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			1

			Bruno Courrèges, chief of police of the small French town of St Denis, awoke a few seconds before six, just as the dawn was breaking. His cockerel, Blanco, named for a French rugby hero, greeted the new day as Bruno donned his tracksuit and running shoes. The morning jog through the springtime woods around his home in the Périgord countryside was a delight; the sun would soon cast long beams through the pale green of the new buds and leaves on the trees. The temperature was exactly as he liked it, not cold enough for gloves but crisp and fresh enough for him to enjoy warming up as he ran, his basset hound, Balzac, bounding along at his side.

			Back at his home, its old stone walls glowing in the early light, Bruno fed his geese and chickens, watered his vegetable garden and took a look at the seedlings in the new greenhouse he had built from a kit. He placed his kettle on the stove for coffee and put one of his fresh eggs into a saucepan to boil while he checked his emails, then turned on the radio, tuned to France Bleu Périgord. He grilled the last half of yesterday’s baguette, shared it with Balzac, and sliced his toast thin so he could dip it into the still runny yolk. The headline news ended and he shifted to the local news. At the third item, Bruno pricked up his ears.

			‘Périgueux psychologist Marie-France Duteiller has filed a complaint with the Procureur on the slow progress of the investigation into allegations of paedophilia at a Church-run children’s home near Mussidan some thirty years ago. She claims that the inquiry led by chief detective Jean-Jacques Jalipeau had been “insensitive and dilatory” and had denied justice to the victims who accused several local notables of abuse when they were orphans at the home. Commissaire Jalipeau *^paid last night that inquiries continued, although the investigation was highly complex and controversial, since the allegations depended on memories that had been recovered during hypnosis by psychologist Duteiller.’

			His good mood of the morning evaporated as Bruno sighed in sympathy with his friend Jean-Jacques, known throughout the police as J-J. The case had been running for months and evidently was not getting very far. This was unusual. Bruno might agree that at times J-J could be insensitive, but dilatory was one of the last words he’d use to describe the big, untidy man whom he’d come to admire on the occasions they had worked together. Such cases usually ended with a celebratory dinner, at which J-J played generous host, in recognition of the many times during the inquiry when he had lunched and dined at Bruno’s hospitable table. J-J’s cheerful personality matched his bulk and he shared Bruno’s fondness for good food and wine. Their warm relations had even survived a waspish newspaper cartoon after one recent terrorist case when Bruno had been portrayed as Astérix the Gaul and J-J as his gigantic and overfed friend Obélix. The cartoonist had come closer to reality when he portrayed each of them with a bottle of Bergerac wine, suggesting it was their equivalent of the magic potion Astérix swigged before battling the Roman legions.

			Above all, and unlike many in the Police Nationale, J-J did not treat a municipal policeman like Bruno as a lower form of life. He’d come to value Bruno’s profound knowledge of the people of the commune of St Denis, developed through years spent as an active member of the local tennis, rugby and hunting clubs. He accepted Bruno’s idiosyncratic way of doing his job and recog­nized his role in ensuring that St Denis had the lowest rate of reported crimes in the département of the Dordogne. Bruno in return respected J-J as a relentless detective with a deceptively subtle way of navigating the politics of policing in France. Whatever the radio might be reporting, J-J was old enough and experienced enough to take care of himself. And if he needed Bruno’s help, he knew he would only have to ask.

			Bruno planned this morning to go first to the riding school of his British friend Pamela to exercise Hector, his horse, before heading for his office in the mairie. Perhaps on horseback he’d get some inspiration for the speech he had to give at the end of the week. And perhaps I should think about getting some new clothes, Bruno thought as he scanned his wardrobe with the forthcoming wedding in mind.

			Two-thirds of the hanging space was occupied by his official dress. There were police uniforms for summer and for winter, plus a full-dress parade uniform and a greatcoat. At the back of the cupboard was a separate plastic bag holding his French army reserve uniform with its sergeant’s chevrons, in which he was required to report if summoned back to duty. Hanging in the utility room where he kept his washing machine and the secure cabinet with his guns was a set of military camouflage that he used for hunting, along with the old army tracksuit he had just taken off to air after his morning jog.

			Bruno’s civilian clothes were few. There was a dark-blue wool suit. He’d bought it when invalided out of the French army after taking a sniper’s bullet in his hip during a tour of duty in Bosnia. He’d long since lost the extra kilos he’d gained during the months in hospital and while convalescing, so it hung loosely on him these days. A dark-blue blazer and a pair of grey slacks shared a wooden coat hanger. Khaki chinos hung with the dark red windcheater that he wore over his uniform shirt and trousers when he wanted to look plausibly civilian. Its equivalent in black was kept in his official van. A pair of jeans was folded on the top shelf with his polo shirts and sweaters, his police képis and a blue UN Peacekeeper’s helmet that he kept for sentimental reasons, despite its dent and scrapes.

			Anyone could take one glance at my wardrobe, he mused, and tell the story of my life: the army and then the police, all the signs of a man more at home in uniform than in civilian dress. His modest collection of clothes suggested a man who was careful with his money, seeing no need to splash out on new garments when the French services took care of most of his needs. And the dark suit was timeless, of a classic cut, paying no regard to the whims of fashion that dictated that this year trousers should be tight and ties and lapels narrow. It seemed only yesterday that trousers had been loose and ties and lapels bizarrely wide.

			Even for a country policeman, he knew this was a sparse wardrobe. I am a man, he thought, of little imagination and less style; or perhaps I simply have other priorities. Bruno disliked shopping for clothes, although he could spend many hours happily perusing hunting magazines for a new shotgun that he could not afford or a new rod for when he went fishing with the Baron.

