



[image: Cover Image]











The Lost and the Damned


Olivier Norek


Translated from the French by
Nick Caistor


[image: image]












First published in the French language by Michel Lafon, Paris, 2013
First published in Great Britain by


MacLehose Press
An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Editions Michel Lafon 2013
English translation copyright © 2020 by Nick Caistor


The moral right of Olivier Norek to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Nick Caistor asserts his moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85705 963 5


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.maclehosepress.com









To my family, who keep me in line:


Martine, Claude, Victor, Corinne and Bruno









Translator’s Note


Administratively, France is divided into 96 départements, where the central government is represented by the préfet or prefect. The départements are numbered alphabetically: Ain is No. 1, Paris No. 75. In the 1960s, as Paris spread outwards into the banlieues (suburbs or outskirts) separated from the inner city by the Périphérique or ring road, three new départements were created: 92 Hauts-de-Seine, 93 Seine-Saint-Denis, 94 Val de Marne. The action of the novel takes place in Seine-Saint-Denis, formerly an area of heavy industry, but more recently one with a high proportion of tower blocks and a substantial immigrant population.









Prologue


March 2011


The height could be a match. The age certainly was. As for the physique, it was hard to be sure. Old Simon picked up his telephone and, taking care not to raise too many hopes, announced:


“I may have a lead.”


At the far end of the line, the old lady’s voice was little more than a breath.


“Camille?”


“I’m not sure, madame.”


Before hanging up, Simon told her the time and place they should meet: the mortuary at the Institut médico-légal de Paris.


*


Found lifeless, half-naked and with no proof of identity in a squat in the Les Lilas neighbourhood of Seine-Saint-Denis, she must have been around twenty. For the autopsy, Dr Léa Marquant, the forensic pathologist at the Institut médico-légal, the Paris forensics institute, had slit from the base of her neck down to her pubis with a single stroke of her scalpel, as gently as a caress. The girl’s interior betrayed the effects of an abusive consumption of drugs and alcohol, as well as of violent sexual relations no-one could have imagined to be consensual. Never before in her career as a forensics expert had Dr Marquant used the expression “massive destruction of the perineum”. How on earth had it come to that? What savagery had been inflicted on the victim for there to be literally no wall between her vagina and anus?


Dr Marquant had taken the corpse’s dirty hands in her own, stroked her hair, and then traced with her fingers the wounds on her face. First, though, she looked all around: things like that weren’t done. She had removed her latex gloves and run her hands over the face once more. She had succumbed to the worst emotion known to her profession: empathy.


And so when a few days later she read by chance in the Institute diary that family members were coming to identify the corpse, Léa Marquant had wanted to be there. It was not an obligation, but she wanted to be there. For her own sake. And for hers.


*


When the sheet is pulled off, people react differently, unpredictably. Mute suffering that sinks in and robs a person of all their strength as they desperately try not to see the ground opening beneath their feet. Vengeful anger that will not accept the verdict and searches for a suitable target. Tearful sorrow that is so loud it ends up getting on your nerves. Impassive calm that is the harbinger of huge storms.


Dr Marquant saw three visitors arrive. She did not recognise any of them, but deduced that the one who was a head and a half taller than the other two and looked like a retired wrestler must be the police officer. His greeting was terse.


“Lieutenant Mathias Aubin.”


“Good morning, lieutenant. Dr Marquant. Doesn’t Capitaine Coste like us anymore, or are you being punished?”


“It’s just something I’d like to see through. The capitaine said to say hello.”


She would cope. Shame though, she preferred Coste, who was more discreet, with those sad blue eyes of his.


She introduced herself to the family. First of all to the old lady in the wheelchair, then to the young man pushing her. She invited them to follow her to the mortuary. The policeman fell into step with them, silent as a shadow.


*


They made their way through the basement. She opened the door to a large space like a deposit box vault, the walls lined with square doors about seventy centimetres wide. Each of them the portal to a life, a story, an ending. The neon lights clicked on, lighting up the mortuary. Dr Marquant checked the file number and from among the 450 cold chambers opened the one containing corpse number 11-1237. She pulled the drawer out, revealing the shape of a body beneath a white sheet.


