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Prologue in Two Summary Executions


11 a.m., Monday, June 24, 2013


Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)


A face appears in the centre of the viewfinder.


“Target in position.”


The man holds his breath. He squeezes his trigger finger more tightly.


“Are you sure?”


“Target confirmed.”


Behind the half-open window in the empty flat, the fine net curtain is raised for a moment and the sun glints on the lens. Ten metres below, the target is sitting on the pavement in an old armchair, as if it were his living room.


“Go on, shoot.”


Click. The first photograph.


*


This is the last day of Groupe Stups’s surveillance operation. A requisitioned flat, three policemen, three camp beds and a week taking turns behind their telephoto lens to capture each transaction for posterity.


The arrest is set for six the next morning, at the home of someone they call “Target”, the gang ringleader. But before taking him in, they have to gather evidence. Photograph after photograph, client after client.


Four floors down, one of the dealer’s accomplices is waiting patiently in the shadow of a decrepit tower block, a few metres from the armchair. Hidden in a doorway, awaiting his orders.


Behind his lens, a police officer announces:


“Supplier in position.”


Lookouts at both ends of the street, necks craned as they watch for any glimpse of patrol cars. The officer continues:


“Meerkat 1 and Meerkat 2 in position! The gang’s all here. Their day’s beginning.”


Local residents step round these delinquents as though all this were normal. They know them and they’re used to it.


They don’t really have a choice.


11.05. First client. Stick of hash twenty euros, gram of coke eighty. No heroin – that only attracts wrecked addicts and problems. The first handshake between Target and his client is to pass the money discreetly. Another photograph. Without even getting up from his chair, the dealer makes a quick check of his meerkats. No predators in sight. Target indicates the required amount to the runner.


The runner disappears into the abandoned building and quickly reappears. Another handshake to say goodbye, and the hash is passed into the client’s hand. Another photograph.


The police know this well-oiled routine will be repeated as many as fifty times throughout the day. The first of fifty clients: you need patience to build up a solid dossier.


“Second client approaching.”


Black helmet on black moped. The bike slows, drawing level with the dealer seated like a king on his throne. Then, with a flick of the wrist, the rider revs up again, without stopping. Time only for a souvenir snapshot.


“Client aborted.”


Behind his computer linked to the camera, Capitaine Sylvan asks his colleague:


“Do we know him?”


“Impossible to identify. Crash helmet and gloves.”


The capitaine frowns.


“Ping me the shot.”


The high-definition image appears on his screen. Sylvan analyses it. Rider wearing a helmet. Respect for the Highway Code is unusual around here. And at the height of summer, forty-two degrees, gloves and visor lowered, a black moped with no number plate . . . it doesn’t add up.


In a corner of the room, stretched out on one of the camp beds, the third man gets up and rubs his eyes. He comes over to the screen.


“What’s bugging you, capitaine? No number plate?”


“That among other things. The helmet and gloves as well. In this heat, that’s a bit . . .”


Behind the lens, the photographer interrupts them.


“The moped’s back. And he has a passenger!”


Sylvan leaps out of his chair.


“That’s not a good sign! Switch to video!”


By now, all three men are on their feet. One is glued to the camera, the two others to the computer screen. Sylvan rages:


“Oh fuck, no, you can’t do this to us . . .”


The moped slows again. The passenger plunges his hand inside his jacket. As they pass, he sprays the area with bullets from the gun in his hand.


The first slug splinters the window of a nearby café. The second shatters it. The explosion of glass sends all the customers to the floor. Panic, and the first confused shouts. The third buries itself in the wall a few centimetres from the face of the runner, paralysed with fear. Almost by chance, the fourth hits the ankle of Target, who was trying to escape but now plummets to the ground, screaming. Meerkats 1 and 2 sprint away and vanish round the corner. Target crawls to his armchair, trying to get to his feet. The scooter passenger has already dismounted. In two strides he is next to Target and levels his gun at his forehead. Detonation. A red mist spurts from behind the dealer’s head, then evaporates. Unplugged, he slumps to the ground. The shooter lowers the weapon to his side. Looks defiantly around him, as if to say: “Anybody else?” Then climbs back onto the moped and taps the driver on the helmet. The bike speeds away.


Inside the apartment, the three cops are rooted to the spot. The photographer turns to the others.


“Now what do we do? Get down there?”


Frustrated, Capitaine Sylvan snaps his laptop shut as though slamming a door.


“From the fourth floor? By the time we arrive . . . All we’d do is blow our cover. Holy shit! Fuck . . . three weeks’ work and now we have to start from scratch. Shit!”


