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A robbery with several deaths has dire consequences. What was
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"It may be that there is some ruthless cleaning up to be done
today," Jean Rabiot growled, "but that's nothing new for
you."

His two bodyguards acknowledged this with a brief nod. They
held their Uzi submachine guns at the ready.

The trio reached the dark teak door at the end of the hall. A
guard in a dark suit stood in front of it. 

"Close your mouth, Bruno! Haven't you ever seen us before?"
asked Rabiot. 

The guard stepped aside. The door opened. Jean Rabiot's
massive figure entered the room.

Even his well-built bodyguards looked slight compared to this
gray-bearded colossus in a tailored suit.

Rabiot could literally feel a breeze of ice wafting over him.
The faces of the men who had taken their seats at the table were
rigid. Their expressions would have suited a funeral. Rabiot had
been number one in this syndicate long enough to know that this was
a life-threatening moment. The mood was against him.

Rabiot had one of his bodyguards pull the chair back for him.
Then he sat down. The thick Havana in the corner of his mouth went
out. A bad omen ... 

He cursed softly to himself.

The two gorillas positioned themselves behind their
boss.

The heavy teak door slammed shut.

"So what's up?" growled Rabiot, "It wasn't me who insisted on
this meeting."

Silence reigned. You could have heard a pin drop in that
second.

Rabiot did not like this mood.

His gaze went down the row of people present. They were all
people from his organization. They had all come. This meeting had
become a kind of plenary assembly. No one had told him that before.
He began to suspect what was going to happen here.

A coup!

"There have been problems lately," said one of the people
present. He had a half bald head and high cheekbones.

"So what?" hissed Rabiot, fixing his counterpart with an icy
stare.

"A lot of people here think you're out of touch."

"Oh, really," Rabiot caustically retorted. "You know what I
think, Simon? I think you overestimate yourself!"

"The fact is that the Ukrainians are giving us a hell of a
hard time," it now came from another side. "We need a change at the
top."

A murmur of approval arose. There was a rip-rip-rip as the
bodyguards of the great Rabiot loaded their Uzi submachine
guns.

And instantly the room was quiet again.

Dead quiet!

"I get the feeling that some of you haven't really thought
your minds through yet," Rabiot said. He picked up his Havana and
tossed it aside. He screwed up his face in disgust. "Really seems
like I've been a little too lenient with some of you. But mistakes
are there to be corrected."

"You said it, Rabiot," Simon said now. His voice clinked like
ice.

And Jean Rabiot's eyes widened in horror as the barrels of the
two Uzis were suddenly aimed at him.

His own people! Rabiot was frozen with shock.

"No ..." he whispered.

Fear sweat formed on the forehead of the colossus.

"Get up, Rabiot!" said Simon.

"What are you going to do?"

Simon smiled.

"It's not our way to murder one of our own. At least not
unless we absolutely have to. Although one or two of you in this
room might actually have very good reasons for breaking every bone
in your body with your own hands." Simon shrugged. "We're not
brutes, after all."

"But ..."

"There's someone who seems particularly hell-bent on sending
you over the Jordan River in person!"

Jean Rabiot started to stutter. 

"Look, I ..."

"Forget it, Rabiot! It's not possible to reach an agreement.
Not anymore."

"What do you mean?" Rabiot was still gasping for air.

His own bodyguards grabbed him and took him in the
middle.

"Nice working for you, Rabiot," one of them said, grinning
wryly. "But everything comes to an end."
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She was a beauty. The tight-fitting dress hid little of her
exciting figure.

The seduction in person, that was her!

Only something was wrong with her eyes.

They were sea green. But they did not remind of the scent of
seaweed - but of the cold facetted eyes of a snake. An icy look, in
which deadly determination stood.

The large .45-caliber automatic in her right hand gleamed
golden. A weapon whose projectiles could rip a man's skull off.
Much too big for her delicate hands. With one swift movement, she
slid the magazine into the gun. A devilish smile flitted across her
full-lipped mouth. Then she put the gun in her purse.

It couldn't be long before she would finally have the man in
front of her gun whose death she longed for like nothing
else.

A cool wind blew from the sea over the industrial wasteland in
the north of Marseille. A factory building whose demolition was
about half complete. Today was Sunday, so the big machines with the
wrecking balls were on break.

A place made for murder ...

"You're taking your time," said the dark-haired curly-headed
man standing a few feet away from the young woman. He stomped out
his cigarette. An Uzi submachine gun hung over his shoulder.

"Don't worry, Cyril," she said, "it'll all work out."

"You're taking this pretty well, Juliette."

"Shouldn't I?"

"We're not killing anyone here."

"I know! I know better than anyone, Cyril!"

She smiled.

Her plan was perfect. She trusted it. Nothing could go
wrong.

At that second, the dark, extra-long Mercedes sedan came
around the corner. Rabiot's car. But he was no longer in charge of
the route.

The car approached, stopped. A door opened.

A massive figure was brutally pushed out.

Jean Rabiot was writhing on the floor, groaning. He looked up.
His pale face lost the last vestige of color.

"Juliette - you?" he muttered, stunned.

Juliette had meanwhile taken out her pistol and loaded it. She
stepped closer, grasping the gun with both hands.

The door of the Mercedes sedan was closed again. The car sped
away with screeching tires.

Rabiot looked after him for a moment.

Juliette laughed. 

"Yeah, your guys did a good job, huh?"

He tried to get up. With some effort, the massive Rabiot
finally succeeded. He looked at Juliette.

"I don't understand ..." he muttered.

"No?" Her voice sounded like ice. She stepped toward him. "You
really don't know? Then you're no different now than the many whose
life light you snuffed out with a snap of your fingers, Jean!" She
laughed. "Au revoir, Rabiot!"

And then she pulled the trigger. Again and again. And her face
contorted into a grimace. The first bullet hit Rabiot in the torso.
He staggered back, while the next bullet pierced his chin. Even
before the massive figure plopped heavily to the ground, Juliette
had fired half a dozen rounds. She didn't even stop firing when the
big boss was already lying on the ground in a strangely contorted
position. Motionless. And dead.
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"Pierre Marquanteur, FoPoCri," I introduced myself to the tall
police officer. I pointed next to me. "This is my colleague
François Leroc."

The man nodded.

"You're really fast," he said appreciatively.

François and I hadn't even been in the office that morning. I
had picked François up at the usual corner, then the call had come
from headquarters. And instead of going to La Canebière, where the
FoPoCri Marseille had its headquarters, we had gone to Mourepiane
as quickly as possible.

Members of a demolition crew had found a body when they were
about to start work. The homicide squad had started the
investigation and found that the dead man was a very familiar
face.

Jean Rabiot, a big shot in organized crime.

According to our findings, he had controlled a syndicate that
made its profits primarily from the illegal disposal of hazardous
waste. The profit margins had been as high as in the heroin trade
for some time.

That's how we got into the game. Because this was probably not
an ordinary murder case.

"Come on," the policeman said.

We stepped up to the body. The demolition crew workers stood a
little apart and watched as the coroner bent over the dead man. It
was Dr. Franc Valmont. I knew him from other assignments. We
exchanged brief greetings.

"At least six bullet holes," Dr. Valmont then commented. "Must
have been a big caliber. A .45 I'm guessing. Of course, I can't be
more specific until I get the projectiles out of the body."

"How long has this man been dead?", I asked.

"I think he was shot yesterday afternoon. However, I'm
reluctant to commit to the exact hour."

"Looks like ..."

"...executed," my friend and colleague François Leroc
completed, "Rabiot was literally riddled."

Valmont, meanwhile, continued, "The shots were fired from a
distance of no more than two and a half feet."

I bent down. Rabiot's rigid, dead face looked at me. His left
hand was clenched into a fist. From the side I could see that this
fist enclosed something.

"Can you open his hand, doctor?", I asked. "He's clutching
something."

"Might be a little difficult at this stage," Dr. Valmont said.


He still got it done.

I was surprised.

"A cigarette butt," it escaped me. "Don't touch it!" I said
before Valmont could commit a careless act.

The policeman handed me a latex glove. I took the cigarette
butt and looked at it. I held the thing up to the light.

"Why did he clutch it like that?" asked François.

That was exactly the question. Below the filter, I could read
the brand name on the white paper. Lucky Strike.

"Anyway, we'll keep this stub safe," I muttered.
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Three hours later, we were sitting in the office of our
superior, Monsieur Jean-Claude Marteau, Commissaire général de
police. His expression was serious. And he had every reason to
be.

Besides François and me, some other colleagues were present at
this meeting. Among them were Boubou Ndonga and Stéphane Caron.
Also Commissaire Robert J. Bardonne, who had worked for a while as
an undercover investigator in Rabiot's organization.

"Rabiot's death could be the temporary culmination of this
unfortunate gangster war that has been going on for some time
between Rabiot's organization and the Ukrainians from
Marseille-Mitte," Monsieur Marteau opined. 

Both groups made efforts to get the waste market under their
control.

And the methods were anything but squeamish. Several people
had been killed in armed clashes in recent weeks. Mostly small
people from both organizations. Middlemen and truck drivers. Or
people who, under false names, bought plots of land on which
hazardous waste that should have been disposed of at great expense
was simply dumped. At some point, these straw men disappeared and
the general public was left with a life-threatening sinkhole.
Often, this kind of thing only came to light when it had
devastating consequences. Last week, for example, an illegal
plastic waste dump near the harbor self-ignited, sending a cloud of
dioxin towards the city center.

"The Rabiot people probably won't let too much time pass to
retaliate against the Ukrainians," Ndonga opined. "The conflict has
entered a new stage of escalation."

"However, the perpetrators could also come from within the
Rabiot syndicate," Robert J. Bardonne now spoke up. He knew this
organization like no other. "There were groups that would
undoubtedly have taken the first opportunity to dump Jean Rabiot.
Incidentally, the old man was already showing a certain lack of
leadership at the time when I was still working undercover."

"And you think something like that will be exploited sooner or
later," Mr. Marteau said.

Bardonne nodded. 

"That's how it is. I would ask a certain Simon, for example
... He's always been burning with ambition. And he's the one I'd
trust most to bring together a coalition strong enough to just dump
the big boss."

"Then ask him," suggested Monsieur Marteau.

"I'm afraid he doesn't like me very much," Bardonne opined.
"After all, I came within a hair of putting him in jail."

"Take Pierre and François with you as reinforcements!"
Monsieur Marteau then turned to Boubou and Stéphane. "They will
please try to find out if anything can be found among the
Ukrainians."

"All right, chief," said Stephane.

Monsieur Marteau continued, "We must end this war as quickly
as possible. Otherwise, the whole thing will get out of
control."

It was clear to all of us that we were very close to this
point.

"There are two things I just can't get over," I said finally,
after I had brought to my mouth my paper cup with the exquisite
coffee that Melanie, the secretary of our boss, was brewing. I
continued, "On the one hand, there's this cigarette that the dead
man was clutching as if his life depended on it ..."

"It's being tested in the lab right now to see if enough
saliva traces can be isolated to do a DNA test," Monsieur Marteau
interrupted me.

I shrugged.

"In any case, I don't think it was a coincidence that Rabiot
clutched that cigarette butt."

Monsieur Marteau, turning to Bardonne, asked, "Was Rabiot
actually a smoker?"

"Just a couple of thick Havannas now and then," Robert J.
Bardonne replied. "Actually, he couldn't have afforded even those.
His medical bulletin looked miserable."

Monsieur Marteau huffed, "No cigarettes?"

"He used to say that cigarettes were something for rednecks.
And God knows he didn't count himself among them..."

"The point can be checked, after all," François opined.

I said, "The second thing that gives me no peace is the way
Jean Rabiot was butchered. The perpetrator literally shredded him
with his .45. If you ask me, this doesn't look like a stone-cold
professional killer doing his job and for whom every cartridge
increases the operating expenses of his dirty business. There seems
to me to have been a lot of emotion involved here."
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We drove to Rabiot's apartment. It was fantastically located
on the top floor of a high-rise building. From there, you could see
all the way to the Gulf of Marseille. Rabiot also owned a dream
villa in La Viste. His wife and children lived there. According to
Robert J. Bardonne's information, Rabiot had not lived there for
quite a while. The marriage existed more or less only on
paper.

Together with Bardonne, François and I had ourselves carried
to the top floor.

Police had the apartment sealed after forensic experts looked
around.

We were astonished when we saw that the seal had been broken.
Someone had been in the apartment!

We reached for our pistols. With one kick, François sent the
door flying to the side.

I rushed forward two steps with my Walther P 99 in both
hands.

