feet. He noticed that, although she was prepared to touch him with her hands, she made great play at avoiding any contact with his clothes.


‘Why do you do that?’


‘Do what?’


‘Veer away from me whenever I stumble – as if you’re afraid I might be diseased.’


‘I don’t want to pollute you.’


‘Pollute me?’


She nodded her head. ‘Gypsy women don’t touch men who are not their husbands, brothers, or sons.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Because there are times when we are mahrimé. Until I become a mother – and also at certain times of the month – I am unclean. I would dirty you.’


Shaking his head, Sabir allowed her to usher him towards the caravan entrance. ‘Is that why you always walk behind me, too?’


She nodded.


By this time Sabir was almost grateful for the perverse and mysterious attentions of the camp, for they had not only secured him from the notice of the French police and cured him of an illness which, on the run, may well have resulted in his death from septic shock – but they had also comprehensively upended his notions of sensible, rational behaviour. Everybody needed a stint in a gypsy camp, Sabir told himself wryly, to shake them out of their bourgeois complacency.


He had resigned himself, in consequence, to only eventually learning what they required from him, when and where it suited them to enlighten him. And he sensed, as he supported himself down the rootstock balustrade outside the caravan, that this moment had finally come.
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Yola indicated that Sabir should accompany her towards a group of men seated on stools near the periphery of the camp. An enormously fat man with an outsized head, long black hair, copious moustaches, gold-capped front teeth and a ring on every finger, sat, in a much larger chair than everybody else’s, at the head of the convocation. He was wearing a generously cut, traditionally styled double-breasted suit, made notable only by an outlandish sequence of purple and green stripes laced into the fabric and by double-width zoot-suit lapels.


‘Who the heck’s that?’


‘The Bulibasha. He is our leader. Today he is to be Kristinori.’


‘Yola, for Christ’s sake…’


She stopped, still positioned just behind him and to the right. ‘The Chris you were searching for? That my brother spoke to you about? This is it.’


‘What? That’s Chris? The fat guy? The Chief?’


‘No. We hold a Kriss when something important must be decided. Notice is given, and everyone attends from many kilometres around. Someone is elected Kristinori, or judge of the Kriss. In important cases, it is the Bulibasha who takes this role. Then there are two other judges – one for the side of the accuser, and one for the person who is accused – chosen from amongst the phuro and the phuro-dai. The elders.’


‘And this is an important case?’


‘Important? It is life or death for you.’
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Sabir found himself ushered, with a certain amount of formal politeness, on to a bench set into the earth in front of, and below, the Bulibasha. Yola settled on the ground behind him, her legs drawn up beneath her. Sabir assumed that she had been allocated this spot in order to translate the proceedings to him, for she was the only woman in the assembly.


The main body of women and children were congregated behind and to the right of the Bulibasha, in the position Yola always took in relation to him. Sabir noticed, too, that the women were all wearing their best clothes, and that the older, married women were sporting headscarves and prodigious amounts of gold jewellery. Unusually, they were made up with heavy kohl around the eyes, and their hair, beneath their scarves, no longer hung free, but was instead put up in ringlets and elaborate braids. Some had henna on their hands, and a few of the grandmothers were smoking.


The Bulibasha held up a hand for silence, but everybody continued talking. It seemed that the debate about Sabir was already well under way.


Impatiently, the Bulibasha indicated that the man who had stretched Sabir’s testicles for the knife should come forward.


‘That is my cousin. He is going to speak against you.’


‘Oh.’


‘He likes you. It is not personal. But he must do this for the family.’


‘I suppose they’re going to joint me like a pig if this thing goes against me?’ Sabir tried to sound as though he was joking, but his voice cracked halfway through and gave him away.


‘They will kill you, yes.’


‘And the upside?’


‘What is that?’


‘What happens if things go my way?’ Sabir was sweating badly now.


‘Then you will become my brother. You will be responsible for me. For my virginity. For my marriage. You will take my brother’s place in everything.’


‘I don’t understand.’


Yola sighed impatiently. She lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. ‘The only reason you are still alive today is that my brother made you his phral. His blood brother. He also told you to come back here amongst us and ask for a Kriss. You did this. We then had no choice but to honour his dying wish. For what a dying man asks for, he must get. And my brother knew that he would die when he did this thing to you.’


‘How can you possibly know that?’


‘He hated payos – Frenchmen – more even than he detested gadjes. He would never have asked one to be a brother to him except in the most extreme of circumstances.’


‘But I’m not a payo. Okay, my mother’s French, but my father’s American and I was born and brought up in the United States.’


‘But you speak perfect French. My brother would have judged you on that.’


Sabir shook his head in bewilderment.


Yola’s cousin was now addressing the assembly. But even with his fluent command of French, Sabir was having difficulty making out what was being said.


‘What language is that?’


‘Sinto.’


‘Great. Could you please tell me what he is saying?’


‘That you killed my brother. That you have come amongst us to steal something that belongs to our family. That you are an evil man, and that God visited this recent illness on you to prove that you are not telling the truth about what happened to Babel. He also says that it is because of you that the police have come amongst us, and that you are a disciple of the Devil.’


‘And you say he likes me?’


Yola nodded. ‘Alexi thinks you are telling the truth. He looked into your eyes when you thought that you were about to die, and he saw your soul. It seemed white to him, not black.’


‘Then why is he saying all this stuff about me?’


‘You should be pleased. He is exaggerating terribly. Many of us here feel that you did not kill my brother. They will hope that the Bulibasha gets angry with what is being said, and pronounces you innocent.’


‘And do you think I killed your brother?’


‘I will only know this when the Bulibasha gives his verdict.’
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Sabir tried to look away from what was happening in front of him, but couldn’t. Yola’s cousin Alexi was giving a masterclass in applied histrionics. If this was someone secretly on his side, then Sabir decided that he would rather sup with the Devil and have done with it.


Alexi was on his knees in front of the assembled judges, weeping and tearing at his hair. His face and body were covered with dirt, and his shirt was torn open, revealing three gold necklaces and a crucifix.


Sabir glanced at the Bulibasha’s face for any signs that he was becoming impatient with Alexi’s dramatics, but, to all intents and purposes, he seemed to be drinking the stuff in. One of the younger children, whom Sabir assumed must be one of the Bulibasha’s daughters, had even crept on to his capacious lap and was bouncing up and down in her excitement.


‘Do I get to say my piece?’


‘No.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Someone else will talk for you.’


‘Who, for Christ’s sake? Everybody here seems to want me killed.’


‘Me. I will speak for you.’


‘Why would you do that?’


‘I have told you. It was my brother’s dying wish.’


Sabir realised that Yola didn’t want to be drawn any further. ‘What’s happening now?’


‘The Bulibasha is asking whether my brother’s family would be happy if you paid them gold for his life.’


‘And what are they saying?’


‘No. They want to cut your throat.’


Sabir allowed his mind to wander briefly into a fantasy of escape. With everybody concentrating on Alexi, he might at least manage a five-yard head start before they brought him down at the edge of the camp. Action, not reaction – wasn’t that how they trained soldiers to respond to an ambush?


Alexi got up off the ground, shook himself, and walked past Sabir, grinning. He even winked.


‘He seems to think he put that over rather well.’


‘Do not joke. The Bulibasha is talking to the other judges. Asking their opinion. At this stage it is important how he begins to think.’ She stood up. ‘Now I shall speak for you.’


‘You’re not going to do all that breast-beating stuff?’


‘I don’t know what I shall do. It will come to me.’


Sabir dropped his head on to his knees. Part of him still refused to believe that anyone was taking this seriously. Perhaps it was all some gigantic joke perpetrated on him by a tontine of disgruntled readers?


He looked up when he heard Yola’s voice. She was dressed in a green silk blouse buttoned to one side across her chest, and her heavy red cotton dress reached down to just above her ankles, interleaved with numerous petticoats. She wore no jewellery as an unmarried woman, and her uncovered hair was bunched in ringlets over her ears, with ribbons alongside, and sewn into, the chignon at the back of her head. Sabir underwent a strange emotion as he watched her – as if he was indeed related to her in her some way, and this intense recognition was in some sense relevant in a manner beyond his understanding.


She turned to him and pointed. Then she pointed down to her hand. She was asking the Bulibasha something and the Bulibasha was answering.


Sabir glanced around at the two surrounding groups. The women were all intent on the Bulibasha’s words, but some of the men in Alexi’s group were watching him intently, although seemingly without malevolence – almost as though he were a puzzle they were being forced to confront against their wills, something curious that had been imposed on them from the outside, and which they were nevertheless forced to factor in to whatever equation was ruling their lives.


Two of the men helped raise the Bulibasha to his feet. One of them passed him a bottle and he drank from it, and then sprinkled some of the liquid in an arc out in front of him.


Yola came back to Sabir’s side and helped him rise to his feet.


‘Don’t tell me. It’s verdict time.’


She paid him no mind, but stood, a little back from him, watching the Bulibasha.


‘You. Payo. You say you did not kill Babel?’


‘That is correct.’


‘And yet the police are hunting for you. How can they be wrong?’


‘They found my blood on Babel, for reasons that I have already explained to you. The man who tortured and killed him must have told them about me, for Babel knew my name. I am innocent of any crime against him and his family.’


He turned to Alexi. ‘You believe this man killed your cousin?’


‘Until another man confesses to the crime, yes. Kill him and the blood score will be settled.’


‘But Yola has no brother now. Her father and mother are dead. She says that this man is Babel’s phral. That he will take Babel’s place. She is unmarried. It is important that she has a brother to protect her. To ensure that no one shames her.’


‘That is true.’


‘Do you all agree to abide by the Kristinori’s rule?’


There was a communal affirmative from around the camp.


‘Then we will leave it to the knife to decide in this vendetta.’
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‘Jesus. They don’t want me to fight somebody?’


‘No.’


‘Then what the hell do they want?’


‘The Bulibasha has been very wise. He has decided that the knife will decide in this case. A wooden board will be set-up. You will lay the hand that you killed Babel with on to it. Alexi will represent my family. He will take a knife and throw it at your hand. If the blade, or any other part of the knife, strikes your hand, it will mean that O Del says you are guilty. Then you will be killed. If the knife misses you, you are innocent. You will then become my brother.’


‘O Del?’


‘That is our name for God.’
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Sabir stood near the Bulibasha and watched as two of the men erected the board that was going to decide his life or death. You couldn’t make it up, he thought to himself. No one in their right minds would believe this. Not in the twenty-first century.


Yola handed him a glass of herb tea.


‘What’s this for?’


‘To give you courage.’


‘What’s in it?’


‘A secret.’


Sabir sipped the tea. ‘Look. This guy Alexi. Your cousin. Is he any good with knives?’


‘Oh yes. He can hit anything he aims at. He is very good.’


‘Christ, Yola. What are you trying to do to me? Do you want me to be killed?’


‘I don’t want anything. O Del will decide on your guilt. If you are innocent, he will spoil Alexi’s aim, and you will go free. Then you will become my brother.’


‘And you really believe that they will kill me if the knife strikes my hand?’


‘Without a doubt they will kill you. It must be that way. The Bulibasha would never allow you to go free after a Kriss has decided that you are guilty. That would go against our custom – our mageripen code. It would be a scandal. His name would become mahrimé, and he would be forced to go in front of the Baro-Sero to explain himself.’


‘The Baro-Sero?’


‘The chief of all the gypsies.’


‘And where does he hang out?’


‘In Poland, I think. Or perhaps it is Romania.’


‘Oh Christ.’
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‘What happens if he misses my hand and gets me?’ Sabir was standing in front of the board. Two of the gypsies were attaching his hand to the board with a thin leather strap which passed through two holes in the wood, above and below his wrist.


‘That means O Del has taken the decision away from us, and has punished you Himself.’


‘I knew it.’ Sabir shook his head. ‘Can I at least stand at an angle?’


‘No. You must stand straight on, like a man. You must pretend that you don’t care what is happening. If you are innocent, you have nothing to fear. Gypsies like men who behave like men.’


‘I can’t tell you how encouraging that is.’


‘No. You must listen to me. It is important.’ She stood in front of him, her eyes locked on to his. ‘If you survive this, you will become my brother. I will take your name until I take my husband’s. You will have a kirvo and a kirvi from amongst the elders, who will be your godparents. You will become one of us. For this, you must behave like us. If you behave like a payo, no one will respect you and I will never find a husband. Never be a mother. What you do now – how you behave – will show to my family how you will be for me. Whether the ursitory allowed my brother to choose wisely, or like a fool.’
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Alexi upended the bottle into Sabir’s mouth, then finished it himself. ‘I like you, payo. I hope the knife misses. I really do.’


Achor Bale grinned. He lay in a sand scrape he had dug for himself, on a small rise about fifty feet above the clearing. The scrape was well concealed from marauding children by a gorse bush, and Bale was covered by a camouflage blanket interleaved with bracken, twigs and other small branches.


He adjusted the electronic zoom on his binoculars and focused them on Sabir’s face. The man was rigid with fear. That was good. If Sabir was to survive, this fear of his would stand Bale in good stead in his search for the manuscript. He could use it. Such a man was manipulable.


The girl, on the other hand, was more of a problem. She came from a defined culture, with defined mores. Just like her brother. There would be parameters. Lines she would not cross. She would die before telling him of certain things she considered more important than her life. He would have to approach her in other ways. Through her virginity. Through her desire to be a mother. Bale knew that the Manouche gypsies defined a woman solely through her ability to have children. Take this away and the woman had no centre. No meaning. It was something he would bear in mind.


Now the girl’s cousin was walking away from Sabir, the knife in his hand. Bale adjusted the binoculars again. Not a throwing knife. That was bad. The weight would be difficult to gauge. No balance. Too much drift.


Ten yards. Fifteen. Bale sucked at his teeth. Fifteen yards. Forty-five feet. A crazy distance. It would be hard even for him to hit a defined target at such a divide. But perhaps the gypsy was better than he suspected. The man had a smile on his face, as if he felt confident about his abilities.


Bale swung the binoculars back towards Sabir. Well. At least the American was putting on a good front for a change. He was standing straight up and facing the knife-thrower. The girl was standing over to the side, watching him. They were all watching him.


Bale saw the gypsy draw back his hand for the throw. It was a heavy knife. It would need some power to take it that distance.


Alexi swung forward, driving the knife in a long, looping arc towards Sabir. There was a communal gasp from the onlookers. Bale’s tongue darted out from between his teeth in concentration.


The knife struck the board just above Sabir’s hand. Had it touched? The blade was curved. There couldn’t be much in it.


The Bulibasha and a few of his minions were moving at a leisurely pace towards the board to inspect the position of the knife. All the gypsies were converging on the Bulibasha. Would they kill Sabir straight off? Make it a communal effort?


The Bulibasha pulled out the knife. He flourished it three times around his head, then reached towards Sabir’s arm and cut through the leather straps. Then he threw the knife away from him disdainfully.


‘Oh, what a lucky boy,’ said Bale under his breath. ‘Oh what a lucky, lucky boy.’
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‘The police are watching you.’


Sabir raised his head from the pillow. It was Alexi. It was obvious, however, that if Sabir expected any mention of – or even an apology for – that morning’s proceedings, he would have to wait a very long time indeed.


‘What do you mean, watching me?’


‘Come.’


Sabir rose and followed Alexi out of the caravan. Two children, a boy and a girl, were waiting outside, their faces tense with suppressed excitement.


‘These are your cousins, Bera and Koiné. They have something to show you.’


‘My cousins?’


‘You are our brother now. These are your cousins.’


Sabir wondered for a moment whether Alexi was having him on. By the time he had gathered his wits together and had realised that no sarcasm was intended, it was too late to offer to shake hands with his new family, for the children had gone.


Alexi had already started walking towards the periphery of the camp. Sabir hurried to catch up with him.


‘How do you know it’s the police?’


‘Who else would be watching you?’


‘Who else indeed?’


Alexi stopped in his tracks. Sabir watched as his face gradually changed expression.


‘Look, Alexi. Why would the police bother to keep me under observation? If they knew I was here they would simply come in and pick me up. I am wanted for murder, don’t forget. I can’t see the Sûreté playing a waiting game with me.’


They had reached the ridge behind the camp. The children were pointing towards a gorse bush.


Alexi ducked down and wriggled his way underneath the bush. ‘Now. Can you see me?’


‘No.’


‘You come and do it.’


Alexi made way for Sabir, who eased himself beneath the thorns. Straight away he encountered an indentation which allowed him to slide down underneath the bush, and emerge, head forwards, the other side.


Sabir instantly saw what Alexi was getting at. The entire camp was within his line of vision but it was a virtual impossibility for anyone inside the camp to see him in turn. He backed awkwardly out of the den.


‘The children. They were playing panschbara. That’s when you draw a grid in the sand with a stick and then throw a bicycle chain into it. Bera threw the chain too far. When he ducked down to collect it, he found this place. You can see that it is freshly made – not a blade of grass to be seen.’