*


On the pavement, curious onlookers form a circle around the body. Just to see. Feasting their eyes on this image of death they have just escaped from. Fascinated by the scarlet pool of warm blood spooling out from the shattered head.


A gang leader has been knocked off his throne. A 24-year-old thug whose realm consisted of no more than a few wretched streets.


*


7.30 a.m., Wednesday, June 26, 2013


Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)


In the underground car park of his apartment block, Sasha Dimov is struggling with his son’s seat belt, his body twisted round into the back of the car.


“I can do it on my own, you know. I’m six now. I’m a big boy . . .”


So soon . . . like all fathers who only see their child one weekend every fortnight, Sasha tells himself his son has grown up too fast. Or that he himself hasn’t paid enough attention.


“You know that from tonight you’re sleeping at Mémé’s?’


“Yeah . . . that’s a rubbish way to start my holidays. How long for?”


“For as long as it takes Papa to sort out a few things and then we’re off to the sun.”


“Will there be a swimming pool?”


“Yes.”


“And a jet ski?”


“That too.”


“Will Maman be coming?”


“You ask too many questions. You’ll scramble your brain.”


The car sets off up the spiral ramp. A few seconds later, the headlights of a grey saloon car with tinted windows go on. It starts to follow them. The second basement, then the first. Once round the final curve, Sasha narrows his eyes to adjust to the daylight. Two metres ahead of him, a black 4×4 hurtles out from the side then brakes violently, darkening the exit and blocking the way. Sasha stamps on the brake. His son’s body is thrown forward: the seat belt almost chokes him.


“What’s wrong, Papa?”


Gripping the wheel with one hand, Sasha reaches for the gearstick with the other. Before slamming the car into reverse, he glances in his rear-view mirror. A grey saloon is up against his rear bumper. There’s no escape.


The scene freezes. The engines of the three vehicles turn over. Time at a standstill in the eye of the hurricane. Sasha turns calmly towards his son, but his voice is quavering.


“Listen carefully . . . You’re to do what I say without asking any questions, right? Do you know why?”


The kid has never heard his father speak in this tone of voice before. Fear flits from one heart to the other.


“Because you’re a secret agent?”


“That’s right, because I’m a secret agent. Now, undo your seat belt.”


The kid does as he’s told.


“O.K., that’s good. Now lie flat on the floor, and whatever happens, don’t lift up your head. Got it?”


“Got it.”


“I love you, my boy.”


Their eyes meet one last time. Sasha turns round in his seat. Two men in black balaclavas, the barrels of their guns pointing straight at him. As Sasha closes his eyes, a hail of metal smashes the windscreen, rips through his body, perforates the seats, and spatters the interior of the car with blood.


Like a giant echo chamber, the underground car park amplifies the sound waves from the gunshots. As they climb back into the 4×4, one of the gunmen feels the right side of his face through the balaclava.


“Fuck it, I’ve cut my ear.”









Part One


Revolution
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10 a.m., Friday, June 28, 2013


Cité des Poètes, Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)


The two kids were dragging the heavy motorbike along the asphalt. The back wheel was immobilised by a chain their wire cutters hadn’t even scratched. Their efforts in the heat had left them bathed in sweat. Panting, they finally reached the row of garages at the foot of the Verlaine tower. The two thieves stopped at the first one, exhausted.


“Fuck it, that’s enough. I can’t go any further, we can stick it in this one.”


“There’s a padlock.”


“There are no padlocks here, this is our turf.”


“Well, there’s one on this one.”


“So what? You’ve got cutters, haven’t you? Get to it!”


The padlock gave way. While the first youngster held the bike upright, the other grabbed hold of the bottom of the iron shutter, which screeched as he pulled it up.


Unfortunately for them, the garage was already occupied.


As their eyes grew accustomed to the darkness and they realised what they were seeing in front of them, they ran for their lives, without giving their booty a second thought.


From the window of his lodge, the caretaker of the tower block had seen everything. As usual, he’d let them get on with it. And yet it was the first time they had behaved like that. Running off without finishing the job. Calm had returned to the concrete walkway, but he was still puzzled, staring at the motorbike on its side and the open garage. After a few moments, he decided to go and have a look. Just a quick look.


Peering under the raised shutter, he swore, took a step backwards, got his feet caught up in the bike, and fell.


He knew he ought to have gone in. To check whether the man was still alive, to put his fingers somewhere on his neck to search for a pulse, the way he’d seen it done on T.V. But he stayed where he was, unable to move, too scared to go inside the garage and have the shutter clang down behind him.