A young woman whirled around. I saw her right hand reach for
the rather large handbag she was carrying over her shoulder. 

"FoPoCri!", I shouted. "Stop right there!"

She did not move, literally froze.

We entered the apartment. The furnishings were expensive, not
necessarily tasteful. But there was a lot of space here, and in a
city as densely populated as Marseille that was the very greatest
luxury anyway.

With three long strides I had reached the young woman. Her
sea-green eyes looked at me with a cold gaze.

She smiled.

I took the handbag from her and searched it briefly.

In any case, she was not armed. And that she had hidden a
firearm somewhere else on her body, I thought very unlikely in view
of her almost skin-tight dress. I lowered the gun. In the bag was,
among other things, a driver's license made out in the name of
Juliette Lucás.

She braced her left arm on her curved hip and said, "Well, do
you know everything you wanted to know now?" 

"It's a start, Madame Lucás!"

"Would you kindly show me your ID as well?"

I held my service card under her nose.

"I am Commissaire Pierre Marquanteur," I said. "You are here
in an apartment that was sealed by the police."

"Oh, really! Sorry."

"You might actually still be sorry. After all, disregarding
such a seal is punishable by law - Madame Lucás?"

She took a deep breath. Her breasts rose and fell as she did
so. 

"Look, I'm sorry, I didn't see that seal," she then claimed.
The desperate expression on her face looked very convincing. Almost
perfect. If it hadn't been for those eyes ...

"I think it was very visible," I replied.

"Monsieur Marquanteur, why so petty?"

"What were you doing here?"

"Getting a few personal things."

"Did I miss your name on the door?"

"I haven't lived here," she said, "I've just been here on
occasion, at Jean's ..." She wiped her eyes and forehead with a
jittery motion, sweeping back a few stray strands of her ash-blond,
slightly curly hair. She swallowed.

I put my gun away.

"You know what happened?", I asked.

"No."

"Jean Rabiot was shot dead yesterday. This morning he was
found at a construction site in Mourepiane."

"No God!" She swallowed. Maybe there was even something moist
glistening in her eyes. "Jean's dead ... That's terrible." She
looked at me. "That's why you're here, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"I can't believe it ..."

"When was the last time you saw Rabiot?"

"Sunday morning."

"On what occasion?"

"We had breakfast together."

"Here, in this apartment?"

"Yes."

"And then what?", I asked. "What happened then?"

"Jean told me he had to leave."

"Didn't he say where?"

"He couldn't stand being questioned. So I got out of the habit
of asking questions, Monsieur Marquanteur."

"How well did you know Jean Rabiot?", I asked.

"Well enough to know that all the lies that have been told
about him are not true."

"What lies?"

"That he ..." She hesitated, looking at us in turn. Then she
finally continued, "That he was a gangster. I have rarely known a
more loving person. He also gave a considerable portion of his
income to charitable foundations." She raised her head, looking me
straight in the eye. "But as I suspect, you are hardly interested
in actually finding the perpetrators. In truth, you're glad he got
caught."

"That's where you're wrong," François interjected. "A murder
is a murder for us - even if we suspect the victim had blood on his
own hands."

She screwed up her face.

"I'm glad to hear that," she said, "I wish you every success."
She turned toward the door.

"Just a minute," I said. "It doesn't happen that fast."

She raised her eyebrows, which were traced with
eyeliner.

"Oh, yeah?"

"We have a few more questions for you."

"I was Jean Rabiot's mistress for a while," she explained,
"Does that answer your questions?"

"Didn't you want to take some personal items?"

She shrugged. 

"I have determined that they are not here!"

"Weird."

"Yes, how one's memory can deceive one."

"What time did Monsieur Rabiot leave the apartment on
Sunday?"

"Around 10:30 in the morning."

Now Robert J. Bardonne butted in and asked, "I assume Thionnet
and Jasnore were with him, right?"

Juliette Lucás looked at him with a dismissive look. 

"I don't know who that's supposed to be."

Bardonne said, "His bodyguards!"

Juliette shrugged. 

"I don't know their names."

"When did you leave this apartment, Madame Lucás?"

"I was still taking a shower. Maybe half an hour later."

"And how did you spend the day?"

"I went home and went to bed because I had a terrible migraine
attack. Can I finally go now?"

"Where can we reach you, Madame Lucás?"

"At my apartment on Pointe-Rouge. I'll write down phone number
and address for you."

"Do you smoke?" My last question seemed to irritate her. Her
eyebrows formed a serpentine line as she looked at me in wonder.
Then she finally said, "I have painstakingly kicked the habit,
Monsieur Marquanteur."

"We have something in common there."

"Oh!"

"What brand did you smoke?"

"I always thought Marlboro was pretty good. But what's with
the questions?"

"Not Lucky Strike, by any chance?"

"No, never."
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Charles-Michel Simon looked around at the group that had
gathered in the exquisite mirrored room of Jean Lafontaine's
restaurant. Simon had a penchant for French cuisine. And besides,
he owned two-thirds of the restaurant. 

"Business is going badly," Simon said. "The whole thing, in my
opinion, is solely due to the war with the Ukrainians. We're having
a hard time finding shippers to work with us, even if we're
accommodating them on price."

"What do you suggest, Simon?" asked a tall gray-haired
man.

"We have to come to an agreement with the Ukrainians. There is
no way around it, Monsieur Bérgere!" 

Bérgere shrugged his shoulders. 

"Nothing against it, especially since the FoPoCri will show up
at one or another of ours in the near future. But I'm afraid those
bastards from Ukraine aren't interested in that at all. They want
our destruction."

"Sooner or later, they'll realize the pie is big enough for
all of us," Simon said.

Now a tall curly-headed man came forward, whose dark
tailor-made suit had cost at least a thousand euros.

"The only question is whether sooner or later," he said
coolly. "Because if it's too late, we're done for!"

"Cyril is right," someone else commented.

"What are you suggesting, Albieux?"

"We have to hit the Ukrainians deadly! That must be possible.
I don't think anything of an agreement. It can only mean that we
have to give something and they get something, and none of us can
like that."

"If the war continues, we will be targeted by the police,"
Simon indicated.

Cyril Albieux screwed up his face. He raised his long-stemmed
wine glass.

"I'm surprised you even dared to take a swing at old Jean
Rabiot and didn't wet your pants, Simon."

Sounds could now be heard from outside. Footsteps, then a
groaning sound.

All those present fell silent.

"Hell, what's going on?" scolded Simon.

At that moment, the double doors to the Hall of Mirrors burst
open.

Heavily armed masked men rushed in. Everything happened in a
flash. Men equipped with machine guns and bulletproof vests
scattered around the room, taking up positions everywhere. At least
a dozen MPs and several automatics were pointed at the men at the
table.

Jean Lafontaine, the chef de la cuisine, was thrown into the
room. He staggered, fell to the floor, and slid a bit across the
smooth parquet. Through the open door, the guards could be seen
lying strangely contorted on the floor.

A man with a silencer weapon walked measuredly into the hall
of mirrors. Not more than the eyes could be seen of his face. He
wore a balaclava. The man with the silencer weapon stopped, looked
around ...

When someone at the table moved a little too fast, the man
with the silencer gun fired with lightning speed and without even a
fraction of a second's hesitation. The projectile hit the man in
the middle of the forehead. The force of the bullet jerked him
backwards and sent him crashing to the floor along with his
chair.

Nobody moved.

"Anyone who moves is as dead as those incompetent gorillas you
posted out there!" hissed the man with the silencer weapon from
under his balaclava. He spoke slurredly and was barely
intelligible. He let the barrel of his gun circle around. None of
those present dared to even breathe too hard.

"There's a bonus for anyone who retires from the business,"
said the man with the silencer gun. "The second option is to keep
going for us. Everyone else, this is what awaits ..."

He made a quick movement with his gun. Two masked men carried
in a package. It was roughly the shape of a human body, wrapped in
a thick, opaque plastic sheet. The two masked men threw the package
on the floor. Then they unwrapped it.

Simon turned his gaze to the side. He felt sick at the sight.
He gagged and could only with difficulty prevent himself from
vomiting.

"I hope that was a warning to you morons and you finally
realize you're no match for us," the man with the silencer gun
hissed.

He signaled to his gorillas.

The MPs rattled off. And within seconds, the hall of mirrors
turned into a pile of shards. The large mirrors were shattered by
the dozens of projectiles and rained to the floor in many thousands
of small pieces.

The masked men then disappeared as quickly as they had
appeared.

For seconds, no one on the board said a word.

Finally, it was Cyril Albieux who rose first. He walked toward
the gruesome package that the masked men had left behind. His brow
furrowed as he looked at the terrible contents.

He knelt down in front of it.

"My God," he whispered. "That's Tom Brunnot!"

"One of our people, anyway, that's for sure," Simon said
coldly.

Cyril Albieux whispered, "What have those dogs done to him?
Horrible!"

Silence reigned.

Albieux rose again. He turned to the others, whose pale faces
were completely dismayed.

"We have to see that we make the dead disappear. And we have
to do it fast! They may be our own people, and we didn't kill them
either, but the cops will be pestering us with questions otherwise.
And right now we can't afford a war on two fronts - against the
Ukrainians and the FoPoCri!"

No one said a word. Not even Simon.

You'll need better nerves to become number one, Simon, thought
Cyril Albieux as he eyed the balding man appraisingly.

"You're not telling me that any of you are going to accept the
offer of those bastards," Albieux then said into the awkward
silence. "If anyone dares, I'll kill him myself!"
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François and I would have loved to talk to Simon, who,
according to Commissaire Bardonne, had the best chance of becoming
the new number one in the garbage syndicate. But Simon allowed
himself to be denied. Together with Bardonne, we drove to both his
home address and the offices of his import/export company. He was
nowhere to be found and his employees pretended to have no idea
where their boss was.

So we drove to La Viste to the villa of Jean Rabiot's
widow.

François and I in my red sports car, Bardonne in a gray Ford
belonging to our motor pool.

The villas in La Viste were often secluded, and the
celebrities of the moneyed aristocracy were as concentrated here as
perhaps only in Cannes. 

Jean Rabiot's estate resembled a fortress. One felt as if one
were at a border crossing into a totalitarian country. Barbed wire
and electric fences shielded the actual villa for a radius of
almost a kilometer. Supposedly, the villa had once belonged to a
well-known actor for a short time - but that was just a
rumor.

We stopped in front of the lattice gate.

Armed guards with walkie-talkies and man-sharp German shepherd
dogs patrolled around there. Their sunglassed faces looked at us
disparagingly. Machine guns were loaded through.

We got out of the car.

"Anything but a warm welcome, huh?" opined François.

"Rabiot was prepared for an unfriendly visit," I said.

"Apparently not good enough," Bardonne noted.

I turned to the man who had been on undercover assignment in
the Rabiot organization. 

"Does Madame Rabiot know you?"

"It's possible," Bardonne agreed. "If you remember me ... I
think we met once at a business dinner."

At the time, Bardonne had disguised himself as a real estate
agent who was supposed to procure properties for Rabiot's
organization. Unfortunately, he had not succeeded in trapping the
big boss himself, but only one of his subordinates. Rabiot himself
had been far too slick. And too cautious. He had Bardonne shadowed
and bugged. And so the undercover man had finally been exposed, and
the FoPoCri had had to withdraw him.

"I suppose they're still pretty mad at you in this house,"
François commented.

"Maybe," Bardonne replied. "But maybe not ..."

François asked, "How am I to understand that?"

"I had the impression at the time that Rabiot deliberately let
the guy we caught walk into the knife to get rid of him. Eric
Gardon was from the middle level of the hierarchy. He had an offer
from the Ukrainians, so it was rumored... And he couldn't be
dangerous for Jean Rabiot, Gardon knew too little for that!"

"You mean Rabiot used you for his own purposes?"

"I think Rabiot knew about our action against Gardon. Now
Gardon is serving time in Les Baumettes ..."

"... and Rabiot got it even worse," François finished.

We went to the gate. One of the gorillas let go of his dog and
also took off his muzzle. The animal jumped against the gate and
bared its teeth. Threateningly, the dog growled at us.

I held up my ID card.

"FoPoCri! We're here to see Madame Rabiot! Open the
gate!"

The guards looked at each other indecisively. One of them
approached us, his machine pistol at the ready.

"Let's see it!" he growled between the immaculately white
flashing teeth, reached his hand through the grating and took the
ID card. He looked at it closely. Then he signaled to one of his
colleagues and handed the ID back to me.

"Seems genuine," he commented.

"What you can count on!"

He grinned wryly.

His colleague reached for the walkie-talkie. A minute later,
the gate was opened for us.
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We parked our cars in a spacious parking lot in front of the
villa. Several limousines were parked there, including a red sports
car.