			The good thing about weddings, he thought, was that people usually had eyes only for the bride. Nobody would care what he was wearing and the dark-blue suit would do fine. The ceremony was to take place in the mairie, followed by a reception and dinner for close friends at the national museum of prehistory in Les Eyzies. The gallery of flints, with its life-size models of early humans holding spears, knapping flints and wearing skins, might be considered an unusual place to choose. Bruno thought it very suitable, since bride and groom were professional archaeol­ogists of renown. Clothilde was the museum’s senior curator and Horst, after retiring from his university post in Germany, had joined the museum as an adjunct professor responsible for archaeological digs. Most of the guests were in the same profession.

			Idly, Bruno wondered if they might offer the fashionable palaeolithic diet of nuts and berries, fruit and charred meats, instead of the more traditional wedding feast. No, he concluded. Horst might be amused by such a meal, but Clothilde was a sensible Frenchwoman. She would understand that when guests came to the culinary heartland of France, they expected the classic food of the Périgord.

			As Horst’s best man, Bruno was a little nervous about the speech he’d have to give. He would obviously be expected to make some reference to his friend’s distinguished career in archaeology, before an audience that would include some of Europe’s top experts in the field. On Bruno’s bedside table lay the latest issue of Archéologie, a popular magazine that contained Professor Horst Vogelstern’s latest article, comparing the various small statues of women that had been found at prehistoric sites across Europe.

			Long before he had become Horst’s friend, Bruno had subscribed to the journal, fascinated by the wealth of cave art and prehistory that surrounded him in the valley of the River Vézère. The cover of the magazine was arresting: a photograph of a woman fashioned from clay with gigantic hips, a prominent vulva and pendulous breasts. The caption was ‘Miss Europa, 25,000 BC’. This Venus of Dolni Vestonice, the place where she had been found in the modern-day Czech Republic, was the oldest ceramic known. It was just one of several illustrations accompanying Horst’s fascinating article.

			Bruno had been intrigued to learn that just over a hundred of these statues, known as the Venus figurines, had been found. They had mostly been made between 28,000 and 20,000 BC, in the early Paleolithic or Stone Age, and had been rediscovered in caves and graves scattered across Europe. If there was one outstanding element that could be said to have connected our direct ancestors among early Stone Age peoples, Horst had argued, it was their fascination with generously proportioned women. Usually between five and twenty centimetres in height, the figurines were the first known depictions of any human form and they were highly stylized. The women – for they were all female – had, with only rare exceptions, enormous breasts, buttocks and thighs, a swollen stomach and a prominent pudenda. Some had complex and carefully carved hairstyles, or perhaps headdresses made of small shells, rather like the one that was on display in the Les Eyzies museum.

			Inevitably they had been seen as fertility symbols, since they focused so much on the female breasts and reproductive organs. Whole bookshelves had been written on these figurines and their role in prehistoric culture. There was speculation on whether they signified an early matriarchal society, in which female fertility had been viewed as the greatest mystery and an object of worship.

			All this, Bruno told himself, provided excellent material for a light-hearted and slightly teasing speech to be made at the wedding. He could talk of Horst’s lifelong fascination with the Venus figurines and the female form. And that gave Bruno the closing theme in a way that would flatter both bride and groom and refer to their common passion for prehistory. He would suggest that Horst had finally found his perfect woman in Clothilde and conclude that this marriage of the Frenchwoman Doctor Clothilde Daumier and Germany’s Professor Horst Vogelstern of the University of Cologne symbolized all that was best of the new Europe.

			Jotting down these notes, Bruno felt a weight lift from his shoulders. He dreaded having to give speeches and as a result put untold effort into preparing them, with the unforeseen consequence that his friends now kept pestering him to speak. At least this one was now sketched out. But he knew a few hours of careful drafting still awaited him, and he faced a busy day ahead. He was due to give evidence before a tribunal in Sarlat at ten, so Bruno checked his appearance in the bedroom mirror, summoned Balzac from his morning patrol of the garden and was about to set off to the riding school when his phone vibrated. It was Ahmed, one of the professional firemen who led the team of mostly volunteer pompiers in St Denis. As well as fighting fires, they also acted as the region’s emergency medical service.

			‘We’ve got an urgent call to Commarque, that ruined chateau off the road to Sarlat,’ Ahmed began. ‘A woman, possibly dead, fallen from the cliff or the castle wall. The guy who phoned it in runs the entrance kiosk, said his name was Jean-Philippe Fumel and he’ll be expecting you. Fabiola’s on call today and she’s meeting us at the spot. Shall we see you there?’

			Bruno confirmed that he would join them at the chateau and then phoned the riding school to say that duty called; he could not exercise Hector this morning. Pamela replied that she’d just heard the same news from Fabiola and they’d expect him for the evening ride instead.

			‘Bisous,’ she said as she hung up. It always slightly confused Bruno when Pamela used this affectionate French term, which meant ‘kisses’. Their affair had been over for some months but the mutual attraction that remained reminded him that there was more than friendship between them. He had no time to think of that now. He phoned the mairie to leave a message explaining why he’d been called away. Then he thumbed through his phone’s address book to find a number for the Count of Commarque, a genial giant of a man who had for the past thirty years mounted an ambitious project of research, restoration and public education at the grandiose ruin his ancestors had built. The Count, whom Bruno knew from the rugby club, deserved to know of the accident and might have some useful background to contribute. It was not long after seven in the morning, so Bruno was not surprised when there was no reply and he left a message.