*


Extract from call to police emergency number on June 28, 2013.


Communication begins 10.10.


“Police emergency service.”


“Good morning. I’m the caretaker at the Verlaine tower block, on the Cité des Poètes estate . . . There’s a guy in one of the garages. I think he’s dead.”


“Are you sure, sir?”


“No, I’m not . . . he’s tied to a chair and there’s tape round his mouth with blood on it . . . at least I think it’s blood, but there’s no way I’m going in there.”


“Sir? Have you tried talking to him? He may be alive.”


“Yeah, get a move on then.”


Call terminated by caller at 10.11.
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Control Room at Seine-Saint-Denis police headquarters


A buzzing hive where all the calls to the police emergency number are received, the room is lit by giant screens retransmitting live all the images from the region’s C.C.T.V. cameras. The information about a possible dead body was passed from caretaker to call handler, and from him to Commandant Auclair, the Control Room chief. In his sixties, with a paunch typical of those who have done their stint on the beat, Auclair waddled across the huge room. He asked the operator who had taken the call to replay the brief conversation for him.


“Have you sent a patrol car?”


“Affirmative. It should arrive in a few minutes. I’ve also sent firemen, just in case . . .”


“Very good. I’ll inform the Police Judiciaire. Who’s on duty there?”


The handler opened the duty roster and flicked through a few pages.


“Capitaine Coste’s group.”
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Emboldened by the presence of so many uniforms, the caretaker summoned up his courage. He even allowed himself to indulge his curiosity. Craning his neck above the police cordon like a periscope, he was now trying to see what only a few moments earlier he had fled from. His attention was distracted by the arrival of a car with a flashing blue light that slammed to a halt half on the road, half on the pavement. The two plain-clothes officers who got out pushed their way under the yellow police tape in front of the garage. They took a quick look inside, then talked to a uniform, who jerked his chin in the caretaker’s direction.


He saw them coming towards him. The first one, a man wearing jeans and a white T-shirt with a police lanyard round his neck, seemed quite amenable, despite his thuggish appearance. The other, a woman with a crew-cut and an exaggeratedly masculine build, had nothing appealing about her at all. As he had hoped, it was the man who spoke to him.


“Morning. Police Judiciaire, crime investigation unit. Are you the one who called the police?”


“Yes, that’s me.”


“Was it the person renting the garage who told you?”


“Renting the garage? Oh, nobody’s done that for ages. I mean yes, but no-one leaves their car or anything valuable in them. They’re all full of stolen goods.”


“O.K., let’s hear your story.”


The male officer turned to his colleague.


“Johanna, call the forensics team. Tell them to bring a floor lamp. A powerful one. You can’t see a thing in there.”


The caretaker risked a comment:


“It’s not worth it. You only need to switch the light on: the electricity is connected.”


“Are you taking the piss? You tell me it’s a thieves’ warehouse, and you leave the electricity on? You could cut it, couldn’t you? That would be a start.”


“Tried that. Next day they set fire to my car.”


“Did you report it?”


“No, I switched the electricity back on.”


“Yeah, that makes sense. So what exactly do you do in your job?”


Piqued, the caretaker said drily:


“I look after a tower block on an estate where your colleagues won’t even set foot anymore. I clean the staircase and the lobby when there’s no-one squatting there, and the rest of the time, I close my eyes to everything. I try not to antagonise anyone so as not to get my face smashed in, and I tell the residents that I’m doing what I can.”


“In other words, you don’t do a whole lot.”


“I do what I can. All on my own, and without that gun of yours.”


The caretaker realised he had made a mistake and that, despite looking like a tank, the woman officer would probably have been more pleasant to deal with. Sure enough, she was the one who helped get her colleague off his back.


“What’s wrong with you? Give him a break,” she said, tugging at the man’s arm.




The officer ran a hand over the damp nape of his neck.


“Sorry, it’s this heat. It gets on my nerves.”





Around them, at the foot of the neighbouring tower blocks, small groups were congregating, their hoods up despite the sun. Insults shouted at the forces of law and order, but nothing to worry about. It wasn’t long before they were joined by more local kids, together with their older brothers, keen to stir things up a bit. Just as honey attracts wasps, so the police would doubtless be one of the highlights of their day. No way they were going to miss out on a bit of friction.
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On instructions from the Police Judiciaire, the entrance to the garage was cordoned off. Only the doctor who had confirmed the death and the forensic team had been allowed inside. Now it was up to the two members of the crime squad to process their new investigation. The woman was taking notes while the man dictated.


