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PROLOGUE



For once, the Chef de Police of the small French town of St Denis was carrying a gun. That morning Benoît Courrèges, known to everyone as Bruno, had taken his official weapon from the office safe in the Mairie where it stayed throughout the year, except for his annual firearms refresher course at the Police HQ range in Périgueux. He had cleaned and oiled it carefully, and the elderly MAB 9mm was now tucked into the leather holster that he had polished just after dawn, along with the belt and the shoulder strap he hardly ever wore. His full-dress uniform smelled faintly of the dry cleaner’s where he had picked it up on the way to the Mairie that morning. His hair was newly cut, his morning shave had been unusually close and his boots were polished to the kind of brilliant shine that only a former soldier can achieve.


Beside him, Sergeant Jules and the rest of the small team that staffed the Gendarmerie of St Denis stood in formal ranks in front of their modest, stucco-fronted building. The Gendarmes also wore full-dress uniform, and it would have taken a careful observer to note any difference between their dress as functionaries of the French state and Bruno’s as an employee of the town of St Denis. On the flat roof of the Gendarmerie, beside the radio antenna, the tricolour flew at half-mast, and above the door was a plaque of the flaming grenade that has been the symbol of the Gendarmes since their founding in 1791. Of Capitaine Duroc, the nominal head of the post, there was no sign. He had called in sick, in order to avoid rather than disobey the official order that the police and Gendarmes of France should not formally commemorate the death of Brigadier Nerin. But here in St Denis, as in police stations and Gendarmeries across France, the rank and file and many of the officers had chosen to mark his killing with a parade of honour. Over a glass of wine the previous evening, Bruno had arranged with Jules that he would read out the brief statement and take the parade. Employed by the Mairie, Bruno was less at risk than the Sergeant of an official reprimand or even demotion. Jules had his pension to consider.


Now Bruno checked his watch for the precise time. He came to attention, marched forward and turned to address the Gendarmes. He noted that each of them, men and women alike, was wearing the same black armband of mourning that he had attached to his own right sleeve. A small knot of townsfolk stood in silence, watching. Bruno nodded at the young boy who stood to one side, dressed in a grey shirt and black tie and carrying a bugle.


‘Respected colleagues,’ Bruno began. ‘We are here to mark the death on active duty of Brigadier of Gendarmes Jean-Serge Nerin. He was murdered at Dammarie-sur-Lys in the Department of Seine et Marne while hunting down the terrorist cell that killed him. This is the first killing of a French policeman by the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, or ETA, the Basque terrorists who have already killed over eight hundred people in Spain. Death on active service has always been a risk in our profession, but murder by terrorists is a special event. Our colleagues across France have agreed, despite official discouragement, that we shall all observe a minute of silence in honour of our fallen comrade, Brigadier Nerin.’


He paused, and then in his best parade ground voice, called out, ‘A mon commandement.’


The line of Gendarmes braced, ready for his next command.


‘Escadron, garde à vous.’


They came to attention and Bruno raised his right arm to the brim of his hat in salute, the signal he had prepared with young Jean-Michel. The boy raised the bugle to his lips and blew the first haunting note of the Sonnerie aux Morts, the bugle call that the Garde Républicaine played for their dead. When the last three notes faded away, Bruno began to count in his head for the full minute of silence, his arm growing heavier so that he had to make a deliberate effort to keep his hand from quivering. Finally it was over. He lowered his hand and dismissed the parade.


Sergeant Jules was the first to come across and shake his hand, and then each of the Gendarmes, male and female, followed suit as they filed back into the Gendarmerie. Bruno went across to Jean-Michel and thanked him, and then walked in silence along the Rue de Paris back towards his office in the Mairie and the safe where he would lock away his pistol for another year. He crossed the main square and turned in at the narrow iron-studded door, avoiding the public entrance with the modern elevator and preferring to climb the ancient stone steps. At the top he found the Mayor filling his pipe and waiting patiently for his arrival.


‘Thank you for being there,’ Bruno said. ‘I saw you in the crowd.’


‘Thank you for doing this, Bruno, and the music was a lovely touch. It will be a sad day if France fails to honour those who fall for the Republic. I saw Capitaine Duroc had once again managed to extract himself from an embarrassing situation.’


‘Well, sir, luckily I only have to answer to you, not the government of France.’


The Mayor’s eyes twinkled. ‘Ah, Bruno, how very nice of you to say so. If only it were true.’





CHAPTER ONE



It felt like the first morning of spring. The early sun was chasing the mist from the wooded hollows that sheltered the small streams flowing busily down to the river Vézère. Drops of dew sparkled on the new buds that seemed to have appeared overnight on the bare trees. The air smelled somehow different, fresh and hopeful, and enlivened by the tuneful notes of a dozen different birdsongs. Excited by the change in scents and season, even after his early morning walk through the woods, Gigi the basset hound thrust his nose at the open window of the small police van that descended the steep and curving lane from his master’s home. At the wheel, Bruno was singing a half-remembered song about springtime in Paris, vaguely thinking of the duties of the day that lay ahead, when rounding the last bend he was suddenly forced to brake.


For the first time in his memory, the quiet road ahead was blocked by a line of cars and tractors, their engines running and their drivers’ heads poking from windows. Some were out of their cars, looking at the road that led to St Denis. Several were talking urgently into cellphones. In the distance a car horn sounded, swiftly joined by others in discordant chorus. As Bruno surveyed the scene his own phone began to ring. He checked the screen, recognised the name of Pierre, a neighbour who lived further up the road. He ignored it, assuming Pierre would be calling to complain at being stuck in the jam ahead. There had to be an accident of some sort.