‘You understand now why I don’t think it’s the police.’ Sabir found himself trying to weigh Alexi up. Estimate his intelligence. Judge whether he might be of use in what lay ahead.


Alexi nodded. ‘Yes. Why would they wait? You are right. They want you too badly for that.’


‘I must talk to Yola. I think she has some explaining to do.’
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‘Babel was a drug addict. Crack cocaine. Some of his Parisian friends thought it would be amusing to make an addict of a gypsy. Our people rarely touch drugs. We have other vices.’


‘I don’t see what that has to do…’


Yola placed her fist against her chest. ‘Listen to me. Babel also played cards. Poker. High stakes. Gypsies are crazy for card games. He couldn’t leave them alone. Any money he got, he would go straight to Clignancourt and gamble it away with the Arabs. I don’t know how much he lost. But he didn’t look good, these last weeks. We thought he was sure to end up in jail, or badly beaten up. When we heard about his death, it seemed at first that the gambling must have been the cause. That he owed money, and that the maghrébins had gone too far in punishing him. Then we heard about you.’ She transformed her fist into an out-turned palm.


‘Did he really have anything to sell? When he wrote that ad?’


Yola bit her lip. Sabir could tell that she was struggling internally with a problem only she could resolve.


‘I’m your brother now. Or so I’m told. Which means that I will act in your interests from now on. It also means that I promise not to take advantage of anything you tell me.’


Yola returned his gaze. But her eyes were nervous, darting here and there across his face – not settling on any particular feature.


Sabir suddenly realised what her brother’s betrayal and death might really mean to her. Through no fault of her own, Yola now found herself locked into a relationship with a total stranger – a relationship formalised by the laws and customs of her own people so that she might not, of her own volition, easily end it. What if this new brother of hers was a crook? A sexual predator? A confidence trickster? She would have little recourse to any but partial justice.


‘Come with me into my mother’s caravan. Alexi will accompany us. I have a story to tell you both.’
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Yola indicated that Sabir and Alexi should sit on the bed above her. She took her place on the floor, her legs drawn up, her back against a brightly painted chest.


‘Listen. Many, many families ago, one of my mothers made friends with a gadje girl from the neighbouring town. At this time we came from the south, near Salon-de-Provence…’


‘One of your mothers?’


‘The mother of her mother’s mother, but many times over.’ Alexi scowled at Sabir as though he were being forced to explain milking to a dairymaid.


‘Just how long ago would this have been?’


‘As I said. Many families.’


Sabir was fast realising that he was not going to get anywhere by being too literal. He would simply have to suspend the rational, pedantic side of his nature, and go with the swing. ‘I’m sorry. Continue.’


‘This girl’s name was Madeleine.’


‘Madeleine?’


‘Yes. This was at the time of the Catholic purges, when gypsies had the privileges we used to enjoy – of free movement and help from the châtelain – taken away from us.’


‘Catholic purges?’ Sabir struck himself a glancing blow on the temple. ‘I’m sorry. But I can’t seem to get my head around this. Are we talking about the Second World War here? Or the French Revolution? The Catholic Inquisition, maybe? Or something a little more recent?’


‘The Inquisition. Yes. That is what my mother called it.’


‘The Inquisition? But that happened five hundred years ago.’


‘Five hundred years ago. Many families. Yes.’


‘Are you serious about this? You’re telling me a story that occurred five hundred years ago?’


‘Why is that strange? We have many stories. Gypsies don’t write things down – they tell. And these tales are passed down. My mother told me, just as her mother told her, and just as I shall tell my daughter. For this is a woman’s tale. I am only telling you this because you are my brother, and because I think my brother’s death was caused by his curiosity in this matter. As his phral, you must now avenge him.’


‘I must avenge him?’


‘Did you not understand? Alexi and the other men will help you. But you must find the man who killed your phral and kill him in turn. It is for this reason that I am telling you of our secret. Our mother would have wanted it.’


‘But I can’t go around killing people.’


‘Not even to protect me?’


‘I don’t understand. This is all going too fast.’


‘I have something this man wants. This man who killed Babel. And now he knows I have it, because you brought him here. Alexi has told me of the hiding place on the hill. While I am here, in the camp, I am safe. The men are protecting me. They are on the lookout. But one day he will get through and take me. Then he will do to me what he tried to do to Babel. You are my brother. You must stop him.’


Alexi was nodding, too, as if what Yola said was perfectly normal – a perfectly rational way of behaving.


‘But what is it? What do you have that this man wants?’


Without answering, Yola rocked forwards on to her knees. She opened a small drawer concealed beneath the bed and drew out a broad red leather woman’s belt. With a seamstress’s deft touch she began to unpick the stitching from the belt with a small penknife.
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Sabir held the manuscript on his knee. ‘This is it?’


‘Yes. This is what Madeleine gave one of my mothers.’


‘You’re sure this girl was called Madeleine?’


‘Yes. She said her father had requested her to give it to the wife of the chief of the gypsies. That if the papers fell into the wrong hands it might possibly mean the destruction of our race. But that we should not physically destroy the papers but hide them, as they were subject to the Will of God and held other secrets that may one day become important too. That her father had left this and some other papers to her in his Testament. In a sealed box.’


‘But this is the Testament. This is a copy of Michel Nostradamus’s Will. Look here. It is dated the 17th of June 1566. Fifteen days before his death. And with a codicil dated the 30th of June, just two days before. Yola, do you know who Nostradamus was?’


‘A prophet. Yes.’


‘No. Not exactly a prophet – Nostradamus would have rejected that name. He was a scryer, rather. A seer. A man who – and only with God’s permission, of course – could sometimes see into the future and anticipate future events. The most famous and the most successful seer in history. I’ve spent a long time studying him. It’s why I allowed myself to be tempted by your brother’s advertisement.’


‘Then you will be able to tell me why this man wants what you have in your hand. What secrets the paper contains. Why he will kill for it. For I cannot possibly understand it.’


Sabir threw up his hands. ‘I don’t think it does contain any secrets. It’s already well known about, and in the public domain – you can even find it on the internet, for Christ’s sake. I know of at least two other original copies in private hands – it’s worth a little money, sure, but hardly enough to kill for. It’s just a Will like any other.’ He frowned. ‘But one thing in it does bear upon what you are telling me. Nostradamus did have a daughter called Madeleine. She was fifteen when he died. Listen to this. It is part of the codicil – that’s a piece of writing added after the actual Will has been written and witnessed, but equally binding on any heirs.


‘Et aussy a légué et lègue à Damoyselle Magdeleine de Nostradamus sa fille légitime et naturelle, outre ce que luy a esté légué par sondt testament, savoir est deux coffres de bois noyer estant dans Vestude dudt codicillant, ensemble les habillements, bagues, et joyaux que lade Damoyselle Magdeleine aura dans lesdts coffres, sans que nul puisse voir ny regarder ce que sera dans yceux; ains dudt légat I’en a fait maistresse incontinent après le décès dudt collicitant; lequel légat lade Damoyselle pourra prendre de son autorité, sans qu’elle soit tenue de les prendre par main d’autruy ny consentement d’aucuns…’


‘And he also bequeaths and has bequeathed to Mademoiselle Madeleine Nostradamus, his legitimate and natural daughter, in addition to that which he bequeathed her in his Will, two coffers made of walnut wood which are at present in the testator’s study, together with the clothes, rings, and jewels she shall find in those coffers, on the strict understanding that no one save her may look at or see those things which he has placed inside the coffers; thus, according to this legacy, she has been made mistress of the coffers and their contents after the death of the legator; let this testamentary commission represent all the authority the said Mademoiselle may need so that no one may impede her physically, nor withhold their consent morally, to her taking charge of the legacy forthwith…’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘It’s simple. You see, in his original Will, of which this forms part, Nostradamus left his eldest daughter, Madeleine, 600 crowns, to be paid to her on the day that she married, with 500 crown-pistolets each to be paid to his two youngest daughters, Anne and Diana, on a similar occasion, also as dowries. Then he suddenly changes his mind, two days before his death and decides to leave Madeleine a little something extra.’ Sabir tapped the paper in front of him. ‘But he wants no one else to see what he is leaving her, so he has it sealed inside two coffers, just as it says here. But to allay any jealous suspicions that he is leaving her extra money, he constructs a list of what she might hope to find there. Jewels, clothes, rings, and whatnot. But that doesn’t make any sense, does it? If he’s leaving her family heirlooms, why hide them? She’s his eldest daughter – according to medieval custom, she’s entitled to them. And if they once belonged to his mother, everybody would know about them already, wouldn’t they? No. He is leaving her something else. Something secret.’ Sabir shook his head. ‘You’ve not told me everything, have you? Your brother understood enough about what Nostradamus had indirectly left your ancestors to mention “lost verses” in his ad. “All written down”. Those were his words. So where are they written down?’


‘My brother was a fool. It pains me to say it, but he was not in his senses. The drugs changed him.’


‘Yola, you’re not being straight with me.’


Alexi reached down and prodded her with his finger. ‘Go on. You must tell him, luludji. He is head of your family now. You owe him a duty. Remember what the Bulibasha said.’


Sabir sensed that Yola could still not find it in herself to trust him. ‘Would it help if I gave myself up to the police? If I play it right, I might even be able to convince them to switch their attentions from me to the man who really killed your brother. That way you’d be safe.’


Yola pretended to spit. ‘You really think they would do that? Once they have you in their hands they will let you dig your own grave with the key to your cell, and then they will shit inside the hole. When you give yourself up, they will throw us to the winds, just as they would like to do now. Babel was a gypsy. The payos don’t care about him. They never have. Look what they did to us in the gherman war. Before it even began, they hurried to intern us. At Montreuil and Bellay. Like cattle. Then they allowed the ghermans to slaughter one finger in three of our people in France. One madman makes many madmen, and many madmen makes madness. That’s what our people say.’ She clapped her hands together above her head. ‘There is no gypsy – none – Manouche, Rom, Gitan, Piemontesi, Sinti, Kalderash, Valsikané – still living, who did not have part of his family massacred. In my mother’s time, every gypsy more than thirteen years old was forced to carry a carnet anthropométrique d’identité. And do you know what they put on this card? Height, breadth, skin pigmentation, age, and the length of the nose and right ear. They treated us like animals being stamped, registered, and sent to the slaughterhouse. Two photos. The prints from five separate fingers. All to be checked when we arrived or left from any commune. They called us Bohémiens and Romanichels – insulting names to us. This only stopped in 1969. And you wonder why three-quarters of us, like my brother, can neither read nor write?’


Sabir felt as if he’d been run over by a herd of stampeding buffaloes. The bitterness in Yola’s voice was uncomfortably raw – unnervingly real. ‘But you can. You can read. And Alexi.’


Alexi shook his head. ‘I left school at six. I didn’t like it. Who needs to read? I can talk, can’t I?’


Yola stood up. ‘You say these two coffers were made of walnut wood?’


‘Yes.’


‘And that you are now my phral? That you willingly accept this responsibility?’


‘Yes.’


She pointed to the brightly painted chest behind her. ‘Well, here is one of the coffers. Prove it to me.’
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‘It’s the car, all right.’ Captain Calque let the tarpaulin fall back over the number-plate.


‘Shall we have it taken in?’ Macron was already unsheathing his cellphone.


Calque winced. ‘Macron. Macron. Macron. Think of it this way. The gypsies have either killed Sabir, in which case bits of him are probably scattered throughout seven départements by now, slowly investing the local flora and fauna. Or, more likely, he has been able to convince them of his innocence and that is the reason why they are hiding his car for him, and have not already repainted it and sold it on to the Russians. We would do better, would we not – as spying on the main camp does not seem to be a practical option – to stake it out, and wait for him to return and claim it. Or do you still think we should call for the breakers to come with their winches, their sirens, and their loudhailers, and have it, as you say, “taken in?”’


‘No, Sir.’


‘Tell me, lad. What part of Marseille are you from?’


Macron sighed. ‘La Canebière.’


‘I thought that was a road.’


‘It is a road, Sir. But it is also a place.’


‘Do you want to go back there?’


‘No, Sir.’


‘Then get on to Paris and order a tracking device. When you have the tracking device, conceal it somewhere inside the car. Then test it at five hundred metres, a thousand metres, and fifteen hundred metres. And Macron?’


‘Yes, Sir?’


Calque shook his head. ‘Nothing.’
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Achor Bale was profoundly, systematically, indisputably, bored. He had had enough of surveillance, spying, lying in thickets and skulking under gorse bushes. For a few days it had been amusing, watching the gypsies going about their daily business. Dissecting the stupidity of a culture that had refused to keep pace with the rest of the twenty-first century. Watching the absurd behaviour of these ant-like creatures as they argued, cheated, fondled, shouted, swindled, and duped each other in a failed attempt to make up for the dud hand that society had dealt them.


What did the fools expect, when the Catholic Church still blamed them for forging the nails which pierced Jesus’s hands and feet? According to Bale’s reading of the story, two blacksmiths, pre-Crucifixion, had refused to do the Romans’ dirty work for them, and had been killed for their trouble. The third smith the Romans approached had been a gypsy. This gypsy had just finished forging three large nails. ‘Here’s twenty denarii,’ the drunken legionnaires had told him. ‘Five each for the first three, and five more for the fourth that you will make for us while we wait.’


The gypsy agreed to complete the work while the legionnaires enjoyed a few more tumblers of wine. But the moment he started forging the fourth nail, the ghosts of the two murdered smiths appeared in the clearing and warned him not, under any circumstances, to work for the Romans, as they were intending to crucify a just man. The soldiers, terrified by the apparition, bolted, without waiting for their fourth nail.


But the story didn’t end there. For this gypsy was a sedulous man, and figuring that he had already been well paid for his work, he set to once more, ignoring the warnings of the two dead smiths. When he eventually completed the fourth nail, and while it was still red hot, he plunged it into a bath of cooling water – but no matter how many times he did this, or from what depth he drew the water, the nail still remained close to molten. Appalled by the implications of what he had done, the gypsy gathered up his belongings and made off.


For three days and three nights he ran, until he arrived in a whited city where nobody knew him. Here he set to work for a rich man. But the first time he laid hammer to iron, a terrible cry escaped from his lips. For there, on the anvil, lay the red-hot nail – the missing fourth nail of Christ’s Crucifixion. And each time he set to work – either in a different manner or in a different place – the same thing happened, until nowhere in the world was safe from the accusing vision of the red-hot nail.


And that, at least according to Romany lore, explains why gypsies are doomed to wander the earth for ever, searching for a safe place in which to set-up their forges.


‘Idiots,’ said Bale, under his breath. ‘They should have killed the Romans and blamed it on the families of the dead smiths.’


He had already identified the two men guarding the camp. One of them was slumped under a tree, smoking, and the other was asleep. What were these people thinking of? He would have to chivvy them up. Once Sabir and the girl were forced out on to the road, they would be that much easier to pick off.


Smiling to himself, Bale unzipped the flat leather case he had been carrying in the poacher’s pocket of his waxed Barbour coat and eased out the Ruger Redhawk. The double-action revolver was made from satinised stainless steel, with a rosewood grip. It sported a seven-and-a half-inch barrel, a six-round, Magnum-filled magazine, and telescopic sights, zeroed-in for eighty feet. Thirteen inches in length, it was Bale’s favourite hunting gun, with enough power to stop an elk. Recently, at the firing range in Paris, he had achieved a consistent series of three-inch groupings at ninety-six feet. Now that he had live bait to fire at, he wondered if it were possible to remain quite so accurate?


His first slug hit two inches below the heel of the sleeping gypsy. The man jerked awake, his body inadvertently taking the form of a set square. Bale aimed his second slug at the exact place the man’s head had been resting two seconds before.


Then he turned his attention to the second gypsy. His first slug took out the man’s cigarette tin, and the second, part of a tree branch just above his head.


By this time the two men were running back towards the camp, screaming. Bale missed the television aerial with his first bullet but broke it in two with his second. As he was shooting, Bale was also keeping a weather eye on the door of the caravan through which Sabir, the girl and the knife-wielding man had disappeared some twenty minutes earlier. But no one emerged.


‘Well that’s it. Just one magazine today.’


Bale reloaded the Ruger and slipped it back inside its case, and the case back into the poacher’s pocket sewn into the seat of his coat.


Then he headed down the hill towards his car.
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‘Is that a car approaching?’ Alexi had his head cocked to one side. ‘Or did the Devil sneeze?’ He stood up, a quizzical expression on his face, and made as if to go outside.


‘No. Wait.’ Sabir held up a warning hand.


There was a second loud report from the far side of the camp. Then a third. Then a fourth.


‘Yola, get down on the floor. You too, Alexi. Those are gunshots.’ He screwed up his face, evaluating the echo. ‘From this distance it sounds like a hunting rifle. Which means a stray bullet could puncture these walls with ease.’