“Male aged around thirty. Hands tied behind back. Feet fastened to a chair. Several layers of insulating tape wound round his mouth, partially covering nostrils. Traces of what could be dried, blackened blood visible on the tape, with a trickle running down from chin to neck.”


The male officer bent down.


“Considerable amount of blood on the floor around his feet, most likely due to the two perforations to each knee. Possible use of an electric drill or an auger. No other sign of external injuries . . . No idea what he did, but the punishment was extreme.”


By the time he straightened up, his female colleague had finished writing. She leaned over the victim’s face until she was close enough to brush against it.


“Hey, Johanna! What on earth are you doing? Giving him a cuddle?”


“Don’t be stupid. I’m sniffing him.”


“Obviously. Why didn’t I think of that?”


He let her carry on, waiting for her conclusion.


“It’s chocolate.”


“What?”


“It’s not blood on the tape, it’s chocolate.”


“Are you off your head?”


“I’ve got two kids at home who stuff themselves like baby dinosaurs, and prefer fingers to forks, so I’ll be the judge on this, if you don’t mind.”


A uniform came over, holding out a mobile.


“Capitaine Coste? I’ve got the investigating magistrate on the line for you.”


The plain-clothes detective took the phone from him. At the other end of the line, the voice already sounded annoyed.


“Capitaine Coste?”


“No, he’s not here this morning. This is Lieutenant Scaglia, his deputy.”


“Fleur Saint-Croix, duty magistrate. I’ve been trying to get in touch all morning.”


“Sorry. We were gathering information. So we have something to tell you.”


“Understood, but in that case, get on with it.”


The lieutenant walked back into the daylight outside the garage. He raised his hand to protect his eyes from the sun and began his report. The lock-ups that had become Ali Baba’s caves. The tied and gagged victim. The holes in his knees. The insulating tape. The chocolate.


He had never dealt with this magistrate before. So, from the start, he was inclined to see her as a ball-breaker. He also decided she was new to Seine-Saint-Denis, and that if she had been sent there, it had to be her first posting. A recent graduate from the National Magistrates College, where no doubt she had learned by heart the maxim: The public prosecutor and his associates direct the activities of the officers and men of the Police Judiciaire. A maxim she had adopted too zealously.


“I’ll authorise an autopsy. In the meantime, you’re to carry out house-to-house enquiries in the whole neighbourhood. Seal the lock-up and bag up the ropes, the tape, the chair, the motorbike and the deceased’s clothing. Interview the caller. And I want a fuller report by mid-afternoon. By then, I hope you’ll have identified our victim. Did you say that these single-owner garages are being used to store stolen goods?”


“Not in so many words, but yeah, that’s what the caretaker says.”


“Perfect. Let’s get a move on then. Tell the police at Malceny what I want them to do: get permission from each of the owners and have all the garages opened. I need an inventory of what’s in every one of them.”


Bullseye. A wet-behind-the-ears magistrate convinced she was going to bring justice to Seine-Saint-Denis with an iron fist. He tried politely to object to her instructions.


“Excuse me, madame, but we’ve been here less than an hour and I can already count about forty curious onlookers. Mostly youngsters in hoodies. For the moment, we’re not touching their lock-ups, so they’re calm, but as soon as they see the police van arrive, the temperature’s going to rise. It’s guaranteed to set the estate ablaze, the same estate where you’re asking us to go door to door . . . with all due respect.”


Fleur Saint-Croix was indeed very young, and this was her first posting. But despite her lack of experience, she had a rare quality that often prevented her from letting misplaced pride cause her to come a cropper, and allowed her to see when another opinion was more valid than hers. All of which did not prevent her from clearing her throat irritably as she responded:


“Yes . . . Fine . . . Right . . . Suspend those instructions, I’ll think it over.”


Then, without so much as a goodbye, a thank you or an apology, she hung up.


Lieutenant Scaglia went over to the squad of local police. He handed the mobile back to its owner, who was busy studying the scattered groups of youngsters, waiting for a spark.


“Things kicking off?”


“Slowly for now, lieutenant, slowly. What does the prosecutor’s office say?”


“We remove the body, seal the lock-up, and you can beat it out of here. You’re in luck – the magistrate wanted all the other garages opened at first.”


“With a surprise behind every door, like an Advent calendar. We owe you one.”


“Yeah, well, keep that in mind: it looks as if we’ll be on the case in your area for a good few days.”


“Well then, welcome to Malceny, lieutenant. You’re going to love it.”