Bruno pushed aside the thought that he could have avoided this delay if he’d stayed the night with Pamela, the Englishwoman he’d been seeing since the autumn. She had called off the arrangement that he would dine with her and stay the night, saying she’d finally secured an early morning appointment with the maréchal, the travelling farrier who was to reshoe her horses. Pamela postponed their meetings too frequently for Bruno’s comfort: he never quite knew whether she was cooling on their relationship or simply wary of commitment. They were to meet again that evening, he reminded himself, without feeling greatly reassured. He parked the van and climbed out to investigate. The best view of the long traffic jam was commanded by Alain, who kept a dairy farm further up the road to Les Eyzies.


‘Geese – the road’s full of ducks and geese,’ he called down to Bruno from his perch high on a tractor. ‘They’re all over the place.’


Bruno heard the sound of rival honking as the geese called back in response to the car horns and he clambered up beside Alain to peer ahead. The traffic jam stretched as far up the road as he could see. Darting between the stalled cars were dozens, perhaps hundreds of ducks and geese, streaming through the woods on the side of the road and heading across it to settle in a broad pond that spread across the meadow, swollen by the spring rains.


‘That’s Louis Villatte’s farm, behind those woods,’ said Alain. ‘A tree must have come down and broken his fence, let them all escape. There’s over three thousand birds in there. Or rather, there used to be. Looks like he’s lost a few to the cars.’


‘Have you got his number?’ Bruno asked. Alain nodded. ‘Call him, see if he knows his birds have escaped. Then go through those woods and see if you can help Louis block the gap in his fence. I’ll try and sort this out here. Join you later.’


Bruno went back to his van, released Gigi, and took his dog down the road, brushing aside the angry queries of the car drivers. A driver he knew was looking mournfully at a broken headlamp while a wounded goose lay half-pinned under his car, honking feebly.


‘You grew up on a farm, Pierre,’ Bruno told him, rushing past. ‘Put the poor devil out of its misery.’ Looking back, he saw Pierre bend to grip the goose behind its head and twist. The bird fluttered wildly and then went limp. Even when the farm boy grew up like Pierre to work in an accountant’s office, he hadn’t lost the skill.


When he came to the main grouping of birds, advancing in a raggle-taggle column from the woods, Bruno saw that the road ahead was blocked by some stalled cars coming the other way. He briefly considered using Gigi to turn the birds back, but they would only go and cross the road elsewhere. There was no stopping this exodus, so he might as well try to speed it up and clear the road. He persuaded the leading cars in each queue to reverse a little to make a broader passage to let the birds pass freely across to the pond. Some drivers tried to argue, but he pointed out that the sooner he could stop the supply of ducks, the sooner the road would unblock. He left them grumbling and took Gigi into the trees, trotting past the trail of ducks and geese that was still pottering and waddling its way from the Villatte farm. Bruno smiled to himself, wondering if the birds felt a sense of escape or curiosity, of adventure triggered by the coming of springtime.


Louis and his wife were already at the huge hole torn in the fence. No tree had fallen, no tractor had ridden through the sturdy barrier of wooden posts and chicken wire that ringed the farm. Instead, whole fence posts had been hauled from the earth and the wire cut. With boards and old doors and cardboard boxes stuffed beneath an ancient tractor, Louis was trying to plug the gaps in the fence. His wife and eldest son were flapping their arms and their dog was barking to shoo away the ducks and geese following their fellows towards the freedom of the woods.


Without being told, Gigi darted forward to help drive the birds back from the fence and Bruno helped Alain to haul some branches from broken trees to seal the remaining gaps in the wire. Once the makeshift barrier was in place, Louis came forward to shake their hands. Gigi and Louis’s dog sniffed politely at one another’s tails and then sat beside one another, staring at any bird that dared to approach.


‘We’ve been at this since daybreak,’ Louis said. ‘But you see how big this gap is? Some bastard ripped this fence down deliberately and made a proper job of it.’


‘And we know who,’ added Sandrine, his wife. ‘Look at this, stuck on the bits of the fence they didn’t tear down.’ She handed Bruno a photocopied leaflet, sealed inside a transparent plastic envelope.


‘STOP – cruelty to animals. Boycott foie gras,’ he read. There was a smudged photocopied image of a duck held down in a narrow cage. A flexible tube hanging from above was thrust into its mouth by an unidentified man who was stretching the duck’s neck taut. At the bottom, it read: ‘Contactez PETAFrance.com.’


‘Who’s this PETA?’ asked Alain, peering over Bruno’s shoulder.


‘People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals,’ said Bruno. ‘It’s an American thing, maybe British, but it’s growing in France. They made a big fuss up in Paris about battery chickens and veal, those calves kept in pens. Looks like they’ve started running a campaign against foie gras.’


‘But that’s our livelihood,’ said Sandrine. ‘And we don’t make foie gras, we just raise the birds.’


‘And look at this,’ said Louis. ‘The wire’s been cut with proper cutters. This was organised.’ He showed Bruno the snipped strands of wire. ‘Then they pulled it away somewhere, hiding the lengths of wire they cut. I sent the other boy out looking for it in the woods.’


‘City bastards,’ grunted Alain. ‘Don’t know the first thing about the country and they come here like a bunch of bloody terrorists and try to ruin people.’ He turned aside and spat. ‘You find out who they are, Bruno, and we’ll take care of the rest.’