A fifth shot ricocheted off the caravan roof.


Sabir eased himself towards the window. In the camp, people were running in every direction, screaming, or calling for their loved ones.


A sixth shot rang out, and something thumped on to the roof, then skittered loudly down the outside of the caravan.


‘That was the television aerial. I think this guy’s got a sense of humour. He’s not shooting to kill, anyhow.’


‘Adam. Please get down.’ It was the first time Yola had used his name.


Sabir turned towards her, smiling. ‘It’s all right. He’s only trying to smoke us out. We’re safe if we stay inside. I’ve been expecting something like this to happen ever since Alexi showed me his hiding place. Now that he can’t spy on us any more, it’s logical that he should want to drive us out in the open, where he can pick us off at his leisure. But we’ll only go when we’re good and ready.’


‘Go? Why should we go?’


‘Because otherwise he’ll end up by killing somebody.’ Sabir pulled the chest towards him. ‘Remember what he did to Babel? This guy isn’t a moralist. He wants what he thinks we have in this chest. If he finds we have nothing, he will become very angry indeed. In fact I don’t think he would believe us.’


‘Why weren’t you scared when the firing started?’


‘Because I spent five years as a volunteer with the 182nd Infantry Regiment of the Massachusetts Army National Guard.’ Sabir put on a hick country-boy accent. ‘I’m very proud to tell you, ma’am, that the 182nd were first mustered just seventy years after Nostradamus’s death. I’m a Stockbridge Massachusetts boy myself – born and bred.’


Yola looked bewildered, as if Sabir’s sudden descent into levity suggested an unexpected side to his nature that she had hitherto ignored. ‘You were a soldier?’


‘No. A reservist. I was never on active duty. But we trained pretty hard and pretty realistically. And I’ve been hunting, and using weapons all my life.’


‘I am going outside to see what happened.’


‘Yes. I reckon it’s safe now. I’m going to stay here and take another look at this coffer. You don’t have the other one, by any chance?’


‘No. Only this. Someone painted it over because they thought it looked too dull.’


‘I guessed that much.’ Sabir started tapping around the exterior of the box. ‘You ever check this out for a false bottom or a secret compartment?’


‘A false bottom?’


‘I thought not.’
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‘I’m getting two readings.’


‘You’re what?’


‘I’m getting two separate readings from the tracking device. It’s as if there’s a shadow on the screen.’


‘Didn’t you test it as I told you?’


Macron swallowed audibly. Calque already thought him an idiot. Now he’d be convinced of it. ‘Yes. It tested fine. I even tried it at two kilometres and it was clear as a bell. We lose GPS, of course, if he goes into a tunnel, or parks in an underground car park, but that’s the price we pay for having a live feed.’


‘What are you talking about, Macron?’


‘I’m saying that if we ever lose him, it might take us a little while to restore contact.’


Calque unclipped his seat belt and began to ease his shoulders, as if, with each kilometre they were travelling away from Paris, he was being relieved of a great weight.


‘You should really keep that on, Sir. If we have an accident, the airbag won’t function properly without it.’ The minute he’d uttered these words, Macron realised that he’d made yet another unforced error in the litany of unforced errors which peppered his ever deteriorating relationship with his boss.


For once, though, Calque didn’t rise to the occasion and administer his usual stinging rebuke. Instead, he raised his chin in a speculative manner and stared out of the window, completely ignoring Macron’s blunder. ‘Did it ever occur to you, Macron, that there may be two tracking devices?’


‘Two, Sir? But I only placed one.’ Macron had begun fantasising about the happy life he could have had working as an assistant in his father’s bakery in Marseille, rather than as dogsbody to a grumpy police captain on the verge of retirement.


‘I’m talking about our friend. The one who likes making telephone calls.’


Macron immediately revised what he had been about to say. Nobody could accuse him of not learning on the job. ‘Then he’ll be picking up the ghosting, too, Sir. He’ll know we planted a device, and that we’re running parallel to him.’


‘Well done, boy. Good thinking.’ Calque sighed. ‘But I suspect that that thought won’t bother him overmuch. It should bother us, though. I’m slowly getting a picture here that isn’t very pretty. I can’t prove anything, of course. In fact I don’t even know if this man with no whites to his eyes really exists, or if we are simply summoning up a demon for ourselves and should concentrate our attentions on Sabir. But we must start treading more carefully from now on.’


‘A demon, Sir?’


‘Just a figure of speech.’
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‘Where are we going?’


‘To where it says on the base of the coffer.’


Alexi leaned forward from the rear seat and clapped Sabir on the shoulder. ‘That’s telling her. Hey, luludji? What do you think of your phral now? Maybe he’ll leave you lots of money when this crazy man kills him? You got lots of money, Adam?’


‘Not on me.’


‘But you got money? In America, maybe? Can you get us a green card?’


‘I can give you a black eye.’


‘Hey? You hear that? That’s funny. I ask him for a green card and he offers me a black eye. This guy must be a Berber.’


‘Is anyone following us?’


‘No. No. I looked. And I keep on looking. We’re clear.’


‘I don’t understand it.’


‘Maybe he didn’t find the car. The boys hid it well. You owe me for that, gadje. They were going to break it up and sell off the pieces, but I told them you would pay them for protecting it.’


‘Pay them?’


‘Yeah. You got to leave them money too, when you die.’ Alexi suddenly sat up higher. ‘Hey, gadje. Pull over behind that car. The one parked down the track.’


‘Why?’


‘Just do it.’


Sabir pulled the Audi across the hard shoulder and down the track.


Alexi got out and began stalking around, his head cocked sideways. ‘It’s okay. There’s no one here. They’re off walking.’


‘You’re not going to steal it?’


Alexi made a disgusted face. He squatted down and began unscrewing the car’s number-plate.
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‘He’s stopped.’


‘You mustn’t follow suit. Keep on driving. Go past him. But if you see another car pulled over, mark it. We’ll call in back-up.’


‘Why don’t you just pick up Sabir and have done with it?’


‘Because the gypsies aren’t stupid, whatever you might think of them. If they haven’t killed Sabir, it’s for a reason.’ Calque flicked a glance down the side track. ‘Did you see what he was doing down there?’


‘They. There were three of them.’ Macron cleared his throat uncertainly. ‘If I were them, I’d be switching number-plates. Just in case.’


Calque smiled. ‘Macron. You never cease to amaze me.’
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‘What do you hope to gain by that? The minute they come back to the car they’ll see you’ve switched their plates.’


‘No.’ Alexi smiled. ‘People don’t look. They don’t see things. It’ll be days before he notices anything. He’ll probably only realise we’ve switched the plates after the police pounce down on him waving their machine guns – or when he loses his car in a supermarket parking.’


Sabir shrugged. ‘You sound as if you’ve done this sort of thing before.’


‘What do you mean? I’m like a priest.’


Yola bestirred herself for the first time. ‘I can understand my brother knowing about the first paper. My mother doted on him. She would have told him anything. Given him anything. But how did my brother know what was on the base of the coffer? He couldn’t read.’


‘Then he found someone in the camp who could. Because he used part of the same wording in his ad.’


Yola glanced at Alexi. ‘Who would he find?’


Alexi shrugged. ‘Luca can read. He would do anything for Babel. Or for a handful of euros. He’s sly, too. It would be just like him to plan all this, and then set Babel up to act in his place.’


Yola hissed, ‘That Luca. If I find he did this, I will put a hex on him.’


‘A hex?’ Sabir glanced back at Yola. ‘What do you mean, a hex?’


Alexi laughed. ‘She’s hexi, this girl. A witch. Her mother was a witch. And her grandmother too. That’s why no one will marry her. They think that if they give her a beating she will poison them. Or give them the evil eye.’


‘She’d be right.’


‘What do you mean? A man’s got to beat a woman sometimes. Otherwise, how can he keep her in order? She’d be like one of your payo women. With balls the size of hand grenades. No, Adam. If, by a miracle, Yola ever finds herself a husband, you’ve got to talk to him. Tell him how to manage her. Keep her pregnant. That’s the best thing. If she’s got children to look after, she can’t nag him.’


Yola flicked at her front teeth with her thumb, as if she were getting rid of a piece of unwanted gristle. ‘And what about you, Alexi? Why aren’t you married? I’ll tell you why. Because your penis is split in half. One bit goes west, towards the payos, and the other bit stays in your hand.’


Sabir shook his head in bewilderment. Both of them were smiling, as if they derived comfort from the badinage. Sabir secretly suspected that it reinforced, rather than truncated, their communality. He suddenly felt jealous, as if he, too, wanted to belong to such a light-hearted community. ‘When you’ve both stopped arguing, shall I tell you what was written – or rather burned – on to the base of the coffer?’


They both turned to him as if he had offered, out of the blue, to read them a bedtime story.


‘It’s in medieval French. Like the Will. It’s a riddle.’


‘A riddle? You mean like this one? “I have a sister who runs without legs and who whistles without a mouth. Who is she?”’


Sabir was getting used to the gypsy way with a non sequitur. At first, the sudden loss of a train of thought had disturbed his sense of order and he had fought to get back on track. Now he smiled and yielded himself up to it. ‘Okay. I give up.’


Yola hammered the seat behind him. ‘It’s the wind, idiot. What did you think it was?’ She and Alexi erupted into gales of laughter.


Sabir smiled. ‘Now do you want to hear what I found? Then we’ll see if you’re as good solving riddles as you are at setting them.’


‘Yes. Tell us.’


‘Well, the original French goes like this:


“Hébergé par les trois mariés


Celle d’Egypte la dernière fit


La vierge noire au camaro duro


Tient le secret de mes vers à ses pieds”


‘When I first read it, I took it to mean the following:


“Sheltered by the three married people


The Egyptian woman was the last one


The Black Virgin on her hard bed


Holds the secret of my verses at her feet”’


‘But that makes no sense.’


‘You’re darned right it makes no sense. And it’s not in Nostradamus’s usual style, either. It doesn’t rhyme, for a start. But then it doesn’t pretend to be a prophecy. It’s clearly meant to be a guide, or map, towards something of greater importance.’


‘Who are the three married people?’


‘I’ve not the faintest idea.’


‘Well, what about the Black Virgin, then?’


‘That’s a lot clearer. And it’s where the key, in my opinion, lies. Camaro duro doesn’t really mean “hard bed”, you see. It’s one of those phrases one supposes must signify something, but it’s actually meaningless. Yes, cama is bed in Spanish and duro means hard. But the mention of the Black Virgin gave me the true key. It’s an anagram.’


‘A what?’


‘An anagram. That means when one or two words disguise another word, which can be made out of all the letters. Hidden inside the words camaro duro we have a clear anagram for Rocamadour. That’s a famous place of pilgrimage in the Lot valley. Some say it’s even the true beginning of the Santiago de Compostela pilgrimage. And there’s a famous Black Virgin there, which women have gone to for many generations to pray for success in having children. Some even say that she is half man, half woman – half Mary and half Roland. For the paladin Roland’s phallic sword, Durendal, resides to this day in a vulva-shaped cleft high up in the rock near the Virgin’s shrine. She was certainly there in Nostradamus’s time. In fact I don’t think she’s moved anywhere in eight centuries.’


‘Is that where we’re going, then?’


Sabir looked at his two companions. ‘I don’t think we have much choice in the matter.’
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Yola set two of the cups of coffee into their holders, and gave the third to Sabir. ‘You mustn’t be seen. These garages have cameras. We shouldn’t stop in such places again.’


Sabir watched Alexi winding his way through the shop towards the rest room. ‘Why is he here, Yola?’


‘He wants to kidnap me. But he doesn’t have the courage. And now he is scared that you might do so when he isn’t around. That’s why he’s here.’


‘Me? Kidnap you?’


Yola sighed. ‘In Manouche families, a man and a woman run off together when they want to get married. It is called a “kidnapping”. If a man “kidnaps” you, it is the equivalent of marriage because the girl will no longer be – I don’t know how to say this – intact.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘Why should I joke? I’m telling you the truth.’


‘But I’m your brother.’


‘Not by blood, stupid.’


‘What? That means I could marry you?’


‘With the Bulibasha’s permission, as my father is dead. But if you did that, Alexi would get seriously angry. And then he might choose to really hit you with the knife.’


‘What do you mean “might choose to really hit me”? He missed me cleanly.’


‘Only because he wanted to. Alexi is the best knife-thrower in the camp. He does it at circuses and fairgrounds. Everybody knows that. That’s why the Bulibasha chose the knife judgement. They all realised Alexi thought you were innocent of Babel’s death. Otherwise he would have split your hand in two.’


‘Do you mean all that theatre was just a put-on? That everybody knew all the time that Alexi was going to miss me?’


‘Yes.’


‘But what if he’d hit me by mistake?’


‘Then we’d have had to kill you.’


‘Oh great. That makes sense. Yeah. I see it all clearly now.’


‘You mustn’t be angry, Adam. This way, everybody accepts you. If we’d done it another way, you would have had problems later.’


‘Well that’s all right then.’
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Calque watched the two of them through his binoculars. ‘I recognise the girl. It’s Samana’s sister. And Sabir, of course. But who’s the swarthy one using the pissoire?’


‘Another cousin, probably. These people are sick with cousins. Scratch one and cousins fall off them like ticks.’


‘Don’t you like gypsies, Macron?’


‘They’re layabouts. No southerner likes gypsies. They steal, trick, and use people for their own purposes.’


‘Putain. Most people do that in one way or another.’


‘Not like them. They despise us.’


‘We haven’t made life easy for them.’


‘Why should we?’


Calque pretended to nod. ‘Why indeed?’ He would have to watch Macron more carefully, though, in future. In his experience, if a man had one outspoken prejudice, he would be doubly as likely to harbour other, more secret ones, which would only emerge in a crisis. ‘They’re moving. Look. Give them half a minute and then follow on behind.’


‘Are you sure this is regular, Sir? I mean, leaving a murderer to go about his business on the public highway? You saw what he did to Samana.’


‘Have you forgotten about our other friend so quickly?’


‘Of course not. But we’ve nothing against him but your instinct. We have Sabir’s actual blood on Samana’s hand. We can place him at the murder scene.’


‘No we can’t. But we can place him at the bar where the blooding took place. And we have him travelling, seemingly of his own free will, with Samana’s sister. What do you think? That she’s suffering from Stockholm syndrome?’


‘Stockholm syndrome?’


Calque frowned. ‘Sometimes, Macron, I forget that you are quite so young. A Swedish criminologist, Nils Bejerot, coined the term in 1973 after a bank robbery in the Norrmalmstorg district of Stockholm went wrong, and a number of hostages were taken. Over the course of six days, some of the hostages began to sympathise more with their captors than with the police. The same thing happened to the newspaper heiress Patty Hearst.’


‘Ah.’


‘Do you think that Sabir has somehow managed to mesmerise an entire gypsy camp and turn them into his willing accomplices?’


Macron sucked at his teeth. ‘I wouldn’t put anything at all past such people.’
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‘Do you still feel capable of handling this situation alone?’


Achor Bale was briefly tempted to throw the handset out of the car window. Instead, he gave the woman in the vehicle overtaking him a sarcastic smile, in response to her disapproving look about his use of a cellphone whilst driving.


‘Of course, Madame. Everything is copacetic, as the Americans say. I have Sabir under surveillance. I’ve identified the police car following them. The poor fools have even switched number-plates in an effort to throw off any pursuit.’


The woman’s husband was now leaning forward and gesticulating for him to put down his phone.


Peugeot drivers, thought Bale. In England, they would drive Rovers. In America, Chevrolets or Cadillacs. He pretended to lose concentration and allowed his car to drift a little towards the Peugeot.


The husband’s eyes opened wider. He reached across his wife and honked the horn.


Bale glanced into his rear-view mirror. Alone on the road. Might be amusing. Might even buy him a little extra time. ‘So do you want me to continue or not, Madame? Just say the word.’


‘I want you to continue.’


‘Very well.’ Bale snapped the telephone shut. He accelerated forward and cut viciously in front of the Peugeot. Then he slowed down.


The man hooted again.


Bale pulled slowly to a stop.


The Peugeot stopped behind him and the man got out.


Bale watched him in the rear-view mirror. He hunched down a little in his seat. Might as well milk this a little. Enjoy the process.


‘What do you think you are doing? You very nearly caused an accident.’


Bale shrugged. ‘Look. I’m incredibly sorry. My wife is expecting a baby. I’m due at the hospital. I just needed to check up on how to get there.’


‘A baby, you say?’ The man glanced quickly back at his wife. He began visibly to relax. ‘Look. I’m sorry to make such a fuss. But it’s happening all the time, you know. You really should get yourself a hands-off set. Then you can talk in the car as much as you want without being a danger to other road users.’


‘You’re right. I know it.’ Bale watched a Citroën drift past them and curl around the corner. He glanced down at the tracking radar. A kilometre already. He’d have to make this fast. ‘Sorry again.’