			Before he left, Bruno checked his mailbox at the end of the drive, on which he had painted ‘Pas de pub’ to tell the postman not to deliver the endless supermarket and other advertising brochures that would otherwise clog the box. There was a bank statement and a postcard from London showing an unimpressive modern building captioned as the police headquarters at New Scotland Yard. The message was simple: ‘Wish you were here instead of me. Give Balzac a big hug and a kiss from me, and a little hug for you.’

			It was signed with the single initial I, which meant Isabelle, the woman who got away. No, Bruno thought, that wasn’t right. When she left the Périgord for a high-powered job on the staff of the Minister of the Interior in Paris, she had wanted him to join her. But Bruno could never see himself in some cramped apartment in Paris with no garden, where it would not be fair to keep a dog, let alone his chickens. He knew he’d lose touch with all his friends and the hunting and tennis and rugby clubs and the training sessions for the schoolkids that made up so much of his life. And now she had an even bigger job coordinating French and European anti-terrorist efforts. Balzac had been her gift to him when his previous dog had been killed, and these occasional postcards from foreign capitals always seemed more about Balzac than about him. Or perhaps it was just Isabelle’s way of reminding him of what he was missing; not that he needed reminding. He sniffed the card, wondering if it were his imagination or if he really detected just a hint of her perfume. He offered the card to Balzac who sniffed and gave a discreet but plaintive howl. Balzac missed her, too.
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			Installing Balzac in his preferred place on the passenger seat, Bruno set off for Les Eyzies. He gave his usual wave of salute to the statue of prehistoric man on the rocky ledge above the town’s main street. The statue symbolized the town’s role as the centre of prehistoric studies. After finding the first pre­historic remains during the construction of a railway, skeletons of people with much more modern skulls than those of the first Neanderthals were then unearthed in 1868. Called Cro-Magnon people after a local place name, the skeletons emerged just as the arguments over Charles Darwin’s new theory of evolution were raging across Europe. So many visitors began to descend on the region that a new hotel, inevitably called the Cro-Magnon, was built to receive them. A flurry of archaeological investigations nearby soon established that the valley of the River Vézère was an extraordinary repository of human and pre-human remains.

			Close to the first Cro-Magnon find was the Abri Pataud, a hundred-metre-long balcony in a great cliff where modern archaeologists had found traces of forty separate camps of nomadic reindeer hunters. These early humans had used local stone to build a rough wall on the rim of the balcony to form a sheltered room, and the evidence of animal bones suggested it had been used for a prolonged period. The skeletons of a young woman and a baby were found there, some twenty thousand years old. These bones were used as a model to construct a life-sized statue of the woman, on display in the attached museum. Bruno had a great affection for this young woman, and it had been enhanced when he learned from Horst’s article that another figurine, the Venus of Abri Pataud, had also been found nearby. She represented so much of what Bruno loved about this valley, the sense of history being so close, that across two hundred centuries there had lived a girl he might have loved. So he blew her a kiss as he drove past towards another of his favourite sites, the medieval fortress of Commarque.

			Perched on a rocky outcrop in the hills between the Rivers Dordogne and Vézère, the half-ruined chateau was for Bruno one of the most impressive in the region. Unlike the famous medieval fortresses of Beynac and Castelnaud which glowered at each other across the Dordogne as they had during the Hundred Years War between the English and French, Commarque was not on the standard tourist route. Its remoteness added to its grandeur. The outer walls enclosed a large village which contained the remains of six grand houses, each inhabited in the Middle Ages by a different noble dynasty, while the Commarque family held the main keep with its high tower. Bruno had heard the ensemble described as a kind of holiday camp for the feudal elite, a place where they would gather for celebrations and feast days to scheme and plot and arrange marriages, while enjoying the magnificent view over the valley of the River Beune.

			Standing atop the tower one day, the Count had told Bruno that its height had enabled his ancestors to see and signal to the town of Sarlat, twenty kilometres up the valley. In the Middle Ages, the trees that later would cover much of the region once more had been cut down to produce charcoal to feed the hungry furnaces of dozens of smithies and ironworks. The hills of the Périgord during that period had been covered with sheep rather than timber.

			Bruno navigated the rough track down to the chateau entrance and parked. He let Balzac jump down from the police van, where the dog started sniffing his way around the area, as if recalling his previous visits and checking for any changes. The young man in the kiosk looked startled to see a policeman arrive with a basset hound. He shook hands, introduced himself as Jean-Philippe and asked, ‘Sniffer dog?’

			‘The best,’ said Bruno, before following him to the base of a forbidding cliff, where his friend, the doctor Fabiola, was waiting beside the corpse. Her examination seemed to be complete for she was gazing upwards, as though admiring the high walls and tower. At her feet lay the body of a middle-aged woman wearing a blue nylon tracksuit, one leg of which was almost torn away to reveal a leg bent in three places. Through one of the rips in the fabric Bruno could see that a broken bone poked through the skin, although there was little blood. Her heart must have stopped pumping when she hit the ground, Bruno thought.

			He felt a wave of sadness, the sudden fall of silence and solemnity that always came upon him in the presence of death. Despite his years in the military and the nature of his work as a policeman, his duty to attend traffic accidents and the natural deaths to which he was called, he never became accustomed to it. If he ever did, Bruno suspected that he would feel compelled to resign.

			Standing there beside Fabiola, Bruno recalled that she’d once told him that at medical school she’d attended a compulsory lecture on death and its impact on doctors. Doctors in hospitals would attend hundreds, probably thousands of deaths, but most of them would be strangers. Doctors in general practice would attend far fewer deaths, but the majority of them would be familiar, patients of many years perhaps. Either way, the lecturer had said, the emotional toll would grow and weigh more heavily over time. Bruno closed his eyes briefly and then forced himself to look at the corpse.