Bruno ignored Alain’s outrage on behalf of his fellow farmer. ‘All the birds seem to be heading for that pond on the far side of the road,’ he told Louis. ‘Have you got some way to collect them and bring them back?’


‘I’ll ring the food bell. That brings most of them running. And for the rest, I’ve got some netting. That’s how we usually round them up. I’ll put them in the trailer and bring them back once I’ve got this fence fixed.’


‘Sooner the better, because they’ve blocked the whole road into town,’ said Bruno. ‘That’s what brought me here.’


‘Daft birds,’ said Louis, grimacing in rueful affection. ‘They’ve got a perfectly good pond back in the field, but give them a sniff of someplace new and off they go.’ He gestured back beyond his house where already some of the ducks, frustrated in their efforts to escape through the newly sealed barrier, were splashing and paddling serenely in their old familiar pond.


A young boy of about ten laboured towards them from the woods, proudly hauling a section of wire fence.


‘I found it, Papa,’ he shouted. ‘And there’s more. I can show you where.’ His face broke into a grin at seeing Bruno, who taught him to play rugby in winter and tennis in summer. ‘Bonjour, Monsieur Bruno.’ He dropped the fence and came forward to shake hands.


‘Bonjour, Daniel. Did you see or hear anything when this happened?’


‘Nothing. The first I heard was when Papa woke us all up to come out and save the birds.’


‘I heard something, a duck call, a single one and then repeated, just before the cockerel started,’ said Louis. ‘So it must have been a bit before dawn. I remember thinking that’s odd, because the ducks don’t usually stir until after the hens.’


‘Could it have been a lure, one of those hunter’s calls?’ Bruno asked. ‘Whoever cut the fence must have had some way to wake the birds and tempt them to move. They’d have wanted them out before you and the family were awake.’


‘It must have been something like that,’ Sandrine said. ‘The birds tend to stick around the barn, waiting to be fed. They’ve never gone off before, even when we had that storm that knocked part of the fence down.’


‘I’d better get back to the road and see that jam is cleared,’ said Bruno.


‘Before you go, what do you know about this PETA?’ asked Sandrine.


‘Not a lot, but I’ll find out,’ Bruno replied. ‘I think you’ve lost one or two birds to the cars, but not many.’


‘Those birds are worth six euros each to us,’ said Sandrine. ‘We can’t afford to lose a single one of them, what with the bank loan we have to pay until we sell this lot. What if those PETA people come again?’


‘I’ll shoot the bastards,’ Louis said. ‘We’ll take turns keeping watch, sit up all night if we have to.’


‘You have a right to protect your property with reasonable force, according to the law,’ said Bruno. ‘But people interpret “reasonable force” in different ways. If you hear anything happening again, it’s best you call me. Whatever you do, don’t use a firearm or any kind of weapon. The best thing is to photograph them so we can identify who they are. If you have any lights you can rig up, or one of those motion detectors …’


‘A camera won’t do any good,’ said Alain. ‘Even with photos the damn courts will take their side. They’re all mad Greenies, the magistrates. Then there’s those food inspectors and all the other rules and regulations, tying us up in knots.’


‘I think I know who it is,’ said Sandrine. ‘It’s those students at the archaeology site who came in last week, working on some dig with that German Professor, over towards Campagne. They’re all staying at the municipal campground. This time of year, they’re the only strangers round here, and you know what those students are like. They’re all Greens now.’


Bruno nodded. ‘I’ll check it out. See you later.’ Along the fence he saw the fluttering of another of the leaflets inside a plastic bag, one of the kind that could be sealed and used in freezers. He took out a handkerchief and gingerly removed the pins that held it to the wire. Forensics might get something from it. There were several more attached along the fence and he took another. He nodded at Alain. ‘Do you want to come with me? You’ll have to move your tractor.’


As he reached the road, where the jam was steadily clearing itself, Bruno’s phone rang again. He checked the screen, saw the name ‘Horst’, and this time he answered. Horst Vogelstern was the German Professor of archaeology in charge of the student volunteers at the dig. For over twenty years Horst had spent his vacations at a small house he owned on the outskirts of St Denis. He ran digs in the valley of the river Vézère that the local tourist board liked to proclaim as the cradle of prehistoric man. The first site of Cro-Magnon man had been found up the valley over a hundred years earlier, and the famous cave paintings of Lascaux were further up the river. It was a source of pride to Bruno that he lived in this valley that could claim the longest continuous human habitation of anywhere on earth.


Bruno had attended a couple of Horst’s lectures, delivered in excellent if strongly accented French. He had visited his digs and read a couple of articles Horst had published in the popular monthly Dossiers d’Archéologie. Normally a quiet man, Horst became passionate when he talked of his subject, the great mystery of the replacement of the Neanderthal humans by the Cro-Magnons, some thirty thousand years ago. Had it been violent? Did they interbreed? Were the Neanderthals wiped out by some plague or disease? It was, so Horst believed, the crucial question over our human origins. Whenever he spoke Bruno caught a sense of the excitement that gripped the scholar.


‘Horst,’ he answered. ‘How are you? I was just on my way to see you at the dig.’


‘Good, we need you here right away. And you’d better bring a medical doctor with you. We’ve found a body.’


‘Congratulations – isn’t that what you wanted to find?’


‘Yes, yes, but I want skeletons from the distant past. This one is wearing a St Christopher around his neck and I think that he’s also wearing a Swatch. This is your department, Bruno, not mine.’