The man nodded and started back for his car. He shrugged his shoulders at his wife and then raised his hands placatingly when she scowled at him.


Bale slipped the car into reverse and stamped on the accelerator. There was the hysterical screech of rubber and then the tyres held their traction and the car lurched backwards.


The man turned towards Bale, his mouth agape.


‘Oy ya yoi ya yoi.’ Bale swung open his car door and leapt out. He glanced wildly up and down the road. The woman was screaming. Her husband was entirely hidden between and beneath the two cars, and was making no sound.


Bale grabbed the woman’s hair through the open front window of the Peugeot and began to drag her out. One of her shoes caught between the automatic shift and the stowaway compartment dividing the two front seats. Bale yanked even harder and something gave. He dragged the woman around to the nearside rear door, which still had a winding mechanism.


He half wound down the window and pushed the woman’s head into the gap, facing into the car. Then he wound up the window as tightly as he could and slammed the car door shut.


[image: art]


‘What have we here?’ Calque reached towards the dashboard and raised himself partly out of his seat. ‘You’d better slow down.’


‘But what about…’


‘Slow down.’


Macron cut his speed


Calque squinted at the scene ahead of them. ‘Call an ambulance. Fast. And the police judiciaire.’


‘But we’re going to lose them.’


‘Get the first-aid kit. And clip on the flasher.’


‘But that’ll identify us.’


Calque had the door open before the vehicle had fully stopped. He ran stiffly to where the man was lying and knelt down beside him. ‘Right, Macron. You can tell the paras that he’s still breathing. Barely. But they’ll need a brace. He may have damaged his neck.’ He moved towards the woman. ‘Madame. Stay still. Don’t struggle.’


The woman moaned.


‘Please. Stay still. You’ve broken your foot.’ Calque tried to unwind the window but the mechanism was damaged. The woman’s face had already turned purple. It was clear that she was having difficulty breathing. ‘Macron. Bring the hammer. Fast. We’re going to have to break the glass.’


‘What hammer?’


‘The fire extinguisher, then.’ Calque took off his jacket and wrapped it around the woman’s head. ‘It’s all right, Madame. Don’t struggle. We need to break the glass.’


All tension suddenly went out of the woman’s body and she slumped heavily against the car.


‘Quick. She’s stopped breathing.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Smash the window with the extinguisher.’


Macron drew back the fire extinguisher and lashed at the window. The extinguisher bounced off the security glass.


‘Give it to me.’ Calque grabbed the extinguisher. He smashed the butt against the window glass. ‘Now give me your jacket.’ He wrapped the jacket around his hand and punched through the shattered glass. He eased the woman to the ground and laid her head on the jacket. Hunching forwards, he struck her sharply over the heart. He felt with two fingers below her left breast, and then began depressing her sternum. ‘Macron. When I tell you, give her two spaced breaths.’


Macron crouched down by the woman’s head.


‘You called the ambulance?’


‘Yes, Sir.’


‘Good lad. We’ll keep this up until they get here. Has she still got a pulse?’


‘Yes, Sir. It’s fluttering a little, but it’s there.’


Between double-handed strokes, Calque looked into Macron’s eyes. ‘Now do you believe me? About the second man?’


‘I always believed you, Sir. But do you really think he did this?’


‘Two breaths.’


Macron bent forward and gave the woman the kiss of life.


Calque restarted his two-handed strokes. ‘I don’t simply believe it, boy. I know it.’
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Yola spat the last of her pumpkin seed husks on to the floor of the car. ‘Look. Wild asparagus.’


‘What?’


‘Wild asparagus. We have to stop.’


‘You can’t be serious.’


Yola gave Sabir a sharp tap on the shoulder. ‘Is somebody timing us? Are we being chased? Is there a deadline for this thing?’


‘Well, of course not…’


‘So stop.’


Sabir looked to Alexi for support. ‘You don’t think we should stop, do you?’


‘Of course we should stop. How often do you see wild asparagus growing beside the road? Yola must have her cueillette.’


‘Her what?’ Aware that he was being outvoted, Sabir swung the car around and headed back towards the asparagus clump.


‘Wherever they go, gypsy women conduct what they call a cueillette. That means they never pass by free food – herbs, salad, eggs, grapes, walnuts, Reines Claudes – without stopping to collect it.’


‘What the hell are Reines Claudes?’


‘Green plums.’


‘Oh. You mean greengages?’


‘Reines Claudes. Yes.’


Sabir glanced back up the road behind them. A Citroën breasted the corner and thundered guilelessly past. ‘I’m taking us to where we can’t be seen. Just in case a police car comes by.’


‘No one will recognise us, Adam. They’re looking for one man, not two men and a woman. And in a car with different plates.’


‘Still’


Yola hammered the seat-back in front of her. ‘Look. I can see some more. Over there by the river.’ She rustled about in her rucksack and came up with two knotted plastic bags. ‘You two go and collect the asparagus by the road. I’ll collect the other stuff. I can see dandelions, nettles and marguerites too. You boys are lucky. We’re going to have a feast tonight.’
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Achor Bale had bought himself forty minutes’ grace. Forty minutes in which to extract all the information he needed. Forty minutes for the police to deal with the scene he had left behind him, liaise with the ambulance service and placate the local back-up.


He slammed his foot on to the accelerator and watched the tracking markers converge. Then he sucked in his breath and slowed down.


Something had changed. Sabir wasn’t moving forward any more. As Bale watched, the marker began slowly retracing its steps towards him. He hesitated, one hand poised over the steering wheel. Now the marker was stationary. It was flashing less than five hundred metres ahead of him.


Bale pulled off the road twenty metres before the apex of the corner. He hesitated before abandoning his car, but then decided that he had neither the time, nor a suitable location, in which to hide it. He’d just have to risk the police driving by and making the somewhat unlikely connection between him and a stationary vehicle.


He hurried over the breast of the hill and down through a small wood. Why had they stopped so soon after the last halt? A picnic? An accident? It could be anything.


The best thing would be if he could get them all together. Then he could concentrate on one whilst the others were forced to watch. That way nearly always worked. Guilt, thought Bale, was the major weakness of the Western world. When people didn’t feel guilt, they built empires. When they began to feel guilt, they lost them. Look at the British.


He saw the girl first, squatting alone near the riverbank. Was she taking a leak? Was that what this was all about? He searched for the men but they were out of sight. Then he saw that she was dissecting clumps of vegetation and stuffing the residue into a series of plastic bags. Jesus Christ. These people weren’t to be believed.


He checked around for the men one final time, and then cut down towards the girl. This was simply too good to be true. They must have known he was coming. Laid it all on in some way.


He hesitated for a moment, when he was about fifteen feet from the girl. She made a pretty picture, squatting there in her long gypsy dress by the river. A perfect picture of innocence. Bale was reminded of something from the long-distant past but he couldn’t quite identify the scene. The sudden lapse disturbed him, like an unexpected current of cold air travelling through a tear in a pair of trousers.


He ran the last few yards, confident that the girl hadn’t heard his approach. At the last possible moment she began to turn around but he was already on top of her, pinning her arms to the ground with his knees. He had expected her to scream, and had taken the precaution of pinching shut her nose – it was a method which nearly always worked with women, and was far better than risking one’s hand over a panic-stricken person’s mouth – but the girl was strangely silent. It was almost as if she had been expecting him.


‘If you cry out, I shall break your neck. Just like I did to your brother. Do you understand me?’


She nodded.


He couldn’t see her face properly, as he had her pinioned down from the back, with her body underneath him and her arms stretched out in a cruciform position. He rectified this by angling her head to one side.


‘I’m going to say this once and once only. In ten seconds time I am going to knock you out with my fist. While you are unconscious I am going to raise your skirt, take off your underpants, and conduct an exploration inside you with my knife. When I encounter your fallopian tubes I am going to cut them. You will bleed badly but it won’t kill you. The men will probably find you before that happens. But you will never be a mother. Do you understand me? That will be gone. For ever.’


He heard rather than saw her evacuating her bladder. Her eyes turned up in themselves and started fluttering.


‘Stop that. Wake up.’ He pinched her cheek as hard as he could. Her eyes began to refocus. ‘Now listen. What did you find? Where are you going? Tell me these things and I will leave you alone. Your ten seconds have started.’


Yola began to moan.


‘Eight. Seven. Six.’


‘We’re going to Rocamadour.’


‘Why?’


‘To the Black Virgin. Something is hidden at her feet.’


‘What?’


‘We don’t know. All it said on the bottom of the coffer was that the secret of the verses is at her feet.’


‘The bottom of what coffer?’


‘My mother’s coffer. The one my mother gave me. The one that belonged to the daughter of Nostradamus.’


‘Is that it?’


‘That’s everything. I swear to you.’


Bale took some of the weight off her arms. He glanced back up the valley. No sign of the men. Kill her? No point really. She was as good as dead already.


He dragged her to the edge of the riverbank and tumbled her in.
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‘I hope to hell this is worth all the trouble we’re going to.’


‘What? What are you talking about? The verses?’


‘No. The wild asparagus.’


Alexi circled his fingers. ‘You can bet it will be. Yola cooks good. All we need now is a rabbit.’


‘And how do you propose to catch that?’


‘You can run it over. I’ll tell you if I see one by the roadside. But don’t squash it – you’ve got to time it just right so that you hit its head with the outside of the wheel. The flesh won’t taste as good as one that God Himself kills, but it’ll be the next best thing.’


Sabir nodded wearily. What had he expected Alexi to say? That they’d go into the next town and buy a shotgun? ‘Can you see Yola? We’d better be going.’


Alexi straightened up. ‘No. She went down by the river. I’ll go and call her.’


Sabir trudged back towards the car, shaking his head. It was an odd thing to admit but he was slowly beginning to enjoy himself. He wasn’t a great deal older than Alexi but there had been times in the past few years when he’d realised that he was starting to lose his zest for life – his sense of the absurd. Now, with the loose artillery of Alexi and Yola acting in counterpoint to the still lurking threat of the police, he suddenly felt all the excitement of the unknown bubbling up again in his stomach.


‘Adam!’ The shout came from just beyond a small stand of trees down near the river.


Sabir dropped the asparagus and started to run.


The first thing he saw was Alexi floundering in the river. ‘Quickly, Adam. I can’t swim. She’s in the water.’


‘Where?’


‘Just below you. Her face is down but she’s still alive. I saw her arm move.’


Sabir crested the bank and executed a clumsy leap into the slow-moving river. He reached Yola with his first surge and levered her up into his arms.


She raised a hand as if to ward him off, but her eyes were dead when they looked up at him, and there was no real force left in the movement. Sabir clutched her to his chest, and allowed the force of the river to sweep them back towards the bank.


‘I think she’s had a fit of some sort. Run up to the car and get a blanket.’


Alexi floundered out of the water. He gave a single, anxious glance backwards and then pounded up the hill towards the car.


Sabir laid Yola down on to the sand. She was breathing normally, but her face was sheet-white and her lips had already turned an unhealthy blue.


‘What is it? What happened?’


She began shaking, as if, with her retrieval from the water, some other non-mechanical process had been triggered.


Sabir glanced up to check on Alexi’s progress. ‘Look, I’m sorry. Alexi’s bringing a dry blanket. I’m going to have to get you out of these clothes.’ He had expected – even hoped for – an argument. But there was no response. He began undoing Yola’s blouse.


‘You shouldn’t do that.’ Alexi had reached Sabir’s side. He proffered the blanket. ‘She wouldn’t like it.’


‘She’s cold as ice, Alexi. And she’s in shock. If we leave her in these clothes she’ll catch pneumonia. We need to wrap her up in this blanket and then get her back to the car. I can start driving with the air conditioning set to full heat. She’ll warm up quickly then.’


Alexi hesitated.


‘I’m serious. If you don’t want to embarrass her, turn away.’ He eased off her blouse, and then worked the skirt down over her hips. He was surprised to notice that she wore no underwear of any sort.


‘God, she’s beautiful.’ Alexi was staring down at her. He was still clutching the blanket.


‘Give me that.’


‘Oh. Okay.’


Sabir wrapped Yola in the blanket. ‘Now take her legs. Let’s get her up to the car before she freezes to death.’
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‘Don’t you think it’s time to call in back-up?’


‘We’re forty-five minutes behind them. What sort of back-up do you think we need, Macron? A jet fighter?’


‘What if the eye-man strikes again?’


‘The eye-man?’ Calque smiled, amused by Macron’s unexpectedly creative imagination. ‘He won’t.’


‘How can you be so sure?’


‘Because he’s achieved his purpose. He’s bought himself a few hours’ leeway. He knows that by the time we’ve restored…’ Calque hesitated, searching for the right word.


‘GPS trilateration?’


‘GPS trilateration… exactly… and caught up with the car, he’ll have what he wants.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘Search me. I’m after the man, not his motive. I leave all that sort of rot to the judicial courts.’ Calque made a pillow of his jacket and placed it between his head and the window. ‘But I know one thing for certain. I wouldn’t want to be in Sabir’s or the girl’s shoes during the next sixty minutes.’
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‘Is she coming round?’


‘She’s got her eyes open.’


‘Right. I’ll stop the car but leave the engine running for heat. We can put the back seats down and stretch her out more comfortably.’


Alexi glanced across at Sabir. ‘What do you think happened? I’ve never seen her like this.’


‘She must have been picking asparagus near the water’s edge and fallen in. She probably struck her head – that’s a hefty bruise she’s got on her cheek. Anyway, she’s definitely in shock. The water was incredibly cold. She wouldn’t have been expecting it.’ He frowned. ‘Is she epileptic, by any chance? Or diabetic?’


‘What?’


‘Nothing. Forget it.’


Once they’d arranged the back seats and settled Yola comfortably, the two men stripped down.


‘Look, Alexi, I’ll drive while you dry the clothes on the heater. Do Yola’s first. I’ll put the thing on blow. We’ll swelter, but I can’t think of any other way to do it. If the police catch three naked people in a moving vehicle, it’ll take them weeks to figure out what we were doing.’ He reached for the automatic shift.


‘I told him.’ It was Yola’s voice.


The two men turned towards her.


‘I told him everything.’ She was sitting up now, the blanket puddled around her waist. ‘I told him we are going to Rocamadour. And about the Black Virgin. I told him where the verses are hidden.’


‘What do you mean, told him? Told who?’


Yola noticed her nakedness and slowly drew the blanket up to cover her breasts. She appeared to be thinking and acting in slow motion. ‘The man. He jumped on me. He smelt strangely. Like those green insects you crush and they smell of almonds.’


‘Yola. What are you talking about? What man?’


She took a deep breath. ‘The man who killed Babel. He told me. He said he would break my neck just like he broke Babel’s.’


‘Oh Christ.’


Alexi levered himself up in his seat. ‘What did he do to you?’ His voice was shaking.


Yola shook her head. ‘He did nothing. He didn’t have to. His threats were enough to get him everything he wanted.’


Alexi closed his eyes. He snorted. His jaw began to work behind his tightly pursed mouth as if he were conducting an angry internal dialogue with himself.


‘Did you see him, Yola? Did you see his face?’


‘No. He was on top of me. From the back. He had my arms pinned down with his knees. I couldn’t turn my head.’


‘You were right to tell him. He’s mad. He would have killed you.’ Sabir turned back to the steering wheel. He slipped the car into drive and began accelerating wildly up the road.


Alexi opened his eyes. ‘What are you doing?’


‘What am I doing? I’ll tell you what I’m doing. We know where the bastard’s going now, thanks to Yola. So I’m going to get to Rocamadour ahead of him. And then I’m going to kill him.’


‘Are you crazy, Adam?’


‘I’m Yola’s phral, aren’t I? You all told me I had to protect her. To take revenge for Babel’s death. Well now I’m going to do it.’
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Achor Bale watched the blip diminish and then finally disappear off the edge of his screen. He leaned forward and switched off the tracking device. It had been a very satisfactory day’s work, when all was said and done. He had taken the initiative and it had paid off handsomely. It was a good lesson. Never leave the enemy to his own devices. Irritate him. Force him into sudden decisions that are open to error. That way you will achieve your end satisfyingly and with commendable speed.


He checked the map on the seat next to him. It would take him a good three hours to get to Rocamadour. Best to leave it until the crypt was shut, and the staff had gone to their dinner. No one would expect a break-in at the Sanctuary – that would be an absurd idea. Perhaps he should crawl up the steps on his knees, like England’s King Henry II – a descendant, or so they said, of Satan’s daughter Melusine – after the priests had persuaded him to do reluctant penance both for the murder of Thomas à Becket and for his dead son’s sacrilegious plundering of the shrine? Ask for dispensation. Secure himself a nihil obstat.


Mind you, he hadn’t actually killed anybody recently. Unless the girl had drowned, of course. Or the woman in the car had asphyxiated herself. Her husband had definitely still been twitching when last he looked, and Samana had been indisputably responsible for his own death.