Glancing enquiringly at the family members, she thought she caught a flicker of apprehension in their eyes. She paused for a moment, her hand on the sheet, then gently drew it down so that only the ruined face was visible.


A few minutes earlier, the massive policeman had tried to warn them. The body they were about to see was that of an addict who may once have been their daughter and sister, but who had no doubt changed, aged, and become scarred by her life in the margins. He had deliberately chosen not to mention the sexual abuse: such details were not necessary until the body had been formally identified. Yet no warning or preparation could have prevented their revulsion when the face appeared.


A prisoner in her wheelchair, the old lady pushed on its arms. Struggled to her feet as best she could to gain some height. Authoritatively, but audibly shocked, she declared it was not her daughter. The son did not utter a sound. The face was so swollen there could easily be a mistake. The forensic expert lowered the sheet completely to reveal a corpse speckled with bruises, scratches, raw wounds with brown scabs, and traces of a thousand syringe marks in blackened, infected craters. The old woman clasped her son’s hand and in a firmer voice again insisted that the person stretched out in front of them was not their Camille. Next to her, the son had half-opened his mouth, but the words he was trying to say came out as nothing more than a sigh.


Léa Marquant knew there could be an infinite array of reactions to the sight of a corpse. Yet she could not stop herself quickly covering up the naked body, troubled by the unhealthy way the young man was staring at it. Especially since he too had said he did not recognise the girl.


As they were leaving, the police officer produced a form from his briefcase, crossed the box RECOGNITION NEGATIVE, and got the two visitors to sign it. His hopes of giving this anonymous figure a family were dashed. He offered to accompany them home, but they politely refused.


*


In the taxi taking them back to their residence in the heights of Saint-Cloud, they did not exchange a word. The mother refused to accept any feeling of guilt. She had acted for the good of the family, ready and willing to pay for it with her soul if one day God reproached her for it.


Huddled in his corner, her son concentrated on trying to breathe steadily. Whenever the taxi took a bend, he was afraid he would throw up onto the leather seats. Heart in his mouth, he could feel all the strength draining out of him, the extremities of his body tingling in a way that was a precursor to being seriously ill. For a second his mind was elsewhere, and it took him some time to remember where he was and what he was doing.


*


Camille. He had recognised her as well. His Camille, his almost sister. He had recognised her and not said so.









Part One




This isn’t Hollywood, it’s Seine-Saint-Denis.


Commandant M.C. Damiani
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Wednesday, 11 January, 2012


Coste opened one eye. His mobile went on vibrating on the pillow he did not use. He screwed up his face to read the time. Four-thirty. Even before he picked it up, he knew that someone, somewhere, had been taken out. There was no other reason in Coste’s life for him to be woken in the middle of the night.


*


Grimacing, he swallowed a cup of bitter coffee, leaning against the fridge where a Post-it reading BUY SUGAR was coming unstuck. From the silence of his kitchen, he stared out at the sleeping buildings. His was the only light on in the neighbourhood; I’m the town’s wake-up call this morning, he told himself. Checking the gun at his waist, he pulled on a sweater and a baggy black coat, then pocketed his keys. The police Peugeot 306 did not like the cold and refused to start. At this early hour, Victor Coste and his vehicle were in the same mood. He waited a while, lit a cigarette, coughed, tried again. After a few hiccups, the engine came to life. The empty streets offered him an avenue of red traffic lights which he drove through cautiously until he came out on Route Nationale 3.


Four endless grey lanes thrusting like a lance into the heart of the Paris outskirts. As he drove, the houses turned into high-rise buildings and then tower blocks. He looked the other way as he passed the Roma camps. Lines of caravans pressed up against each other next to the R.E.R. railway lines. Washing hung out to dry on the metal fences cordoning off this part of the city no-one was sure whether they loved or hated. He closed his car window as he passed through the stench of the municipal rubbish dump, just a few yards from the first dwellings. This showed how far Département 93 and its citizens were respected: as far as sticking mountains of garbage under their noses. An idea that ought to be suggested to the people living in the city of Paris itself, just to see how they liked it. Unless of course the poor and immigrants had a less keenly developed sense of smell . . . Past row upon row of construction firms and a quick hello to the black-economy workers waiting in a huddle for the gangmaster’s van. Trying to arrive without feeling too depressed as a new day dawned.
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Pantin, 5.15 a.m.