CHAPTER TWO



As Horst led him past the parallel trenches and the chessboard pattern of white string that defined the work of the site, Bruno was struck as always by the careful dedication of the team. Using fine brushes to tease away the soil from a possible find and sifting each handful of earth through a sieve, they barely looked up as he passed. Some of them were in trenches so deep that he had to peer down to see them, provoking them to look up as his body blocked what little sunlight they had.


He heard a shout – ‘Bruno!’ – and turned to see a pretty girl with fair hair and a slim build jumping across the trenches toward him.


‘Dominique,’ he exclaimed, as he received the embrace of the young woman he had known since she was a child. Her father, Stéphane, was one of Bruno’s regular hunting partners. He ran a small dairy farm in the hills and made the tomme d’Audrix cheese that Bruno loved. Each winter since Bruno had arrived in St Denis he had been invited to the killing of the family pig, and he and Dominique always had the job of rinsing out the intestines in the freezing water of the nearest stream. Now at university in Grenoble, she was a militant but very realistic member of the Green party. ‘I was coming up to the farm to see you. Your dad invited me to Sunday lunch.’


‘You’re here for the body?’ she said, hanging on to his arm.


‘Right. I’d better get a look at it but I’ll probably see you Sunday.’


‘No, I’ll see you tonight at the museum. You have to come to the Professor’s lecture. It’s a big announcement, but we’re all sworn to secrecy. Now I must get back to sieving soil.’


She darted off, leaving Bruno to cast his eyes over the site. Close to the overhang of rock, the trenches gave way to a large pit, at least four metres square and three metres deep, with metal ladders propped against the sides. At the bottom, a large flat rock with curious cup-shaped holes in its surface was being worked on by three archaeologists. They were using brushes so fine they could have belonged to portrait painters. Even from this height, Bruno could see the brown smoothness of newly exposed bones. He looked inquiringly at Horst, assuming this was the skeleton that had prompted the call. The people working with the brushes did not look up. Their continued concentration struck him as even more remarkable, given the ghoulish nature of the discovery that had caused Horst to call. Maybe archaeologists were accustomed to bones and death.


‘Sorry this grave is so crowded, but your body is this way, to the side of the main dig,’ said Horst. His beard was a little whiter than last year, his hair more sparse, and he was still wearing the English tweed jacket with the leather elbow patches that Bruno remembered from last year and many years before. ‘Those bones down there are from three bodies over thirty thousand years old. Your skeleton is over here.’


Steering Bruno past a small winch with a system of pulleys attached to a tripod, Horst led Bruno across to a long, narrow trench, perhaps two metres deep. Beside it an attractive girl and an older woman with red hair, wearing what looked like a man’s shirt in green and white stripes, were standing to watch their approach.


The girl, her glossy dark hair tied in a loose bun held together by what looked like an antique TV antenna, had a hand on the shoulder of a burly young man with long hair. He was kneeling, head bowed, over the trench. A small trowel lay beside him. The red-haired woman smiled politely as Bruno approached. It was one of those delicate moments of French meetings; he wasn’t sure he knew her well enough for the bise, the kissing of cheeks.


‘Bonjour, Clothilde,’ said Bruno, opting for the handshake. She was director of one of the departments of the National Museum of Prehistory in Les Eyzies. She used his outstretched hand to pull him forward to exchange kisses in a determined way, as if to declare that no mere corpse was going to deter her from the social niceties. One of the most eminent archaeologists in France, Clothilde Daunier was a friend and colleague to Horst, and they had once been lovers. Over a bottle of German wine he had brought as a gift to Bruno, Horst had once confided that Clothilde had been the love of his life, though their affair was said to be long over. Bruno wasn’t so sure; he distinctly remembered seeing Horst in the green and white shirt Clothilde was wearing.


‘Bruno, this young lady is Kajte, from Holland, and I hope I pronounced that correctly,’ Clothilde said. The girl gave her a cool smile and proffered a hand for Bruno to shake. She looked a self-confident young woman, her grey eyes appraising him with a raking glance. Even though she wore the khaki slacks and denim shirt that were almost a uniform among the students on the dig, hers looked expensive. Maybe it was the way she wore them. ‘And this is Teddy who found the body. He’s British and he’s understandably somewhat upset.’


‘When was the body found?’ Bruno peered down into the trench to see a skull, two shoulder blades and what he assumed were arm bones. The hips and legs were still covered in dirt. The skeleton seemed to be lying stretched out and face down. Scraps of what might been a leather jacket were mingled with loose earth and stones on the body’s back. Some strands of hair were still attached to the skull and there was a glint of gold from what had been the neck, the St Christopher medal that Horst had mentioned. The bones of the wrists and hands were still intact, but twisted together behind the back and tied with some faded red electrical wire. A Swatch was still attached to the long bone of a forearm.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ said Bruno. ‘With his hands bound like that, do you think he was buried alive?’


‘That’s what got to me,’ said Clothilde. ‘I know I’m going to have nightmares about this grave, just thinking of that. I suppose this makes it murder.’


‘Certainly it’s a matter for the Police Nationale as well as for the medics. I’ll have to inform them and they’ll be sealing off this place as a crime scene. They’ll want to know exactly when and how the body was found.’


‘Teddy found him soon after we started, so not long after seven-thirty. Before eight, certainly, which was when I called you,’ said Horst.


‘Bonjour, Teddy,’ Bruno said to the young man. ‘Do you speak French?’