All in all, then, Bale’s conscience was clear. He could steal the Black Virgin with impunity.
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‘We’ve found them again. They’re heading towards Limoges.’


‘Excellent. Tell the pinheads to give us a new reading every half an hour – that way we’ll have a chance to make up for lost time and get them back on our screen.’


‘Where do you think they’re going, Sir?’


‘To the seaside?’


Macron didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. He was becoming more and more convinced that he was teamed up with an unregenerate madman – someone who bent all the rules on principle, simply to suit his own agenda. The two of them should have been back in Paris by now, happily confining themselves to a 35-hour week and leaving the continued investigation of the murder to their colleagues in the south. Macron could have been working at his squash and improving on his six-pack at the police gym. Instead, they were subsisting on prepacked meals and coffee, with the occasional catnap in the back seat of the car. He could feel himself going physically downhill. It didn’t matter to Calque, of course – he was a wreck already.


‘The weekend’s approaching, Sir.’


‘And?’


‘And nothing. It was just an observation.’


‘Well, confine your observations to the case in hand. You’re a public servant, Macron, not a lifeguard.’
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Yola emerged, fully clothed, from behind the bushes.


Sabir shrugged his shoulders and made a face. ‘I’m sorry we had to undress you. Alexi was against it, but I insisted. I apologise.’


‘You did what you had to. Did Alexi see me?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Well, now he’ll know what he’s been missing.’


Sabir burst out laughing. He was astonished at how resilient Yola was being. He had half expected her to react hysterically – to lurch into a depression, or melancholia, triggered by delayed shock from the attack. But he had underestimated her. Her life had scarcely been a bed of roses up to that point, and her expectations about the depths to which people would stoop in terms of their behaviour were probably a good deal more realistic than his own. ‘He’s angry. That’s why he’s gone off. I think he feels responsible for the attack on you.’


‘You must let him steal the Virgin.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Alexi. He is a good stealer. It is something he does well.’


‘Oh. I see.’


‘Have you never stolen anything?’


‘Well, no. Not recently.’


‘I thought so.’ She weighed something up in her head. ‘A gypsy can steal every seven years. Something big, I mean.’


‘How did you figure that one out?’


‘Because an old gypsy woman saw Christ carrying the Cross on the way to the Calvary hill.’


‘And?’


‘And she didn’t have any idea who Christ was. But when she saw His face, she felt pity for Him and decided to steal the nails with which they were to crucify Him. She stole one, but before she could steal the second, she was caught. The soldiers took her and beat her. She cried out to the soldiers to spare her because she had stolen nothing for seven years. A disciple heard her and said, ‘Woman, you are blessed. The Saviour permits you and yours to steal once every seven years, now and for ever.’ And that’s why there were only three nails at the Crucifixion. And why Jesus Christ’s feet were crossed and not spread apart, as they should have been.’


‘You don’t believe all that hokum, do you?’


‘Of course I believe it.’


‘And that’s why gypsies steal?’


‘We have the right. When Alexi steals the Black Virgin, he won’t be doing anything wrong.’


‘I’m very relieved to hear it. But what about me? What if I find the man who attacked you, and kill him? Where do I stand?’


‘He has shed our family’s blood. His should be shed in turn.’


‘As simple as that?’


‘It’s never simple, Adam. To kill a man.’
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Sabir hesitated by the car door. ‘Have either of you ever taken a driving test?’


‘A driving test? No. Of course not. But I can drive.’


‘Can you drive, Yola?’


‘No.’


‘Okay, then. We know where we are. Alexi, you take the wheel. I’ve got to map us out a different route to the shrine. Babel’s murderer obviously knows our car – he must have found it and followed us all the way from the camp. Now that he thinks he’s finally got rid of us, we don’t want to tip him off again by blundering past him in the overtaking lane, do we?’ He spread the map out in front of him. ‘Yes. It looks like we can bypass Limoges and get to Rocamadour via Tulle.’


‘This car hasn’t got proper gears.’


‘Just stick it in drive, Alexi and press on the gas pedal.’


‘Which one’s drive?’


‘The fourth one down. The letter looks like a horse stirrup, but sideways on.’


Alexi did as he was told. ‘Hey. That’s not bad. It changes gear by itself. This is better than a Mercedes.’


Sabir could feel Yola’s eyes fixed on him from the back seat. He turned towards her. ‘Are you okay? There is such a thing as delayed shock, you know. Even for tough nuts like you.’


She shrugged. ‘I’m okay.’ Then her expression clouded. ‘Adam. Do you believe in hell?’


‘Hell?’ He made a face. ‘I suppose so.’


‘We don’t.’ She shook her head. ‘Gypsies don’t even think the Devil, O Beng, is really such a bad man. We believe that everyone will come to Paradise one day. Even him.’


‘So?’


‘I think this man is bad, Adam. Really bad. Look what he did to Babel. It’s not human to do that.’


‘So what are you telling me? That you’re changing your mind about hell and the Devil?’


‘No. Not that. But I didn’t tell you everything he said to me. I want you and Alexi to understand exactly who you are dealing with.’


‘We’re dealing with a murdering maniac’


‘No. He’s not that. I’ve been thinking about this. He’s cleverer than that. He knows exactly where to strike. How to damage you the most and get what he wants.’


‘I don’t get it. What are you trying to tell me?’


‘He said he would knock me out. That while I was unconscious, he would damage me inside with his knife so I could no longer have babies. No longer be a mother.’


‘Jesus Christ.’


‘Listen, Adam. He knows about us. About gypsy ways. Perhaps he’s even part-gypsy himself. He knew that if he just attacked me and tried to hurt me, I might not have told him what he wanted to know. I might have lied. When he said what he said to me, I was so convinced that he would really do it that I wet myself. He could have done anything to me then and I wouldn’t have fought him. And with Babel. The same thing. Babel was vain. It was his main weakness. He was like a woman. He spent hours looking at himself and prettying himself before the mirror. This man marked his face. Nowhere else. Just his face. I saw him in the mortuary.’


‘I don’t get you.’


‘He works on people’s weaknesses. He’s an evil man, Adam. Really evil. He doesn’t simply murder. He’s a destroyer of souls.’


‘All the more reason to rid the world of him then.’ Yola usually had an answer for everything. This time


she merely turned her head towards the window and held her peace.
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‘They don’t seem to provide tyre irons any more in cars.’ Sabir rummaged further in the rear storage compartment. ‘I can’t exactly hit him with the jack. Or the warning triangle.’


‘I’ll cut you a thorn stick.’


‘A what?’


‘From a holly bush. I can see one over there. It’s the strongest wood. Even before it’s been dried. If you walk somewhere with a stick, no one will ever question you. That way, you always have a weapon.’


‘You’re a real case. You know that, Alexi?’


They were parked on the battlements above the Rocamadour shrine. Below them were gardens, set into the sheer rock of the cliffs, intersected with winding paths and viewpoints. A few tourists were strolling around in a desultory way, wasting time before dinner.


‘Look at those searchlights. We need to get in before dusk. When they turn those things on, this whole hillside will light up like a Christmas tree.’


‘Do you think we’ve beaten him to it?’


‘We’ll only know when you break into the shrine.’


Alexi sniffed. ‘But I won’t break into the shrine.’


‘What do you mean? You aren’t bottling out on me, are you?’


‘Bottling…? I don’t understand.’


‘Turning chicken.’


Alexi laughed and shook his head. ‘Adam. It’s a simple enough rule. Breaking into somewhere is very difficult – but breaking out is easy.’


‘Oh. I see.’ Sabir hesitated. ‘At least I think I do.’


‘So where will you be?’


‘I’ll hide outside, then and watch. If he comes along, I’ll whop him one with your holly stick.’ He waited for the stunned reaction, but it didn’t come. ‘No. It’s all right. I’m only joking. I haven’t gone mad.’


Alexi looked nonplussed. ‘But what will you really do?’


Sabir sighed. He realised that he was still a very long way indeed from understanding the gypsy mentality. ‘I’ll just stay hidden outside, as we agreed. That way I can warn you by wolf-whistling when I see him. When you get to the Virgin, bring her back to Yola in the car, and then come down and join me again. Between the two of us we should be able to bushwhack him somewhere inside the shrine, where it’s safer, and where there aren’t any people around to get in the way.’


‘You don’t think she’ll be angry with us?’


‘Who? Yola? Why?’


‘No. I mean the Virgin.’


‘Christ, Alexi. You’re not having second thoughts on me, are you?’


‘No. No. I will take it. But I will pray to her first. Ask her to forgive me.’


‘You do that. Now cut me that stick.’
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Alexi woke up just as the evening caretaker was bolting the outside doors of the Basilica. He had secreted himself, forty minutes earlier, behind the altar of the St-Sauveur Basilica, which someone had conveniently covered with a long-fringed blue and white linen cloth. Then he had almost immediately fallen asleep.


For ten panic-stricken seconds he wasn’t quite sure where he was. Then he rolled himself deftly out from under the altar cloth and stood up, prior to a stretch. It was at this point that he realised that someone else was in the church with him.


He crouched back behind the altar and felt for his knife. It took him a snap five seconds to remember that he had thrown it on to the back seat of the car, after cutting Sabir’s stick. Not for the first time, Alexi found himself cursing his congenital inattention to detail.


He eased himself around the side of the altar, opening his eyes as wide as he could to gather in the last of the evening light inside the church. The stranger was hunched forward in one of the choir-stall chairs, about fifteen metres from where he was crouching. Had he been asleep as well? Or was he praying?


As he watched, the man stood up and moved towards the inner door of the shrine – it soon became clear by the manner of his progress that he had been listening and waiting for the watchman too. He raised the latch with his hand, swung the door silently open and stepped inside.


Alexi looked wildly towards the Basilica doors. Sabir was outside them, and as effectively out of reach as if someone had sealed him behind the gate of a bank vault. What should he do? What would Sabir want him to do?


He took off his shoes. Then he eased himself out from behind the altar and padded towards the shrine. He inched his head around the door.


The man had switched on a torch and was investigating the massive glazed brass plinth on which the Virgin was displayed. As Alexi watched, he began levering at the base of the cabinet. When he found that he couldn’t open the front, he turned sharply around and looked back towards the Basilica.


Alexi froze against the outside wall.


The man’s footsteps started back in his direction.


Alexi tiptoed as far as the altar and hid himself in the same place he had used before. If the man had heard him, he was done for anyway. He might as well die on sanctified ground.


There was the sudden shriek of a chair leg being dragged across a stone floor. Alexi popped his head out from cover. The man was pulling two choir-stall chairs behind him. It was obvious that he intended to make a ladder for himself so that he could more easily reach the Virgin.


Using the sound of the chairs as cover, Alexi followed the stranger back into the crypt. This time, though, he took advantage of the man’s inattention to approach much closer to the display cabinet. He lay down between two pews close to the front of the main aisle, affording himself both the opportunity to see what was happening and sufficient cover from the solid oak pew-front between them should the man decide he needed to return to the Basilica for a third chair.


As Alexi watched, the man set one chair on top of the other, and then tested them for sureness. He tut-tutted loudly, and then muttered something to himself under his breath.


Alexi watched as the man fixed the torch into the back of his trousers and began to climb up the makeshift ladder. So this was it. This would be his one chance. If he botched it, he was dead. He would wait until the man was teetering on the apex of the chairs, and then overset him.


At the crucial moment, the man reached up for one of the brass candle sconces below the Virgin’s plinth and swung himself effortlessly on to the display cabinet itself.


Alexi, who had not anticipated the sudden move sideways, found himself caught halfway between the pew and the cabinet. The man turned and stared at him full on. Then he smiled.


Without thinking, Alexi picked up one of the heavy brass candlesticks that flanked the cabinet, and swung it at the man with all his might.


The candlestick struck Achor Bale just above the right ear. He let go of the side of the cabinet and tumbled eight feet backwards on to the granite floor. Alexi had already armed himself with the second candlestick but he soon saw that it wasn’t necessary. The stranger was out cold.


Alexi separated the two chairs. Grunting, he manhandled Bale on to the chair nearest the cabinet. He felt around in Bale’s pockets and withdrew a wallet stuffed with banknotes and a small automatic pistol. ‘Putain!’


He pocketed the wallet and the pistol and looked wildly around the Sanctuary. He noticed some damask curtains, held back with cord. He stripped the cord from the curtains and tied Bale’s arms and body to the chair-back. Then he used the remaining chair to clamber up the display cabinet and secure the Virgin.
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Sabir heard the crash clearly from his hiding place across the small square in front of the Sanctuary. He had been listening with all his attention ever since he had first heard the distant sound of barking chair-legs from deep inside the Basilica. The crash, however, had come from much closer to where the Virgin was situated.


He broke cover and made straight for the heavy crypt door. It was tightly sealed. He backed away from the building and glanced up at the windows. They were all too high for him to reach.


‘Alexi!’ He tried to make his voice carry through the Sanctuary walls, but not further than the courtyard itself. It was a tall order – the courtyard acted as a perfect echo chamber. He waited a few more moments to see if the door would open, then, grimacing, he tried again, but louder. ‘Alexi! Are you in there? Answer me.’


‘Hey you! What are you doing here?’ The elderly gardien was hurrying towards him, a worried expression on his face. ‘This area is entirely closed off to tourists after nine o’clock in the evening.’


Sabir offered up a brief prayer of thanks that he had left his holly stick behind him in his urge to get across to the shrine. ‘Look, I’m terribly sorry. But I was passing by and I heard a terrible crash from inside the shrine. I think someone’s in there. Can you open up?’


The watchman hurried forward, relief at Sabir’s non-aggressive tone now mingling with his anxiety. ‘A crash, you say? Are you sure?’


‘It sounded like someone was throwing chairs about. Do you think you’ve got vandals?’


‘Vandals?’ The man’s face took on a curious livid quality, as if he had suddenly been vouchsafed a foretaste of hell. ‘But how could you have been passing by? I shut the outside gates ten minutes ago.’


Sabir suspected that the gardien was probably encountering the first real crisis of his career. ‘Look. I’ll be honest with you. I dozed off. Over there on the stone bench. It was stupid, I know. I’d just woken up when I heard the crash. You’d better take a look. I’ll back you up. It may be a false alarm, of course. You’re responsible to the church authorities, aren’t you?’


The man hesitated, temporarily confused by Sabir’s plethora of different messages. Fear for his position finally won out over his suspicions, however, and he began to feel around in his pocket for the keys. ‘You’re sure you heard a crash?’


‘Clear as a bell. It came from just inside the Sanctuary.’


At that exact moment, as if to order, there was another, louder crash, followed by a strangled cry. Then silence.


The watchman’s mouth fell open and his eyes widened. Hands shaking, he inserted the key into the massive oak door.
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Achor Bale opened his eyes. Blood was trickling down his face and the runnels at the side of his mouth – he darted out his tongue and mopped some up. The coppery taste acted as a welcome stimulant.


He eased his neck against his shoulder and then scissored his jaws open and shut like a horse. Nothing broken. No real harm done. He glanced downwards.


The gypsy had tied him to the chair. Well. That was only to be expected. He ought to have checked over every inch of the Sanctuary first. Not assumed that his intervention with the girl had been enough to drive them off. He had never expected her to survive the river. Tant pis. He should have killed her outright when he had the chance – but why risk leaving traces when nature can do the job for you? The call had been a good one – the end result was just one of those things. The three of them had been incredibly quick off the mark. He must revise his opinion of Sabir. Not underestimate him again.


Bale let his chin fall back on to his chest, as if he were still unconscious. His eyes were wide open, though, and taking in all the gypsy’s movements.


Now the man was clambering down the side of the display cabinet, the Black Madonna in his hands. With no hesitation whatsoever, the gypsy then upended the statue and stared intently at its base. As Bale watched, Alexi set the Madonna carefully on the floor and prostrated himself in front of it. Then he alternately kissed and laid his forehead on her feet, the baby Jesus, and on the Madonna’s hand.


Bale rolled his eyes. No wonder these people were still persecuted by all and sundry. He felt like persecuting them himself.


The gypsy stood up and glanced across at him. Here it comes, thought Bale. I wonder how he’ll do it? Knife probably. He couldn’t really see the gypsy using the pistol. Too modern. Too complicated. He probably wouldn’t be able to figure out the trigger mechanism.


Bale kept his head resolutely on his chest. I’m dead, he said to himself. I’m not breathing. The fall killed me. Come over here and check me out, diddikai. How can you resist? Just think what fun you’ll have boasting about your exploits to the girl. Impressing the gadje. Playing the big man amongst your tribe.


Alexi started across the floor towards him. He stopped briefly to pick up one of the fallen brass candlesticks.


So that’s how you’re going to do it, eh? Beat me to death while I’m tied up? Nice. But first you’ll have to check if I’m still alive. Even you wouldn’t stoop to beating up a dead man. Or would you?