*


At the foot of the nearby Rimbaud tower block, a young man was watching closely how events were developing. He was far enough away from the crime scene not to be conspicuous. Earbud in one ear, a dazed look on his face from his breakfast joint, he was almost blindly typing a text on his mobile:


Lock-up busted. Hnouch* on scene.


A young black kid in a T-shirt, tracksuit bottoms and black trainers came over and squatted beside him on a car seat that had no car around it. As he sat down, he said:


“Have you warned the Boss?”


“I can’t believe that bastard in there’s dead. I never saw it coming. We were feeding him, weren’t we?”


“Whatever, we were going to finish him off anyway. Well, have you warned him?”


“I just sent him a text. What about you? Did you take the pictures?”


“Not the uniforms, they won’t be doing the investigation, but I’ve got the two plain-clothes ones.”


“Did you keep your head down?”


“Don’t worry, Driss, nobody noticed me. Nobody ever does.”


“Yeah, right, dude. Enjoy it, you’re only twelve.”


The youngster rummaged in his pocket and forwarded the pictures to Driss.


“Here, send him the photos, they’ll interest him.”


“Thirty seconds, while I finish a sext.”


This was one of his favourite pastimes. Moroccan in origin, Driss had well-defined features and a smile for the camera that brought him a lot of success and filled his contacts with conquests.


Despite his tender years and a companion twice his size, the little black kid’s voice turned harsher.


“Hey, Driss! You can fuck later. Send the photos now, for God’s sake.”


“O.K., Bibz, stay cool.”
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The couple embracing under the huge glass roof of Gare de Lyon in Paris were seemingly unaware of the crowd milling around them. The man, nearing forty, had hair sprinkled with a few grey strands. Nestling on his shoulder was the head of a slightly younger woman, her green eyes moist. They clasped each other’s hands, then released them, only to reach for them again, as though either of them could have flown away. Under the triple archway of the station entrance, a young girl was playing on the Steinway piano put there for travellers to use. Just like in the movies, farewells and reunions could now enjoy their own soundtrack.


For her holidays, Léa had rented a small cottage deep in the countryside. Three weeks far away from it all in the south of France. And yet she seemed reluctant to pick up her suitcase and head for her train, searching for any excuse to miss it. Victor tried to reassure her.


“I’ll come and join you in a couple of weeks. That’ll give you time to get some rest and visit your parents. But you know, maybe having me around 24/7 isn’t such a brilliant idea.”


“I realise that, but there’s nothing I can do about it, it’s a chemical thing . . . We’re at the start of our relationship, and that stimulates the same areas of the brain as drugs do. Loss of appetite, stress, sleepless nights. I’m swimming in dopamine, and when you’re not around I miss it.”


“Is that a declaration?”


“It’s the best you’re going to get on a station platform, you little shit.”


So much for having a forensic pathologist as a girlfriend! Victor burst out laughing at the idea of a possible future with a scientist who could talk dirty. The black sheep of a bourgeois family, she couldn’t have chosen a better slap in the face than to fall in love with a policeman. Whenever she made the mistake of mentioning it, her father, the director of a private clinic in Paris, merely responded with a shrug.


The fact that the first meeting of the police capitaine and the pathologist had been across a blood-spattered stainless-steel table, over a body opened like a book, and that their relationship had developed as the number of murders they investigated had grown, did nothing to lessen the magic of their story. It made it unique.


Their relative intimacy was disturbed by a buzzing that Léa recognised at once.


“It’s your work mobile.”


Without bothering to check who the caller was, the man answered.


“Capitaine Coste, what can I do for you?”


“Ronan here. Sorry to interrupt your lovey-dovey moment.”


“Tell me.”


“Malceny. An as-yet-unidentified victim, found dead tied to a chair, tape round his mouth, in one of the lock-ups at the Cité des Poètes estate. Holes drilled in his kneecaps. Johanna and I aren’t sure whether death was from loss of blood or a surfeit of chocolate, but she can explain that better than me.”


Coste decided not to even try to understand what the last part of this report meant.


“Is there going to be an autopsy?”


“Yes, boss. You’ve got an hour to dry your tears and hotfoot it over to the I.M.L.”*


“Who’ve we got as investigating magistrate?”


“Fleur something or other. A new one, with a double-barrelled name as usual.”


“A new one? She’s going to want to make her mark, and that’s never a good thing. Don’t mention the other lock-ups – she’ll get you to open them all. If every stolen article has to be investigated, you’ll send the Malceny stats through the roof. They’re going to hate you.”


Slightly put out, Ronan pretended to be offended.


“I’m not a complete idiot.”


“I’m almost convinced. Is Sam with you?”


“Sam at a crime scene? That I would love to see. But no, he stayed in the office.”