‘Yes, but not too well,’ said Teddy haltingly. He looked up and Bruno saw a pair of very bright blue eyes and a pronounced, almost jutting chin. ‘I called the Professor immediately I found him.’ He had a very deep voice and a strong accent that Bruno could not identify, too melodic to be English or German.


‘Do people usually dig alone? I though you worked in teams,’ Bruno said, recalling previous digs he had seen.


‘That’s true, but Teddy had an interesting idea he wanted to follow up,’ said Horst. ‘He was looking for the midden, the latrine and the place where people threw their rubbish, and he assumed it would be away from the water supply. It makes sense – if that stream was running in the same course thirty thousand years ago, which I doubt.’


‘We always look for the midden because it can tell us a lot about the food they ate from the bones and seeds,’ said Clothilde. ‘Teddy is a careful worker, so we let him follow his idea. He’s been digging that trench for three days now.’


‘I’d better call in the doctor. The death may be obvious but we need a medical certificate.’ Bruno turned away and pulled his phone from the pouch at his belt to call Fabiola at the clinic. Not only was she a friend, she also knew a lot about forensics.


As he waited for her to answer, Bruno looked up at the high cliff that loomed over the site and the way it sloped inwards towards the ground, creating a narrow space that offered some shelter. A stream ran down the wooded slope, passing perhaps fifteen metres in front of the sheltered space. Beyond the stream was a stand of trees and then another cliff, but this one descended without an overhang. The stream ran for roughly a hundred metres, alongside the track the archaeologists had made with Horst’s 4x4, before it reached the narrow back road that led to Les Eyzies. Despite the narrowness of the sheltered space and the height of the cliffs on either side, this place that the prehistoric people had chosen was sited to catch the sun for most of the day. Idly, he wondered how much the landscape had changed over thirty thousand years, and whether the ground at the site had risen with the generations of silt the stream must have brought down. He wasn’t convinced that Horst was right to think the route of the stream might have changed; the gap between the cliffs looked like a natural watercourse.


When Fabiola answered, Bruno explained the reason for his call and gave her careful instructions on how to find them. Then he turned back to Horst and Clothilde.


‘You’ve seen a lot of digs over the years, both of you. Any idea how long the body has been dead?’


Clothilde shrugged. ‘We deal with the very long dead, and I don’t know much about the rate of decomposition. Different soils can affect the speed of the process, but it must have been there at least ten years, but not before 1983.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘The Swatch.’ She held up an advanced cellphone and gave a sly and lively grin that took ten years off her age and made Bruno understand Horst’s love for her. ‘I just used my phone to check the internet. Those watches weren’t introduced until 1983.’


‘What about the soil over the body? Did that look undisturbed?’


Horst shook his head. ‘It was just like the rest of the site, as though nothing had been touched since Peyrony’s day.’


Bruno raised his eyebrows. ‘Somebody dug here before?’


‘Denis Peyrony, eighty, ninety years ago. He was a local teacher who became the father of French archaeology,’ said Clothilde. ‘He discovered a lot of the main sites like Les Combarelles and Font-de-Gaume back before the Great War and he founded the museum where I work. He drew up a catalogue of all the known and likely sites, including this one. But he only had time to make a brief exploratory dig, found nothing and moved on. Horst and I thought this one deserved another look.’


‘Any particular reason?’


‘Informed instinct,’ said Horst. ‘Plus the fact that the site and location are very similar to La Ferrassie.’


The nearest national monument to Bruno’s home, La Ferrassie was less a cave than another shallow shelter formed by an overhang of rock. But it was famous as a graveyard of Neanderthal man. The bodies of eight people, men, women and children and two foetuses, had been buried there some 70,000 years ago. The skulls and skeletons were supposed to have been important, but Bruno couldn’t remember why. With the overhanging cliffs forming a shelter and a stream running nearby, the similarity between that site and this new one was obvious. He cast an envious glance at Clothilde’s phone, thinking how useful it would be to look up La Ferrassie on the net without having to go back to his office computer. But he couldn’t see the Mayor dipping into the town budget to provide one.


‘When did you start digging here?’ Bruno asked.


‘Just over ten days ago when the students got here,’ Horst said. ‘But you remember we did a preliminary dig at the end of the season last year, which was what made us come back. Word must have got around that we were on to something, because we were flooded with applications for this year’s dig.’


‘You can’t keep secrets in this business,’ said Clothilde. ‘Even the smallest hint and the buzz goes round the world.’


‘Sounds interesting.’ Bruno wondered how to ask an informed question when he had so little idea of what these experts might think important. ‘I presume those really old bones down in the pit are quite a find. It’s been a while since you’ve come across any burials. You said over thirty thousand years – would they be Neanderthal or Cro-Magnon?’


Horst and Clothilde exchanged looks.


‘It’s a little early to be definite,’ Clothilde said carefully. ‘We’ll say more at the lecture Horst is giving at the museum.’


‘You are coming, I hope,’ Horst added.


‘It sounds like you’ve found something important,’ said Bruno. ‘But I was coming anyway. By the way, what’s the winch for?’ He pointed at the tripod structure.


‘It’s to lift that big flat stone at the bottom of the pit,’ Horst said. ‘It has the same little hollows carved into it as the one at La Ferrassie, although that was forty thousand years earlier.’


Bruno wondered briefly how Horst kept all these dates in his head. ‘Fascinating,’ he said politely. ‘But today my main interest is this new body.’