Alexi stopped in front of Bale’s chair. He reached out and eased Bale’s head away from his chest. Then he spat in Bale’s face.


Bale threw himself and the chair backwards, kicking viciously upwards with both feet as he did so. Alexi screamed. He dropped the candlestick and fell, first to his knees, and then, groaning, he curled himself up in a ball on the ground.


Bale was on his feet now, hunched forwards, but with the chair still attached to his back, like a snail. He hopped towards Alexi’s writhing body and threw himself backwards, corkscrew fashion, chair foremost, on to Alexi’s head.


Then he rolled away, one eye on the main door of the church, the other on Alexi.


Twisting his body sideways, Bale managed to roll most of his weight on to his knees. Then he lurched upright and allowed the weight of the chair to carry him backwards against a stone pillar. He felt the chair begin to splinter. He repeated the exercise twice more, and the chair disintegrated behind him.


Alexi was twitching. One hand was reaching out across the stone floor towards the fallen candlestick.


Bale shrugged off the remaining ropes from around his shoulders and started towards him.
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Sabir pushed past the gardien and into the Sanctuary antechamber. It was dark in there – almost too dark to see.


The gardien threw some hidden switches, and the place was transformed by a series of floodlights hidden in the roof joists. Broken pieces of wood and discarded rope lay scattered in an arc across the flagstones. Alexi lay to one side, a few feet away from the Black Madonna, his face covered in blood. A man was crouching over him, feeling through his pockets.


Sabir and the gardien froze. As they watched, one of Alexi’s hands emerged from beneath his body, clutching a pistol. The man lurched backwards. Alexi pointed the pistol straight out in front of himself, just as if he were in the process of shooting at the man – but nothing happened. No sound emerged.


The man retreated towards the Basilica, his eyes fixed on Alexi and the pistol. At the very last moment he glanced towards Sabir and smiled. He drew a finger lightly across his throat.


Alexi let the pistol clatter to the floor. When Sabir looked again at where the man had been, he was gone.


‘Can he get out that way?’


The gardien nodded. ‘There is an exit. Yes. It’s how he must have come in.’


Sabir dropped down beside Alexi – his brain was seething with possible exit strategies for themselves now. He put one hand dramatically over Alexi’s heart. ‘This man is badly injured. We need an ambulance.’


The gardien clutched at his throat. ‘A mobile phone doesn’t work in here. It’s too near the mountainside. There’s no reception. I’ll need to phone from the office.’ He didn’t move.


‘Look. I’ve got the pistol. I’ll keep this man covered, and make sure the Virgin comes to no harm. Go and phone for the police and an ambulance. It’s urgent.’


The old man seemed about to answer back.


‘Otherwise I’ll go and phone, and you stay here. Here’s the pistol.’ He held it out, butt first.


‘No. No, Monsieur. They wouldn’t know who you are. You stay here. I’ll go.’ The gardien’s voice was shaking and he looked on the verge of collapse.


‘Be careful on the stairs.’


‘Yes. Yes. I will. I’m all right. I’m all right now.’


Sabir turned his attention to Alexi. ‘Can you hear me?’


‘He landed on me with the chair. Some of my teeth are smashed.’ Alexi’s voice was blurred, as if he were talking from somewhere deep inside a sealed container. ‘I think my jaw is maybe broken too. And some ribs.’


‘And the rest of you?’


‘I’m all right. I’ll be able to walk.’


‘Okay. We’ve got about five minutes’ grace in which to make our way out of here and back up to the car. Here. Take this.’ He handed Alexi the pistol.


‘It’s useless. It doesn’t work.’


‘Take it anyway. And try to pull yourself together a little while I wrap up the Virgin.’


‘Check on the base first.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘There’s writing there. I couldn’t read it but it’s burned in. Just like on that coffer of Yola’s. It’s the first place I looked.’


Sabir hefted the Black Madonna. It was a good deal lighter than he had at first supposed. Around two feet tall, it was carved out of dark stained wood and garlanded with two crowns, one on the Virgin’s head and one on that of Jesus – in addition, the Virgin wore a golden necklet. Her body was partially encased in a sort of fabric, which was coming apart across her left breast, revealing paler wood beneath. She was seated on a chair, and the baby Christ was seated on her lap. His face was not that of a child, however, but that of a wise older man.


‘You’re right. I’m going to trace it.’


‘Why not take it with us?’


‘It’ll be safer here than out on the road with us. And we don’t want a second police force on our tail. If nothing’s stolen, there’s a fair chance they’ll drop the whole thing after a few days, with nobody but the old man to question. We’ve got what we came for. I figure this is just another fragment of a larger map that will eventually lead us to the verses.’ He laid a piece of paper across the base of the Madonna, and began tracing across it with the stump of a pencil.


‘I can’t stand up. I think he did more damage than I thought.’


‘Wait for me. I’ll be with you in a minute.’


Alexi made an attempt at a laugh. ‘Don’t worry, Adam. I’m not going anywhere.’
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Sabir stopped to catch his breath. Alexi was leaning against him with all his weight. Below them they could hear the distant sound of approaching police sirens. ‘I still haven’t fully recovered from my blood poisoning. I’m as weak as a kitten. I don’t think I can get you up there alone.’


‘How much further do we have to go?’


‘I can see the car now. I can’t risk calling Yola, though. Someone might hear.’


‘Why don’t you leave me here and go to fetch her? Both of you could carry me the last bit of the way.’


‘Are you sure you’re all right?’


‘I think I’ve just swallowed one of my teeth. If I don’t choke on it, I’ll be all right.’


Sabir left Alexi leaning against the protective fence at the edge of the path. He hurried up the hill.


Yola was standing by the car, a worried expression on her face. ‘I didn’t know what to do. I heard the sirens. I wasn’t sure if they were for you or for someone else.’


‘Alexi is injured. We’re going to have to carry him up the steepest part of the hill between us. Are you up to it?’


‘Is he badly hurt?’


‘He’s lost a few teeth. He may have a broken jaw. Possibly some cracked ribs. Someone landed on him with a chair.’


‘Someone?’


‘Yes. That someone.’


‘Is the man dead? Did you kill him?’


‘Alexi tried to kill him. But the pistol jammed.’


Yola took Alexi’s feet, with Sabir taking the main weight of his body.


‘We’re going to have to make this fast. The minute that old gardien talks to the police and tells them that there was a pistol involved in the break-in, we’re for it. They’ll seal off the entire valley and send in the paramilitaries. And as I remember from the map, there are only three ways out of here. And they’re as good as covering the two main ones already.’
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‘I’m pretty certain nobody’s been following us.’ Sabir squinted ahead, trying to make out the road signs.


They were beyond the main danger area now, on the Route National 20, with considerably more traffic on the road to disguise their passage. The relief in the car was palpable, as if, through luck and sheer good timing, they had succeeded in avoiding a particularly nasty accident.


‘How is he?’


Yola shrugged. ‘I don’t think his jaw is broken. Some of his ribs are definitely cracked, though. Now he’ll have the perfect excuse for being idle.’


Alexi looked as though he were about to sass her back, but then he unexpectedly changed tack and punched at his trouser pocket. ‘Ha! Do you believe this? I had it right in here.’


‘What?’


‘The wallet.’ Alexi shook his head disconsolately. ‘That bloody thief bastard stole back his own wallet. And it was stuffed with cash. I could have lived like a king. Even bought myself some gold teeth.’


Sabir laughed. ‘Don’t knock it, Alexi. The fact that he was worried we might find out his identity probably saved your life. If he hadn’t gone searching for his wallet, he would have had ample time to kill you before we came in.’


Alexi’s attention had moved on. He raised his head from the seat and flashed his remaining teeth at Yola. ‘Hey, nurse. I heard what you said about being idle. It’s not just my ribs, you know. He kicked me in the balls, too.’


Yola extended the gap between them on the rear seat. ‘You can deal with those yourself. I don’t want to go anywhere near them.’


‘You hear that, gadje? This woman is frigid. No wonder no one has ever offered to kidnap her.’


Yola drew up her knees as if in self-defence. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. Now that you’ve been damaged in the balls, you’ll make a useless kidnapper to someone too. You’ll probably be impotent. They’ll be forced to go elsewhere if they want their eyes taken out. Or use a cucumber.’


‘That’s not true!’ Alexi reached forwards, grunting, and tapped Sabir on the shoulder. ‘That’s not true, is it, Adam? That if you get kicked in the balls you’ll go impotent?’


‘How should I know? It could be, I suppose. You’ll know in a few days, either way.’ Sabir turned to Yola. ‘Yola, what did you mean by “if they want their eyes taken out”?’


Yola dropped her gaze. She glanced out of the car window. Silence descended on the three of them.


‘Oh, yeah. I get it. Sorry.’ Sabir cleared his throat. ‘Look, I want to say something to the two of you. Something important.’


‘We haven’t eaten yet.’


‘What?’


‘Never say something important when you are hungry or in pain. The hunger and pain speak instead of you, and what you say is of no value.’


Sabir let out a sigh – he knew when he was beaten. ‘I’ll stop at a restaurant, then.’


‘A restaurant?’


‘Yes. And we’d better set about finding a hotel.’


Yola started laughing. Alexi began to join in, but stopped very quickly when he realised how much it cost him in rib and jaw pain.


‘No, Adam. We’ll sleep in the car tonight, as it’s too late to arrive anywhere without causing questions to be asked. Then tomorrow, first thing in the morning, we’ll drive to Gourdon.’


‘Why would we want to go there?’


‘There’s a permanent campsite. We can get food. Somewhere proper to sleep. I have cousins there.’


‘More cousins?’


‘Don’t scoff, Adam. Now that you are my phral, they will be your cousins too.’
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Captain Joris Calque did not approve of television at breakfast. In fact he didn’t approve of television per se. But the patronne of the chambre d’hôte in which he and Macron now found themselves appeared to think it was what was expected. She even stood behind them at the table, commenting on all the local news.


‘I suppose, being policemen, that you are always on the lookout for new crimes?’


Macron inconspicuously raised his eyes to heaven. Calque concentrated even more intently on his banana fritters with apple mousse.


‘Nothing is sacred any more. Not even the Church.’


Calque realised that he would have to say something, or be considered rude. ‘What? Has someone stolen a church?’


‘No, Monsieur. Far worse than that.’


‘Good God!’


Macron nearly achieved the nose trick with his scrambled egg. He covered it up with a coughing fit, which necessitated Madame fussing around him for a couple of minutes, dispensing coffee and hearty slaps on the back.


‘No. Not a church, Inspector.’


‘Captain.’


‘Captain. As I said. Something far worse than that. The Virgin herself.’


‘Someone stole the Virgin?’


‘No. There was heavenly intervention. The thieves were stopped in their tracks and punished. They must have been after the jewels in her and the baby Jesus’s crown. Nothing is sacred any more, Inspector. Nothing.’


‘And what Virgin was this, Madame?’


‘But it’s just been on the television.’


‘I was eating, Madame. One cannot eat and look at the same time. It is unhealthy.’


‘It was the Virgin at Rocamadour, Inspector. The Black Madonna herself.’


‘And when did this attempted theft occur?’


‘Last night. After they had locked the Sanctuary. They even used a pistol. Fortunately the gardien wrestled it from one of the men – like Jacob wrestling with the angel. And then the Virgin made her miraculous intervention and drove the robbers off.’


‘Her miraculous intervention?’ Macron had stopped with the fork halfway to his mouth. ‘Against a pistol? At Rocamadour? But, Captain…’


Calque glanced meaningfully across the table at him. ‘You are right, Madame. Nothing is sacred any more. Nothing.’
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‘And this man pretended that he was a member of the public? He pretended to help you?’ Calque was trying to estimate the gardien’s age, but he finally gave up at around seventy-two.


‘Oh yes, Monsieur. It was he who brought my attention to the disturbance in the Sanctuary in the first place.’


‘But now you think that he was part of the gang?’


‘Certainly, Monsieur. I am sure of it. I left him behind covering the other man with the pistol. I needed to phone, you see, but the only problem is that the mobile phones the church authorities give us don’t work here underneath the cliff. They are useless. We have to go back to the office and use the old landline whenever we want to call out. They do it on purpose, in my opinion, to stop us from misusing the service.’ He crossed himself in penance for his uncharitable thoughts. ‘But then all these modern contraptions don’t really work. Take my grandson’s computer, for instance…’


‘Why didn’t they take the Black Madonna with them, if they were part of the same gang? They had ample time before either you, or the police, returned to the scene.’


‘The younger boy was injured, Monsieur. He had blood all over his face. I believe he fell while trying to steal the Virgin.’ He crossed himself again. ‘Perhaps the older man could not carry both him and the Virgin?’


‘Yes. Yes. You may be right. Where is the Virgin now?’


‘Back in her case.’


‘May we see her?’


The old man hesitated. ‘It will mean returning to the storeroom to fetch the ladder and…’


‘My junior, Lieutenant Macron, will arrange all that. You won’t have to put yourself to any additional trouble on our behalf. That, I promise you.’


‘Well, all right then. But please take care. It is a miracle she was not damaged in the fracas of last night.’


‘You behaved very well. It is entirely to your credit that the Virgin has been restored.’


The gardien hitched his shoulders. ‘You think so? You really think so?’


‘I am entirely convinced of the fact.’
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‘Look, Macron. Come over here and tell me what you make of this.’ Calque was staring at the base of the Virgin. He allowed his thumb to travel over the deeply incised letters that had been chiselled into the wood.


Macron took the Virgin from his hands. ‘Well, the carving was certainly done a long time ago. You can tell that by the way the wood has darkened. Quite unlike these other marks on her breast.’


‘Those were probably done in the Revolution.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Neither the Protestants, during the Wars of Religion, nor our revolutionary ancestors, approved of graven images. In most of the churches of France they destroyed statues of Christ, the Virgin and the Holy Saints. They tried that here too. Legend has it that they tore off the silver which originally covered the Virgin, and then were so astonished by the dignity of what was revealed beneath, that they left her alone.’


‘You don’t believe in all that rot, do you?’


Calque took back the Virgin. ‘It’s not a matter of belief. It’s a matter of listening. History keeps its secrets on open display, Macron. Only someone with eyes to see and ears to hear can disentangle their real essence from the flotsam and jetsam that float alongside them.’


‘I don’t understand what you are talking about.’


Calque sighed. ‘Let’s take this as an example. It’s a statue of the Virgin and Child, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Of course it is.’


‘And we know that this particular Virgin protects sailors. You see that bell up there? When it suddenly tolls of its own accord, it means a sailor has been miraculously saved from the sea by the Virgin’s intervention. Or that a storm will come, and a miracle occur.’


‘That’s just the wind, surely. Wind usually comes before a storm.’


Calque smiled. He spread some paper over the base of the statue, and began to trace over the letters with his pen. ‘Well, Isis, the Egyptian goddess, wife and sister of Osiris and sister of Set, was also believed to save sailors from the sea. And we know that she was frequently depicted seated on a throne, with her son, Horus the Child, on her lap. Horus is the god of light, of the sun, of the day, of life, and of good, and his nemesis, Set, who was Isis’s sworn enemy, was the god of the night, of evil, of darkness, and of death. Set had tricked Osiris, chief of the gods, into trying out a beautifully crafted coffin, and had sealed him inside it and sent him down the Nile, where a tree grew around him. Later, he cut Osiris’s body into fourteen pieces. But Isis found the coffin and its contents and reassembled them, with Thoth, the mediator’s, help, and Osiris then came back to life just long enough to impregnate her with Horus, their son.’


‘I don’t understand…’


‘Macron, the Black Virgin is Isis. The Christ figure is Horus. All that happened was that the Christians usurped the ancient Egyptian gods and transformed them into something more palatable to a modern sensibility.’


‘Modern?’


‘Osiris was resurrected, you see. He came back from the dead. And he had a son. Who pitted himself against the forces of evil. Doesn’t that sound familiar to you?’


‘I suppose so.’


‘Both Jesus and Horus were born in a stable. And their births are both celebrated on the 25th of December.’


Macron’s eyes had begun to glaze.


Calque shrugged. ‘Well. Anyway. Here is what Sabir and your eye-man were looking for.’ He held up the sheet of paper.


‘It’s in gobbledegook.’


‘No it’s not. It’s written in reverse. All we need to do is to find a mirror, and we should be able to disentangle it.’


‘How do you know they were looking for it?’


‘Logic, Macron. Look. They broke in here for a purpose. That purpose was to steal the Virgin. But the eye-man was also here. They succeeded in driving him away, though, leaving Sabir, the gypsy and the gardien alone in the Sanctuary. But the old man is bewildered by it all, and is too old to take charge, so he obeys Sabir and trots off back to the office to phone. The two of them could easily have managed to take the Virgin with them then. She’s only around seventy centimetres tall, and hardly weighs anything. But they don’t. They leave her behind. And why do they do that? Because they already have what they came for. Bring me that torch.’