Derelict warehouses on the banks of the Canal de l’Ourcq. Stretching for thousands of square metres like an abandoned village, despite the yearly promise that they would be pulled down. A succession of empty buildings where, back in the 1930s, canal barges unloaded their cargoes. All that remained from those days was a rusty iron carcass, its doors boarded up, windows smashed.


A fine drizzle only added to the inhospitable appearance of the surroundings.


*


Coste lifted the yellow POLICE tape marking the security perimeter designed to keep away any unlikely onlookers at this time of the morning. He took out his I.D. and flashed it at the uniforms on duty. Ronan, the motorbike rider in his team, crushed his cigarette and greeted him, handing him a Maglite torch. Growling a “Good morning” in response, Coste pointed the beam of light at the rusty iron door separating them from the crime scene.


They pushed at it several times until finally, with a prolonged screech, it gave way. Coste went in first, followed by his colleague. He climbed a staircase steep enough to remind him he would soon turn forty, and found himself in a room that seemed vast in the darkness. He shone his torch, which revealed nothing but dancing dust particles. A uniform appeared out of nowhere.


“You two from the Police Judiciaire?”


“Capitaine Coste. What have you got for me?”


Lighting the way for him, the policeman began:


“It’s the security guard, or rather his dog, that raised the alarm. The guy got off his backside and went to take a look.”


He stepped to one side.


“Be careful! There’s a hole there. So he went to see and found him here. Dead.”


Ronan muttered what a wonderfully informative summary this was. The uniform took this badly and vanished. Coste and his colleague found themselves alone, staring down at a black giant. Slumped on the floor as if he had collapsed on top of himself, arms hanging from a body that must have measured almost two metres. His head was down on his chest. In the centre of his chest, on a startlingly white sweater, were three gaping holes ringed with blackened bloodstains.


The two men stayed silent for a moment in front of the corpse. Somehow it gave them a strange feeling of being more alive than usual.


“Ronan, go and find that officer you managed to upset so much. Make sure he gives you a more detailed report and then get on the radio and tell them we need the forensic people and a doctor. Ask them for some floodlights. Powerful ones.”









3


A seemingly endless extension lead snaked through the warehouse to power the two halogen lamps trained on the inert body. Sam Dorfrey, the newest recruit to Coste’s team, was fiddling with them, adjusting the height. A little too skinny and fragile-looking, Sam gave the impression of having become a police officer by accident. Or by chance. Perched high on two uselessly long legs, he was looking all around. Except, that is, at the inordinately large body in the bloodstained sweater spot-lit like a rock star.


“What’s wrong, Sam? You don’t look too good.”


“Go fuck yourself, Ronan, go fuck yourself and I’m going to throw up. Seriously, Coste, you know I don’t like this kind of thing. Can’t I go and see if there’s any C.C.T.V. footage somewhere, or knock on doors in the neighbourhood, get some coffees? I don’t care, anything.”


“The C.C.T.V. is a good idea. Stick to the neighbouring streets. Ronan, take your bike and go with him. We’ll start from the usual principle that the perpetrators of the crime have tried to be clever and not knocked him off near where they live. Search for all possible entry points. We’re looking for a car. You don’t carry a guy this size on your back, so we’re looking for a car, a van, any kind of vehicle.”


Coste took out his walkie-talkie.


“Aubin, where have you got to?”


The immense iron building made reception almost impossible, and a cracked voice croaked an inaudible reply. Coste stared at his radio, trying to remember a day when it had worked properly. He took out his mobile.


“Aubin, where have you got to?”


“I’m on the road with the duty medic. We’re three minutes away; he’s dreaming sweet dreams alongside me.”


*


The forensic team had cordoned off the crime scene. As their flashes went off round the corpse, the room was lit up in Technicolor. Biological samples, sealed bags of cigarette butts, bottles and other flotsam typical of a disused warehouse. Routine stuff. In their white sterile gear, mouths and hair covered to avoid contaminating anything with their own D.N.A., the crime scene experts from the C.S.U. performed a well-rehearsed ballet, ignoring the giant at the centre of their efforts and the reasons why he had been gunned down this January morning.


