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A gang war is raging in Marseille. Marquanteur's colleague Caron wants to meet with an informant. The informant is found out and dead, Caron is kidnapped. Since he is able to throw away his badge, the kidnappers think he is a crook from the other side. Commissaire Marquanteur and his colleagues from the FoPoCri special unit don't have much time to free him...

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 Neal Chadwick, Jack Raymond, Jonas Herlin, Dave Branford, Chris Heller, Henry Rohmer, Conny Walden and Janet Farell.
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"Salute, Tigre! What a surprise!"

Jonah "Tigre" Berthier whirled around.

With his right hand, he let the plaid jacket slide back. A harsh noise that sounded like a rattle stopped Berthier from pulling the huge Magnum Colt from his belt.

Berthier froze. 

Half a dozen armed men sprang out from various hiding places. They held submachine guns at the ready. Some were lurking in the corners of the surrounding warehouses, others came out from behind the huge bridge pillars supporting the A55 expressway bridge.

A trap!

This thought struck Berthier like a bolt of lightning. But the realization came too late. He had fallen in blindly. And now there could only be a desperate fight to the death.

Berthier realized that he was surrounded. His gaze circled the remote industrial site in Marseille/ Les Crottes. It was so contaminated with heavy metals that no one would want it for decades to come. Abandoned trucks rusted away, warehouses fell into disrepair and had become home to rats.

A place made for a secret meeting.

And for a murder.

Berthier swallowed.

The sounds of gunfire were swallowed up by the noise of the A55. With the help of an elevated bridge, part of the busy arterial road was routed across the industrial site.

More men were now coming out of cover. Berthier saw dark sunglasses and machine guns ready to fire.

"Tigre, you're an idiot," said a cutting voice belonging to a short, wiry man.  

"Cassou!" hissed Berthier between his teeth. "I should have guessed."

Cassou stepped forward. The MP hung casually from a strap over his shoulder and crumpled his thousand-euro jacket. 

He cold-bloodedly fingered a silver case out of the inside pocket and put a slim cigarillo in the corner of his mouth. One of his men gave him a light.

"Who did you want to meet here, Tigre? With the people from La Villette? Come on, spit it out! You're stealing our time - and I can't stand that, Tigre. You should know me that well."  

Berthier's posture relaxed a little.

They were still talking. He was still alive.

But he was enough of a professional to know that there was nothing left for him to win.

Cassou grimaced, took the cigarillo out of his mouth and bared his teeth.

"Listen, we can just kill you or fix you up beforehand so that you'll be begging to have a bullet put in your damn skull!" he then hissed.

Buy time, Berthier thought.

He squinted at a rusty Mercedes van with no tires or doors, four meters away from him.

"I wanted to meet a cop here," he said.

Cassou laughed uproariously.

"A rarely stupid lie," he commented. "Maybe to get yourself killed?"

One of the gunmen picked up the radio.

"Mr. Cassou, there's a car coming," he addressed his boss.

Berthier thought he had chosen a favorable moment. He pulled out the Magnum Colt, fired wildly and rushed towards the wrecked Mercedes.

Three or four of the killers fired their MPs at the same time. Bursts of twenty to thirty bullets per second hissed out of the short barrels. The projectiles perforated the sheet metal of the Mercedes van, scratching the concrete floor. Sparks flew. 

Berthier flinched. His checked jacket turned red. The huge Colt Magnum slipped from his hand. Berthier curled up and lay motionless.

"Come on, clean up!" Cassou ordered his men.
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Commissaire Stéphane Caron steered the car onto the derelict industrial site. He parked the inconspicuous Ford behind a half-ruined warehouse whose large metal doors were covered in a layer of brown rust.

Stéphane got out, checked the fit of his SIG Sauer P 226 pistol and looked around. The noise of the A55 was coming from the nearby bridge.

Stéphane looked at the watch on his wrist.

He was supposed to arrive here at exactly 5.23 pm. Not a minute earlier or later, otherwise the man he was supposed to meet here would have broken the appointment.

