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A new case for Commissaire Marquanteur and his colleagues from Marseille.

A key witness is murdered while under police protection, and a police officer also becomes a victim. Investigators Marquanteur and Leroc are looking for a killer who appears to have no motive. Another murder in police custody pushes the FoPoCri detectives to their limits, as the perpetrator has access to their cell phones.

Alfred Bekker is a well-known author of fantasy novels, crime thrillers and books for young people. In addition to his major book successes, he has written numerous novels for suspense series such as Ren Dhark, Jerry Cotton, Cotton Reloaded, Kommissar X, John Sinclair and Jessica Bannister. He has also published under the names Jack Raymond, Robert Gruber, Neal Chadwick, Henry Rohmer, Conny Walden and Janet Farell.
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I arrived at the marina and parked my car. A little later I reached the mooring of the dinghy cruiser of an acquaintance who was generally known in Marseille as the Lebanese. He ran a few clubs on Pointe-Rouge and was also an informant. He told me what was going on in the scene. Even things that weren't official yet or rumors. But sometimes that could be very helpful.

From time to time, the Lebanese man and I went sailing together on the sea. At least then it was certain that we weren't being eavesdropped on.

And apart from that, he had a beautiful boat.

"Bonjour!" I said.

"Wallah, you're late!" said the Lebanese.

I let my gaze wander over the boat. 

"And you haven't finished anything yet!"

"Wallah!"

"I thought we were about to cast off!"

My name is Pierre Marquanteur, by the way. I'm a commissaire and I'm part of a special unit called the Force spéciale de la police criminelle, or FoPoCri for short, which is based in Marseille. Together with my colleague François Leroc, our boss Monsieur Jean-Claude Marteau, Commissaire général de police and all the other colleagues and specialists in our department, I deal with the difficult cases. Everything that has to do with organized crime, terrorism, serial offenders or other crimes where the investigation requires special skills and resources. 

Now, however, I was actually looking forward to a sailing trip - which probably wouldn't happen, as the boat wasn't ready. There had to be a reason for that.

"Wallah, I'm afraid it's not going to work today, Pierre," said the Lebanese.

"Too bad."

"Can't help it."

"What's wrong?"

"Damage to the stern. I think some idiot hit it with his boat. Didn't let us know, of course. Some water got in. That's why the boat is so low. I've already called the shipyard."

"A real shame."

"Wallah, can't help it."

"But you could have called me and told me it wasn't going to happen today!"

"Wallah, I wanted you to come anyway."

"Why?"

He now stepped off the boat onto the jetty.

"Do you know Bruno Montagnola?"

"Who doesn't know him?"

"Wallah, I googled names. It's a Calabrian name. Probably 'Ndrangheta, right?"

"What about Montagnola?"

"Apparently there are a few people who don't like him."

"As it happens ..."

"And he's currently in prison because he's probably got a few things on his plate."

"Wallah, I just wanted to warn you: he's not safe. There are plans to kill him. And from more than one side."

This did not come as a surprise.

I had feared something like that.

After all, Bruno Montagnola was an important key witness against the Mafia.

And such people are rarely popular with their peers.

"Wallah, you'll have to take very good care of him," said the Lebanese.

And he was proved right. 

*
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We were halfway between Marseille and Aubagne in an SUV from our motor pool. The assignment François and I had been given was clear: we were to take the Mafia's crown witness Bruno Montagnola to a place where he would be safe from his former gangster friends. For them, it was all or nothing - so we had to reckon with a pack of hitmen hot on our heels.

Bruno Montagnola was sitting in the back seat and looked nervous.

He had every reason to. There was probably no one in the entire north with a higher bounty on their head at the moment.

And our job was to prevent anyone from earning it at all costs.
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Monique Alperte had taken a seat next to Montagnola in the back seat. Alperte was a colleague who had recently been transferred from Paris to Marseille. 

Our colleague Fred Lacroix, who was following us in a second vehicle, called us on the hands-free system.

"No suspicious vehicle in sight. No one is following you."

"Then everything's fine," said François, who had taken a seat in the passenger seat. 