One of them switched off the two halogen lamps and checked the outlines of the scene with the Crimescope. Searching for any traces of blood or other biological fluids, he ran the bluish light over every square centimetre. Then he sprayed BlueStar developer on a narrow area round the body, but it stayed dark. The head of the C.S.U. was a man with a bushy beard who looked like an old-fashioned professor. His colleagues called him “Can’t Touch This”. He reported the findings to Coste.


“No luminescent traces, no blood. Your guy wasn’t killed here, this is where they dumped him. You can go ahead now and trample on everything, we’re done.”


*


While the forensic team were stowing their equipment, Aubin was parking his car outside the warehouse. He woke up the doctor, who was snoring now, mouth open wide.


“We’re there, Doc.”


Without even opening his eyes, his passenger started to complain.


“All this fuss just to check a fucking cadaver. You lot are taking the piss.”


“You’re as foul-mouthed as one of us, Doc.”


*


When he saw Mathias Aubin approaching, Coste thought at first he must have somehow lost the doctor on the way, until finally he spotted him hidden behind his colleague. Aubin would eclipse anyone. Built like a Normandy wardrobe, topped by a rugged, weary-looking face that gave him the appearance of Lino Ventura when he grew angry. At their first meeting, Coste would never have dreamed this man would become one of the few people he could trust. He had been in the 93 Police Judiciaire for ten years, with all the crap that implied.


Aubin greeted Coste in his gravelly voice:


“Morning, Victor.”


“Morning, Mathias. Morning, Doc.”


“So where is this fellow of yours?”


“He’s the only dead guy in the room: we put halogen lamps round him so you wouldn’t miss him.”


The doctor bent down in front of the corpse and realised that, even slumped on the floor, the giant was taller than he was.


“Big, isn’t he?”


“We couldn’t give a damn about that, we want to know if he’s dead.”


The medic reassumed a professional tone.


“Well, yes, he is. Really and truly dead. Indications of bullet wounds on his sweater, so he doesn’t appear to have died of natural causes. I’ll draw up a medico-legal certificate so that you can go and chop him up in an autopsy. There’s no way I’m going to touch him, it’s far too early for that. I’m going back to bed. Send the judicial paperwork to my department.”


With that he turned to go, only to find Aubin blocking his way.


“You’re going to check his pulse though, aren’t you, just to be sure?”


“Shit, there are three gaping holes in a bloodstained sweater, and he hasn’t moved since we got here. Isn’t that enough for you?”


Aubin did not budge: that was persuasion enough. The doctor pulled on a pair of latex gloves and pressed two fingers against the dead man’s neck.


“Nothing. No discernible pulse. Can I go now, or would you like me to check if he’s had all his jabs?”


*


Aubin accompanied him back outside the building while Coste dialled the number of the justice department to brief the night-duty investigating magistrate.


“No I.D. on him, discovered at three o’clock this morning by the security guard, probably shot with a handgun. The doctor has given us a certificate, all you have to do is authorise an autopsy . . . thanks . . . we’ll let you know if there’s anything new.”


Coste ended the call, watching as the undertakers struggled to zip the giant’s body up in a black bag that was too small for him. Coste had seen so many stiffs he could have eaten an ice cream while observing any sort of autopsy, and felt no great emotion as he watched his new case being carted off to the morgue.
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Léa Marquant remained a mystery to Coste. The daughter of the director of a private clinic in Paris, she preferred to live with the dead than to have to listen to the lamentations of the living. Coste had only ever seen her in her white coat, auburn hair scraped back, pale green eyes behind a pair of rectangular glasses. Her face was innocent and smiling, a complete contrast to her ability to saw open a skull in less than a minute, or plunge her hands into someone’s intestines. He often wondered what she would look like with her hair loose and a little less blood on her clothes.


The strange nature of their relationship meant they only met as a result of a suspicious death. This time, Coste took advantage of their encounter to discreetly observe the absence of any ring on her fingers.


They were walking down one of the Institute’s long corridors.


“Does your client have a story?”


“Yeah, the story of a guy found dead this morning in a warehouse with three bullets in his chest.”


“A settling of scores?”


“Why not? The rest is for you to tell me.”


The pathologist slid her security badge over the magnetic lock to the autopsy room.


