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  Benoît Courrèges, chief of police of the small French town of St Denis and known to everyone as Bruno, had witnessed too much violent death. After twelve years in the French army and eleven as a policeman, he had seen the gruesome effects of artillery shells and machine guns and then of the hot metal of automobile crashes on the human body. And while he often hoped to forget the impact of a bullet on his own flesh, the sullen ache in his hip with the coming of each winter’s damp would remind him of the shot that had sent him tumbling into the snow in the hills above Sarajevo. He’d never forget the brightness of the French tricolore on the sleeve of the medic who had worked on him until the helicopter came. Any sight of his country’s flag now always brought back to Bruno the red of his blood against the white of the snow and the blue helmet he’d been wearing as a United Nations peacekeeper.


  But Bruno had never seen anything quite as grim as the sight of the dead man now lying trussed and half-naked before him. Rain trickled down the corpse’s chest and stomach, gleaming on the fresh burn marks where the stubs of male nipples had been. The body was lit by the headlamps of Bruno’s own van and the large fire engine of St Denis. Flickering flames on the tyres of the burning car defied the steady rain and the white foam the firemen had used to douse the fire. Breathing through his mouth to avoid the doubled stench of charred flesh and burning rubber, Bruno checked his watch. Dawn was still an hour away.


  It was not only the smell that turned his stomach. He felt sickened by a personal sense of outrage that such an evil killing had taken place on his turf, almost within sight of the town he was sworn to protect. Even though the dead man was a stranger, Bruno felt the manner of this man’s death had been a kind of pollution of these woods that he knew so well. He’d never be able to bring his horse or his dog this way without thinking of it. And this atrocity had been carried out by people skilled in the blackest arts of death, professionals who were notoriously hard to bring to justice. But he’d find them.


  ‘He’s certainly dead and it’s obviously murder. Did you see the wound under the chin?’ asked Fabiola, a doctor whose presence was legally required to certify death. Bruno nodded. A stiletto up through the soft skin of the mouth and straight into the brain killed quickly and with very little blood. It was one of the assassin’s tricks taught to troops in special forces.


  ‘I can’t even give you an approximate time of death,’ she went on. Fabiola was the best doctor at the medical clinic of St Denis and a good friend. She wore no hat and rain had plastered streaks of her dark hair to her face, covering the scar on her cheek. Without make-up her face was pale in the headlights and her eyes enormous. The thought struck him how beautiful Fabiola could be.


  ‘Normally I’d use an anal thermometer for body temperature, but he’s been badly sodomized and then the fire …’ Her voice broke off.


  ‘The ground is dry beneath his hips,’ said Bruno. ‘The storm broke just after two this morning, so presumably they chained him to the tree before then.’


  ‘You were awake for the storm?’ she asked. He nodded. The lightning had not disturbed him but the quick scuttle of Balzac into his bed had jolted him awake just as the thunder came. Usually barred from his master’s bed, the basset hound was still young enough to be granted a dispensation during the tempests that occasionally gave this gentle valley of the river Vézère a brief taste of an Indian monsoon. Bruno had risen, gone to the window and looked out to see if the rain was hard enough to damage the vineyards now that the harvest was due.


  After a lapse into a steady drizzle, the rain was coming harder again, the tail-end of a storm front that had swept in from the Atlantic. Once Fabiola had finished her examination, Bruno tried to cover the body with a plastic sheet. It protected the charred bones of the feet and lower legs but didn’t stretch as far as the man’s wrists, still handcuffed around the trunk of a young chestnut tree. The poor devil would have to stay that way, arms stretched out behind his head, his legs staked apart and his back arched like some medieval torture victim, until the forensics team arrived from Périgueux with their cameras and checklists.


  ‘Do you think he was killed before the fire burned his feet away?’ Fabiola’s voice sounded forced as she tried to control it.


  Bruno shrugged, a gesture that turned into a shudder as he thought about it. ‘That’s more your expertize than mine. I don’t know how you’d tell.’