Stéphane was on time.

And he was aware that he was now being watched. Jonah Tigre Berthier was probably waiting for him at a safe distance to make sure Caron came alone.

Stéphane had complied with all the conditions Berthier had set.

Stéphane walked towards one of the mighty pillars on which a graffiti sprayer had artfully painted the likeness of Fidel Castro.

That was the meeting point.

Stéphane walked towards the bridge pillar. On the A55, the rush-hour traffic roared louder than the surf on the coast in strong winds.

Stéphane let his gaze wander briefly over the wrecked cars.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a movement for a split second. Someone was lurking behind the corner of a dilapidated warehouse.

Stéphane had almost reached the bridge pillar with Fidel Castro. Castro was casually holding a Kalashnikov in his right hand and a Havana in his left.

Stéphane instinctively sensed that something was wrong here.

He kept an eye on the corner by the warehouse.

Maybe that's where Tigre Berthier is, thought Stéphane.

Berthier probably just wanted to make sure and observe his interlocutor first.

Nevertheless, Stéphane played it safe.

He positioned himself next to the bridge pillar so that he could not be shot down from the corner of the warehouse.

And then he noticed the red stains near the Mercedes van.

Blood!

At first glance, it was hard to distinguish the stains on the metal from rust. But the ones on the floor formed a trail. As if someone had dragged a corpse away!

Stéphane's hand went to the SIG in his belt holster. He pulled out the gun. Carefully, he took one step in front of the other, circled the huge bridge pillar and saw ...

... a pair of feet!

Seconds later, he saw a dead man lying on the concrete.

Jonah Tigre Berthier.

The position was strange. The man was lying on his back, his arms pointing towards his head. His clothes were soaked with blood around his upper body. Numerous bullet holes had riddled him.

Stéphane took a deep breath. Someone had beaten him to it. Someone who had somehow got wind of this meeting!

Stéphane whirled around.

He could just see two armed men emerge from behind one of the other concrete pillars. They had their MPs at the ready. Dark sunglasses protected them from the low evening sun.

Stéphane reacted with lightning speed. He pressed himself against the concrete as the first volley was fired in his direction. Sparks flew as the projectiles scratched the concrete. Small pieces were shot out of the bridge pillar. Bullets got stuck here and there, others became treacherous ricochets. At that moment, Stéphane Caron cursed himself for having come here without protection. He had taken a full risk. After all, it wasn't every day that an important figure in the international arms trade offered himself up as an informant for FoPoCri. And Stéphane Caron had put all his eggs in one basket.

Whole shiploads of state-of-the-art weapons of war, from assault rifles to mobile Stinger anti-aircraft missiles, had been sent all over the world via the port of Marseille in recent weeks, according to information from informers and informants. A few small consignments had been confiscated here and there on the basis of this information, but there was reason to believe that this was no more than the tip of the iceberg. There was a lively trade in death going on, well disguised in the background.

And Stéphane had hoped to finally get one step closer to the people behind it via Tigre Berthier. But this hope had now been dashed.

Stéphane waited until the hail of bullets had died down. He heard footsteps. He briefly saw one of the killers emerge and raise his gun. Stéphane fired. He caught the guy on the shoulder. The killer was pulled back, screamed and staggered to the ground, cursing.

Stéphane sprinted off.

He looked briefly in the direction of the corner of the warehouse. His suspicions were confirmed. He could see nothing more than the flash of a muzzle flash. Stéphane threw himself to the ground, rolled over and fired twice with his SIG. Meanwhile, MPi bullets were hitting him left and right. Stéphane pulled himself to his feet. With a leap he was at the rusty van. The bullets whistled close over his head. The Mercedes van was not good cover. Some of the bullets simply smashed through the sheet metal. Stéphane took a deep breath. He reached into his jacket and pulled out his ID card.

Stéphane knew what he was doing as he slid it under the van. He did the same with the handcuffs he was wearing on his belt.