‘I think we can safely say that it has no connection with our archaeology,’ Horst said, with a smile. ‘Except, of course, that it was one of our diggers who found it.’


Teddy heaved himself onto his feet, towering over the rest of the group. He must be nearly two metres tall, thought Bruno, with shoulders to match. The Dutch girl barely came up to his chest. His nose had been broken, and looking at his imposing figure, Bruno felt a sudden curiosity.


‘Do you play rugby?’


Teddy smiled for the first time. ‘Of course. I grew up in Wales, Pays de Galles, you call it. We all play rugby. I played at school and university.’


‘Gareth Edwards, Ieuan Evans,’ said Bruno, naming the two recent greats of Welsh rugby. In this region, the cradle of French rugby, the two players were esteemed almost as highly as they were in Wales. And Wales explained Teddy’s unusual accent. ‘I saw Evans play, but Edwards only on TV. If you want a game while you’re here, we can bring you into a practice session at the club.’


Teddy nodded eagerly. ‘That would be great.’


A horn tooted from the road and Bruno headed down the track to direct Fabiola. Parking her car on the road rather than risk the bumpy route to the dig, she handed Bruno her medical bag to carry before kissing him on both cheeks.


‘Is this your day off?’ he asked, noting her jeans and sweatshirt rather than the neat trouser suits she invariably wore to work.


She shook her head, and explained she was helping clean out the store cupboard at the clinic and ditching pills and lotions that had been there for a decade and more.


‘I’m glad of the break,’ she said, ‘even if it is a body. There were things in that cupboard growing mould. They’d been there since I was a schoolgirl and planning to be a ballerina rather than a doctor.’


Bruno raised his eyebrows; he’d never heard that before. He introduced Fabiola to the group around the trench, marking the way their eyes first noted and then carefully avoided the long scar on Fabiola’s cheek, the legacy of a mountaineering accident. Bruno was no longer aware of it and Fabiola simply ignored it. Her dress and demeanour boldly asserted that this was a self-confident and attractive woman who knew her own worth.


Fabiola peered into the trench at the body. She pulled a small digital camera from the pocket of her jeans and photographed the scene from all sides. Then she looked at the narrow steps cut into each side of the trench.


‘Can I stand on those ledges to examine it?’ she asked.


‘That’s why we cut them,’ said Horst. ‘We had to brush away some of the soil. Here, take my arm.’ He leaned forward to help Fabiola clamber carefully into the grave. Bruno placed her medical bag on the lip of the trench.


‘Can I have someone else down here, a proper archaeologist, to help clear away some of this earth?’ Fabiola called. ‘I want a good look at that skull.’


‘You might see if there’s a wallet or anything that might identify the body,’ Bruno suggested. He knew of no missing persons in St Denis in the ten years since his own arrival and there were no unsolved cases of missing persons in the files.


Horst stepped down and Teddy handed him a brush, a trowel and a plastic bag for the dirt. While Fabiola took more photos, Horst carefully exposed the top half of the skull. He handed the filled plastic bag to Teddy, who handed him a fresh one.


As Horst began to clear away more soil, Fabiola told him to stop and clambered down into the pit. She looked intently at the base of the skull, then took the brush and worked gently at the soil.


‘I’m pretty sure that’s a bullet hole,’ she said, and looked up at Bruno. ‘At least he wasn’t buried alive, but it’s still murder.’


Bruno thumbed the speed-dial number for his friend J-J, Jean-Jacques Jalipeau, chief of detectives for the Police Nationale in the region. While waiting for the answer, he wondered how he could explain to Horst and Clothilde that once their precious dig was a crime scene, whatever the demands of scholarship, much of the area would soon be closed off to them as the forensic specialists began the search. Perhaps J-J could be persuaded to limit the restrictions on the dig, since the killing was hardly recent.


J-J’s phone told him to leave a message after the beep. He did so, then hit zero to reach the police switchboard. He reported the find and Fabiola’s certification of death, and was asked to secure the site and to detain all possible witnesses until a murder team could reach the spot. Bruno asked how long it would take and was told it could be a couple of hours or more. He rang off, and then called Sergeant Jules at the Gendarmerie and asked him to send someone in uniform to hold the fort, since Bruno had appointments elsewhere.


‘I’ll need a list of names of all the students on this dig, along with their identity card numbers or passport numbers,’ Bruno said, not sure whether he should address Horst or Clothilde. It was Horst’s dig, but Clothilde would be officially in charge of the site, since it was on French soil.


‘If you can come back with me to the museum, I have a list there,’ said Horst. ‘And I found nothing like a wallet, but I didn’t want to disturb things too much.’


Bruno shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, but nobody can leave until the detectives get here from Périgueux and take over custody of the site. That’s the law. Even I can’t leave until a Gendarme gets here to replace me.’


‘What’s your email?’ Clothilde asked, tapping at her phone. Bruno gave it. She tapped again and looked up at him with that cheeky grin. ‘I just emailed the list to your office, names, ages, passports and universities for all eighteen of them. Can I go now?’


‘Sorry, not quite yet. Can you tell me if any of the students are involved in the animal rights movement? We had another crime here last night. Someone ripped down a stretch of farm fences and let out a lot of ducks and geese. They left leaflets behind, and since your students are all strangers, I’ll have to ask about their movements last night.’


‘If they’re anything like students in my day, they’ll all be able to give each other alibis for the night,’ said Clothilde, nodding towards Teddy and Kajte.