*


Under the cold neon light, the giant’s body had taken on a greyish hue. His feet stuck out over the end of the operating table. Dr Marquant pulled up her surgical mask, stood silent for a few seconds, then took a series of photographs.


“O.K., let’s start by cutting his clothes off so we can see what damage the bullets did.”


She lifted the bottom of the blood-soaked sweater and cut it up to the neck. Watching her closely, Coste took out his tiger balm and rubbed some on his top lip. Within ten minutes, it would be impossible to breathe in the room.


The garment came away easily. Incredulous, the pathologist ran her hand over the dead man’s intact torso. No bullet impacts of any kind. Not a single wound.


“Your guy recovers quickly.”


Coste went over to her. Checked what she had said. Gave a big sigh. What a mess. So he did as he always did: he kept things as simple as possible.


“Three holes in the sweater, but no corresponding wounds. That means somebody put it on him . . .”


He continued with his reasoning in silence.


“I hate that,” Léa Marquant grumbled.


“What?”


“I hate it when you start with a hypothesis then finish it in your own mind.”


“Sorry. I was thinking that if this unknown individual wasn’t shot, you’re going to have to find another explanation for his death . . . and I’m going to have to investigate a sweater.”


She finished removing the man’s clothes and took another series of photographs.


Lying there with his eyes closed, stark naked, he looked peaceful.


And yet it cannot have been a peaceful night for him. The base of his penis was wrapped more than a hundred times with string, and looked like a black, withered vegetable. The pathologist paused, bent over the body, readjusted her protective eyewear.


“Victor, I think he’s lost his balls.”


Instantly recovering her composure, she continued in a more appropriate register.


“A surgical intervention, ablation of the testicles after ligature. That can’t have been pleasant, the wounds are pre-mortem. This is confirmed by the use of what appears to me to be string for Sunday roast at the base of the penis, as a garrotte.”


“That doesn’t confirm anything, it narrows it down.”


“Meaning what, Sherlock?”


“That not only did somebody want him to be alive while they chopped them off, but that they wanted him to live afterwards. That narrows things down.”


A corner of the pathologist’s lip rose in a slight smile: she liked the capitaine’s alert mind. She went on inspecting every square centimetre of the body, then with Coste’s help turned him over.


“Rigor mortis has set in all over the body, although it’s still quite supple; death must have occurred no more than six hours ago. Post-mortem decay; the body temperature is low. No visible wounds or other injuries. I’ll look for any subcutaneous bruising.”


She pulled the instrument table towards her and chose a scalpel. Grasping the left calf, she made a deep incision into the skin and flesh all the way up to the knee. The muscle bloomed like a red flower.


*


Unseen by the other two, the giant, his face crushed against the operating table, opened one eye wide.


“I can’t see anything special: no sign of any blows.”


The pathologist bent over, grasped the other calf and made a second precise incision.


With a deafening shriek, the dead man raised himself onto his elbows. Coste and the pathologist froze. The giant twisted his neck backwards and stared at his two sliced-open calves, then swivelled round to look at the man and woman standing there thunderstruck. He tried to get up, but succeeded only in collapsing to the floor, knocking over the tables laden with instruments and jars in a deafening crash of metal and shattered glass. He grabbed the scalpel nearest to him and brandished it. Coste took out his gun, moved in front of the pathologist, and pointed it at the man’s shoulder.


Unable to stand, the giant pushed himself painfully backwards over the white, blood-smeared tiles until he was stuck in a corner, still waving the scalpel. He was trembling, his empty eyes flitting around the room. Coste felt ridiculous aiming at a man in such a state of shock, and returned his gun to its holster.


“Shit, your guy really does recover quickly, Coste.”
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Quai de la Rapée métro station on the banks of the Seine,
a few metres from the Institut médico-légal


The métro carries its mass of passengers alive and kicking past the red-brick building. None of them are aware of the corpses waiting in the mortuary to confide their secrets one last time. Occasionally a strange smell lingers in the air at this métro station. Only the police and doctors know enough to identify it. The smell of death. Stored in the memory like a warning. The changes death inevitably brings. Cooling, rigidity, dehydration, lividity, decomposition.


From birth, certain animals flatten themselves on the ground, hiding in the grass to avoid being targeted by a predator. The survival instinct is innate. When we breathe in the smell of rotten meat mixed with blood and excrement, our unconscious immediately identifies an unavoidable, unforgettable stench. It’s innate: the death instinct.