One of the scowling bodyguards led us to a gorgeous terrace
overlooking the water of the nearby park. Glass panes intercepted
the wind.

A slender woman in her mid-fifties with dyed red hair sat in a
comfortable armchair. She eyed us through sunglasses. A butler had
just brought her a drink.

"Madame Rabiot?", I asked.

"Yes?"

I held out the ID card to her. 

"Commissaire Pierre Marquanteur, FoPoCri," I introduced
myself.

A cool smile slid across Madame Rabiot's full lips. She took
off her sunglasses. She had brown eyes.

No one knew how big a role Madame Rabiot had played in her
husband's business. There were persistent rumors that she had
pulled the strings from behind the scenes in recent years. To the
outside world, however, she only ever appeared as the caring mother
of her children, who spent most of the year in good European
boarding schools.

Madame Rabiot rose. She looked at me disparagingly.

"What do you want?" she asked, "I assume you're here to patch
up some of my husband's stuff even after he's dead."

"You're wrong," I said.

"I know your kind ..." Her voice expressed deep contempt. She
looked past me. Straight at Bardonne.

"How the vultures are you ..."

"Aren't you interested in seeing your husband's murderers
punished?", I asked.

She laughed out.

"Oh, don't tell me you're interested!"

"Madame Rabiot, we need to ask you a few questions."

"Please!"

"When was the last time you saw your husband?"

"That was a long time ago."

"How long?"

"Weeks. Jean, unfortunately, lacked the necessary sense of
family in recent years."

"He lived in Meynier."

"...and made a fool of himself with women half his age. That's
what you're getting at, isn't it?"

"Well ..."

She pointed to the butler and the bodyguards surrounding her.


"These people here will give me any alibi at any time,
Monsieur Marquanteur. By the way, may I assure you that I am not a
Sicilian who throws plates with jealousy. The relationship between
Jean and me has been more businesslike lately. But we respected
each other. And that's something, too."

Now Robert Bardonne spoke up.

"Do the names Eric Thionnet and Hervé Jasnore mean anything to
you, Madame Rabiot?"

"Who would that be?"

"Your husband's bodyguards."

"I'm sorry, there are so many people working for my
husband."

"We are not only looking for the two bodyguards, but also for
your husband's limousine. You knew him better than we did. Isn't
there anything you can do to help us?"

A cold smile slid across Madame Rabiot's fine-cut face. She
turned to Bardonne.

"I am convinced that you in particular knew my husband at
least as well as I did."

A whirring engine noise caught my attention. It sounded like a
motorized airplane, only a little shriller. Instinctively, my eyes
searched the light blue sky. But I could not see anything at
first.

François, meanwhile, said, "We'd like to examine your
husband's personal effects."

"Do you have a warrant?"

"We assume that you are willing to cooperate, Madame Rabiot,"
François replied. "If this should not be present, we are naturally
concerned. You would then come into a strange light."

"And you would assume that there was imminent danger and blow
the whistle on a search warrant?"

"We would hand it in later, not whistle for it," François
corrected. "Such are the laws, Madame Rabiot!"

I was barely listening to the conversation.

The engine noise became louder. A dark dot appeared in the
sky, growing larger.

"One of those damned sport fliers," commented Madame Rabiot.
"Lately, you can't even get a break from these mosquitoes
here."

The thing came closer.

Some of the guards had also noticed it by now.

The men looked up suspiciously. They were undecided about what
to do. The thing looked like an old-fashioned biplane. The
propeller rattled.

It lowered the trajectory, coming towards the terrace.

And then I noticed that the machine had no occupant.

A model airplane!, it flashed through me.

One of the bodyguards raised his MP and fired. One wing of the
small biplane was shredded. The model went down. It landed at the
far end of the terrace.

"Careful!", I shouted and yanked Madame Rabiot to the ground.


The others also threw themselves down. There was a tremendous
detonation. The heat was murderous.

The flame flickered red high up. A hail of splinters shredded
the facade of the house. The windows cracked under the pressure of
the explosion. A deafening noise.

The butler cried out.

He had obviously been hit by something. His legs were
red.

François was with him, grabbed the injured man under the arms.
He pulled him along with him.

I rushed over and helped him. A few moments later, we were all
out of the danger zone. The flames were soaring high and had caught
some trees and bushes. Since many of the window panes were broken,
curtains had caught fire. The flames spread to the house.

François turned to one of the bodyguards.

"Call an ambulance and the fire department if you want to
prevent more than a pile of ashes from remaining here!"

The bodyguard looked at François in consternation. Taking
orders from a commissaire was a new experience for him.

"Go on!" shouted François.

Meanwhile, I let my eyes wander. The martial bodyguards, who
had had the task of securing this property, were buzzing around
like a bunch of startled chickens. All order had been lost. No one
seemed to have expected such a brazen attack. 

A bomb transported by a model airplane!

There were some top-class professional killers who had
developed a certain fondness for this method. It seemed as if
someone wanted to make it cost quite a lot to get rid of the widow
of the great Jean Rabiot.

I exchanged a glance with François.

"To the park!", I said.

François nodded.

He had had the same thought as I had.
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It was impossible to get close enough to the Rabiots' estate
to not only remotely control such an aircraft, but also to observe
where the bomb hit.

The terrain was very easy to overlook. Any stranger there
would undoubtedly have attracted the attention of the guards.

Only the park side remained.

I sprinted off. François followed me.

I ran forward with all my might, sometimes sinking up to my
ankles in the soft sand. I was glad when the ground became harder.
The wind rustled. The water glistened in the sun. I saw a dark spot
in the distance that might have been an inflatable boat, the
artificial lake was big enough.

From the beach, a wide jetty led out into the sea. Some
smaller boats were moored to it. Shortly decided, we ran to the
jetty.

The wood was slippery. Again and again it happened that the
water splashed up here.

I jumped into the first boat that came along. I chose it
because, unlike the others, it had a free outboard. You didn't need
a key, just some power to get it going. Indeed, there was no time
to ask Madame Rabiot for an ignition key for any of the other
boats, nor to hot-wire any of the engines.

I tore at the cord of the outboard motor while François
loosened the lines and jumped into the boat with me. It swayed in
the process.

Inwardly, I prayed that there was also gasoline in the
tank.

The engine started on the second try. And then we roared over
the waves. The bow lifted out of the water.

It was not a racing boat that we had chosen.

More like a vessel for anglers. The boat bounced over the
waves, toward the dark something that I had mistaken for an
inflatable.

It was actually one. It was moving away from us.

From the boat, the model airplane must have been launched and
remotely controlled. Nobody had expected it. And by a hair's
breadth, the plan would have worked.

"Hopefully there's enough fuel for a car chase!" commented
François.

I could only agree with him on that.

However, neither we nor the dinghy could get too far out on
the open lake.

"Our model pilot will want to land somewhere nearby," I
surmised. I could well imagine how the unknown killer had
proceeded. Somewhere not too far away he had parked his car and
launched the boat. In a wide arc he had then approached the Rabiot
estate.

"There must be a traitor among Madame Rabiot's people," I
suddenly said. Or rather, I literally shouted it to François,
because the outboard motor was making a hell of a racket.

François looked at me questioningly.

"What makes you think that?"

"He was quite far out! He couldn't possibly observe whether
Madame Rabiot was actually on the terrace!"

"Assuming he really had it in for her," François mused.

"Anyway, we're going to scrutinize everyone who's been walking
around here today!"

We were catching up.

I refrained from giving full throttle. Both the dinghy and our
vehicle were water displacement devices, not gliders. That meant,
among other things, that you couldn't get above a certain speed, no
matter how much engine power you used. Instead, it was perhaps more
important to save fuel.

Our counterpart on the dinghy seemed to know nothing about it.
He turned on full blast.

The dinghy plowed through the waves. The spray splashed up
high.

The hunt dragged on.

The dinghy continued to move toward the opposite shore.

The gap became smaller.

The driver pointed an Uzi-type automatic rifle at us with one
hand and fired wildly. We ducked down. The bullets whistled over
us. Accurate aiming was very difficult in a swaying boat. And an
Uzi was anything but a weapon for snipers anyway.

The distance between the two boats decreased visibly.

Meanwhile, the killer had emptied his magazine.

And he couldn't push a new one into the gun at the moment.
After all, he had to constantly hold the outboard's handle with one
hand to keep from losing course. Besides, his boat was swaying
quite a bit.

François pulled his Walther P 99 from his belt holster. He
moved cautiously in the direction of the bow.

And then he took aim.

We were close enough, but with the fluctuations it was hard to
hit.

François fired.

He had it in for the boat. Twice in quick succession, he let
the P 99 crash away. The sound of the gunshot was almost masked by
the sound of the engine.

François' second bullet hit.

The left main air chamber of the inflatable boat burst.

There was a bang louder than a gunshot. The air escaped within
seconds. The boat capsized at full speed. The killer went
overboard. He was swimming in the lake. We pulled up to him. It
took only moments to reach him.

François pointed the gun at the swimmer.

"FoPoCri!" he shouted. "You're under arrest ..."

The man in the water had short-cropped gray hair and was very
gaunt. His eyes were blue. He looked at us with a hateful
look.

But he had no choice but to join us in the boat, because it
was impossible to escape swimming here. 
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We returned to the house of Madame Rabiot. The fire had been
extinguished in the meantime.

We loaded the prisoner into the gray Ford in which Commissaire
Bardonne had driven here. The gray-haired, gaunt man was
handcuffed, and one of us was always with him to keep an eye on
him. 

We had searched him. But he was not carrying any clues to his
identity. The serial number of his Uzi had been filed off, the
label of his leather jacket had been cut out. All this indicated
that we were dealing with a real professional. We had not been able
to salvage the inflatable boat with the shredded main air chamber.
After all, François and I didn't want to take the risk of capsizing
ourselves, nor did we want to give the arrested man a chance to
resist after all.

We had only fished the remote control for the model airplane
out of the water. The killer had tied it to the dinghy for safety's
sake.

By cell phone, we asked for assistance from the responsible
police department, whose officers now searched the area for a
vehicle that must have been parked somewhere near the shore.

Perhaps there we would have closer clues to the identity of
the killer.

The gray-haired man did not say a single word. He only twisted
his thin-lipped face into a cynical grimace.

"It remains to be seen how long he can keep his silence,"
François opined. "He really has nothing left to lose."

"Unfortunately, that doesn't mean he's going to tell us who
he's working for," I pointed out.

A little later, I spoke to Madame Rabiot again. She was
standing on the terrace, looking at the aftermath of the
explosion.

"Please don't touch anything, Madame Rabiot! Some of our
colleagues are on their way here, including forensic specialists.
Every detail can be important."

Madame Rabiot laughed hoarsely.

"Do you have any idea," she murmured.

One of her bodyguards was standing nearby.

"I would like to speak with you privately," I said.

She glanced toward her bodyguard and then said, "Fati doesn't
have ears."

"Look, I'd like to save myself the trouble of bringing you
into our presidency."

She shrugged.

"Okay, Fati," she then said. The bodyguard moved away,
nervously fiddling with the temple of his pitch-black
sunglasses.

I stepped a little closer. Madame Rabiot avoided my gaze. She
tried to maintain an outward demeanor. But it was impossible not to
notice that she was under the shock of what had happened.

"Madame Rabiot, I assume you are quite aware of who could have
commissioned this assassination."

"Can't you care?"

"No. It's our case."

"So what?"

"Her husband, according to our findings, headed a
syndicate-like organization that made its money from illegal toxic
waste disposal ..."

"Have you or your colleagues in the judiciary ever been able
to produce any evidence that could be used in court?" she
interrupted me. "As far as I remember, there has never been a
conviction. So what's the point of these allegations?"

"Knowing something and being able to prove something so
airtight that you can convince prosecutors are two different
things, Madame Rabiot."

"You don't say."

"In any case, in the industry in which your husband - and
presumably you - worked, there has been considerable competition
lately."

"I wouldn't know what you're talking about."

"From the Ukrainians!"

She swallowed. Her hands had involuntarily clenched into
fists.

I continued, "But there are also people in your own
organization who may be out to get you - and who may have your
husband on their conscience."

"Be quiet," she said.

"One of your employees here worked for the man on the
dinghy."

"This is nonsense, Monsieur Marquanteur!"

"It's the only logical explanation." I pointed in the
direction of the water. "The killer had to make sure you were
really here. Because you can't see that from out there."

"Your theory?"

"One of your people tipped him off."

"And how?"

"With a mini transmitter, for example. Now there's really the
simplest thing you can imagine. The attack was precisely timed,
there's no doubt in my mind about that."