CHAPTER THREE



Sergeant Jules was as good as his word and arrived quickly to stand watch at the dig, so that Bruno could leave in time to make his appointment at the Château de Campagne. The Brigadier was not a man to be kept waiting. Even though he held no formal authority over St Denis and its chief of police, Bruno and his mayor knew that the orders of this senior but shadowy figure in French intelligence were best obeyed. He had summoned Bruno to a meeting at the decayed gem of a castle whose pointed turrets and battlements the state had been promising to restore for as long as Bruno could remember. But as Bruno turned in through the tall iron gates, now gleaming with black paint, he was surprised to see its courtyard bustling with life. He could barely find a place to park. There were furniture vans, vehicles of plumbers and electricians, a catering van and a large truck loaded down with fresh-cut turf for a lawn that gardeners were laying below the broad balcony. There was a smell of fresh paint, the sound of electric drills, cheerful voices of decorators and the blare of tinny radios from the open windows. But there was no sign of the black limousine Bruno had expected; the Brigadier had not yet arrived. As he looked around at a building project that seemed almost complete, his phone rang, and J-J’s name appeared on the screen.


‘I’m on my way, be another thirty minutes.’


‘I won’t be at the site – I’m tied up with the Brigadier,’ Bruno replied. ‘But we’ve got no missing person on file that could fit the body, let alone explain the way he was executed.’


‘I know, it’s a forensics job. What does the Brigadier want?’


‘Apart from a welcoming glass of Monbazillac and some foie gras he hasn’t told me.’


‘He can’t get that in Paris?’


‘Isabelle told him he had to try my own pâté, so I have a cooler in the van with a bottle of Tirecul La Gravière, and a fresh baguette from Fauquet.’


‘What year for the Tirecul?’


‘The ’05.’


‘That should do it. Call me when you’re done. We can have lunch and I can tell you about the new nightmare that’s coming into your life. Her name’s Annette Meraillon and she came top of her class at the magistrates’ school in Bordeaux last year. She’s right up your street. She’s a vegetarian feminist and she spent her last summer vacation in Paris working for some rights group for Muslim women. She’s just been assigned to the sub-Prefecture at Sarlat, which means she’ll be your new magistrate.’


‘A vegetarian magistrate for St Denis? They must be mad. What does she think about hunting?’


‘She’s against it. She wants all guns out of private hands. Unless they’re Muslim women, I suppose. Remember that young inspector of mine in Bergerac, Jofflin? He met her doing a course at law school and said she didn’t even drink. Not a glass. And she’s going to hate foie gras, even yours. You’re in for a fun time with this one, Bruno.’


As a municipal policeman employed by the Mairie, Bruno seldom sought to bring prosecutions under criminal law, so he’d have a great deal less to do with the new magistrate than the Gendarmes and the Police Nationale. But she could call on him to help her with local inquiries, take up his time and interfere endlessly in his business. Bruno had so far been lucky, since the main magistrate for St Denis and the neighbouring communes had been for the past decade and more a genial fellow, a keen hunter and former chairman of the rugby federation for the Department of the Dordogne. He was also a Prud’homme of the Jurade de St Emilion, which since the twelfth century had defined when the grapes should be harvested and had kept jealous guard over the branding iron that marked each barrel of the renowned wines of St Emilion. These days it was an honorary role for local worthies and the occasion for some spectacular dinners. But it meant that he took his wine and the pleasures of the table and local tradition very seriously. Bruno could hardly imagine a more appropriate principal judicial officer for the region that saw itself as the gastronomic heartland of France. This new woman sounded as if she’d be very much less accommodating.


‘There’s a chopper coming in, probably the Brigadier,’ said Bruno. ‘I’ll call you back if he’s finished with me in time for lunch.’


Bruno rang off and walked out of the courtyard and into the park where the commune of Campagne held an open-air antiques market every summer. For the first time he saw the newly erected windsock and the big whitewashed circle, marked for a helicopter to land. He put his hand on his hat against the sudden rush of air as the chopper swooped in for its landing on the marked patch of grass. Two tough-looking men in dark suits were the first out, one carrying a FAMAS submachine gun and frowning as he scanned the nearby hillsides, the second with his hand casually inside his jacket. He nodded into the darkness inside the helicopter and two more men appeared in the doorway. Bruno recognised the Brigadier, and watched him invite the other man to precede him. Trust the Brigadier never to turn his back, Bruno thought.


Officially a senior office in the Gendarmes, but long attached to the RG, the shadowy Renseignements Généraux intelligence arm, the Brigadier was now on the personal staff of the Minister of the Interior. Bruno had known him involved in monitoring militant ecologists, the extreme right, Asian gangs and networks that smuggled illegal immigrants. He had wide powers, a very loosely defined job and access to a helicopter whenever he wanted. Since Bruno was employed by the Commune of St Denis, the Brigadier had no formal authority over him. The Brigadier overcame this technicality by bringing a formal request to the Mayor from either the Prefect of the Department or the Interior Minister himself for Bruno to be seconded on special duties. And if that failed to work, Bruno had few doubts that the Brigadier would activate his army reserve status and have him conscripted.


Bruno felt a wary respect for the man. He had also been in command of an operation in which Isabelle Perrault, a woman with whom Bruno had had a truncated love affair, had been seriously wounded. She had been a police inspector when Bruno had met her, before being lured away to the Brigadier’s staff in Paris. The Brigadier had informed Bruno that a similar job awaited him in Paris should he choose to take up the offer. Bruno noted that the Brigadier now wore the small red button of the Légion d’Honneur in his lapel. That was new. He wondered if it had been awarded for the operation to intercept a shipload of illegal immigrants when Isabelle’s thigh had been shattered by a bullet from an AK-47.