“Send him a photo of our client. He can ping it around to see if anyone can put a name to him. It’s worth a try. Then tape everything up and start the door-to-door with Johanna. If the atmosphere’s too hot already, leave it until tomorrow.”


Ronan, who was receiving the same instructions for a second time, really was offended this time.


“Thanks, none of that had occurred to me.”


Back next to the tied-up corpse, he gave full vent to his exasperation.


“Do this, do that . . . why do I feel like I’m on work experience today?”


*


Léa had caught a few snatches of the conversation between the two men, enough to arouse her interest.


“A new case? With a dead body?”


“Yes, but you’re boarding the train. The I.M.L. can just about manage for three weeks without Dr Léa Marquant.”


“Have it your own way. You’ll get to meet my nice pathologist colleague and his magnificent moustache. You won’t find your work as sexy, that’s for sure.”


She kissed the crook of his neck and inhaled his smell.


“You’ll see, you’re going to miss me too much.”


He studied her in her skimpy summer dress, her chestnut hair loose around her bare shoulders. It was quite possible he would miss her. Even a great deal. And a holiday “to get away from it all in a cottage in the middle of nowhere” would have delighted him, were it not for the fact that said cottage in the middle of nowhere was less than thirty kilometres from the Marquant family home. The whole scenario reeked of being an underhand way of introducing him to her family.


As jumpy as a cat getting wet, Victor Coste considered this far too rushed. Newly discovered emotions. Her hairbrush in his bathroom. His desire to be with Léa grated against his need for solitude, which got in the way of being a couple. Simply put, his inability to live with someone else. So many contradictory notions trapping him in a net of confusion. Although his profession brought him into daily contact with the worst mankind had to offer and he never lost his composure, he found himself on the verge of a panic attack over an affair of the heart. This bachelor fortnight would do him the world of good.


A dulcet voice filled the station, heralding the imminent departure of the train for Nice, and the end of their prolonged goodbye.
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1 p.m., June 28, 2013


Institut Médico-Légal, twelfth arrondissement, Paris


Despite the siren and the whirling blue light, Paris set him back by fifteen minutes. Once he arrived, he parked in one of the reserved spaces, lowered the sun shield with its police logo, and hurried on. He took the alleyway leading to the old Victorian building that housed the I.M.L., which was crammed between a modest park and the banks of the Seine. Once inside the two old wooden gates, he skirted the interior garden with its sprinkling of bushes and broken fountain, and headed for the reception desk.


“Good morning. Capitaine Coste. I’m here for an autopsy with Dr Léa Mar . . . Oh, sorry . . .”


Behind the desk, the secretary smiled knowingly.


“Force of habit, perhaps?”


Coste fished a crumpled piece of paper out of his jacket and corrected himself with an embarrassed smile.


“You’re right. I have an appointment with Dr . . . Serge Atlan.”


“That’ll make a change for you.”


“So I’ve been told.”


Unless you work at the I.M.L., there’s only one reason to go there, and that’s to identify a loved one. Or, more unfortunately, to be that loved one. With an average of three hundred and fifty autopsies a year, it’s highly likely you will bump into a grieving family, which is why the reverent silence of a cemetery reigns inside the building. Coste allowed himself to be led through this atmosphere of respectful calm to the autopsy room. The receptionist swiped her card on the magnetic pad and wished him luck.


The room was white tiled throughout, and dominated by a central operating table. On it was laid a corpse that was occupying the pathologist’s full attention. Wearing a pair of protective plastic glasses and an as-yet-pristine white coat, and sporting an impressive moustache, he was leaning over the body, inserting a metal rod into one of the holes drilled into its kneecaps. The unusual sight of a small toolkit placed directly on the dead man’s thorax caught Coste’s eye.


“Dr Atlan?”


The other man didn’t even raise his head.


“Capitaine Coste, I presume? You’re late. That might not bother Dr Marquant, but it annoys me. It implies that, just because my clients are dead, there’s no need for you to hurry.”


Coste did not react to this frosty reception, and the pathologist continued in a similar tone.


“I began without you. Hand me a four-millimetre bit – my gloves are covered in blood.”


Doing his best to cooperate, Victor went over to the table, rummaged in the toolkit for a moment, then gave up.


“I’m sorry, but I can’t tell the difference between one bit and another. May I ask what you’re doing?”


The pathologist interrupted his procedure and studied him for the first time.


“Perforated flesh with slight burns to the edges. Your victim was tortured with a drill. I’m trying to discover what diameter bit was used. It definitely wasn’t three millimetres.”