She looked at me a little surprised. Then she shook her head.


"I don't think so."

"It could be anyone who overheard that you were on the
terrace. I would rule out the butler as the only one with a fairly
high degree of certainty. After all, he himself was seriously
injured. If he'd had anything to do with it, he probably would have
run for safety."

She looked thoughtful. Then she lifted her chin. 

"Those are your conclusions, Monsieur Marquanteur. Not
mine."

"You don't want to help us?"

"I have no reason to."

"Is your interest in staying alive not a reason? We can no
longer arrest your husband. And you can no longer harm him, no
matter what you tell us."

"Good afternoon, Monsieur Marquanteur."
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Our reinforcements arrived. We scrutinized everyone who had
been on the property at the time of the attack, searched them, and
took statements and personal data. The mini-transmitter was
discovered by one of our forensic experts in a trash can. It also
turned out that one of the bodyguards was missing.

One of his colleagues admitted this after we put a bit of
pressure on him and made it clear that he himself could get
involved.

The name of the missing person was Martin Jasson.

Presumably he had slipped away unnoticed while François and I
had chased the man in the dinghy.

Martin Jasson was almost certainly our man. If we found him,
it might lead us to the person who ordered this attack.

François and I returned to headquarters very late. The man
from the rubber dinghy had been transported there hours earlier and
questioned by our interrogators. He had not said a word to them
either. He remained a stone-cold professional. Even now, in this
hopeless situation.

"It could also be that he knows exactly how long his client's
arm is," François surmised. "He wouldn't be the first inmate to die
mysteriously in custody before he could open his mouth in
court."
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Juliette Lucás felt the cold grip of her pistol as she reached
into the wide pockets of her thin coat. Next to her stood Cyril
Albieux, who brushed back his dark curls with an agitated
movement.

It was late. Almost midnight.

They were in a gloomy backyard, somewhere among condemned
ruins waiting for someone to finally make the effort to tear them
down.

Footsteps made Juliette sit up and take notice.

Cyril's posture also became somewhat tense. Cyril Albieux
carried an MP on a strap over his shoulder. He gripped the weapon
with both hands.

To Juliette's left was a small briefcase on the floor.

Juliette smiled.

The moon was high in the sky. This part of the city was so
poorly lit that it was easy to see. In other parts of Marseilles,
it was more difficult. Two figures peeled out of the
darkness.

The light of the full moon shone on them.

Juliette knew all too well who they were. Their names were
Thionnet and Jasnore and they had previously worked as bodyguards
for the great Jean Rabiot. Until that memorable Sunday, when they
delivered him to the knife.

Yes, that's how it can happen, it went through Juliette's
head. That's why you can't trust anyone.

That was her personal credo.

"There you are," said one of them. It was Thionnet. The two
approached, greeting with a curt nod.

Thionnet turned to Albieux. He looked at the MP in
amazement.

"Armed that well?"

"This is not a fine neighborhood here," Cyril replied
coolly.

Thionnet shrugged his shoulders.

"I assume you have some people posted in the area." Cyril
Albieux lowered his gun. "I thought we were on the same side,
Cyril!"

"You can never be too careful."

Thionnet reached into his inside pocket. When he saw that
Cyril Albieux was getting nervous, he said, "Cigarettes!"

Albieux shook his head. "No, thank you."

Thionnet grinned, lit a cigarette. It was the last one in the
pack. Thionnet threw the pack away carelessly. Lucky Strike was
written on the box. Then he looked for matches. He did not find
them.

Juliette stepped toward him. She pulled something out of the
purse she carried over her shoulder. A lighter. She let a flame
shoot up and held out her hand with the lighter to Thionnet.
Thionnet raised his eyebrows.

"Thank you," he said, a little surprised.

Juliette eyed him. Her sea-green eyes seemed to literally suck
in the bodyguard's face. Thionnet felt a little uncomfortable in
his skin.

"Let's get down to business," Jasnore meanwhile opined.

Juliette turned around to face him. Now her eyes examined the
second man.

"I just wanted to take a good look at you," she explained in a
way that Thionnet did not like. Juliette's voice had a threatening
undertone. She took a few steps back, lifted the suitcase and
handed it to the two of them. Jasnore reached for it. 

"How much is in it?" asked Thionnet. He looked past Juliette
to Cyril Albieux.

"The agreed amount," Cyril said.

Jasnore put the suitcase on the floor, opened it and began to
recount the money it contained.

Thionnet, meanwhile, grinned at Juliette.

"You always know who's worth getting into bed with, don't
you?" he opined. "First the great Rabiot - now the new,
up-and-coming man in the background ..." He gestured curtly in
Cyril's direction.

Juliette's gaze remained cool and unmoved.

She knew exactly that Thionnet only wanted to upset her with
his remark. But she would not do him that favor.

Jasnore closed the suitcase again and rose. 

"We're looking at this as another installment," he said,
addressing Cyril.

"That wasn't the deal," Cyril replied.

"I know, but things have changed in the meantime."

"Oh, yeah?"

"Word will get out about what we've done. No one will give us
another job, as you will surely understand. After all, we sent our
boss to his death. And that's not exactly what you'd expect from
people like us."

"You knew that before!"

"We want the same thing again. In twenty-four hours."

Juliette and Cyril looked at each other.

Cyril said, "All right, same place."

"I knew you were sensible, Cyril!" laughed Jasnore. "It's a
real pleasure doing business with you."

"I suppose you'll be leaving then."

"As soon as we have the second portion," Thionnet
promised.

And Jasnore added, "If I were in your shoes, by the way, I
would do the same."

"Oh, yeah?" Cyril Albieux raised his eyebrows.

"It's all falling apart, man. A blind man can see that. The
Ukrainians are winning the garbage war and there will be nothing
left of the Rabiot organization but ashes. If you ask me, you don't
stand a chance."

Albieux laughed cynically. "I judge that differently."

"Good luck!"

"Thank you."

"You'll need it. Have you heard about the attempt on Madame
Rabiot's life? I hope it doesn't hit you before you give us the
second suitcase."

Cyril Albieux's face contorted. 

"A little risk is part of life!"

Jasnore raised his hand. "See you tomorrow!"

The two turned around and walked away. They had not been able
to drive here with their car. The driveway was too narrow. So they
had probably parked it on the main road. Cyril raised his MP. The
pressure of his right index finger intensified on the
trigger.

Juliette's voice pierced through the night.

"Let me do it! Please!"

Cyril shrugged his shoulders.

Juliette pulled out her pistol. The big gold-colored .45. She
put it on briefly. Jasnore had half turned and was about to yank a
gun from his belt when the bullet struck him down. It went into his
temple.

It would be difficult to identify him later. Struck, Jasnore
sank to the ground. Thionnet still managed to pull a revolver from
under his jacket. Tense, Thionnet bit the filter off his cigarette
while a shot was fired from his gun.

But Juliette was faster.

The lady with the gold pistol fired three times in quick
succession. The muzzle flash flickered red out of the gun. Thionnet
did not even have time for a death scream. He sank to the ground
and slumped lengthwise. His face was a rigid death mask.

"I've got to hand it to you, angel. You're an excellent shot,"
Cyril said admiringly.

Juliette walked toward the dead. She pointed to
Thionnet.

"You should search him!"

"To leave traces in the process?" Cyril shook his head,
glancing at the horribly mangled corpse. It would have been
impossible to search him without getting blood all over
himself.

"What if he has the money on him that you already gave him
tonight at COCO'S SEX BAR?" asked Juliette.

"It's just money, honey. I wore gloves when I handed it over
to Thionnet. So there are no marks, and besides, it wasn't so much
that it would hurt me financially." He took a step sideways and
picked up the money case that had slipped from Jasnore's hand.
"With this amount here, it would be a different story." Cyril
regarded the bodies with a disdainful glance. "Those fools should
have been satisfied with what they already got," he muttered.
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When we sat in Monsieur Marteau's office for the meeting the
next morning, a whole new set of facts had emerged in the meantime.
The killer who had tried to kill Madame Rabiot with a
remote-controlled model airplane was Victor Selnykov, a Ukrainian
by birth who had fled and resettled with his parents more than
thirty years before. Selnykov was later recruited by the Soviet
secret service, the KGB, for which he is believed to have carried
out several contract killings. A Russian defector ensured his
unmasking, but Selnykov was able to go underground quickly enough
and change identities. There was little information in our dossiers
about the following years. It is possible that he continued to be
an active commissar.

"After the end of the Soviet Union and the Cold War, quite a
few KGB commissars migrated into organized crime," Monsieur Marteau
explained. "And so he may well have met old acquaintances in the
Ukrainian garbage syndicate."

Commissaire Ndonga and Stéphane Caron then reported on their
investigations in the "Ukrainia" precinct.

"The big name there at the moment is a certain Mikhail Mike
Lawrenz," Boubou explained. "We've been asking around his circle a
bit. One of the informants that FoPoCri has in that scene said that
Lawrenz would like to take over what's left of the Rabiot
organization. And he was concerned that Madame Rabiot might have
succeeded in stopping the disintegration."

"What about Simon?" asked Robert Bardonne.

"Nobody really seems to take him seriously there," Boubou
replied.

"Does that mean the way is now clear for the Ukrainians to do
business on their own?"

"That's how they see it, yeah!"

Monsieur Marteau said, "I suggest you show Selnykov's picture
around wherever Ukrainia operates. Maybe someone will remember
him."

"I wouldn't expect much from it," Boubou said. "These
immigrants are all very suspicious of us. Which you can understand,
after all, from their countries of origin they're used to police
not being there to protect them, but to spy on them and harass
them. So you can't blame them for being wary."

And Stéphane added: "Lawrenz also makes short work of anyone
who gets in his way. Against him, a long-established big boss like
Jean Rabiot is almost a sympathetic contemporary."

"Do we have anything on Lawrenz?" asked Mr. Marteau.

"Not even a straw," Boubou said. "But we're working on
it."

A little later, Commissaire Maxime Valois from our
investigation department reported to us on the status of the search
for Martin Jasson, the missing bodyguard of Madame Rabiot, whom we
suspected of having been in cahoots with the assassin Selnykov.
After all, a car had been found by the men of the police
department, which was probably Selnykov's vehicle. However, that
was not yet certain either. A team of the identification service
took care of it.

"And what about Thionnet and Jasnore?" asked Robert Bardonne.
"The two Rabiot bodyguards were probably the last people to see the
Big Boss alive."

"There is a vague tip," Valois said. "One of our informants
has come forward and claims to have seen Thionnet at COCO'S SEX
BAR."

"Well, that's a start," I said.

Valois continued, "Also, Rabiot's sedan showed up. Someone
dumped it in a junkyard."
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COCO'S SEX BAR was a grubby place that you could find in the
Pointe-Rouge area. At this early hour, of course, there was nothing
going on there yet. A cleaning crew was busy cleaning the floors of
the establishment. Vendors were bringing in dozens of cases of
drinks.

François and I entered the large taproom together with
Commissaire Bardonne. Packers were now at work on the stage where
the girls defoliated night after night.

A beefy guy approached us.

"Come with me!" he said, leading us into one of the séparées.
"Please sit down. Would you like a drink?"

"Not so early in the morning," I said. I looked at him.
"You're Tony?" I had talked to him on the phone and recognized his
voice.

He nodded.

"Yes."

Tony had started out as a bartender at COCO'S SEX BAR, and in
the meantime he had advanced to become the manager. For years, he
had been giving us tips from time to time - but always pursued his
own interests. Although I had heard of him from time to time over
the years, I had never met him in person.

"I would have preferred if someone I knew had come," Tony said
candidly.

I showed him my ID. 

"We are," I said in response.

He took a deep breath.

"All right. I overheard through a few corners that you were
looking for poor Jean Rabiot's bodyguards."

"Yes, they seem to have suddenly dropped off the face of the
earth."

"Thionnet often came here ... Well, I had to give him a
discount on everything. After all, Rabiot was a partner in this
store for a while, until at some point he got the idea that such a
deal would hurt his image."

"Thionnet is supposed to have been here yesterday," I
said.

"Yeah, he was sitting right in front of me at the bar. Was
downright euphoric. He gave tips that were absolutely out of the
ordinary."

"Didn't you think that was strange?", I commented. "Thionnet's
boss has just been shot, and his bodyguard is in a good
mood."

"Of course, it makes you wonder," Tony admitted. "Two hours
earlier, Thionnet met here with a man named Albieux. He immediately
caught my eye because he was wearing driving gloves."

"Cyril Albieux?" inquired Commissaire Bardonne.