			The dead woman had dark hair cut short, a plump face that was markedly suntanned although it was early in the year, and a livid scrape along one cheek. She was lying on her back, her head bent so badly to the right that her neck must have been broken. Her right arm was upraised and bent at the elbow, an old cow’s horn close to her hand. Her other hand was resting on her stomach, which seemed an oddly peaceful pose for someone who had presumably fallen to her death. The foot attached to the broken leg was bare while the other foot wore a cheap running shoe rather than the specialized footwear used by rock climbers. Bruno looked around, but couldn’t see the missing shoe.

			‘She’s certainly dead, so I sent the pompiers away. There was nothing for them to do,’ said Fabiola, after greeting him and then bending to caress Balzac, whose tail wagged furiously to express his pleasure at seeing her. The dog took one cautious sniff at the dead woman’s bare foot and then backed away and sat, looking at Bruno and waiting for instructions.

			‘She has a broken neck and broken leg, so it looks like a fall,’ Fabiola went on, her voice without emotion. ‘She has no identification that I could see and you’ll have trouble getting good fingerprints. Her fingers are scraped raw from the climb, but there’s no obvious sign of foul play. I’d say she’s around forty years old and considerably overweight so I’m surprised that she was climbing a cliff like that.’

			‘Would you have climbed it?’ he asked, knowing that in her days as a student Fabiola had been a keen mountaineer.

			‘Not in the dark, I wouldn’t,’ she replied, shaking her head firmly. ‘Even in daylight I’d want ropes and pitons before I tackled a climb like that. From her footwear, it looks like she didn’t know what she was doing.’

			Bruno looked up at the sheer wall of rock face above the overhang. It soared some twenty metres before giving way to the stone wall and tower, which rose another twenty metres further. The lower stretch of cliff contained a number of openings that Bruno remembered were troglodyte chambers. One of them had been a kitchen and the others were storerooms and places where the families of chateau servants had lived. After the place was ruined and abandoned during the religious wars of the seventeenth century, people had still lived in the caves, and the Resistance had used them for shelter during the war. The caves were dry, and there was water nearby.

			The Count had told him that the entire rock on which the chateau had been built was honeycombed with caves and fissures, some of them containing evidence of human habitation dating back for millennia. A famous stone engraving of a horse’s head had been found in one of them, reckoned to be fifteen thousand years old. But what made Bruno step back in surprise was the sight of freshly scrawled letters high on the tower, in luminous paint of a reddish-orange colour.

			‘I-F-T-I,’ he said, spelling out the letters. ‘Does that mean anything to you?’

			‘I’ve been puzzling over it,’ said Fabiola. ‘See where the paint fades away just after the final I, as though she was starting a new letter and that was when she fell. It could be an L or a K, a Y or even an R. I’ve no idea what she was trying to write. I was never much good at crossword puzzles.’

			‘I can’t think of any words in French that begin with I-F but I suppose it could be English,’ said Bruno. ‘And that looks like the same colour paint on her hand. It’s very distinctive.’

			‘Yes, mixed with blood from her fingers. That cow horn beside her right hand is odd. Quite a coincidence for her to have fallen and landed right beside it so the horn may have fallen from her pocket or it could have been placed there later. If so, someone else must have been involved. I had a quick look around but I saw no sign of the spray paint she seems to have used. If you can’t find the can, somebody must have taken it away.’

			‘How long has she been dead?’ Bruno asked.

			‘Not long, around three to four hours at a guess. Certainly not more than eight, which means she was climbing at night. No sign of a torch. In fact, there’s nothing in her pockets.’

			‘Maybe she was climbing by moonlight. It’s close to full moon.’ Bruno kept a careful watch on the lunar calendar for his gardening. ‘I’ll have to find out if it was cloudy. Anything from her dentistry?’

			‘Not that I could see; just a few standard fillings that could have been done anywhere in Europe, but you might want to ask a dentist. I’m almost done. Just one or two final checks and then I’d better get back to the clinic.’

			‘Anything about this that strikes you as odd, apart from the cow horn?’ Bruno asked. He trusted Fabiola’s expertise and her instincts.

			‘There are a couple of marks on her wrist and neck that aren’t clear to me. They could be rope burns if she was climbing with one. But there’s no sign of any rope or harness so they could be marks from her fall. I know the police will take a good look at them, but I won’t forgive myself if I miss something.’

			‘Could I use your magnifying glass?’ Bruno took it and bent to peer closely at the mark on the woman’s neck and the ones on her wrist and forearm. He saw something glinting, two or three shreds of greenish-blue material.

			‘Could those be strands of nylon, perhaps from a rope?’ he asked, passing her the glass.

			She squinted. ‘Looks like that to me.’

			‘That means she was almost certainly climbing with a partner who’s disappeared along with the rope and the paint. Your death certificate had better say that she died in a fall, in possibly suspicious circumstances.’

			Fabiola nodded. ‘Other than confirming the nylon threads, I don’t see the point of going to the expense of an autopsy.’

			‘That will be up to J-J,’ said Bruno. ‘It’s his budget.’

			As the region’s chief detective for the Police Nationale, J-J automatically took over any suspicious death inquiry. Not that they were frequent. The number of homicides each year in the département was usually in single figures and J-J almost always solved them, sometimes with Bruno’s help.

			‘Good luck with identifying her,’ said Fabiola, closing her medical bag. ‘Maybe you’ll be finished in time for us to go riding together this evening. I’ll leave the death certificate at the clinic for you to pick up and I’ll put it down as death by a fall, probably suspicious. What I ought to write is suicide by stupidity.’ She blew him a kiss by way of goodbye.