Leaning on the stone balustrade of the Pont Morland opposite the Institut médico-légal, Coste gazed absent-mindedly at the Seine’s dirty green waters. Filthy seagulls were fighting over bits of rubbish bobbing along the river. He was thinking about the scene he had witnessed out at Pantin, and all the trouble a sick mind had gone to, someone so twisted as to castrate his victim before dressing him up in a bullet-holed sweater and having him sent to be cut up in an autopsy.


A murder means a stabbing, a gunshot, or a hearty swing of an iron bar. Something spontaneous, done in a rush, with a minimum of premeditation. A murder is often a botched job. Never a piece of theatre.


Coste could sense his problems mounting.


*


An ambulance reversed swiftly to park with its rear doors facing the Institute entrance. For a second time, the body of the giant passed in front of Coste, a little less dead, a little more drugged, as it was taken to the secure police unit at the Jean-Verdier hospital in Bondy. He tossed away his cigarette, watching it turn slow-motion cartwheels before being extinguished as it hit the water. He took out his mobile and brought Aubin up to speed on the strange turn the investigation had taken.


“Get a guard put on duty outside his room until he wakes up. I’m taking his clothes and samples and sending everything for a D.N.A. test. I’m not very hopeful, but I don’t think the blood on the sweater is his.”


“A second victim?”


“A great start to the year.”


*


Coste climbed into his car. Through the Institute’s glass doors he caught a glimpse of the pathologist, coffee cup in one hand. In the other, coins she was stuffing nervously into the confectionery vending machine. She had just sliced into a living being: that has to be a shock to your system. She was bound to have a hard time explaining it to herself.


He should have gone over to her. To talk to her. To apologise.


But what for?


He sighed and drove off.
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Bobigny police headquarters


A two-storey rectangular glass and metal labyrinth, with a long roofed-in garden at its centre. On the ground floor, the uniformed police handle routine cases of everyday crime. On the first floor, the local detectives are in charge of more serious infractions. Those on the top floor deal with the worst crimes of all.


The departmental headquarters for Seine-Saint-Denis, S.D.P.J. 93.


In the north wing, the Groupes Stups offices, with their constant smell of cannabis seized in the latest raids. On call at all hours of the day and night, weary faces, so similar in appearance to rough sleepers’ it’s impossible to distinguish between the officer and his snitch. Further on, the Finance team, a little softer, a little classier, the only place you’ll find tea. Its walls lined with volumes containing thousands of pages outlining fiscal misdemeanours. Beyond them, the investigation and research department, always a hive of activity. Their speciality: rape and abductions. As soon as one case is closed, two more are opened.


In the south wing, the unit combating organised crime, with their skull and crossbones flag. Robberies here mean assault rifles or rocket launchers. You have to be a bit crazy to work there every day. So the skull and crossbones are almost justified.


And finally the two Groupes Crime, where all the murders committed in 93 end up. Six offices separated by a changing room, where the bloody clothes of the most recent victims are hung up to dry before they are sealed. Since the room is usually full, it’s not uncommon for the officers to hang shredded sweaters or torn skirts out of their windows.


To roam the corridors of a police headquarters is to come face to face with all the worst aspects of mankind.


*


More or less opposite the police headquarters stand the five floors and three basements of the Bobigny criminal court, built in a clashing Lego-brick style.


On one side, the Police; on the other, Justice. Side by side, at the heart of Seine-Saint-Denis, facing wave after wave of tower blocks like two warships.


*


Behind the door of the office marked GROUPE CRIME 1, Coste booted up his computer. The mailbox icon pulsed. The fingerprints had found their owner. He connected to the network, went into the criminal records database, and read the report out loud for Aubin to hear.


“I don’t know if you’ll appreciate the irony, but our giant is called Bébé. Bébé Coulibaly, born 1985 . . . which makes him twenty-seven now. Last known domicile Paul-Vaillant-Couturier estate in Bobigny.”


Sitting at his desk at an angle to Coste’s, Aubin was pounding at his keyboard to check this information in police records.