Tony looked at him in amazement. "You know this man?"

"One of Rabiot's people," was Bardonne's curt reply.

Tony grinned.

"First and foremost, a real estate shark by any other name. I
had thought at first that he might be targeting this store. After
all, the property is worth quite a bit. And right now, prices here
are rising to unimagined peaks."

"What did you observe?"

"Thionnet received an envelope from Albieux. Shortly before,
Jean Rabiot has been murdered and the FoPoCri is looking for the
bodyguards."

"As witnesses," I indicated.

"So what! They didn't guard him very well, I'd say. And there
are rumors everywhere that Albieux, together with a certain Simon,
has now taken over Rabiot's business. Well, rumors ... But I think
you draw your conclusions!"

"You wouldn't mind if this Albieux got into trouble, would
you?" said François.

"What makes you think that?" Tony smiled. "You're right.
Albieux would have other things to worry about first than getting
his hands on this bar to speculate with. I'm attached to the place,
you know." He shrugged. "You see, I'm absolutely honest."
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Cyril Albieux and Charles-Michel Simon were actually now on
our visit list. We had already tried in vain to reach Simon the
previous day.

But then we got a call from headquarters. Two bodies had been
found in a backyard. They were almost certainly Thionnet and
Jasnore, Jean Rabiot's two bodyguards.

When we arrived at the scene, recognition services and police
officers were already searching the surrounding area for traces.
The dead bodies were lying on the hard concrete surface. The
forensic pathologist had just completed his initial examination. He
told Commissaire Frere, the head of this operation, the result so
loudly that we could hear it as we approached.

"The time of death was probably around midnight," Dr. Valmont
said.

He greeted me curtly when he saw us.

The commissaire spun around. 

"Hello, Pierre," he said. I didn't have to show Rainier Frere
my ID. We had run into each other repeatedly. Since he had been
transferred to the precinct in the north, we had not met so
often.

"They had papers with them," Frere opined. "No one seems to
have made any special effort to disguise their identities."

"The bodyguards of the great Rabiot," I muttered.

And François asked, "What caliber?"

"I'm guessing a .45," Valmont said. "At least according to the
wounds ..."

Frere could only confirm that. He took a plastic bag out of
his pocket. Inside was a bloody projectile.

"This thing here, in all likelihood, shot through one of these
two bodies and then got stuck in the concrete a few feet
away."

"Same caliber as Rabiot's," I noted. "I'm curious if it's also
the same murder weapon."

"It must be the same perpetrator," meanwhile, Commissaire
Robert Bardonne expressed his conviction. "An execution, that's
what it looks like."

I had to agree with him. Anger and hatred must have been at
play in the commission of this murder - just like with
Rabiot.

"This is more than just a gang war," I said
thoughtfully.

"What are you thinking about?" asked Bardonne.

I shrugged my shoulders. 

"If I knew. A vendetta perhaps ..."

"In any case, it is not enough for the perpetrators to simply
kill their opponents," François agreed with me.

Robert Bardonne raised his eyebrows. 

"A gang war is not necessarily an emotion-free zone,
Pierre."

"Anyway, it would be interesting to ask this Monsieur Albieux
sometime what he handed over to Thionnet in COCO'S SEX BAR."

"The pockets of the dead have been searched."

"Was there an envelope?" asked François.

Frere called over a colleague from the recognition service,
and he then showed us the contents of the bag a few moments
later.

There was an envelope with it. Inside was a bundle of
banknotes.

"Twenty thousand euros, we counted it," the recognition
service officer said in response.

Valmont said, "As far as I'm concerned, the bodies can be
taken away."

"Just a moment!" objected François. He bent over the dead.
"This man here has something in his mouth!" he stated.

Valmont hurried over. He still had his latex gloves on and
reached into the dead man's half-open mouth. What he pulled out
made him frown.

"A cigarette filter," he noted. He held it close to his eye.
"Lucky Strike," the doctor then said. 

François said, "We've been looking for a Lucky Strike smoker
for a while!"

I turned to Bardonne, "What do we know about this Cyril
Albieux - other than that he belongs to Rabiot's
organization?"

"He's said to have great ambition, anyway," Bardonne opined.
"And ruthlessness."
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Cyril Albieux owned an exclusive floor on the 14th floor
overlooking the sea. Sinister-looking guards in dark suits stood at
the entrance to his premises. This dream floor had enough space for
offices and private rooms.

The men in the dark suits did not want to let us pass so
easily. Surveillance cameras were installed everywhere, clearly
visible.

A secretary approached us with graceful steps.

"Do you have an appointment with Monsieur Albieux?" she
purred.

I held my ID card under her nose.

"I think Monsieur Albieux will have to take some time for us,"
I said.

She eyed us one by one. Commissaire Bardonne especially long.
Perhaps she remembered him. However, she did not let on in this
respect.

The guards looked about indecisive. The sight of the ID card
in my hand seemed to paralyze them for a moment.

A door opened.

A man with dark curly hair stepped out. He wore an expensive
tailored suit of fine fabric. On his arm hung a graceful beauty in
a tight-fitting dress. Her sea-green eyes looked at me with an
expression of surprise. She stumbled.

And so do I.

Juliette Lucás!

The secretary turned to the curly-haired man. 

"Monsieur Albieux, I'm sorry, but ..."

The sight of our IDs caused Cyril Albieux's face to
scowl.

"Commissaire Pierre Marquanteur," I introduced myself. "My
colleagues and I have a few questions for you ..." Then I turned to
Juliette and added: "... and perhaps also to you, Madame
Lucás!"

Juliette's look was cool.

Albieux's gaze examined us one by one. Then he lingered on
Robert Bardonne.

"After all, we've already had the pleasure once," he then
hissed.

"Indeed," Bardonne replied.

Albieux looked at Bardonne's ID, then laughed cynically.

"Your fake name suited you better, Commissaire!"

"It's all a matter of taste!"

I noticed how the conversation slipped to a level I didn't
like. We needed information, not unnecessary animosity. So I said
matter-of-factly, "We're investigating the Rabiot murder."

"And that's where you come to me?" asked Albieux
sharply.

"Well, Monsieur Rabiot was one of your most important business
partners after all - they say."

"Oh, is that what they say?"

"Yes, and they also say that you and a certain Simon have now
taken over Rabiot's business."

Albieux's index finger sprang forward like a jackknife.

"If you were to put something like that out in public, you'd
get a defamation suit on your neck that ..."

"We are from FoPoCri. Not from the press," I reminded him. "Is
there somewhere we can talk undisturbed?"

Albieux's face was now covered with a slight blush. He was
angry.

Albieux turned to his secretary.

"Cancel all appointments and try to reach my lawyer! Get him
here as soon as possible!" he demanded.

"All right, Mr. Albieux!"

"And I don't mind if you work fast!"

Albieux made a sideways motion with his head toward his office
door. 

"Come on!" he urged us.

"Do you mind if I leave?" asked Juliette, eyeing me. "I still
have important appointments."

The others followed Albieux into the office. I remained
standing in the reception room with Juliette Lucás. I waited with
my answer until Cyril Albieux could no longer hear us.

"I don't think your grief for Monsieur Rabiot was
long-lasting."

"Why?" Her voice clinked like ice.

"The way you two - you and Cyril Albieux - just came out of
there ..."

"What are you saying?"

We looked at each other. For a moment, her catlike eyes
flickered uneasily. Finally she said, "Life goes on, Monsieur
..."

"Marquanteur."

"Yeah, right."

"And what do you have to do with Cyril Albieux?"

"Business."

"I would have thought it would be more private."

"It can be indifferent to you, Monsieur Marquanteur."

"What kind of business?"

"Is this any of FoPoCri's business?"

"Possibly so."

"I thought you were investigating a murder case, not the
legality of some real estate transactions."

"Surely one can be related to the other?"

"We're going in circles, Monsieur Marquanteur."

"Seems so."

"So if you have no more questions then ..." She walked past me
toward the door. Her walk was provocative. Her hips swayed back and
forth.

"Madame Lucás ...", I stopped her just before she went out.
She turned around once more.

"Yes?"

"We found the two bodyguards of Jean Rabiot." 

Her face did not show any emotion.

"Oh, yeah?"

"Someone literally put lead through them."

"The poor," she said. Then she shrugged. "What do I have to do
with it?"
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"You're just trying to frame me," cried Cyril Albieux
excitedly. "But you won't find the slightest hair in the soup. I'm
a businessman, not a gangster! But you seem to have nothing else to
do but prevent hard-working entrepreneurs from going about their
business."

Albieux made a grand gesture. With an angry wave of his hand,
he made the swivel chair spin. The real estate shark hadn't even
offered us a seat.

"You have been seen with Thionnet in COCO'S SEX BAR, that's a
fact," I said. "And you have also been seen handing him an
envelope."

"Who claims such a thing?"

"Does that matter?"

"That's all hearsay! You won't get away with it in
court!"

"We're not in court yet either, we're in the investigation
phase. And this is not about making a good impression on jurors,
but about facts. You met with Thionnet. You'd better not deny
it!"

"If it were ... What conclusions do you draw from this,
Monsieur Marquanteur?" Albieux buried his hands in his trouser
pockets.

"Jean Rabiot dies in a way that suggests his bodyguards are
not entirely uninvolved. He still clutches a Lucky Strike cigarette
butt in death. Thionnet was a Lucky Strike smoker. Whether the
cigarette in Rabiot's fist was smoked by Thionnet, a genetic test
will prove - but if you ask me, the probability is very
high."

"Fine, then arrest the guy!" said Albieux. His face took on a
look of self-satisfaction.

"I'm afraid that's no longer possible."

"Oh!"

"He was killed after meeting with you at COCO'S SEX BAR that
evening."

"And you see a connection there, Commissaire?" Cyril Albieux
laughed hoarsely. "Does such an absurd idea grow on your dung,
Marquanteur?" He turned to Robert Bardonne. "Or did that one make
it up?"

"After all, you are undoubtedly one of those who were the last
to see Thionnet alive," Commissaire Bardonne stated coolly.

Cyril Albieux showed his teeth in his predatory smile. They
flashed flawless and white.

"You just can't get over the fact that you couldn't patch
things up for Rabiot back then, huh? That still bothers you,
Bardonne. And now you're trying to dig up something else with all
your might. Anyone who once did business with Jean Rabiot is
suspect to you."

Bardonne remained calm.

"They gave Thionnet twenty thousand euros."

"What you can't prove!"

"Presumably the reward for his assistance in the elimination
of Jean Rabiot. The sparrows are whistling from the rooftops that
you have advantages as a result."

"You can't prove that either, Monsieur Bardonne."

"They wanted to play it safe and take out the two bodyguards.
Maybe they also got too brazen, wanted more than you thought they
were entitled to."

"That's it!"

I intervened. Bardonne was close to losing control.
Unfortunately, I had to agree with Cyril Albieux on some points. We
really couldn't prove this story to him when push came to shove. I
glanced at the clock for a moment. His lawyer had to arrive here
soon.

"Why don't you just explain to us why you met with Thionnet,"
I demanded. "Then we can close a file lid, and you might be out of
the line of fire."

He took a deep breath, brushed back his curls, and then said,
"Okay, I met with Thionnet."

"Last night?"

"Yes." Cyril Albieux shrugged. "He was a good bodyguard, I
made him an offer. Twenty thousand euros was an advance."

"Why not like that?" said François.

I eyed Albieux, wondering what percentage of his statement was
true. I didn't want to commit myself.

"Where were you tonight?", I asked.

"Here, at my home. Living quarters and office are right next
to each other."

"Can anyone confirm that?"

"Madame Juliette Lucás."

"She was with you all night?"

"Yes."

"Do you have a gun?"

He went to the desk and took out a revolver. A dainty thing,
caliber 22. Certainly not the murder weapon.

"One more question," François finally said. "You wouldn't
happen to know where Monsieur Simon is staying?"

"Charles-Michel Simon?"

"Yes," François confirmed.

"I have no idea, but if you should see him, please give him my
best regards. I'm expecting his call urgently!"
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We went to see Charles-Michel Simon at the office of his
import-export company. The buildings were monitored by our
commissaires, as was his private residence. And when Simon showed
up, we were informed immediately.

The reception was cool. The company premises, which consisted
of an office complex and a few warehouses, resembled a fortress.
The security measures were extreme, even by Marseille standards.
Surveillance cameras registered every step taken on the premises.
And armed guards walked around everywhere.

After some back and forth, they finally let us through.

Simon gave Commissaire Bardonne a look that could only be
described as hateful. It took a few seconds for Simon to regain his
composure. He squeezed my hand rather firmly. A man who wanted to
make it clear right away who was boss.