‘But it’s evidence. There may be fingerprints on it.’


‘Just bring me the torch, Macron.’ Calque turned the paper over. ‘Now we’ll shine it against the writing.’


‘Ah. That’s clever. No need of a mirror.’


‘Take this down in your notebook:


“II sera ennemi et pire qu’ayeulx


II naistra en fer, de serpente mammelle


Le rat monstre gardera son secret


II sera mi homme et mi femelle”’


‘What does it mean?’


‘Don’t you understand your own language?’


‘Well, of course I do.’


‘Then you decipher it.’


‘Well, the first line reads “He will be an enemy and worse…”’ Macron hesitated.


‘“… than anyone before him.”’


‘“He will be born in iron…”’


‘“… of hell,” Macron. Enfer means hell. Ignore the fact that it’s been split in two. People aren’t born of iron.’


‘“… of hell,” then, “with the nipple of a serpent…”’


‘“… he will suckle from a serpent’s breast.’”


Macron sighed. He exhaled loudly, as if he had just hefted a set of massive weights in the gym. ‘“The monstrous rat will hide his secret…”’


‘Go on.’


‘“He will be half man and half woman.”’


‘Excellent. But the last line may also be read as “He will be neither man nor woman.”’


‘How do you work that one out?’


‘Because of the clue given in line one. The use of the word ‘ennemi. It implies that when mi reappears, the em should be changed to en.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘Have you never done crosswords?’


‘They didn’t have crosswords in medieval France.’


‘They had better than crosswords. They had the Kabbalah. It was normal practice to disguise or codify one word by using another. Just as the author has done in line three, with rat monstre. It’s an anagram. We know that because the two words are followed by the word secret, which acts as the pointer. Just like in crosswords. Again.’


‘How do you know all these things?’


‘It’s a little thing called a classical education. Linked to another little thing called common sense. It’s something they obviously failed to teach you people down in that bidonville of a school of yours in Marseille.’


Macron allowed the insult to wash over him. For once in his life he found himself more interested in the case than in himself. ‘Who do you think wrote this stuff? And why are these maniacs after it?’


‘Do you want my honest opinion?’


‘Yes.’


‘The Devil.’


Macron’s mouth dropped open. ‘You’re not serious?’


Calque folded up the sheet of paper and put it in his pocket. ‘Of course I’m not serious. The Devil doesn’t bother to write people billets-doux, Macron. Hell always comes by Express Delivery.’
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Yola sat up higher in her seat. ‘Look. There’s going to be a wedding.’ She turned and stared critically at the two men. ‘I shall have to wash and mend your clothes. You can’t appear in public like that. And you’ll need jackets and ties.’


‘My clothes are fine as they are, thank you.’ Sabir turned to Yola. ‘And how the hell did you work that one out about the wedding? We haven’t even arrived in the camp yet.’


Alexi let out a snort. He lay sprawled across the back seat, with his bandaged head propped comfortably against the window. ‘Are all you gadjes blind? We’ve already passed four caravans on the way here. Where do you think they’re going?’


‘To a funeral? To another of your Krisses?’


‘Did you notice the faces of the women?’


‘No.’


‘Well, if you used your eyes for once – like a gypsy –you would have seen that the women were excited, not sad.’ He ran his finger around the inside of his mouth, testing the new geography. ‘Have you got fifty euros on you?’


Sabir switched his attention back to the road. ‘That will scarcely be enough to buy you a new set of gold teeth.’


Alexi grimaced. ‘Have you got them?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well give them to me. I’m going to have to pay someone to watch the car.’


‘What are you talking about, Alexi?’


‘Just what I said before. If you don’t pay someone to watch it, someone else will strip it clean. They’re thieves, these people.’


‘What do you mean, “these people”? They’re your people, Alexi.’


‘I know that. That’s why I know they’re thieves.’
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Sabir and Alexi had been allocated the corner of one of Alexi’s cousins’ caravans. Alexi was recuperating on the single cot, with Sabir seated below him, on the floor.


‘Show me the pistol, Alexi. I want to see why it misfired.’


‘It didn’t misfire. It just didn’t fire at all. I would have had him. Straight through the nose.’


‘You know about safety catches?’


‘Of course I know about safety catches. What do you think I am? An idiot?’


‘And you know about cocking?’


‘Cocking? What’s cocking?’


‘Ah.’ Sabir sighed. ‘Before you can shoot an automatic pistol, you have to pull back this catch here, and cock it. It’s called locking and loading in the military.’


‘Putain. I thought it worked like a revolver.’


‘Only revolvers work like revolvers, Alexi. Here. Try it.’


‘Hey. It’s easy.’


‘Stop pointing it at me.’


‘It’s all right, Adam. I’m not going to shoot you. I don’t hate gadjes that bad.’


‘I’m very relieved to hear it.’ Sabir frowned. ‘So tell me, Alexi. Where’s Yola gone?’


‘To be with the women.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that we won’t see her so much for a while. Not like when we’re on the road.’


Sabir shook his head. ‘I don’t get this gypsy split between men and women, Alexi. And what’s all this about impurities and polluting people? What did she call it? Mah… something or other.’


‘Mahrimé.’


‘That’s it.’


‘It’s normal. There are things that pollute, and things that don’t pollute.’


‘Like hedgehogs.’


‘Yes. Hedgehogs are clean. So are horses. They don’t lick their own genitals. Dogs and cats are filthy.’


‘And women?’


‘They don’t do that either. What do you think? That they’re contortionists?’


Sabir slapped the sole of Alexi’s foot. ‘I’m serious. I really want to know.’


‘It’s complicated. Women can pollute when they’re bleeding. When that happens, a woman can’t hold someone else’s baby, for instance. Or touch a man. Or cook. Or walk over a broom. Or do anything, really. That’s why a woman must never be above a man. In a bunk, say. Or in a house. He would be polluted.’


‘Jesus.’


‘I tell you, Adam. In my father’s time it used to be worse. Gypsy men could not travel on the Paris Metro, in case, by accident, a gypsy woman would be on the pavement above them. Food had to be placed outside the house, in case a woman walked on the floor above it. Or touched it with her dress.’


‘You can’t be serious.’


‘I’m very serious. And why do you think Yola asked me to be in the room with you when she showed you the coffer?’


‘Because she wanted to involve you?’


‘No. Because it is not right for an unmarried woman to be alone in a room with a bed in it, in company with a man who is not her brother or her father. Also you were a gadje, and that made you mahrimé.’


‘So that’s why the old woman back at the camp wouldn’t eat with me?’


‘You’ve got it. She would have polluted you.’


‘She would have polluted me? But I thought I would have polluted her?’


Alexi made a face. ‘No. I was wrong. You haven’t got it.’


‘And then all this stuff with women wearing long dresses. And yet Yola doesn’t seem to mind baring her breasts in public. I’m thinking of during the funeral.’


‘Breasts are for feeding children.’


‘Well I know that


‘But a woman shouldn’t show her knees. That’s not good. It’s up to her not to inflame her father-in-law’s passions. Or those of men other than her husband. Knees can do that.’


‘But what about all the women here in France? You see them in the street all the time. Hell, they bare just about everything.’


‘But they are payos. Or gadje. They don’t count.’


‘Oh. I see.’


‘Now you are one of us, Adam, you matter. Not as much as a real gypsy, maybe. But you matter.’


‘Thank you for that. I’m very relieved.’


‘Maybe we even get you a wife some day. Someone ugly. Whom no one else wants.’


‘Fuck you, Alexi.’
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‘There’s going to be a wedding.’


‘A wedding?’ Calque looked up from the library book he was working on.


‘Yes. I talked to the chief of the Gourdon gendarmerie just as you suggested. There have been caravans arriving for three days now. They’ve even drafted in two extra officers in case of disturbances. Drunks. Trouble with the townspeople. That sort of thing.’


‘Any movement of our trio?’


‘None. I suspect they’re going to be here for the duration. Especially if one of them is injured. Their car is parked at the periphery of the camp. Frankly, they must be mad. A brand-new Audi in that place? It’s like waving a pair of used panties in front of a pubescent boy.’


‘Your metaphor lacks both grace and merit, Macron.’


‘I’m sorry, Sir.’ Macron searched around for something neutral to say. Some harmless way of diffusing his anger at the situation Calque was placing them in. ‘What are you doing, Sir?’


‘I’m trying to decode this anagram. At first I thought rat monstre was simply an anagram for monastère. That it meant that the secret of whatever it is these people are searching for will be kept in a monastery.’


‘But there aren’t enough letters for that. Look. There are too many tees and not enough ees.’


‘I know that.’ Calque scowled at him. ‘I’ve realised that. However, I was making the perfectly reasonable assumption that the author of this verse may have been using an antiquated spelling – monastter, for instance. Or montaster.’


‘But it’s not that?’


‘No. Now I’m looking through this book for other sites in France which have Black Virgins. Perhaps we’ll get to it that way.’


‘But why does it have to be in France?’


‘What are you talking about, Macron?’


‘Why does the place in which this secret is hidden have to be in France? Why not in Spain?’


‘Explain yourself.’


‘My mother is very Catholic, Sir. Particularly so, I should say. When I was a child, she would frequently take us the few hundred kilometres down the coast to Barcelona. By train. On the Estérel. It was her idea of a day out.’


‘Get to the point, Macron. I haven’t got time to listen to stories of your happy childhood holidays just now.’


‘No, Sir. I’m coming to the point. Near Barcelona, not far from Terrassa, lies one of Spain’s holiest shrines. It’s called Montserrat. I don’t remember if there’s a Black Virgin there, but it’s one of the spiritual homes of the Jesuits. St Ignatius de Loyola hung up his armour there after he decided to become a monk. My mother is particularly fond of the Jesuits, you see.’


Calque rocked back in his chair. ‘Macron. For once in your life you’ve succeeded in surprising me. Perhaps we’ll make a detective of you yet.’ He began leafing through the book. ‘Yes. Here we are. Montserrat. And it’s spelled with two tees. Brilliant. And there is a Black Virgin there. Listen to this:


‘The worship of La Virgen de Montserrat, otherwise known as La Morenita, or the Dark One, dates back to 888, when she was found hidden high on the Sierra de Montserrat by a group of shepherds, under the protection of a flock of angels. Carved by St Luke himself, the statue was believed to have been brought from Jerusalem to Montserrat by St Peter, where it had lain undisturbed for hundreds of years. Soon after her discovery, the Bishop of Manresa tried to move the statue, but she remained firmly in place. The Count of Barcelona became her first protector and his son dedicated a shrine to her in 932, an endowment sanctified by King Lothaire of France in 982. Montserrat is now a centre for both pilgrimage and for the promulgation of Catalan nationalism. Married couples visit from all over Spain in order to have their union blessed by the Virgin, for, as the saying goes, “No es ben casat qui no dun la done a Montserrat.” “A man is not properly married until he has taken his bride to Montserrat.” It is also alleged that the present shrine once housed an altar to Venus, goddess of beauty, mother of love, Queen of laughter, the mistress of the graces and pleasure, and the patroness of courtesans.’


Calque clapped his hands together. ‘Venus, Macron. Now we’re getting somewhere. Do you remember how the verse went? “He will be neither man nor woman.‘”


‘What’s that got to do with Venus?’


Calque sighed. ‘Venus was also called Cypria, after her main place of worship on the island of Cyprus. There was a famous statue there, in which Cypria was portrayed with a beard and carrying a sceptre. However, and here is the link with the verse, the male-seeming Cypria had the body of a woman, and was dressed in female clothes. Catullus, when he saw the statue, even called her the duplex Amathusia. She is a hermaphrodite, in other words, just like her son.’


‘A what?’


‘A hermaphrodite. Half man, half woman. Neither one thing, nor the other.’


‘And what’s that got to do with the Black Virgin?’


‘Two things. One: it confirms your reading of Montserrat – excellent work, Macron. Two: when paired with the writing carved on its base, it further reinforces the connection between the Black Virgin of Montserrat and that of Rocamadour.’


‘How do you figure that one out?’


‘Do you remember the faces of the Virgin of Rocamadour and her son? Look. Here is a picture.’


‘I don’t see anything. It’s just a statue.’


‘Macron. Use your eyes. The two faces are similar. Interchangeable. They could both be male, or both be female.’


‘I’m completely lost. I really don’t see what this has to do with our murder.’


‘Frankly, neither do I. But I agree with you about the wedding. I think the gypsies will stay here for the duration and lick their wounds. Sabir is another matter, of course. And where he goes, the eye-man will surely follow. So we are going to be ahead of the game for once. We are going on a field trip.’


‘A field trip? To where?’


‘To renew acquaintance with your childhood haunts, Macron. We are going to Spain. To Montserrat. To visit a lady.’
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Achor Bale watched the new young security guard work his dog in and out of every corner of the St-Sauveur Basilica. You had to hand it to the Rocamadour church authorities. They hadn’t been slow off the mark in the recruitment stakes. Still. Must be soul-destroying work. What were the chances of a miscreant coming back to the scene of his crime the very evening after an attempted robbery? A million to one against? More than that, probably. Bale eased himself closer to the edge of the organ loft. Another minute and the man would be directly beneath him.


It had been child’s play to switch the tracker back on and follow Sabir and the two gypsies as far as Gourdon. In fact Bale had been sorely tempted to ambush them that first night, while they were sleeping in the car. But they had chosen a particularly inconvenient spot, slap bang in the middle of a bustling market town, on the outskirts of the Bouriane – the sort of place that had security cameras, and eager-beaver policemen on the lookout for drunks and pugnacious young farmers.


Bale’s decision had been duly validated when he had heard on the radio that the robbers had left the Virgin behind them. What was that all about? Why hadn’t they stolen her? They had his pistol. And the gardien was midway between senescence and the grave. No. He had definitely seen the gypsy squinting at the base of the Virgin before indulging in all that religious mumbojumbo of his – which meant that there was something written there, just as the girl had implied at the riverbank. Something that Bale desperately needed to see.


Now the security guard was zigzagging up and down between the pews, urging his dog forwards with a sequence of short whistles. You’d think someone was filming him, the zeal he was showing for his new job. Any normal human being would have stopped for a cigarette long ago. This one would have to be put well out of the way. The dog, too, of course.


Bale threw the candle-holder high over the man’s head, counted to three and launched himself out of the loft. The man had made himself an easy mark, just as he’d known. Hearing the noise of the candle-holder, he’d instantly turned away from his perusal of the organ and flashed his torch at the fallen object.


Bale’s feet caught him on the back of the neck. The man jerked forward, landing with the full weight of Bale’s projectile body driving him on to the flagstones. It had been an eight-foot drop for Bale. The security guard might as well have launched himself off a foot ladder with a rope tied around his neck.


Bale heard the vertebral crunch immediately he landed, and turned his attention directly to the dog. The dead man still had his hand looped through the braided leather leash. The Alsatian instinctively backed away, crouching prior to his leap forward. Bale grabbed the leash and swung, like a baseball player striking out for a home run. The Alsatian took off, propelled both by its own forward impetus and the centrifugal throw-out of Bale’s swing. Bale let go of the leash at the perfect moment. The principle of the fulcrum worked to its full effect, sending the dog star-fishing across the church like an athlete’s hammer shot. The animal struck the stone wall of the church, fell to the floor and began howling. Bale ran across and stamped on its head.


He stood for a moment, listening, with his mouth and eyes wide open like a cat. Then, satisfied that no one had overheard him, he set off for the Sanctuary.
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Sabir resettled the blanket over his groin. There were times – and this was one of them – when he wished that Yola could wean herself off the habit of bursting into people’s rooms unannounced. Earlier that afternoon she had taken their clothes to the communal washtub, leaving both of the men wrapped in blankets, like shipwreck victims, and forced to contemplate indefinite, unwanted siestas. Now Sabir found himself frantically searching around for something innocuous to say in order to defuse his embarrassment.


‘All right. I’ve thought of another riddle for you. This one is a real stinker. Ready? “What is greater than God? More evil than the Devil? The poor already have it. The rich want it. And if you eat it, you die.”’


Yola scarcely looked up from what she was doing. ‘Nothing, of course.’


Sabir slumped back against the wall. ‘Oh Christ. How did you get the answer so quickly? It took me well over an hour when my cousin’s boy tried it out on me.’


‘But it’s obvious, Adam. I got it in the first line. When you asked what is greater than God. Nothing is greater than God. The rest falls into place when you realise that.’


‘Yeah, well, I got that bit too. But I didn’t stop to think that it might be the answer. I just got irritated and outraged that anyone could imagine that there was something greater than God.’


‘You’re a man, Adam. Men are born angry. That’s why they have to laugh at everything. Or strike out at things. Or act like children. If they didn’t, they’d go mad.’


‘Thank you. Thank you for that one. Now I know where I get my sense of humour.’