			Bruno waved back as he pulled out his phone to call J-J, and sent Balzac off to search. By the time he had briefed J-J, Balzac’s bark signalled that he had found something. Bruno strolled a few metres along the base of the cliff to see his dog standing beside the dead woman’s missing shoe. Stroking Balzac in appreciation, Bruno sent him off to search for any traces of the woman’s scent. Then he went back to his van for binoculars and began to scan the cliff. About twenty metres above the fallen shoe and slightly to its right, he saw something glinting in the morning sun. It could be a piton, one of the metal supports that climbers hammered into cracks in the rock to support a rope. He’d leave that for J-J’s people to examine.

			Balzac barked again, this time from about a hundred metres away across the valley. His tail was stretched out flat, one paw raised, his neck lifted, the pose he adopted when pointing at game. Bruno walked across the turf to join him, feeling the ground start to become boggy beneath his feet as he neared the bank of the small River Beune, which here spread out into several sluggish streams. His dog waited with the dutiful patience of a well-trained hunting hound, his whole body pointing to the slope across the valley. It seemed that the dead woman must have come that way, across the watery meadow. Odd, therefore, that there had been no sign of mud on her legs or shoes.

			Bruno returned to the body. Although J-J’s team would doubtless take their own photos, he began taking pictures with his phone, just so he had a record and could begin the process of identification. He started with a general shot of the location, then used his zoom to capture the letters scrawled on the wall of the chateau and finally moved in for some close-ups of the face before examining the hands more closely. Good forensic work might get some partial prints but mostly the fingertips had been scraped bloody.

			Other questions nagged at him, beyond the obvious one: did she fall or was she pushed? Why would anyone have wanted to climb the cliff? If she wanted to get inside the outer wall of the chateau, it would have been easier to climb where it was lower. Easier still, he thought, to come from the opposite direction, along the ridge where the only obstruction was a crumbling wall. Had she been trying to get into the tower itself? Or was she simply daubing some unfinished slogan? Perhaps the Count would know.

		

	
		
			3

			The Count appeared not long after Fabiola had left, and found Bruno poking through the grass at the base of the cliff where Balzac had found the missing shoe. Balzac darted across to greet the newcomer, who bent to fondle the basset’s long ears. He rose as Bruno said hello and began to explain what little he knew as he led the Count to the body.

			‘I’ve never seen her before and I have no idea who she is, God rest her soul.’ The Count’s usually cheerful face was solemn as he stared down at the body, shaking his head. Then he raised his hand to his brow and crossed himself. Only then did he look up at the cliff looming above and step back in surprise as he spotted the large letters painted on the castle wall.

			‘What on earth . . . ?’ He looked back and forth from the corpse to the vivid scrawl on the castle wall that seemed to glow an angry red as the sun’s rays caught it. ‘Is this supposed to be some kind of graffiti art? Was she painting these letters? It doesn’t mean anything, not in any language I know.’

			‘I was hoping you might help identify her or whatever slogan she was daubing. She’s not carrying any papers and you can see from the state of her hands we’ll have trouble getting fingerprints.’

			‘I was assuming she’d be one of the Templar enthusiasts. We’ve had trouble with them before, trying to break in and dig around the place. I invited some of them in to watch at the last archaeological dig here, so they could be satisfied there’s none of that legendary Templar treasure here. I thought we’d seen the end of them after that. I think I’ve got an email address somewhere for the secretary of their association. Perhaps he might be able to identify this poor woman.’

			‘At first this looked like an accidental fall, but some aspects are troubling,’ Bruno said, explaining why he’d called in J-J and the detectives. ‘It’s not even clear how she got here.’

			‘Maybe she parked up the hill,’ the Count said. ‘I came here a different way.’

			‘There was nothing in the car park when I came and no car key in her pocket.’

			‘You’d better check the car park at Cap Blanc as well. It’s just across the valley, an easy stroll, although a lot longer by road.’ He pointed and Bruno turned to look. It was the same direction that Balzac had taken.

			‘I had no idea it was so close,’ he said. Bruno knew Cap Blanc, a cave in which prehistoric people had carved bas-relief sculptures of horses so lifelike they seemed to be walking out of the wall.

			‘It’s not the only one,’ the Count replied, pointing. ‘Just over there is the gisement, the rock shelter where they found the Venus of Laussel, and you know about the carving of the horse’s head in the cave beneath the cliff. There have been more important prehistoric finds in this little spot that almost anywhere else on earth, quite apart from the chateau. Listen, Bruno, I’d rather not have this body here long. We have a group of schoolkids coming from Bergerac later this morning. What are you planning on doing with her?’

			‘Detectives from the Police Nationale in Périgueux are on their way, so it will be up to them. I imagine we’ll have to put her in the morgue in Bergerac until we can identify her, and then it will be up to the next of kin. We’ll check the missing persons list, distribute a photo through the media, all the usual procedures.’

			The Count nodded, looking down again at the dead woman. Suddenly he seemed to notice something. ‘That horn beside her hand,’ he said sharply. ‘Who put it there?’

			‘It was here when I arrived. I was going to ask your young man in the kiosk if he’d seen it, too. Why?’

			The Count was already striding back to the small hut, where Jean-Philippe was laying brochures, guidebooks and souvenirs on the counter. There was a smell of coffee in the air and Bruno saw a machine steaming away at the back of the hut.

			‘No, of course I didn’t put it there. Where would I have found it? The horn was lying by her hand when I first saw her,’ Jean-Philippe was saying as the Count looked fiercely at him.

			‘Whoever did it, it’s not funny,’ said the Count. He pulled a guidebook from the stack, opened it to a page and handed it to Bruno. ‘Here, look at this. The Venus of Laussel, found just across the way.’