"We are investigating the Rabiot murder case," I said. "And in
that context, we have a few questions for you."

"You don't say. I'm sorry about good Jean. That's all I have
to say about that."

"When did you last see Rabiot?"

"Must have been a few days before he died."

"And you have no suspicions about who might have Rabiot on his
conscience?" interjected François.

"He had many enemies."

"Even from within our own ranks?"

"Who hasn't?"

"Does the name Lawrenz mean anything to you?"

"I don't know who you're talking about."

Now Commissaire Bardonne spoke up, "We have evidence that you
are involved in illegal business with hazardous waste."

"You're dreaming, Bardonne!" Simon's index finger went up.
"You've tried something like this before."

"What if the prosecutor is just waiting for a hint to move
against you now?"

"You're bluffing, Bardonne!"

"You can take your chances, Simon. But remember that the
situation has changed! Rabiot is dead. They won't go easy on you
anymore because they hope to catch the big boss after all."

"Suppose I make a statement ..."

"They are not in a position to act."

Simon took a deep breath. I had actually hardly given
Bardonne's bluff a chance. But I was wrong about that.

"I heard something ...," Simon finally said, stretching.
"Rumors ..."

"And what do these rumors say?"

"That Cyril Albieux paid Rabiot's bodyguard to get him out of
the way."

"Rumors are too little," Bardonne said coolly.

"Okay, okay, he admitted it to me when I called him on it. You
can put me with a microphone on my body with Albieux for all I
care, and you'll get a confession."

Bardonne's look seemed triumphant.

I was not quite so euphoric.

For I suddenly wondered whether Simon was not charging Albieux
with ice-cold calculation.
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Mikhail Mike Lawrenz was a tall, bald man with broad
shoulders. He had a scar on his chin that was especially noticeable
when he smiled.

Accompanied by his bodyguards, Lawrenz entered the bare,
unadorned room that lay in the basement of a villa on the outskirts
of Marseille.

Originally, it was an atomic bomb-proof bunker. In the
fifties, it had been possible to get cheap loans for it, and one of
the previous owners of this villa had taken advantage of
that.

Lawrenz and his people were not afraid of atomic bombs. They
were more afraid of directional microphones. This cellar was
bug-proof and therefore an ideal meeting place.

Lawrenz was the last to arrive. Half a dozen men were already
sitting at an unadorned table.

Lawrenz sat down.

"Let's keep it short," he said. "Let's get down to
business!"

A semilunar blond man with high cheekbones and blue eyes spoke
up. "The former Rabiot people are defecting to us by the dozen or
accepting our exit offer," he said. "I think our appearance at
Lafontaine's restaurant has had an effect."

"What about Simon?" asked Lawrenz.

"Get out if we give him double. I've said yes to him. It's
just less risky for us right now than if we knock him off."

Lawrenz nodded.

"You're probably right, Basil!"

"Since the bust with Selnykov, they've been tying our noose at
FoPoCri," Basil then explained. "We have to find a solution to this
problem."

"And what should that look like?" one of the others spoke up.
"As long as Selnykov is in custody, we can't silence him. Our arm
doesn't reach that far."

Lawrenz shrugged his shoulders.

"I know Selnykov well from our time together in the KGB. He'll
keep his mouth shut. You can't squeeze him that easily."

"You're very optimistic there!" said Basil.

Lawrenz hit the table with the flat of his hand.

"I'd be more comfortable if we didn't have this problem, too,
dammit! But I'm afraid there's nothing we can do at the
moment."

A murmur went through those present. They knew that Lawrenz
was right. At the moment, their hands were tied in this
matter.

"Who is Selnykov's lawyer?" asked Lawrenz then.

"None of us. A public defender."

"Okay. That's fine. Until it actually comes to indictment,
we'll keep it that way so we don't get caught in the
crossfire."

"Won't Selnykov think we've forgotten him?" interjected a man
with a half bald head.

Lawrenz shook his head. 

"No, he's a professional. He knows how to assess that." He
took a deep breath. "What about Cyril Albieux? Do we have any word
from him yet?"

Basil said, "He's trying to hold the Rabiot organization
together tooth and nail, but he won't succeed. They're far too big
a bunch of scaredy-cats for that, who only want to make a profit
but aren't willing to take a hit."

"If we don't have word from him by tomorrow, we'll kill him,"
Lawrenz decided.

"Despite what happened to Selnykov?"

"Yes."

"There's another thing, boss," Basil said. The eyes of
everyone present were on him.

Lawrenz raised his eyebrows. "Oh, yeah?"

"There must be someone else behind Cyril Albieux. Someone we
don't know yet and who may be the true gray eminence of this
syndicate."

"Who should that be? Who is not yet in the cemetery or the
morgue?"

"A woman ... That's all we know yet!"
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Cyril Albieux left his office accompanied by two bodyguards. A
long Mercedes limousine stopped in front of the high-rise building
where Cyril had rented his dream floor.

One of the bodyguards opened the door for Cyril Albieux.

Albieux turned around once again. His gaze circled
suspiciously.

It was already quite dusky. The sun had almost sunk, Marseille
slowly became a sea of lights.

Albieux got in. The bodyguards followed. The doors were
closed.

"Drive already!", Cyril hissed at the chauffeur.

The car started to move. It threaded its way rather brutally
into the heavy traffic.

Someone honked the horn. Albieux looked out the window. So did
one of his gorillas, who was sitting next to him on the back seat
of the limousine.

"I really wonder if it's Lawrenz's people or police officers
who were lying in wait there to tail us," the bodyguard
opined.

Albieux shrugged his shoulders.

"No matter who it is, we have to shake him off."

"I'm doing my best," the chauffeur said.

Albieux retorted gallantly, "Maybe that's not good
enough!"

The chauffeur drove into the next side street, then into a
one-way street. In the opposite direction of travel.

The chauffeur revved the engine. The speed was murderous. A
car came from the front, swerved with screeching tires, and crashed
into one of the parked cars on the side. Then the chauffeur jerked
the wheel. He roared into the next turnoff on the left, then right
again. A few minutes later, he was back on a main road.

"Whoever was on our tail, we got rid of him," the bodyguard
said.

Albieux took a deep breath.

"I hope you're right, Sandro!" Then he turned to the
chauffeur. "Drive to Pointe-Rouge!" he ordered.
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Juliette Lucás was lolling on the big leather sofa. She wore
nothing but a negligee. It emphasized rather than hid the exciting
curves of her body. Her sea-green eyes flashed coldly. Cold like
death itself.

Almost tenderly, her hand stroked the grip of the gold-colored
pistol. She checked the charge in the magazine, then loaded the gun
with an energetic wave of her hand.

She smiled cautiously.

And before her inner eye an image appeared. A memory. She had
grown up as the daughter of strict Mormons in a small village in
the country. That was all long behind her.

But at moments like this, she saw before her the preacher with
the light blue eyes and upturned dark brows that she had always
been so afraid of as a child. 

"The angel of death will judge all those who have fallen into
evil!" his words echoed in her head. She often thought about it,
although she actually had not been a believer for many years.

I am the angel of death, it went through her head. In a way,
anyway.

"Mine is the vengeance, saith the Lord!" the words of the
preacher sounded in her head.

And then she saw another image in front of her. Also a memory.
Her face contorted as if in pain.

"No," her lips whispered. She closed her eyes, squeezed them
shut.

But the image was still there.

Blood!

All red ...

She shook herself, let out a short scream and breathed
heavily.

A ringing signal snapped her out of her thoughts. For the
first time in minutes, she could think clearly again. She
swallowed.

That must be Cyril, it went through her mind.

She put the pistol under one of the silk pillows lying around
on the leather sofa. Then she stood up. The doorbell rang again.
Her apartment was quite spacious. A former factory building. In
Marseille, that was not uncommon.

Juliette walked toward the large sliding steel door. She
glanced at the small monitor on the side. Outside, Cyril was indeed
standing, accompanied by his bodyguards.

Juliette opened. Cyril entered.

He looked down at her for a moment and grunted something
unintelligible.

Juliette looked mockingly at Cyril's companion. 

"Do you need an escort now when you come to me, Cyril?"

Cyril screwed up his face, looking a little angry. Then he
turned around. 

"You guys wait outside, okay?"

The gorillas nodded and turned around. Cyril closed the
door.

He looked at her. He came straight to the point.

"I'm going to settle with Lawrenz," he said.

"Oh!"

"The water is up to our necks. The Ukrainians are simply in
the driver's seat."

Juliette grimaced mockingly.

"Is this the brave Cyril Albieux who dared to pull the strings
in the coup against the great Rabiot?"

"The game is over, baby. It's that simple."

"And we had such big plans ..."

"Rabiot was a small fish against the sharks we're dealing with
now. The organization is falling apart. Everyone has to see where
they are."

"You promised me ..."

"Simon's head?"

"Glad you at least remember!"

Cyril screwed up his face. 

"Honey, I would have gladly laid Simon's body at your feet.
But now it's all about getting out of this with a black eye for
me!"

"And I had thought you really had the stature to follow in
Rabiot's footsteps."

"One can be mistaken," Cyril replied caustically. Then he
shrugged, eyeing her up and down for a moment. "I've gotten into
the habit of always looking on the bright side. We had good sex.
That's something, too."

He tried to touch her. Juliette backed away from him. She
moved backwards towards the leather sofa. To where her pistol lay
under a silk cushion.

"How much does Lawrenz give you?" she asked.

"Maybe nothing at all. I haven't negotiated with him yet. But
if I back off, he won't kill me."

"Have you become modest, Cyril!"

"Life's a tough school, honey."

"You don't say!"

Cyril put two fingers to his temple and performed a jagged
gesture.

"Bye!"

He turned to the door, opened it.

The heavy steel door slid to the side. The bodyguards stood in
front of the door. But instead of making room for their boss, they
simply stood still. Their faces were motionless.

"Hey, Sandro, what are you doing?" stammered Albieux.

Sandro grabbed Cyril Albieux by the collar and flung him
across the room. Albieux came down hard on the floor. He stared at
his men in disbelief.

They came in. Their arms were folded in front of their chests.
They coolly eyed their boss.

Albieux struggled to his feet. He stared at Juliette in
disbelief.

"Hey, what are you doing?"

Juliette had pulled the pistol out from under the silk pillow.
The barrel pointed at Cyril. Silently, like a cat, she
approached.

Cyril Albieux looked at his bodyguards, who were standing idly
by, stunned. He contorted his face into a wolfish grimace. Slowly,
the penny dropped.

"She bought you guys, right?"

The men were silent. Their faces were like wax masks.

Juliette spoke for her.

"They know you're on the decline, Cyril," she declared
coldly.

Cyril Albieux took a step toward her.

"How long have you been planning this, bitch?"

"For a very long time. Surprised, Cyril? You're on my list,
too. For a long time."

"But ..."

"It's useless to explain it to you. You wouldn't understand it
after all. The only thing I want is for you to taste some
agony."

Juliette went to a cabinet, pulled out a drawer. She pulled
out an oblong object. A silencer. She screwed it onto the
gold-colored pistol.

Cyril let his hand go to his belt. He flipped his jacket
aside. The handle of a pistol became visible.

Juliette simply stretched out her arm and fired. Very fast,
very safe.

A second and third shot followed in the next split second.
Cyril Albieux flinched. The grip of his right hand tightened around
the gun on his belt. His body slumped heavily to the ground.

Juliette approached him.

With a kick to the shoulder, she turned the corpse around. As
she looked into the frozen face of the dead man, an almost gentle
smile began to curl her full lips. Then she turned to the two
bodyguards.

"Clean this place up, guys!"
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The next morning we sat in Monsieur Marteau's office and had
to have our boss explain to us that so far we had no means of
action against Cyril Albieux. The evidence was not sufficient for
an arrest warrant. Not yet. We would have to do some more digging.
And setting a trap for him would not be easy.

The same applied to Lawrenz. As long as Selnykov remained
ironclad in his silence, we could only speculate about the
background of this gangster war.

"There was a meeting of Ukrainians yesterday," explained
Commissaire Ndonga. "At Lawrenz's house. We tried to use
directional microphones to find out what was discussed there, after
all, there was a judicial authorization. Unfortunately, we didn't
get through."

Stéphane Caron added: "Lawrenz's house has a basement that was
converted into a nuclear shelter. From the little we were able to
record, one could conclude that they retreated there. In any case,
it wouldn't be difficult to shield such a protective cellar in such
a way that it would be absolutely bug-proof."

"How would you interpret this meeting?" asked Mr.
Marteau.

"They are nervous," Boubou explained.