“Got him. Bébé Coulibaly. No current investigation, no vehicle, no driver’s licence. On the other hand, he does have a whole list of honours in the S.T.I.C.* I’ll pass on his misdemeanours as a juvenile, but there’s armed robbery when he was an adult . . . and since 2005 he’s specialised in drug trafficking. Sentenced to two years in Fleury prison in 2005, he got out in 2008 and disappeared under the radar until 2010, when he made a spectacular comeback . . . An accusation of rape that ended with the complaint being withdrawn. Classic.”


“Nice guy. We’ll see what he has to say when he wakes up. Meanwhile, get working on the S.A.L.V.A.C.”*


Aubin scowled. Somewhat arbitrarily, he had been appointed the go-to man for the S.A.L.V.A.C. programme by their departmental head, who herself had been given orders by Commissaire Stévenin, who had doubtless in turn been following instructions from one of the high-ups in a tailored suit.


S.A.L.V.A.C. is one of the most powerful crime databases. It compiles, analyses and searches for links to flag up similarities between different police investigations. M.O.s, places, dates, offences, descriptions and psychological profiles of known criminals. If the crimes appear to have been committed by the same person or criminal organisation, the investigations are pooled, and the investigating magistrate authorises their transfer to the most appropriate police force. Invented and used in Canada for more than twenty years, S.A.L.V.A.C. finally arrived in France in 2005. In Département 93 Mathias Aubin was the one stuck with it, doing the best he could.


He opened the database. S.A.L.V.A.C. wished him a good day. He put in his user name and password. The screen flickered, then the interface identified him. AUBIN Mathias – MLE 46556X – SPJ 93.


“O.K.! I’ve put in the M.O. and the preliminary descriptions . . . If there’s a match with another case, the analysts will give us their answer tomorrow.”


*


Sam and Ronan entered the office continuing their heated argument. The gist of it was that riding a motorbike at more than 140 kilometres an hour on the Paris Périphérique was fucking stupid, and that at a speed like that even an android would find it hard to avoid being hit by a car. They both sank onto the old red sofa in Aubin and Capitaine Coste’s office.


“Nothing. No C.C.T.V. footage, and no witnesses.”


Sam continued:


“Anyway . . . in abandoned factories in the middle of the night, what else can you expect? I’d like to add that Ronan drives like an arsehole and I’m never getting on a bike with him again. At that speed, even an android . . .”


“Shit, what is it with you and androids this morning? Instead of being such a wise guy, tell them about your geeky little discoveries . . .”


Feathers ruffled, Sam explained:


“O.K., you’re going to say I’m a teenager in search of thrills, but I’ve been looking on the net . . . D’you know what a zombie is?”


Coste blew a fuse.


“Are you taking the piss or what?”


“Just wait before you start shouting at me.”


He took a touch-screen tablet out of his backpack, and scrolled down the text until he came to the paragraph he was looking for.


“In Haitian voodoo mythology, they’re known as the living dead. It’s a belief that extends from Africa to South America. I found all this on a site called ‘Dark Refuge’. A zombie is some poor peasant who falls victim to a voodoo priest known as a houngan who administers tetrodotoxin. It’s a drug you find in puffer fish or cane toads. It cuts out all feeling and deliberate movement, but the zombie remains conscious and can still hear what’s going on around him. He is buried, then dug up, and thanks to an antidote comes out of his lethargic state, but is forced to become a slave. The site’s author goes on to say that in this century there are still testimonies of agricultural establishments that use these zombie slaves.”


Unconvinced, Coste replied more calmly:


“If you don’t mind, I’m going to look first at the blood results. If that gets us nowhere, I’ll personally pay for your ticket to Haiti.”


Ronan chimed in:


“I’ll contribute to that.”


Coste turned to Aubin, who was laughing in spite of himself.


“Aren’t you going to miss them when you’re transferred to Annecy?”


“You know very well why I’m clearing out of here.”


“I know, your family. That’s important.”


Aubin teased him gently:


“What would you know?”
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Coste gave himself permission to attend autopsies on his own. Ronan, a past expert in male–female relationships, had quickly picked up on a certain electricity between his capitaine and the pathologist. With a sly smile, he handed Coste the receiver, winking exaggeratedly to convey the fact that Dr Léa Marquant was on the other end of the line.


“Victor?”