			It was a photo that Bruno remembered seeing in the magazine that carried Horst’s article, of a plump stone woman standing with an arm raised, holding the horn close to her ear. It might almost have been a telephone. The woman had no face; the stone above her chest had been eroded. But there was a suggestion of long hair on the opposite side of her head from the horn.

			‘It’s the same pose,’ the Count said. ‘That couldn’t have happened by chance. Somebody who knows about the Venus of Laussel put that horn by her hand deliberately.’

			And she wasn’t climbing alone, Bruno thought. He looked again at the photo. This Venus was not a statue, but an engraving carved into the rock. There was no sense of scale and Bruno asked what size it was.

			‘About half a metre tall. It was found here with several other engravings, all from the same period, about twenty-five thousand years old,’ the Count said. There had been another Venus, less well preserved, also holding what could have been a horn. It was called the Venus of Berlin because it had been sold to a German museum back in 1912, where it was destroyed during the last war. But there was also an engraving of a much slimmer young woman, seen from the side, and another of two women joined at the hip, one sitting upright, the other upside down.

			‘It’s a real treasure trove,’ the Count went on. ‘Alongside the two women was another engraving, the Femme à la Tête Quadrillée, or the Venus with the Net, since her head is covered in something that looks like one. If they’d left it all in place, it would be one of the most important sites in France, but the collection was broken up and the main engravings are now in the Bordeaux museum.’

			‘Are they sure it was a horn?’ Bruno asked, squinting at the guidebook photo. ‘It could be a big seashell.’

			‘It could also be a crescent moon,’ the Count replied. ‘There are thirteen vertical stripes on it, which could refer to the lunar calendar, and if these Venus figures are fertility symbols, those stripes could be linked to the female menstrual cycle. We don’t know. Some scholars suggest it might be one of the first known musical instruments, perhaps a hunting horn.’

			‘So do you still think the Templar enthusiasts are involved in this?’

			The Count shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine but the Templar people have been here several times, bringing metal detectors and spades to dig around. They’re a menace, but any serious archaeologist is always welcome, they just have to go through the usual application procedures with the Ministry of Culture and the museum at Les Eyzies. We’ve got two or three who have been approved and are coming this summer, working under Horst’s supervision. We’ve also got a seismic and radio-sounding team starting work looking for caves we haven’t found yet. Clothilde at the museum arranged that.’

			‘Tell me about these Templar enthusiasts and what they thought they were looking for,’ Bruno said, nodding his thanks as Jean-Philippe handed him a paper cup of coffee. ‘I know they were Crusaders, some kind of religious order in the Holy Land, but that’s about all I do know.’

			The Count grinned, looking almost boyish. ‘Have you ever crossed the Pont Neuf in Paris?’

			Bruno nodded. ‘Both ways. Left bank to right bank and back again.’

			‘Then when you reached the island in the middle of the Seine, you went past the entrance to Place Dauphine. Right at that spot was where Jacques de Molay, the last Master of the Templars, was burned at the stake in 1314. It’s also where he pronounced his famous curse on Philip IV and the Pope and on the royal line of the Capetians. Before the year was out, King and Pope were both dead and the throne of France had passed to the House of Valois. The Templar curse had come true.’

			The King’s excuse for their suppression, the Count went on to explain, was the allegation that the Templars had become corrupted, indulging in witchcraft, sodomy and every other sin he and the Pope could think of. The King’s real motives were less high-minded: he feared that they were becoming a state within the state and he wanted their lands and their money. Not long before, he’d embarked on a pogrom against the Jews in France, confiscating their wealth. Having spent that, the Templars offered the next available fortune.

			‘There’s even a story,’ the Count added, ‘that when Louis XVI was guillotined in the Revolution, nearly five centuries later, somebody dipped a handkerchief in the royal blood and called out, “Jacques de Molay, you are avenged.” Of course, that was in the Place de la Concorde.’

			‘So the Templars weren’t wiped out?’

			The Count shrugged. ‘A lot of the Freemason groups of the eighteenth century claimed descent from the Templars. Freemasons were for reform, a constitution, reducing the power of the Church, all those Enlightenment causes. That’s why several of the leaders of the American Revolution were Freemasons. Did you ever see an American dollar bill? It carries the eye in the pyramid, one of the symbols of the Illuminati, a Freemason sect. Curious, no?’

			Bruno had over the years heard various conspiracy theories about the Freemasons, but this was a new one. He asked, ‘But why are people still so interested in the Templars?’

			‘It’s the legend of lost treasure. The Templars were supposed to be very rich, which is why the King of France suppressed them and took all their property after the Crusaders had been driven out of the Holy Land. I’m no expert but there’s a very clever medieval scholar called Dumesnil who lives in Sarlat and has written a couple of books about them. I think he teaches at the lycée in Brive.’

			‘And what have the Templars to do with your chateau?’

			‘It’s a Templar site. When my ancestor, Gérard de Commarque, went off to the Crusades in the early twelfth century, he entrusted the place to the Templars.’

			‘When did your family get it back?’

			‘Good question. Ownership became somewhat confused. But there’s no doubt it belonged to us, although the Counts of Beynac kept trying to take it over. Charlemagne gave the land around here to my earliest known ancestor, Bovon de Commarque, for brave deeds in fighting off the Viking raids. You know they sacked Bordeaux and Bergerac and even the Abbey of Paunat, just downstream from St Denis?’

			Bruno nodded. ‘Looking for loot, just like King Philip and the Templars.’

			The Count laughed. ‘You don’t call it looting when the King does it.’ He looked down at the body. ‘Sometimes I wonder if we don’t have too much history here in France.’