I said, "Considering the fact that we have their killer
Selnykov, this is hardly surprising either."

"I don't know if that's the only reason they're nervous,"
Boubou replied. "We have asked around intensively. Normally,
Ukrainians could be very happy with the situation. Rabiot's
syndicate is on the verge of dissolution. Supposedly, the leading
people are almost all dead or defected."

"Then what's the problem?" inquired Monsieur Marteau.

"There is a rumor that there is someone else operating from
the background. Someone the Ukrainians fear and who is also said to
be responsible for Rabiot's death," Boubou Ndonga explained. "Maybe
another syndicate that wants to expand its sphere of
influence."

Robert J. Bardonne now intervened. 

"When I was still working undercover, there were always such
fears in Rabiot's organization as well. Allegedly, the Paris
garbage mafia wanted to reach out its fingers to Marseille. But to
our knowledge, this has never been attempted. Such rumors are often
deliberately started in order to discipline one's own people.
Rabiot did it that way - why shouldn't Lawrenz do the same?"

A little later, Marvin Gallontier, an employee of the
recognition service, explained to us what new findings there were
regarding Rabiot's limousine. This recognition service was the
central recognition service of all Marseille police units. The
FoPoCri also frequently called on the help of this service.

Rabiot's limousine had been thoroughly examined in the
meantime. It was therefore possible to reconstruct quite precisely
how Rabiot had died. He had been driven to the condemned hall in
Mourepiane in his own car. His bodyguards had probably been with
him. There had probably been a scuffle in the car. Our people had
been able to recover small traces of fiber and blood. 

Rabiot must have reached into the ashtray of the sedan. There
were corresponding pressure marks on his hand. And that's why the
remains of a Lucky Strike had later been found in his fist. Whether
it was just a spasmodic tightening of the fist or the big boss
deliberately wanted to give a hint to his murderers in the face of
his near, inevitable death, remained in the dark.

Both were possible.

According to the forensic medical report, Rabiot had been
severely beaten several times.

Who had then shot him at the construction site in Mourepiane
remained speculation, of course.

Jean Rabiot's two bodyguards were the main suspects.

But so far we didn't have a murder weapon. And since the two
bodyguards themselves could no longer comment on their role in the
whole affair, we continued to poke around in the fog. And in three
directions. Cyril Albieux as a competitor in his own organization
was one. Perhaps he had collaborated with Simon. The second
direction was Lawrenz. And the third? I wasn't sure if the great
unknown in the background that Boubou had talked about could even
be called a third lead.
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We tried to find Cyril Albieux to question him again. But he
had not yet appeared in his office that morning. I noticed that his
bodyguards were not present. Witnesses had seen Cyril drive off in
his limousine the night before.

With unknown destination. 

The chauffeur's name was Severt and he lived in an apartment
at the harbor. We checked by telephone whether he was at home. He
did not pick up his phone.

We tried to put some pressure on Albieux's office staff.
Especially his secretary.

Her name was Isabell Thibault. You could see the uncertainty
in her face. Something was not going according to plan here, I
noticed intuitively.

"Madame Thibault, we have reason to believe that Monsieur
Albieux is involved in a crime. I don't think you want to be
involved," François said.

"I have no idea where Mr. Albieux is."

"Show us his private rooms, please!" demanded François.

"You don't believe me."

She walked in front of us, looking a bit helpless. Cyril
Albieux's private rooms were right next to the offices. François
and I followed her. Commissaire Bardonne stayed in the office to
prevent anyone from making a phone call from there and possibly
warning Albieux. 

Madame Thibault led us into a spacious living room. Modern and
sparsely furnished. Modern art hung on the walls. I went into the
bedroom. The bed looked unused. The closets, however, were full. If
Albieux had absconded because the situation was getting too hot for
him, he had literally taken nothing with him.

There was a telephone on the nightstand. I pressed the repeat
button. A pizza service answered.

I left the bedroom again. Madame Thibault did not leave my
side. She eyed me, seemed to register my every move.

I turned to François.

"Find anything?", I asked.

François shook his head. "No."

I looked at Madame Thibault. 

"If it turns out that Monsieur Albieux wanted to go out of the
country to evade justice and you knew about it, it could be very
unpleasant."

Her smile remained cool.

"Don't worry my head, Commissaire!"

"Obstruction of justice and obstruction of justice are not
trivial offenses, Madame Thibault. Think again if you can't think
of something!"

"Don't bother!"

"What time did you leave the office last night?"

"I don't remember. Around eight, I think."

"And that's when Mr. Albieux was still here?"

"Yes."

Then François' cell phone rang. He put the phone to his
ear.

"This is Commissaire Leroc, what is it?" His look was serious
after he folded the device back in place. "It seems that Monsieur
Albieux is no longer available for our questioning," he said
somberly. "And for good ..."

A few wrinkles appeared on Madame Thibault's face. Her hands
clenched into fists.

"What happened?" she asked.

"Cyril Albieux is dead," François said matter-of-factly.
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It had been Commissaire Ndonga who had called François.

Together with Stéphane Caron, he stood in a small side street
to which the back exit of the GALINA nightclub led. This club
belonged to a man named Marten Leskov, of whom we knew with a
fairly high degree of certainty that he was a straw man of Lawrenz.
The millions Lawrenz's organization was making in the garbage
business had to be laundered somewhere, after all. And a place like
GALINA was ideal.

The small side street was packed with police emergency
vehicles. Blue lights flashed everywhere. Uniformed and
non-uniformed people were running around in confusion. A forensic
doctor was there.

Cyril Albieux's body was already in a dark blue opaque plastic
bag, ready for removal.

The things looked like sleeping bags. Sleeping bags for that
sleep from which there was no awakening.

Stéphane stood a little apart, talking to Commissaire Meltzer
of the homicide squad at the nearest police station. Boubou,
meanwhile, turned his attention to the coroner.

"You want to know the time of death, I suppose," the
pathologist said. He was still very young.

Boubou nodded as he watched two men carry Albieux's body
away.

"As specific as possible," Boubou said.

"Last night between ten o'clock at night and midnight."

"Forty-five caliber?"

"Yeah, I guess so. The bullets are still in there. There have
been several bullet holes."

"Distance?"

"Maybe two meters."

Rabiot, Thionnet, Jasnore and now Albieux. All these men had
been killed by a caliber of the same weapon in a similar way. Only
the assassination attempt on the Rabiot widow was somewhat out of
the ordinary.

"Thank you," Boubou said. 

Stéphane came up to him. The commissaire was in his
wake.

"The GALINA was under Lawrenz's control. What could Albieux
have been looking for here?" muttered Stéphane.

"Maybe he was here to settle with Lawrenz."

"Alone?"

"Maybe we'll still find his people. Or they may have
escaped."

"Or the murder didn't happen here!"

Boubou pointed to the back of GALINA. From the front, it was a
glittering store with elaborate neon signs. The back front looked
rather bleak. 

"Let's take a look at the staff there! Someone must have seen
or heard something."

"This is Lawrenz's territory," Stéphane pointed out. "Do you
think anyone here will speak up?"

"Let's wait and see!"

A uniformed police officer approached the two FoPoCri
commissaires. Next to him limped a man in a long coat, much too
warm for the season. He wore a knit cap and sneakers with it. A
homeless man.

He didn't seem to know quite whether he should really follow
the policeman.

The officer pointed to his companion.

"This man here says he can make a statement!"

Boubou and Stéphane approached him.

The commissaire of the homicide squad followed them, but
stayed a little apart.

Stéphane pulled out his ID and held it out to the homeless
man.

"I'm Commissaire Stéphane Caron, FoPoCri," he said. "You saw
something related to the dead man who was found here?"

The homeless man looked around somewhat suspiciously. A bottle
was sticking out of his coat pocket. His eyes were glassy, his nose
red. His flag could be clearly smelled, and Stéphane did not doubt
for a second that he was looking at an alcoholic.

The man finally nodded.

"Yes."

"Tell me!"

"I slept here tonight!" He stretched out his arm, pointing to
a group of dumpsters. "Back there! See the front entrance?"

"I see," said Stephane.

"No car comes here at night. The lighting is defective. And
GALINA has enough parking spaces on the other side. Actually, you
have your peace here."

"But not last night?"

"A car came here."

"Can you remember this guy?"

"No. Something bigger. A limo or something. A couple of people
got out. I had been drinking quite a bit, so I wasn't awake right
away. It wasn't until I heard the voices and realized something was
going on. You have to be careful when you sleep outside at night.
Damn it, pay attention! So I was awake and sober within
seconds!"

"So what did you see?", Stéphane tried to get to the heart of
the matter.

The homeless man belched. He reached for a bottle, took a sip
and pocketed it again.

"They went to the trunk, pulled something out and threw it on
the road. It looked like a potato sack, only bigger. Then they got
back in and drove away. I got up, went over and saw that it was a
dead body."

"You didn't tell anyone?"

"At first I thought I must have had too much to drink after
all. I felt dizzy. Also - do I look like I have a cell phone? Does
anyone do anything for me, maybe?" He made a throwaway gesture and
growled something unintelligible under his breath. "Besides, I
usually just mind my own business, you know?"

"But now you've changed your mind?"

"Now I'm sober," he said.

Stéphane took a quick look at the bottle in his coat pocket.
It was half empty.

Boubou now interfered. 

"Did you notice anything about the people who got out of the
limo? Anything that could identify them?"

"Hmm ..."

"Or on the car? Please think, every little thing can be
important!"

"I saw only shadowy outlines," the man reported. His gaze was
directed inward. "Like shadows ... But ..."

"Yes?" echoed Boubou.

"There were three. Three that had gotten off, but I think
there was someone else driving. And of the three that had gotten
out, one was a woman, I think."

"From what do you conclude that?"

"The walk. No, I'm sure that's not how a man walks. Besides, I
heard a high-pitched voice."





25

Madame Thibault became much more talkative after she learned
of Albieux's death. At first she thought it was a bluff, but then
she quickly gave up her resistance.

"Okay," she said, brushing a few unruly strands of hair out of
her face. "You win."

I raised my eyebrows.

"So?"

"He was going to see Madame Juliette Lucás in
Pointe-Rouge."

"Are you sure?"

"Absolutely. He told me. Actually, he was going to return
later that evening. I waited for him here, but ..."

"He didn't come."

"And no one answered the phone at Madame Lucás."

"Didn't that surprise you?"

"Actually, no. Monsieur Albieux was quite fascinated by this
lady. And she is, after all, quite attractive. Monsieur Albieux was
just a man, too." She sighed.

"You have no idea what he was doing in Pointe-Rouge - on a
little side street, very close to a nightclub owned by his worst
enemy," François interjected.

"His worst enemy?" she asked.

"Lawrenz."

Madame Thibault turned pale at the mention of that name.

"You know Lawrenz," I said. It was an observation.

"Perhaps Monsieur Albieux mentioned that name once or twice,"
she confessed.

"Will be able to clarify what the relationship was between
Lawrenz and Albieux," I said. "Nothing more will be touched in the
office. Our colleagues will come in a moment and conduct a
search."

"But ..."

"Monsieur Albieux has been murdered!" I cut her off. "And it's
our job to find the culprit. No matter what dirt your boss himself
may have!"
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Charles-Michel Simon entered the small coffee shop accompanied
by a total of three scowling companions. Simon's men flipped their
jackets aside. Their hands were on the handles of the Automatics,
ready to yank the weapons out instantly.

Simon's gaunt figure seemed a bit fuller than usual. The suit
was very tight. The shirt buttons were taut. Simon wore a
bulletproof vest under his clothes. 

Safe was safe. There had already been enough corpses. 

And Simon was determined to survive this whole mess he had
gotten himself into.

Simon's gaze lingered on the man behind the bar table, who
eyed the arrivals suspiciously.

"An espresso for each of us," Simon said.

"Okay," said the man, a southern-looking guy with a dark
mustache. "Coming right up," he said.

Simon's people, meanwhile, had looked around the entire coffee
shop.

"It's all right, boss," one of them growled to Simon.

"Let's sit back there, in the corner! From there you can see
everything."

"Whatever," Simon hissed back.

One of Simon's men sat down at the counter, a second pretended
to be interested in the slot machine on the other side of the bar.
The third companion went with Simon to the table. They sat down.
There were hardly any guests in the coffee shop. Music was playing
in the background. An Italian bel canto great was belting out some
aria into the room. Not too much could be heard of the orchestra
because of the crackling and hissing.

Simon glanced at his watch.

"He's late," he growled.

"I wouldn't give him more than five minutes. It's just too
dangerous."

Simon took a deep breath. He ticked nervously with his finger
on the table.