As he spoke, he gently withdrew the metal rod with a moist sucking sound, then searched in his toolkit himself until he found another one. He held it up to the capitaine.


“Four-millimetre bit. It’s written on it. I’ve been told you’re a good investigator, but I must say I’m rather disappointed.”


“I’ve been told you are downright unpleasant. No reason to quarrel with that description so far.”


The introductions over, the doctor stared Coste in the eye and offered him the ghost of a smile. Then he pushed the metal bit into the left kneecap: a perfect fit.


“I can’t tell you whether it was a wood or metal bit, but it was a size four, that’s for sure.”


Placing the bloody implement back in his box, he added almost impatiently, like someone who has just been given a gift:


“So, shall we open him up?”


The casual observer would have regarded what followed as a series of barbaric, unspeakable acts. But it was routine for a certain breed of policeman, to which Coste belonged. He had often told himself that families should never find out the details of an autopsy. A performance lasting less than an hour that not even the most violent horror movie could begin to match. To safeguard his mental health, Coste no longer viewed the corpse as human: it was just another part of the investigation.


To avoid thinking they had loved.


To avoid thinking they had been happy.


At least for the duration of the autopsy.


*


Wielding his scalpel confidently, Dr Atlan made deep incisions behind the biceps, wrists and thighs, and the muscles flopped out onto the table. In a clinical, neutral voice, the pathologist began to outline the ordeal this nameless victim had been put through.


“Numerous subcutaneous bruises to arms and legs. He was obviously beaten. Or he struggled. With several people, to judge by the number of blows. Help me turn him over.”


Coste pulled on a pair of gloves, followed Atlan’s instructions, then took two steps back. Before the pathologist cut open the body and the smell of death wafted through the room, he took a small tube of ointment from his pocket and spread some under his nose.


“What do you use?” asked Atlan.


“Tiger balm.”


“I prefer Vicks. It blocks out the smell, it’s just as minty, but it stings a lot less. You should try it.”


After this manly exchange, the doctor resumed his task. Placing the tip of his scalpel just under the Adam’s apple, he penetrated the skin, then drew the blade down as far as the pubis. He inserted the scalpel under the flesh on both sides until the skin was detached, and then sliced delicately until the entire chest cavity was exposed, like a strongbox revealing its treasure.


He picked up a pair of clippers and cut the ribs one after another with the sound of dry branches snapping. That done, he took hold of the sternum and lifted it as if it were an ordinary lid, so that the interior organs appeared beneath the harsh ceiling light. A stench of putrefaction filled the room.


Lungs, spleen, liver, intestines, bladder, stomach. Dr Atlan removed them all with his scalpel so that a sample could be taken for analysis, but he already had a hypothesis.


“O.K. It looks like a textbook case to me. Discoloured face, congested mucus membranes, purplish lungs. Congestive lesions on liver and kidneys. Blood dark but still fluid. No excoriation from fingernails or hand-shaped bruises. That means I’m discounting strangulation and instead going for asphyxia from suffocation.”


“That’s quite likely. His mouth was taped up.”


“You could have told me.”


“Certainly I could, but that would mean I was influencing your conclusions. I prefer you to make up your own mind.”


This remark amused the pathologist. As he readjusted his protective glasses, he unwittingly smeared them with blood.


“Influencing my conclusions? We’re talking about science here, not psychology or astrology. I only take into account the evidence, not suppositions. Besides, the tape is only one element. The full picture is more complicated.”


Opening the dead man’s mouth with a dry click, he pushed his fingers inside, then inserted a cotton bud.


“See this sticky stuff? There’s more of it in his nostrils and airways. However, I’m not at all sure what it could be . . .”


Coste on the other hand had a theory, however outlandish it might seem – one that had been suggested by Ronan. Death by . . .


“Could it possibly be chocolate?”


Intrigued, the pathologist went to the end of the table where he had left the internal organs, and picked up the stomach.


“It could indeed. Let’s see what he ate that day, shall we?”


He made a horizontal cut in the organ and emptied the contents into a cylindrical plastic bowl with the biohazard label symbol: a circle surrounded by three crescents on a yellow background.


“He doesn’t seem to have had a lot to eat, but I’ll get the alimentary bolus analysed. You’ll have your answer within forty-eight hours.”


“Is there any way of speeding things up?”


The doctor held out the stinking pot.


“Yes, capitaine. Taste it yourself if you wish.”


Coste changed his mind.


“Two days isn’t so long . . .”