			‘Your family made a lot of it,’ said Bruno, trying to keep his voice neutral. As an orphan who had never known his parents, he’d always assumed that his own family had played humble roles in France’s past. At best they had been poor peasants, dying young of disease or famine; at worst, they had been victims, foot soldiers or cannon-fodder for the dreams and ambitions of the nobles. Bruno was a good Republican, reckoning that despite the horrors of the Terror, the Revolution of 1789 had on the whole been good for France. The Count had probably lost some of his forebears to the guillotine and may have felt differently.

			The Count looked at him sharply. ‘Your ancestors also helped make our history, one way or another. And mine at least had the good sense to look for wives elsewhere than their fellow aristocrats. That’s probably why our line didn’t die out. And I didn’t inherit this place, you know. I had to buy it back.’

			‘And you’re doing well by it,’ Bruno said, and meant it. He admired the research and restoration work the Count had maintained for three decades. ‘Where could I find this secretary of the Templar enthusiasts?’

			The Count pulled out a mobile phone and read out the name and number. ‘He’s a pleasant enough chap, if somewhat dull, a retired civil servant who worked for the Finance Ministry. I imagine the Templars added some interest to his life. And here is that Templar scholar I mentioned, Auguste Dumesnil. I don’t have a phone number, but for his email put a dot between his names and just add orange.fr.’

			Bruno thanked him, scribbling down the details in his notebook. ‘Can you think of any reason other than treasure-hunting for this woman’s presence here?’

			‘If she was climbing the cliff to the donjon wall, I doubt she was looking for treasure,’ the Count replied. ‘There are easier ways to get into the various courtyards, where the treasure-hunters usually go with their metal detectors. And those who don’t look in the courtyard concentrate on the caves beneath.’

			‘So what might she have been looking for in the donjon?’

			‘I have no idea,’ the Count replied, shaking his head. ‘Since we stabilized the ruins and began the restoration, the donjon has been very thoroughly examined as part of the rebuilding. There’s nothing in the place, apart from the exhibition of photo­graphs of various archaeological finds, and anybody can pay the admission and see those. Over the centuries since the wars of religion, it was thoroughly looted. Even some of the stones were taken for building. Maybe the graffiti was her only purpose and, if so, perhaps she wasn’t climbing up but climbing down from the tower. Let’s go up and take a look.’

			He unlocked the entrance gate to the chateau and they climbed up the winding path to the donjon, the fortified keep where the defenders could hold out even if the courtyard had fallen to the attackers. The Count’s guided tour revealed nothing of interest, no furniture except for some display cases in an upper room showing the process of restoration. As they came down, Bruno saw J-J’s car crawling carefully down the rutted track, followed by the crime scene truck.

			Looking at his watch and saying he was expected in court, Bruno introduced J-J to the Count, led the way to the body and pointed out the graffiti.

			‘When I get back from court, I’ll distribute the photos I’ve taken to the local media,’ Bruno said. ‘Anything else I can do, just let me know.’

			‘We’ll stay in touch,’ said J-J, looking up at the graffiti and scratching his head. ‘Any idea what the hell that daub could mean?’

			‘It could be English or some other language,’ said Bruno, shrugging. ‘I’m pretty sure it isn’t French.’

			‘I’ll call you this afternoon, after what I imagine will be a difficult meeting with the Prefect about this paedophile business,’ J-J said.

			‘Why is he involved?’ Bruno asked. ‘It’s a police matter.’

			Prefects were appointed by the President of France to be the representative of the French state in each of the country’s 101 départements. Mainly concerned with ensuring the local governments operated in accord with national policy, Prefects also took charge during national disasters and had a special role in coordinating the various arms of the police. Operational matters, however, were usually left to the police officials.

			‘He says it’s a question of public confidence in the police.’

			‘Are you getting anywhere with it?’

			‘Not really. It’s a devil of a case, all happening thirty years ago. The three complainants have histories of mental illness and their accusations come from what the psychologist treating them calls “recovered memories”. In other words, they never mentioned being abused until this woman began working with them. We’ve tracked down and interviewed every one of the other kids at the home at the time and not one admits to being mistreated.’ He looked up at Bruno. ‘You were in one of those Church orphanages, weren’t you?’

			‘Yes, but I was at the one in Bergerac. And I was only there for a few years before my aunt was able to take me in to live with her family. I was caned on the backside and had my knuckles rapped with a ruler a few times. But I was never abused sexually and didn’t hear of anything like that while I was at the home. The worse thing that ever happened to me was when the priest said animals didn’t have souls and so would never go to heaven. That broke my little heart. I’d have been about five at the time and I’ve never felt the same about religion since.’

			J-J nodded. ‘It’s a hellish business and I’m in the middle, with all my detectives almost ready to go on strike if they have to do any more work on a case they think is a bunch of fantasies. But the magistrate in charge seems ready to believe anything this psychologist says and insists we keep up the inquiry. And the Prefect’s wife is just the same.’

			‘What does Prunier say?’ Bruno asked, referring to J-J’s boss, the police commissioner for the region.

			‘He’s tried to get the file closed but the Prefect won’t hear of it, even though most of the other inmates at Mussidan don’t believe it ever happened. It’s just these three and one of the ex-nuns, who says there was a discreet policy not to leave a couple of the priests alone with any of the children. She’s not the most reliable witness since she became an alcoholic after she left the Church.’ J-J rolled his eyes. ‘She’s another one being treated by this same psychologist.’

			‘It all sounds a bit thin.’