The man accompanying the Brigadier was so tall that he had to stoop unusually low as they scuttled under the slowing rotor blades. As the stranger straightened up, Bruno saw a fit-looking man in his forties with thick and rather long hair of a deep glossy black, and the kind of dark shadow on his chin that meant he would shave twice a day. His mouth was thin and his jaw thrust almost arrogantly forward. It would have been a cruel face, but for the alert way he looked around him and the easy smile he flashed when he saw Bruno.


‘Bonjour, Bruno,’ said the Brigadier. ‘Meet Carlos Gambara, deputy head of counterterrorism for the Spanish Ministry of the Interior. For this job, he’s my counterpart in Madrid, but he’s going to be here for a few days before attending the summit. Carlos, this is the man I told you about, Chief of Police Courrèges, but I think you can call him Bruno.’


‘Summit?’ asked Bruno, sketching a hasty salute despite feeling rather odd doing so while holding a plastic bag in his left hand, and very conscious of the silent bodyguard standing behind him with a submachine gun at the ready. They’d probably want to search his bag. ‘In St Denis?’


‘A little summit,’ said the Brigadier, lowering his voice as the rotor blades coughed to a halt behind him. ‘The Spanish Interior Minister and our own will be signing a new cooperation agreement on Basque terrorism – intelligence sharing, joint staffing of a common office for cross-border liaison, joint firearms permits and rules of engagement. Now they’ve killed one of our cops here in France, the gloves are off.’


‘Sir, I’d rather you all moved inside,’ interrupted the bodyguard whose hand was still inside his jacket, but his eyes were trained on the hills. ‘It’s a bit exposed here. Don’t want you falling into bad habits.’


The Brigadier nodded and gave a half-smile to the man. A sign of a good unit, Bruno thought, when the bodyguard could tease the boss a little.


‘Welcome back to St Denis,’ Bruno said, handing the Brigadier the bag. ‘Isabelle told me you were hoping to taste some foie gras, and there’s some Monbazillac to go with it.’


‘Very kind, Bruno. It’s been a long time since breakfast.’ He handed the bag to one of the bodyguards. ‘Maybe we can introduce our Spanish friend to a real French casse-croûte, once we’ve done the inspection.’


‘The Brigadier has told me a lot about your shared adventures,’ said the Spaniard, stretching out a large hand for Bruno to shake as they walked into the shadow of the château walls. Bruno took that with a pinch of salt; nobody could hear themselves speak inside a military helicopter. ‘In the name of my government, we thank you for your help.’


‘Welcome to the commune of St Denis, or rather Campagne,’ Bruno said. ‘When do the ministers plan to meet?’ He scanned the wooded hills around them, seeing any number of places for a sniper to hide. Next week the trees would still be bare enough to give both cover and a decent field of fire. They’d need screens to cover the move from the helicopter to the château. But what kind of screens would stand up to a helicopter downdraught?


‘Next week, final restoration work permitting,’ said the Brigadier. ‘That’s why we’re here – a quick inspection and I wanted to bring you into the picture early and get to know Carlos. He’ll be staying for a few days, getting the lie of the land and checking the secure communications set-up. Bruno, I’d like you to draw up a patrol plan to secure the immediate perimeter and all roads and tracks within a reasonable radius. I can deploy a company of Gendarmes and another of CRS for roadblocks and a platoon of special forces for patrols, probably from the treizième paras, your old unit. You know the drill and the terrain so I’ll leave it to you.’


Bruno sensed the Spaniard watching him as he cast his eyes around the hills. When he looked back he saw Carlos was grinning at him.


‘We think alike, Senõr. A good place for a rifleman. But the ETA prefer their bombs. And we have good solid screens that don’t blow over. If we’re still worried, we can have the ministers take a limousine into the courtyard direct from the helicopters.’ His French was accented but good.


‘Who picked this place?’ asked Bruno, with a funny feeling that he already knew the answer.


‘Isabelle suggested it,’ said the Brigadier, with a half-wink. ‘And of course she sends you her warmest regards. She’s taken a liking to this area and when she heard the renovation of the château was almost finished, she thought the summit would be a good occasion for the formal opening. And maybe our Minister owed the Minister of Tourism a favour.’


‘Why not hold the summit in our own Basque region down by Biarritz?’ Bruno asked. ‘If you want the symbolism of government cooperation …’


‘Security,’ said Carlos. ‘This is as close as you can get to the Basque country without having any Basques.’


‘I wouldn’t say there aren’t any,’ Bruno said. ‘There are some second- and third-generation …’


‘I know,’ said Carlos. ‘The ones who came to France in 1939 as refugees after our civil war.’


‘Some of them made up the hard core of our Resistance,’ said Bruno. ‘They hated Fascists and Nazis. Most of them moved back to the Basque district near the frontier when the war ended but one or two married local girls and stayed.’


‘We know. Commies most of them, some anarchists. We kept an eye on them and we’re not worried about them. They’re mostly dead,’ said the Brigadier. He opened his briefcase, took out an envelope and handed it to Bruno. ‘Here’s a letter to your Mayor from the Minister. As of now and until the conference ends, you’re attached to the joint security coordination committee, which Carlos and I run. You’ll treat his orders as my orders.’
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