*


The autopsy was almost finished; there was only one thing left to do. But it was the hardest to watch. And, above all, to hear. The scalpel traced a line all around the skull, from behind the ears to the back of the neck, and then across the forehead. The scalp was peeled away from the bone as roughly as one might rip up an old carpet. Then it was folded down over the face, as if the pathologist were trying to spare the deceased the sight of this final outrage. With the loud whirr of a dentist’s drill, the circular saw cut round the brain pan, spraying a jet of white powder onto the pathologist’s protective glasses and mask. Moist and pink, the brain was laid bare. It was weighed and inspected, just like the other organs.


“O.K. To confirm: several softened areas, entirely compatible with suffocation. I think the gag produced an oxygen deficiency. Dizziness, nausea and vomiting, which points directly to suffocation by choking. In view of the congestion in other organs, I calculate that death took place only a few hours ago. Almost certainly last night.”


If Léa Marquant had been conducting the autopsy, her conclusions would have been identical, but more graphic:


“Your client choked on his own chocolate vomit. And if you’d shown up a bit earlier, you’d have been able to save him.”


It had been two hours since he had left her on the platform at Gare de Lyon, and Coste still couldn’t make up his mind if he missed her or if he felt liberated. The pathologist brought him back to reality.


“I’ll put his things in a bag for your investigation. If you examine the crotch of his jeans, you might find urine stains. It’s common in this kind of death. Now it’s your turn.”


“Meaning?”


“You wanted to find out if I knew what I was doing. Now it’s my turn to see if you justify your reputation, Capitaine Coste.”


Coste was amused by the challenge. Léa was in the habit of doing the same. Could it be a tic all pathologists shared? He took his time to sift through all the information and arrange it in some kind of order.


“If the victim was fed, that means he was in the lock-up for quite a while. At least forty-eight hours. Long enough for him to need food.”


“So was this a kidnapping that went wrong?”


“Not necessarily. The handiwork with the drill suggests the opposite. You don’t make holes in a hostage. At most you cut off a finger or an ear to show you mean business, but even so, that’s very Hollywood.”


Coste turned away from the corpse and spoke directly to the pathologist.


“What kind of secret could it be that a four-millimetre drill bit wouldn’t make you reveal?”


“None, I should think. The pain would be too intense.”


“And yet they had to do it twice.”


“Maybe your guy was very brave.”


“That’s possible. Or he had a secret he absolutely could not betray. Now at least we know what we’re looking for.”


“A secret?”


“One that would provide a motive for the killing. But the worst of it is, this is only the first act. He was tortured to get information, so we can expect a follow-up. This murder is nothing more than a prelude. There’s a more important objective behind it.”


The pathologist had not expected to be impressed by Coste. Not to this extent anyway. He had looked askance at the relationship between Léa Marquant, his student protégée, and this police capitaine from Seine-Saint-Denis. Now he had to admit that, in addition to a not unpleasing physique, Coste was quite stimulating intellectually. He could understand why she had been attracted to him. In spite of their unpromising start, the two men ended up shaking hands.


Once alone, Dr Atlan took a reinforced plastic bag and poured all the now useless internal organs into it. Carefully sealing the bag, he laid it in the thoracic cavity, then replaced the sternum, a piece of the puzzle that fitted perfectly. Then he sewed up the skin all the way to the stomach. When the dead man’s relatives came for the formal identification, they would never imagine what their loved one had been subjected to. A bit like sweeping dust under the carpet and then swearing you’ve cleaned properly.


Outside, Coste breathed in deeply to refresh the air in his lungs. You can put up with the smell of death, but you never get used to it. Even the exhaust fumes from the vehicles already nose to tail on the Paris streets early that afternoon were preferable.


His mobile began to vibrate in his pocket, putting a stop to his timid breathing exercises.


“Victor Coste. Who’s speaking?”


“Hi there, it’s Sam.”


“So you played hookey this morning, did you?”


“Go easy . . . I leave the legwork, the haemoglobin and stiffs to Ronan and Johanna. They’re very good at it. I save myself for the technical stuff. Besides, if I go to a crime scene, I vomit, so . . .”


“It seems vomiting is all the rage today. Do you have anything on our client?”


“We don’t have the fingerprint results yet. Neither Groupe Crime 2 nor the organised crime people had anything on him. But luckily Capitaine Sylvan’s unit found a match.”


“Groupe Stups? And?”


“And it’s mayhem here. I haven’t been told anything more, but there’s a lot going on. An emergency meeting. Get back as quick as you can, you’re already late.”


As he had suspected, this was only the first act of the drama. Coste liked being right, even if most of the time it meant his day was shot to hell.
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