Without looking at Ronan, he pointed to the door. His colleague walked out, dragging his feet like a kid being sent to bed before the end of a film.


“Speaking.”


“Two things. First, the Institute switchboard is being flooded with calls from journalists who want to know more about our ghosts. Can you imagine what a pain that is?”


“I’m really sorry, but I can assure you the leak hasn’t come from my team. I’d never want you to get caught up in this.”


“I believe you, and the fact is I’m not sure how discreet my colleagues here are. But most of all . . . it’s tomorrow’s papers I’m worried about. It’ll be dreadful publicity for our service.”


“What’s the second thing?”


“Oh yes, forgive me. Your guy was crammed full of barbiturates. In some cases that can produce a deep coma in which all neurological signs or even all brain activity cease. The pulse is very feeble and can be missed altogether, which could explain the error made by the first doctor who saw him, especially considering how cold it was and his probable lack of attention owing to the time of day and the circumstances. And the massive dose of barbiturates in his blood could bring on a hypertonic coma; that’s what I confused with rigor mortis. That was my first mistake. Those same drugs also lead to hypothermia – which I took to be cadaveric cold. Second error. Coste, your corpse was nothing more than a huge trap, and I walked right into it.”


“If it’s any consolation, you won’t be the only one with some explaining to do. Stop blaming yourself: we brought you a dead body and you followed the standard procedure.”


“One should never just follow the standard procedure with an autopsy. Keep me informed. I’d like to understand, for Christ’s sake!”


Coste wondered if she swore like that over meals with her family.


In his mind he revisited the invitation to have a quiet coffee together, but could not bring himself to suggest it. Instead, he hid behind “I’ll give you a call.”


*


As expected, he was summoned for a meeting with his departmental boss. Clutching the telephone, Commandant M.C. Damiani reeled off “Yes, sir” several times as she gestured to Coste to take a seat. “M.C.” Damiani because that was how she always signed her messages. She probably thought Marie-Charlotte wasn’t the kind of first name that went down well for someone in charge of the two Groupes Crime in S.D.P.J. 93. She halted in the middle of a “Very well, s—” and hung up, as the person on the far end of the line had just done, without giving her time to finish.


She straightened up, somewhat embarrassed.


“Have you heard about the press?”


“I have.”


“You know this case is . . . unusual to say the least. The boss wants the lowdown a.s.a.p. to cover his back with the Préfet. It’s a very, very bad affair.”


If it had been up to him, Coste would have added one more “very”. The commandant went on:


“It reflects badly on Département 93 that we’ve got a madman who has fun torturing his victim, and it makes us look stupid too. This isn’t Hollywood, it’s Seine-Saint-Denis.”


“I know. You’re saying it as if I had something to do with it.”


“I’m saying it in the hope you’ll sort this mess out as quickly as possible so we can get back to normal. I want peace in this region, not the movies.”


With her cropped white hair and a face showing fifty well-lived years, all Damiani wanted was for her appointment as commandant to be confirmed in order to augment her pension and allow her to go off and live in the house she had built for her family, at a time when that word still meant something. She was hoping she could hand in her weapon, badge and paid holidays and get on with various outstanding projects.


This meant she found the story of the black giant who had decided not to die only mildly amusing.


“What about the blood on the sweater: is it his, or is that another headache?”


“We’re waiting for the D.N.A. results from the lab.”


“O.K., I’ll chase them up, and you’ll get an answer tomorrow. But before that, see what you can get out of this guy as soon as he wakes up! I want a story that makes sense and an arrest, if that’s not too much trouble.”


“As do we all, madame.”


“No, Coste, I assure you, I do far more than you.”


Coste took this to mean the meeting was at an end. He had barely stood up to leave when Damiani was already taking another call. She waved him back for a moment.


“You’re losing Aubin, but you’re gaining a new lieutenant. A woman. I’ve got her C.V. out for you. She’s still too young to take over responsibility for the S.A.L.V.A.C., but the boss is making sure he finds someone.”


As though anticipating possible complications, Damiani added:


“Victor, you haven’t chosen this new recruit, but don’t take against her. Be kind, don’t destroy her in three months, she’s only just out of the École de Police. Let’s just say she’s with you on probation. And keep Ronan away from her, I don’t want any sex scandals in the force, if you please.”
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