Yola had conjured up an entire change of clothing for herself. She was sporting a red-flowered blouse, buttoned to the collar, and a hip-hugging green skirt with a flared rim, reaching to just below the knee. The skirt was cinched in at the waist with a broad leather belt studded with small mirrors, and she was wearing Cuban-heeled shoes with ankle straps. Her hair was partially up, just as it had been at the Kriss.


‘Why don’t you ever wear jewellery? Like some of the other women?’


‘Because I’m a virgin and still unmarried.’ Yola cast a loaded glance at Alexi, who somehow contrived to ignore it. ‘It wouldn’t be seemly to compete with the bride and her married female relatives.’ She fussed around laying out two sets of clothes on the bed, near Alexi’s feet. ‘Your own clothes are still drying. I’ll bring them in when they’re ready. But here are two suits and two ties I borrowed. Also some shirts. They should fit you. Tomorrow, at the wedding, you must also have some paper money ready to give to the bride. You’ll need to pin it on to her dress with this.’ She handed each man a safety pin.


‘Eh, Adam…’


‘Don’t tell me, Alexi. You need to borrow some money.’


‘It’s not only me. Yola needs some too. But she’s too proud to ask.’


Yola flapped her hand in irritation. Her gaze was focused on Sabir. ‘What were you going to tell us in the car? When I stopped you?’


‘I don’t understand…’


‘You said you had something important to say. Well. We’ve eaten. We’ve rested. Now you can speak.’


It had to come, thought Sabir. I should have learned by now – Yola never leaves a thing alone until she’s worried the juice out of it. ‘I think you both ought to stay here. For the time being, at least.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Alexi’s injured. He needs to recuperate. And you, Yola… Well, you had a terrible shock.’ He reached across the table for his wallet. ‘I’ve figured out the rhyme on the foot of the Black Virgin, you see.’ He pulled out a crumpled piece of paper and flattened it against his knee. ‘I think it refers to Montserrat. That’s a place in Spain. In the hills above Barcelona. At least that seems to be the gist of it.’


‘You think we’re wasting our time, don’t you? That’s why you don’t want us along? You think this man will appear again and harm us if we continue along this path. But worse this time, maybe?’


‘I think we’re on a dangerous wild goose chase, yes. Look. Nostradamus, or your ancestors, or whoever carved these things on the Virgin’s feet – they could have carved stuff on half a hundred Virgins around the country. Things were much looser then than they are now. People made pilgrimages all over the place. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that eighty per cent of the Virgins that existed then are probably gone – victims of a dozen different religious wars. Not to mention the Revolution, the First and Second World Wars and the war with Prussia. Your people were nomadic, Yola. Far more so than they are now. They spent their time avoiding armies, not going in search of them. It’s odds on that if we find writing on the Montserrat Virgin’s feet, it’ll just lead us somewhere else. And then somewhere else again. That the verses, or whatever it is we are searching for, are long gone.’


‘Then why did the man follow us? What does he want?’


‘I think he’s crazy. He’s got some notion in his head that there’s money tied up in this thing, and he simply can’t leave it alone.’


‘You don’t believe that.’


Sabir shook his head. ‘No.’


‘So why are you saying this? Don’t you like us any more?’


Sabir felt momentarily at a loss, as if he had been blind-sided by a child. ‘Of course I like you. These last few days… well… they’ve felt like years. Like we’ve always been together. I don’t know how to explain it.’


‘Because we’ve met before? Is that what you are saying?’


‘Met before? No. I wasn’t…’


‘Alexi has told you I am hexi. This means I know things sometimes. Sense things. That happened with you. I instantly sensed that you meant the right thing by me. That you hadn’t killed Babel. I fought against it, but my instinct told me I was right. Alexi felt it too.’ She cast a surreptitious glance back towards the bed. ‘He’s not hexi, though. He’s just a stupid gypsy.’


Alexi made a rude sign at her but his heart wasn’t in it. He was watching her intently. Listening to her words.


‘We gypsies feel things stronger than payos and gadjes. We listen to the voices inside us. Sometimes it sends us wrong. Like it did with Babel. But most times it’s right.’


‘And where’s it sending you now?’


‘With you.’


‘Yola. This man is evil. Look what he did to you. To Babel. He would have killed Alexi, too, if we’d given him the time.’


‘You were going to leave without us. To sneak out at night. Like a thief. Weren’t you?’


‘Of course I wasn’t.’ Sabir could feel the lie reflected on his face. Even his mouth went loose in the telling of it, muffling his words.


‘Listen to me. You’re Babel’s phral. He exchanged his blood with you. Which means that we are related, all three of us, by blood as well as by law. So we’re going to this wedding. Together. We’re going to be happy and joyful and remind ourselves of what living on this earth really means. Then, when the morning after the wedding comes, you’ll stand in front of us and tell us whether you want us to go with you or not. I owe a duty to you now. You are my brother. The head of my family. If you tell me not to come, I shall obey. But you will scar my heart if you leave me behind. And Alexi loves you like a brother. He will weep and be sad to know you do not trust him.’


Alexi put on a mournful face, only half mitigated by the holes left by his missing teeth.


‘All right, Alexi. You don’t need to lay it on with a trowel.’ Sabir stood up. ‘Now that you’ve decided what it is we need to do, Yola, could you please tell me if there is anywhere to wash and shave around here?’


‘Come outside. I will show you.’


Sabir caught Yola’s warning look just as he was about to include Alexi in his intended exodus. Clutching the blanket about him like a Roman toga, he followed her out of the hut.


She stood, hands on her hips, looking out over the camp. ‘You see that man? The blond one who is watching us from the steps of the new caravan?’


‘Yes.’


‘He wants to kidnap me.’


‘Yola


‘His name is Gavril. He hates Alexi because Alexi’s father was a chief and gave a ruling against his family that resulted in an exile.’


‘An exile?’


‘That is when a person is banished from the tribe. Gavril is angry, also, that he is blond and an only child. People say that he was abducted from a gadje woman. That his mother couldn’t have children of her own and so her husband did this terrible thing. So he is doubly angry.’


‘And yet he wants to kidnap you?’


‘He is not really interested in me. He just pesters me to go behind the hedge with him because he knows it angers Alexi. I was hoping he would not be here. But he is. He will be happy that Alexi has been injured. Happy that he has lost some teeth and cannot afford to replace them.’


Sabir could feel the tectonic plates of his former certainties shifting and resettling themselves into a subtly different configuration. He was getting used to the feeling now. Almost liking it. ‘And what do you want me to do about him?’


‘I want you to watch out for Alexi. Stay with him. Don’t let him drink too much. In our weddings, men and women are separated, for the most part, and I will not be able to protect him from himself. This man, Gavril, means badly by us. You are Alexi’s cousin. Once you’ve been introduced to the head man here, and formally invited to the wedding, people will stop staring at you, and you will be able to blend in more. No one will dare to denounce you. Now you stick out like an albino.’


‘Yola. Can I ask you a question?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why does everything have to be so damned complicated around you?’
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Captain Bartolomeo Villada i Lluçanes, of the Policia Local de Catalunya, offered Calque a Turkish cigarette from the amber cigarette box he kept in a specially carved indentation on his desk.


‘Do I look like a smoker?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re right. I am. But my doctor has warned me to give up.’


‘Does your doctor smoke?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does your undertaker smoke?’


‘Probably.’


‘Well then.’


Calque took the cigarette, lit it and inhaled. ‘Why is it that something which kills you can also make you feel the most alive?’


Villada sighed. ‘It is what is called by the philosophers a paradox. When God made us, he decided that literalism would be the bane of the world. He therefore invented the paradox to counteract it.’


‘But how do we counteract the paradox?’


‘By taking it literally. See. You are smoking. And yet you understand the paradox of your position.’


Calque smiled. ‘Will you do as I ask, then? Will you take this risk with your men? I would fully understand if you decided against it.’


‘You really believe that Sabir will abandon his friends and come alone? And that the man you call the eye-man will follow him?’


‘They both need to know what is on the base of La Morenita. Just as I do. Can you arrange it?’


‘A visit to La Morenita will be arranged. In the interests of cross-border cooperation, needless to say.’ Villada gave an ironical inclination of the head. ‘As for the other thing…’ He tapped his lighter on the desk, swivelling it from back to front between his fingers. ‘I shall stake out the Sanctuary, as you suggest. For three nights only. The Virgen de Montserrat has much significance for Catalunya. My mother would never forgive me if I allowed her to be violated.’
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Sabir didn’t feel entirely comfortable in his borrowed suit. The lapels were nearly a foot wide and the jacket fitted him like a morning coat – in fact, it made him look like Cab Calloway in Stormy Weather. The shirt, too, left something to be desired; he had never been fond of sunflowers and waterwheels, particularly in terms of creative design. The tie was of the fluorescent kipper variety and clashed abominably with his shirt, which itself clashed with the maroon stripes which some joker of a tailor had allowed to be interleaved throughout the suiting material. At least the shoes were his own.


‘You look fantastic. Like a gypsy. If you didn’t have that payo mug of yours, I’d want you for a brother.’


‘How do you keep a straight face when you say things like that, Alexi?’


‘My jaw is broken. That is how.’


Despite all Yola’s protestations to the contrary, Sabir still felt that he stuck out like an albino. Everyone was watching him. Wherever he went, whatever he did, gazes slid off him and then back on again as soon as his attention was diverted towards somewhere else. ‘Are you sure they’re not going to turn me in? I’m probably still appearing nightly on TV. There’s probably a reward.’


‘Everybody here knows of the Kriss. They know you are Yola’s phral. That the Bulibasha at Samois is your kirvo. If anyone denounced you, they would have to answer to him. They would be exiled. Like that arsehole Gavril’s uncle.’


Gavril was watching them from the periphery of the camp. When he saw that Alexi had noticed him, he raised one finger and plunged it inside a ring made out of the thumb and index finger of his other hand. Then he stuck it in his mouth and rolled his eyes.


‘A friend of yours?’


‘He’s after Yola. He wants to kill me.’


‘The two things don’t necessarily tally.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘I mean if he kills you, Yola won’t marry him.’


‘Oh yes. She probably would. Women forget. After a while he’d convince her that he was in the right. She’d get hot in her stomach and let him kidnap her. She’s already old not to be married. What’s happening tonight is bad. She will see this wedding and start thinking even more unwell of me. Then Gavril will look better to her.’


‘She’s old not to be married because she’s keeping herself for you, Alexi. Or hadn’t you noticed that? Why the hell don’t you just kidnap her and have done with it?’


‘Would you let me?’


Sabir aimed a playful slap at Alexi’s head. ‘Of course I’d let you. She’s obviously in love with you. Just as you are with her. That’s why you argue all the time.’


‘We argue because she wants to dominate me. She wants to wear the trousers. I don’t want a woman who nags me. Whenever I go away, she’ll get angry. And then she’ll punish me. Yola is hexi. She’ll put spells on me. This way, I’m free. I don’t have to explain myself to anyone. I can fuck payo women, just like she said.’


‘But what if someone else took her? Someone like Gavril?’


‘I’d kill him.’


Sabir groaned and turned his attention back to the bridal party, which was fast approaching the centre of the camp. ‘You’d better tell me what’s happening.’


‘But it’s just like any other wedding.’


‘I don’t think so, somehow.’


‘Well. Okay then. You see those two over there? That’s the father of the bride and the father of the groom. They will have to convince the Bulibasha that they have agreed on a bride-price. Then the gold must be handed over and counted. Then the Bulibasha will offer the couple bread and salt. He’ll tell them, “When the bread and salt no longer taste good to you, then you will no longer be husband and wife.‘”


‘What’s the old woman doing, waving the handkerchief?’


‘She is trying to convince the father of the groom that the bride is still a virgin.’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘Would I kid you, Adam? Virginity is very important here. Why do you think Yola is always going on about being a virgin? That makes her more valuable. You could sell her for a lot of gold if you could find a man willing to take her on.’


‘Like Gavril?’


‘His cellar is empty.’


Sabir realised that he would get no further along that route. ‘So why the handkerchief?’


‘It’s called a mocador. A pañuelo, sometimes. That old woman you see holding it – well, she’s checked with her finger that the bride is really a virgin. Then she stains the mocador in three places with blood from the girl. After that has been done, the Bulibasha pours rakia on the handkerchief. This will move the blood into the shape of a flower. Only virgin’s blood will do this thing – pig’s blood wouldn’t behave in that way. Now look. She’s tying the handkerchief on a stick. This means that the father of the groom has accepted that the girl is a virgin. Now the old woman will carry the stick around the camp so that everyone else can see that Lemma has not had her eyes closed by another man.’


‘What’s the bridegroom called?’


‘Radu. He’s my cousin.’


‘Who isn’t?’
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Sabir caught sight of Yola on the other side of the square. He waved a hand at her, but she lowered her head and ignored him. He idly wondered what new faux pas he’d just committed.


Over by the wedding party, the Bulibasha raised a vase and brought it down with all his force on the bridegroom’s head. The vase splintered into a thousand pieces. There was a communal gasp from the assembled crowd.


‘What the hell was all that about?’


‘The more pieces the vase breaks into, the happier the couple will be. This couple will be very happy.’


‘Are they married now?’


‘Not yet. First the bride has to eat something made with herbs taken from above a grave. Then she must have her hands painted with henna – the longer the henna stays on, the longer her husband will love her. Then she must carry a child over the threshold of her caravan, for if she doesn’t produce a child within a year, Radu can throw her out.’


‘Oh, that’s great. That’s very enlightened.’


‘It doesn’t often happen, Adam. Only when the couple fight. Then it is a good excuse for both parties to end an unhappy state.’


‘And that’s it?’


‘No. In a few minutes, we will carry the bride and groom around the camp on our shoulders. The women will sing the traditional yeli yeli wedding song. Then the bride will go and change into her other costume. Then we will all dance.’


‘You can dance with Yola, then.’


‘Oh no. Men dance with men and women with women. There’s no mixing.’


‘You don’t say. You know something, Alexi? Nothing about you people surprises me any more. I just figure out what I expect to happen, turn it around on its head, and then I know I’ve got it right.’
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It had taken Achor Bale three hours to foot-slog his way over the hills behind the Montserrat Sanctuary, and he was starting to wonder whether he wasn’t taking caution to ridiculous extremes.


Nobody knew his car. Nobody was following him. Nobody was waiting for him. The chances of a French policeman making a connection between the Rocamadour murder and the death of the gypsy in Paris were thin in the extreme. And then to extrapolate from there to Montserrat? Still, something was niggling at him.


He had turned on the tracker twenty miles from Manresa, but he had known that the chances of picking up Sabir were pretty slim. Frankly, he didn’t much care if he never encountered the man again. Bale was not one to harbour grudges. If he made an error, he rectified it – it was as simple as that. Back at Rocamadour he had made an error in not giving the Sanctuary the once over. He had underestimated Sabir and the gypsy, and he had paid the price – or rather the new watchman had paid the price.


This time he would not be so cavalier. Barring the train, which was too limiting, there was only one effective way into Montserrat, which was by road. Having left his car suitably concealed on the far side of the ridge, therefore, he would come in over the mountains, on the understanding that if the police had, by some miracle, been forewarned of his arrival, they would be monitoring the two obvious incoming routes, and not those people exiting in the opposite direction by train, or hijacked vehicle, early in the morning.


One aspect of the fiasco at Rocamadour still irritated him, however. Bale had never lost a gun before – neither during his years on active service with the Legion, nor as a result of the many activities he had engaged in for the Corpus Maleficus after that period. And particularly not a gun that he had been given, in person, by the late Monsieur, his adoptive father.


He had been inordinately fond of the little .380 calibre Remington 51 self-loader. All of eighty years old, and one of the very last units off the factory production line, it had been small and easy to conceal. Hand-milled to reduce glare, it had a particularly effective delayed blow-back, which saw the slide and the breech-block travelling in tandem for a short distance after each shot, powering the slide back over the recoil spring, during which time the breech-block was fleetingly braced in its tracks before continuing on to rejoin it. In this manner the spent cartridge was ejected and the action re-cocked in one and the same process, with a fresh round being chambered on the return stroke. Brilliant. Bale liked mechanical things that worked as they were meant to.


Regret, though, was for losers. The return of the pistol could wait. Now that he had secured his very own copy of the Rocamadour verse he could put all thoughts of failure aside and get on with the job in hand. The most important new factor was that he didn’t need to follow people around any more, or brutalise them for their secrets. This suited Bale admirably. For he wasn’t by nature a vindictive or a brutal man. To his way of thinking, he was simply doing his duty in terms of the Corpus Maleficus. For if he and his ilk didn’t act when they needed to, Satan, the Great Pimp, and his hetaera, the Great Whore, would take dominion over the earth, and the reign of God would be ended. ‘He that leadeth into captivity shall go into captivity: he that killeth with the sword must be killed with the sword. Here is the patience and the faith of the saints.’
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