The espresso was brought.

Two more minutes passed.

Then a door opened, leading out the back to the restrooms. A
tall, pale-faced man entered the room. He had semi-milk blond hair
and light blue eyes, whose gaze immediately lingered on Simon. He
walked straight toward the latter's table.

"Simon?" he asked.

"Are you Basil?" asked Simon back.

Basil smiled, sat down on the free chair.

"Let's not waste time with prefaces," he said. "You belong to
us now. We expect absolute loyalty. Mr. Lawrenz can be very
unpleasant otherwise. And so can I."

"I realize that," Simon said meekly. "Your people expressed
the suspicion that a foreign syndicate or someone was operating out
of the background."

"Yes, we have that assumption."

"A common enemy, then."

"Except that your side realized it too late." Basil grinned
coldly.

"I think there's a starting point there."

"Oh, yeah?"

"A woman ..."

"That a woman was behind it, we've heard that, too."

"I'll write down a name and address for you. I don't know much
more about this person than that she was first Rabiot's playmate
and then Albieux's."

Basil contorted his face into a grimace. "And both of them are
dead now."

Simon's face looked disturbed.

"Albieux, too?"

"Your news channels don't seem to work very well anymore,
Simon," Basil smiled. "There's only one thing you should really
believe: we don't have Albieux on our conscience. First, we can't
afford additional trouble right now, and second, he'd already
signaled he wanted to settle with us."

"Oh!" Simon was surprised.

Basil pulled out a pad from the inside pocket of his jacket. A
move that made Simon's bodyguard visibly nervous. Basil grinned.
Then he placed the pad on the table in front of Simon along with a
pen.

"Write!" demanded Basil.

Simon swallowed.

He reached for the pen, wrote with an unsteady hand. He was
almost trembling. 

How far can I trust these people? he thought. 

On the other hand, he had no other choice. The Ukrainians had
won across the board. He had to accept that, even if it went deeply
against his grain.

Simon handed the block back to Basil.

"What are you going to do?" Simon then asked. His voice was
little more than a hoarse whisper.

Basil bared his regular white flashing teeth.

"You'll hear about it, Simon. I'm sure you will."
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During the drive to Pointe-Rouge, Boubou called us and told us
about the homeless man's testimony.

Even though there was a considerable question mark behind the
credibility of this witness, his testimony seemed to fit the
picture.

According to this, Albieux had not been killed at the bar, but
somewhere else.

And there was a woman playing along.

Juliette Lucás lived in an apartment complex that had once
been a factory. But that was decades ago. The halls had become
ultra-modern residential units with a futuristic charm. We parked
the red sports car in a side street. Robert Bardonne parked his
Ford nearby. We walked the last few meters to Juliette Lucás'
address.

"I wonder how she can afford such an address," François
commented.

"A luxury call girl with suitably well-heeled patrons - that's
how I rate Juliette Lucás," Robert Bardonne opined. "Why shouldn't
she be able to afford this?"

It went along a narrow path, then up a staircase. A wide
balcony, whose past as a loading ramp could only be seen with a
great deal of imagination, led up to a sliding door.

François pressed the bell.

A camera whirred from above. This electronic eye rotated until
we were apparently well in the picture.

The door opened. Apparently by remote control, because no one
was standing behind it.

We entered a large, hall-like room. The first meters in the
area around the entrance were covered with precious terracotta
tiles, the rest with carpet. The soft carpeting ensured that
virtually nothing could be heard of our footsteps. Stairs led up to
the plateau. Walls stood in the room, but hardly reached higher
than two meters fifty, while this hall had to be more than five or
six meters high. Large-format posters and tapestries hung on the
walls.

Juliette Lucás was sitting on a large leather sofa that would
have looked clunky in any apartment of normal dimensions. She held
a remote control in her hand, pressed a button on it, and the door
closed behind us. Then she stood up. She was wearing tight-fitting
jeans and a T-shirt that clung skin-tight to her body.

We walked up to them.

"Good afternoon, Messieurs," she said, rubbing her delicate
hands against each other. "What can I do for you?" She smiled.
"Feel free to leave your identification cards. I remember you
well."

"Was Monsieur Cyril Albieux with you last night?", I
asked.

She eyed me with her sea-green cat eyes. Her smile was cold
and businesslike. Her teeth flashed.

"Don't you want a drink first, Monsieur Marquanteur?"

"Actually, I would much prefer a clear answer to a clear
question."

She sighed. The look in her eyes was skilful. Professional,
you could say. Maybe in another life she would have been a good
actress.

"After how many years of service with the FoPoCri do you get
this particular stubbornness, Monsieur Marquanteur?" she then
asked. Her bosom rose and fell as she did so. Her full lips twisted
into an almost mocking smile.

"Cyril Albieux was found shot this morning," I said coolly.
"And we have some serious questions for you now."

"Oh," she said.

The death of Cyril Albieux did not seem to touch her in the
least.

"You don't seem very surprised," I noted.

"Life is dangerous," she said, hissing like a snake.

"I still remember your line when I told you about Rabiot's
death."

"Like this?"

"Life goes on."

"Wasn't that true?"

"It seems dangerous to make your acquaintance, Madame
Lucás!"

"Don't exaggerate!"

"Rabiot and Cyril are dead, anyway. Not to mention Thionnet
and Jasnore, Rabiot's bodyguards, whose names you claim not to have
remembered."

"Am I mistaken or do I hear an insinuation, Monsieur
Marquanteur?"

"I'm just noticing certain parallels between different
deaths."

"Oh!"

"These men all died by the same gun, in the same way. Someone
must have hated them very much."

Juliette swallowed. A slight blush covered her pretty face,
which was now marked by tension. I seemed to have touched some
crucial point with her.

"Ask your questions, Monsieur Marquanteur! And then
leave!"

"Because of me," I said. "I already asked question number one,
and you've had time enough to think of an answer by now: When was
Monsieur Cyril Albieux here last night?"

"Was he?"

"Don't play cat and mouse with us, Madame Lucás!"

"He wasn't here."

"We have a witness!"

"Then this witness is lying. Cyril was not here. Period!
That's all I have to say about that."

"Where were you last night between ten and midnight?"

She looked at me thoughtfully for a moment. Her smile
froze.

"You seriously want an alibi?"

"Don't dodge!"

"I was here."

"Alone?"

"Alone." She shrugged. "It's not a crime to be alone in your
apartment, is it?"

I didn't get a chance to answer. The doorbell sounded.
Everyone in the room froze for a moment.

"Who can that be?", I asked.

"I have no idea," Juliette Lucás replied. "If you don't mind,
I'm going to open the door now."

Now Robert J. Bardonne interfered in the conversation.

"Stay where you are, Madame Lucás!" he determined.

Bardonne went to the control monitor.

"Press the button on the left, then press the intercom,"
Juliette explained.

"Seems to be the mailman," Bardonne said. He pressed the
intercom. "What do you want?"

"A registered letter for Juliette Lucás," came through the
intercom.

Juliette lifted the remote control. The door opened in the
next second. The mailman reached for the heavy bag he carried over
his shoulder. He yanked something out. A dainty Uzi-type MP. A
fraction of a moment later, the muzzle flashed red.

The Uzi rattled off. Half a dozen bullets pierced Commissaire
Bardonne before he had even touched the handle of his P99.
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Bardonne staggered backward and then slammed down
lengthwise.

The letter carrier whirled around. The MP fired a hail of
bullets in the process.

I threw myself sideways, rolling on the ground. François did
the same.

The letter carrier was not alone. 

In a crouched position, he rushed into the room and fired,
while two other men followed him. They were dressed in dark
clothes. They wore balaclavas and machine guns. Only their eyes
were visible from their faces.

I pulled up my Walther P 99 and fired. The bullets hit right
and left and tore up the carpet. I dived behind one of the thick
leather chairs.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Juliette. She had made a
dash towards the leather sofa, reached under one of the silk
cushions and pulled out something flashing. Brass-colored. It
looked like gold, and it took me a moment to realize it was a
gun.

One jump and she was behind the sofa.

Meanwhile, François had made it to one of the movable walls.
There he had cover. He fired wildly to improve my situation.

Juliette emerged from behind the sofa, into which a dozen or
so projectiles had already shredded. Very briefly, she came out,
aimed, fired. It was lightning fast, but a scream rang out on the
other side of the room.

A red hole formed on the letter carrier's forehead and quickly
grew larger. He looked frozen and then fell hard to the
ground.

From the door was still fired.

I tried to emerge from my precarious cover, fired three or
four shots.

I caught one of the men on the shoulder. They retreated.

For seconds, the guns fell silent.

With my eyes I searched for Juliette.

Then someone threw something in from outside.

The next moment, a deafening bang was heard.

A murderous heat wave swept through the room. The movable
walls were partly torn down by the pressure.

The detonation was tremendous. It was unspeakably hot. The
terracotta tiles burst. The carpet caught fire. I sprang up,
staggering forward, while the floor at my feet began to burn.

The flames shot up meters high. Glass panes shattered. The
tapestries had long since caught fire. A wall of fire was between
me and the door.

And acrid smoke almost took your breath away.

It took only moments, and you could hardly see your hand in
front of your eyes.

I reached the leather sofa. My eyes were watering. I coughed
pathetically. A scratching could be felt in my throat. I thought I
was going to choke.

At first, I saw no trace of Juliette Lucás. I let my eyes
wander. She was somewhere in this labyrinth that lay before
me.

I saw a figure approaching through the denser fog of smoke and
whirled around.

"Pierre!"

It was François.

I breathed a sigh of relief inside.

The movable wall where I had last seen him was ablaze.

"We have to get out of here," I shouted.

"Where is the Lucás?" asked François.

"I don't know. But she seems to know how to get out of
here!"
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François and I sprinted forward. The walls were burning like
tinder. The flames crept up everywhere. The acrid smoke was
terrible.

I felt like I was in a maze. A maze that filled with toxic
fumes the more plastic burned. The handrails from the railings
melted away and dripped down as hot plastic goo. Beneath them, the
bare metal emerged.

We had to stay away from the stairs. Those hot drops of liquid
plastic would eat through clothing within seconds.

But even worse were the gases produced by these combustion
processes.

Again there was a bang somewhere above us, and a pane rained
down in the form of a thousand shards. One after the other they
burst apart.

François, meanwhile, had taken out his cell phone. He tried to
reach the control center. Finally, he succeeded.

Of course, our people would arrive too late to catch the
assassins.

François and I reached a door.

It was locked.

Juliette Lucás was probably responsible for that. She didn't
want us to be on her heels.

With a well-aimed shot, François blew open the lock. The door
opened.

We stepped into a narrow hallway. Through the large windows,
we could see out onto a parking lot and other converted industrial
buildings that had been turned into residential units.

At the end of the hallway was a door. We ran there. The door
opened easily. The cold gaze of an electronic surveillance camera
followed our every move. A staircase led down to the parking lot.
As we ran down, I let my eyes wander.

Several dozen parked vehicles were down there in the
lot.

I looked very closely. And then I saw them.

"There!" I shouted, turning to François.

She was just getting into a black Mitsubishi. Her gaze
discovered me. She froze. She obviously hadn't expected to see me
again so soon.

I saw something metallic flashing in her right hand. All too
well I knew what it was. Her gold-colored pistol. She was an
excellent shooter, I had seen that with my own eyes. And one of the
unknown assassins had paid for it with his life.

She fired.

I ducked.

The bullet whistled just above me. I even thought I could
still feel the draft of the projectile. A pane of glass broke in my
back. I shot back. She became nervous, fired wildly. Then she sat
at the wheel, started the engine. I emerged from cover and started
the engine.

Longer than usual.

It was a very well-aimed shot. I knew that it was the only way
to stop Juliette Lucás after all.

The front left tire burst apart with a loud bang.

Juliette drove on anyway.

She seemed to step on the gas all the way. The engine
howled.

A second later, the right rear tire also burst. I caught it
after the car had spun around. There was an ugly, almost deafening
sound as the bare rims scraped across the concrete.

Sparks flew. Juliette could not keep the Mitsubishi under
control. She plowed straight into a row of parked vehicles. The
side front of a van buckled like cardboard. It formed a relatively
soft battering ram for the amok driver.

François was already rushing down the stairs.

I followed him.

We ran across the parking lot toward the Mitsubishi.

Juliette Lucás got out. She fired in our direction.

"Stop right there, Madame Lucás!" shouted François.

She sprinted off, firing her gun again and again.

A car turned the corner. It was a heavy Chevy. Juliette got in
the way, pointed the gun at the driver. The Chevy stopped. She
yanked open the passenger door and slipped inside.
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