This assessment was not to last long.

We all wore Kevlar vests under our clothes. Bruno Montagnola had cursed, but had finally been persuaded to put on such an uncomfortable vest. Of course, his jacket was now stretching. He wasn't particularly slim anyway, but now he looked like he'd put on fifteen kilos.

Alperte, on the other hand, hardly noticed the Kevlar vest, simply because she was very petite. 

"I know the route. A few more kilometers and there should be a petrol station," said Montagnola.

"The tank is still full enough," I said.

"But I should go."

We had been missing something like this!

"Can't you refrain from doing that until Aubagne, Mr. Montagnola?" asked François.

"Hey, man, where are we? Do you think someone's waiting for us to pass by by chance so they can kill me?" Montagnola burst out. 

He was quite irritable and I understood that. After all, he was in a difficult position. And even if he himself was someone associated with the most serious crimes, his statements and his knowledge would mean that some of the biggest sharks in the Marseille underworld would go to prison for many years. Big bosses of organized crime that we would never have gotten close to otherwise.

"We try to avoid any safety risks," I said. "And of course that includes every unnecessary stop along the way."

"But this stop is not superfluous," said Montagnola. "Damn, if they find my body, I'd rather have a bullet in my head than pissed pants!"

"Mr. Montagnola ..."

"It's all a load of fucking shit anyway ... I should never have got involved!"

"If I were a psychologist, I might think that it could mean something that every second sentence you say has something to do with human excrement," said Alperte.

Montagnola rolled his eyes. He had been like this the whole time. And his family was already safe. They had been taken away separately from Bruno Montagnola. A security measure. We now had confirmation that his relatives had reached their secret destination safely and were doing well. And actually we had all hoped that Bruno Montagnola's mood would brighten up a little from then on. But that was obviously not the case. 

I exchanged a quick glance with François. My colleague nodded. A stopover was perfectly acceptable from a safety point of view. François made a connection with his colleagues in the next car.

"What's up?" asked our colleague Fred Lacroix.

"We make an unscheduled stop at the next petrol station in a few kilometers. Our guardian needs to go to the toilet."

"I know the gas station," said Fred. "There's also a good restaurant and handmade hamburgers. Only the coffee is so thin you can see through it."

"No coffee or hamburgers this time, Fred," said François. "We'll go straight on when Mr. Montagnola has finished his urgent business."

We reached the gas station. The exit from the highway described a sharp bend and made it necessary to slow down considerably.

The second emergency vehicle with Fred Lacroix and our colleague Pia Handau followed us at some distance.

I parked the SUV in one of the parking spaces immediately adjacent to the main building. Fred drove the second vehicle - a Mercedes from the Marseille Police Headquarters motor pool - at a distance so that our colleagues could keep an eye on our SUV and its entire surroundings at all times.

François and I got out - not without first putting on headsets that would keep us in constant contact with our colleagues. If anything suspicious happened anywhere, our colleagues could warn us immediately.

Alperte also got out. She opened the door for Montagnola. The star witness got out, and François and I took him into the middle. 

"You stay with the car," I said to Alperte.

We went with our protégé to the main building, where there was a fast food restaurant. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed an obviously drunk guy staggering towards the SUV. He was wearing a parka. The hood was pulled over his head. Almost nothing of his face was visible.

However, Alperte had obviously recognized the problem and approached the man. He appeared to be one of a group of people who had got off a bus.

A group of pensioners came towards us and my view was obscured.

Shortly after we stepped inside the building, I noticed a man in his mid-thirties with thinning red hair and rather large, somewhat bloodshot eyes. He was staring intently at Montagnola.

In such situations, you tend to attach either too much or too little importance to individual observations. Ultimately, you always have to rely on the instinct you develop after a few years of service and hope that this instinct doesn't deceive you. The latter doesn't often happen with a good police officer.

If it does, it can cost lives.

In this case, my instinct told me that I had to intervene. And just in time.

The redhead suddenly pushed towards Montagnola and would have come dangerously close to him a few moments later. I stood between them and pushed him away. The redhead looked at me as if he wanted to kill me with his gaze.