And then he pulled out his cell phone. One press of a button and he was connected to FoPoCri Marseille. The number of our headquarters was stored in the phone's menu.

"This is Commissaire Caron. I'm in a tight spot!" Stéphane gave his position.

A bullet whizzed past Stéphane's head and hit the cell phone. The phone burst. Stéphane instantly pulled his hand back, threw himself to the side and fired back, lying flat on the ground.

He gripped the SIG tighter. 

Something moved behind a pile of rubble. One of the killers emerged briefly. Stéphane fired several times in quick succession, causing his opponent to dive back as quickly as possible.

My chances are nil, Stéphane realized bitterly.

But he was determined to sell himself as dearly as possible.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3

[image: ]




tires squealed. The sports car that the motor pool had given me slid a little further along the tarmac. We tore open the doors almost simultaneously - my friend and colleague François Leroc and I, Commissaire Pierre Marquanteur. We both pulled out our service weapons.

Commissaire François Leroc and I belonged to the Force spéciale de la police criminelle, FoPoCri for short, a special unit in Marseille that specializes in organized crime investigations. 

We weren't the first on the scene.

A few meters away was a Ford in which our colleague Boubou Ndonga had arrived.

He had obviously been closer. Boubou was Stéphane Caron's partner on duty. And also his friend.

He looked around with the SIG in both hands.

Moments later, a few more cars arrived. Our colleagues. They were supported by uniformed police. 

Within half a minute, police officers were swarming everywhere, most of them wearing bulletproof vests.

The operation was a bit rushed, but still quite large-scale. Whoever had had a firefight with our colleague Stéphane Caron here on this industrial wasteland had to make sure that they went into hiding as quickly as possible. The area was cordoned off.

I approached Boubou, the SIG still at the ready.

However, my instinct told me that we were probably too late. All the signs were there.

"You were here first?" I asked, turning to Boubou.

"Yes. I was in Rue de Leon, very close to here. But it's still five minutes from here. And when I turned up here, there was no sign of Stéphane. Unless..." He pointed to the traces of blood near the Mercedes van. Together with the numerous bullet holes that had turned the rusty vehicle into something like a Swiss cheese, it made a picture that I didn't like. 

"Only the laboratory analyses will tell us whether this is Stéphane's blood," Boubou said gloomily. He pointed to the concrete pillar with the Castro graffiti. "There are also traces of blood behind it. It looks like whoever was shot here was dragged behind the concrete pillar."

No one said it. But there was every indication that the person in question was none other than our colleague Stéphane Caron.

A helicopter rattled over the industrial site. After all, the most effective way to search the confusing area was from the air.

"This is where he wanted to meet with Tigre Berthier," Boubou said, pointing to the Castro graffiti. "I was in on it, but I wasn't allowed to go. I waited in the Rue de Lyon. After all, we didn't know whether Berthier might have the site under surveillance, and then everything would have fallen apart."

"Tigre wanted to unpack?" François asked somewhat skeptically.

"Yes, and comprehensively."

I understood only too well that Stéphane had not been able to resist the temptation. We had long suspected that Tigre Berthier, a moderately successful import/export merchant, was involved in shady dealings.

He was probably a kind of middleman in the illegal arms deals that we were currently dealing with intensively. Unfortunately, what we had on him wasn't enough for the prosecutor to lift a finger.

"Why did Tigre suddenly want to spill the beans?" I asked. "Was there any particular reason for it?"

And François added: "Our rather unsuccessful investigations against him can hardly have affected him so much that he wanted to break his silence out of sheer fear."

"I don't know," said Boubou. "Maybe Tigre has fallen out with his clean business friends - and unlike the judiciary, they don't give him a fair trial, but a short one."

At that moment, our colleague Fred Lacroix came on the radio. Boubou took the device out of his jacket pocket. 

"This is Ndonga. What's up?"

"We found the car Stéphane was traveling in in one of the warehouses," Lacroix reported. 

"Any traces?" asked Boubou.
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