			‘Not to the investigating magistrate it doesn’t. She’s out to make a name for herself and thinks everything this psychologist says is gospel truth. Anyway, that’s my problem. I’ll call you after I see the Prefect.’
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			Bruno reached the courthouse in Sarlat with a few minutes to spare, but had to push his way through two small groups of demonstrators confronting one another on the steps. One was waving banners proclaiming their membership of the CGT trade union, long linked to the communists, while others of the group held placards declaring ‘No Slave Labour’ and were chanting, ‘Keep Sundays Free’. The other lot, dressed in bakery white with flour smeared on their faces, chanted, ‘We Want to Work’. The scene did not look angry to Bruno, and one of the trade union demonstrators, a man with whom he’d played rugby, greeted him and shook his hand. But Bruno reminded himself that you never knew where trouble might start.

			Two of the town policemen kept a path clear for people to enter the courthouse but made no other attempt to interfere. Hugues and his lawyer greeted him with smiles of relief, although Bruno was only there to be a character witness for one of the hardest-working men he knew. Hugues had been born and raised in St Denis but ran his thriving bakery business in a new development for light industry outside Sarlat. Bruno had known him as a teenager, learning the bakery trade as an apprentice at Fauquet’s. When his grandmother died, leaving her house to the family, Hugues had persuaded his father to sell it and invest the money in Hugues’ plan for a bakery of his own. It had been the peak of the property market, just before the crash, and he took over the lease of a small, sleepy bakery on the outskirts of Sarlat.

			From the beginning, Hugues had big ambitions. He had enough money to install modern equipment and then pursued his belief that the baking industry was poised for a revolution. The tradition of small artisan bakers serving a static neighbourhood clientele was already under threat from the supermarkets selling bread and cakes more cheaply. But Hugues reckoned there was another market to attack. He visited every hotel, restaurant and campsite in the area, and offered to deliver them fresh breads and croissants every morning in time for breakfast. The goods would be free for the first week, and if they liked the products, they could sign a contract.

			Supplying the hotels and campsites meant that he had to deliver his goods seven days a week, and that was where Hugues ran into trouble. Under French employment law, a bakery was supposed to close at least one day a week, to ensure that the employees had a day off. Hugues was proud of his employees, and by now had opened a second bakery in Périgueux and was employing sixteen people, all of them earning above minimum wage with a profit-sharing bonus on top. The thirty-five-hour working week was in force so he organized them on a shift system, which meant that every employee worked only five days each week although the baking ovens were working flat out each day. In Hugues’ view, he was in full compliance with the labour laws.

			But that was not the view of the Clic-P movement, an alliance of labour unions in the retail and service industries that had launched a nationwide campaign against Sunday working and late hours. Bruno understood the principle of their campaign but could not understand why they had picked on Hugues and suspected that the local union leaders simply saw him as an easy target.

			‘I can’t believe I’m facing a criminal record for delivering bread on Sundays,’ Hugues said. ‘Nor can the staff.’ He pointed to the group of employees outside who had rallied to support him, some still in the white aprons and hairnets they wore in the bakery.

			‘Will you really have to close down?’ Bruno asked.

			‘No, not now we have the second bakery. With each one working six days a week I can juggle things so we make bread every day,’ he replied. ‘But delivering to the Sarlat area from Périgueux and then from Périgueux to Sarlat just for one day each week means I’ll have to hire more delivery people. That drives up costs and I’ve already got to pay off a new bank loan for the second bakery. Not to mention the legal fees. What really annoys me is that the whole thing has become political. The unions are trying to get the left-wing mayors and councils to boycott my products, and the conservatives want to turn me into some kind of martyr. That’s the last thing I want.’

			The case was called. A police tribunal was a relatively informal court meant to try minor offences before a single judge supported by a legal clerk. Bruno’s role was brief. He was called as a character witness who had known Hugues for ten years, and praised him as a generous and kindly man always prepared to support local causes. At the end of each day, the last delivery of his drivers was to hand over that day’s unsold bread to the Restos du Coeur, which fed the needy, and to other local charities. Hugues’ lawyer then called three of Hugues’ employees, each of them a union member and one of them a socialist councillor, who praised their employer and his working practices. The problem, the lawyer suggested, was the careless phrasing of the law.

			‘It’s clear that we are dealing with an exemplary employer who does not seek to flout the law,’ the judge finally declared. ‘I sympathize with him and wonder whether some members of the union, especially those currently out of work, might want to ask their leaders whether their campaign against this particular bakery makes any sense. However, given the law as it stands, I sincerely regret that I have little choice in the matter but to impose the minimum fine of five hundred euros and order each bakery to close one day each week.’

			A bunch of media people were waiting outside the court talking to the two sets of demonstrators when Vaugier, the union representative, pushed brusquely past Bruno and Hugues to ensure he was the first to get to the microphones and proclaim the union’s victory.

			‘This is just the beginning, and I warn other bosses who try to exploit our workers by making them work every day of the week that we’ll be coming after them as well,’ Vaugier announced proudly. A thin-faced man with close-cut grey hair, he was wearing a dark-blue shirt and red tie and sported a Parti de Gauche badge in his lapel.

			The local police had disappeared and already a brief scuffle had broken out as two of Hugues’ bakers advanced angrily on Vaugier to denounce him as a liar. Bruno took Hugues’ arm in a tight grip to hold him back from the fray.

			‘Stay out of this and let your lawyer do the talking,’ Bruno told him. ‘Anything you say will make this worse.’

			Bruno tried to push Hugues out to the side but found the way blocked by a big man who was carrying a sign that said ‘Make the Rich Pay’ and chanting some slogan Bruno could not make out. He put out a beefy hand to grab Hugues’ arm but Bruno pushed it aside and tried to move on. The man began to bring his sign down on Bruno’s head as someone else tried to grab his arms from the rear.
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