"Hey, what are you doing?" he shouted. "Stupid wi..."

He fell silent when he saw the barrel of my service weapon and the FoPoCri ID card. 

"Take a step back," I said.

"Can you manage on your own, Pierre?" asked François.

"No problem."

I searched the man for weapons. He didn't have any on him. Just a smartphone and wallet. And a driver's license in the name of Martin Duval. 

"Believe it or not, there are people who really are called that," he said. 

He smelled of marijuana. And the sluggish way in which he talked was probably also a sign that he often took substances that were better not to be caught with in traffic. Substances that perhaps also led to uncontrolled movements and bumping into people.

It seemed as if I had overreacted.

"This is a free country, isn't it?" he scrawled now. "What you're doing is police brutality!"

I gave him his things back. 

"Where are you going now, Mr. Duval?"

"To Aubagne. Where else could you go?"

"What are you doing in Aubagne?"

"Visiting friends."

"Have a good trip, Mr. Duval."

"Hey, man, that's it? First threatening someone with a gun and then just saying have a good trip?"

"Sorry for the inconvenience! I seem to have confused you."

"Well, at least you're not trying to frame me now. But that's probably only because there are so many witnesses here."

My action against the red-haired Martin Duval had actually attracted a lot of attention. 

Duval put his things back in the pockets of his jacket and left. At the door, he turned around once more. I wouldn't forget the look he gave me for a long time. 

"Fred? Pia?" I mumbled into the microphone of my headset. "A red-haired man in his mid-thirties in jeans and a leather jacket has just gone outside. Keep an eye on him and see where he goes!"

"We will," confirmed Fred Lacroix.
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A little later, François and I left the building again. 

I noticed the redhead. He emerged from behind a Ford and was holding a camera equipped with a telephoto lens. He had us in his sights. 

Perhaps a reporter who wanted to take a few snapshots of the boss in hiding. Or he was working for someone who had completely different intentions than selling a few photos to the highest bidder.

So my instinct hadn't fooled me. There was something wrong with this guy.

He must have taken the camera out of the car. He had nothing of the sort with him during the search.

"You should keep an eye on the redhead," I said to my colleagues over the headset.

"He's only just turned up again," Fred Lacroix reported. "I thought he was long gone!"

"But he's not. François and I will take another look at him. Alperte ..."

"Yes?" her bright voice came through my earpiece.

"Come and meet us and welcome Montagnola!"

"Okay!"

Alperte came to meet us.

"Shit, I thought nobody knew where our journey was going," Montagnola grumbled. And I could even understand his anger. After all, his head was at stake. And anyone who knew where he was posed a potential risk. It was a mystery to me how the red-haired man with the extremely rare name of Martin Duval had apparently managed to get Montagnola on his heels. We had actually taken all the precautions that you have to take during such an operation.

The critical point was usually the person to be protected themselves - or their relatives. Perhaps Montagnola had revealed too much to someone he thought he could trust. But we would find that out later.

Alperte went to the car with the witness. They got in. Meanwhile, François and I approached Duval.

He held his camera in Montagnola's direction with complete abandon. 

And then suddenly all hell broke loose.

A deafening explosion made me think for a moment that I was deaf. I half turned around. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the SUV turn into a hell of fire. I was torn to the ground. Whether it was the shockwave or François had intervened, I'm still not sure. Maybe it was a mixture of both. I felt the hard, cold asphalt beneath me as a wave of heat scorched over me. Debris flew through the air. I shielded my face with my arms. There was nothing I could do at that moment except pray that none of the flying debris would choose the two square meters of asphalt I was lying on to land on.

Then I heard voices. Screams. Some in pain, others in pure horror. A car drove off with screeching tires. I got to my feet and looked for François. But he was okay. I obviously hadn't been hit either.

All that remained of the SUV, however, was a smoking wreck consumed by blazing flames.

Two men, who according to their overalls belonged to the petrol station staff, tried to extinguish the flames with fire extinguishers. Of course, this was completely futile. 
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