  ‘The autopsy will confirm it. After death the heart stops pumping blood.’


  There was no doubt that this murder would require an autopsy. It was worse than brutal. Bruno suspected the feet had been burned deliberately before the car was set on fire. The blaze might have scorched the legs but it could hardly have devoured them. He guessed the killers had poured petrol onto his feet.


  The only time Bruno had heard of that being done was in the Algerian war. It was a cruel joke of the rebels, who called the white colonists on their land the pieds-noirs, the black feet, after the black boots the French troops had worn when they first conquered the country in 1830. ‘We’ll give you black feet,’ they taunted the French prisoners as they poured the petrol. Hercule had told him that; an old friend, now dead, who had served in the vicious conflict France had fought in vain to keep Algeria and its oil.


  ‘No identification?’ Fabiola asked. ‘I’d say North African heritage with that hair and the olive skin.’


  ‘Nothing on him and the registration plates were removed from the car.’ Bruno had taken the VIN number from the engine block but he didn’t expect an answer until much later in the day. Fabiola was staring at him, expecting him to say more. ‘All we know is that Serge up at the farm was getting up for the cows and saw the explosion in the woods. He called the pompiers just after four. You may as well go back to bed, but I’m stuck here until the forensics team arrives.’


  Bruno yawned and stretched. It had been a broken night, the phone call with the special tone waking him before midnight. Then he had dozed, expecting to be called again, until the storm had woken his dog. He’d slept again, Balzac tucked in against his shoulder, until Albert had called him to report the fire in the woods. At least the storm had stopped it from spreading. Like most of the rest of southern France, the Département had recently issued a forest fire alert after the dry summer.


  ‘It’s too late to go back to bed and I wouldn’t sleep, not thinking about this.’ Fabiola gestured with her chin at the plastic-covered corpse. ‘I’ll go back and shower and put some coffee on. Feel free to come and have a cup once you can get away.’


  ‘Thanks, but it will be some time. I might have to leave the horses to you this morning.’


  ‘Poor Bruno. Nobody should have to see scenes like this. If you need something to help you sleep …’


  He smiled his thanks but shook his head. It was thoughts about women and his confused love life that kept him awake some nights, not memories of war and corpses. Fabiola quickly kissed his cheek and then briefly took shelter with the pompiers in the cab of the fire engine to sign the certificate of death before heading home.


  The burned-out car was on a rough gravel track about a hundred metres from a minor road, just at the entrance to the commune’s old rubbish dump. It had been closed since the building of the modern déchetterie where all the refuse had to be sorted into different containers. The dead man lay a few metres from his charred vehicle. The car had been stopped just beyond the entrance to the dump, beside a pile of logs being seasoned before sale. Bruno raised one end of the topmost log to assess its weight; at least fifty kilos. He could lift it, but he couldn’t carry it far.


  Four charred logs lay on the track behind and beneath the car. Bruno guessed the driver had been lured along this path, and then found himself unable to reverse because somebody pretty strong had been waiting to toss thick logs behind his wheels. But why had the driver stopped? Bruno walked on up the sloping path and round a sharp bend and his torch picked out some broken twigs and crushed grass. He saw tyre tracks; a second car had been parked here, blocking the way. It could have been waiting, then switched on its headlights to force the oncoming car to stop. Then an accomplice would have used the logs to immobilize it. He’d be looking for at least two men, and forensics might get something from the tracks.


  The spread between the wheel markings looked too wide for a car. He went back to his vehicle for a metallic tape measure and spanned from the inside of each tyre mark to record a width of one metre thirty in his notebook. He’d have to check this against the width of various types of truck when he got back to his office.


  He loosened the hood of his anorak to make room by his ear for his phone and punched in the speed-dial number for the Brigadier, the shadowy official from the Interior Ministry who had given him the phone during a previous case. It was supposed to be secure from wire taps and it rang with a special tone when someone else on the Brigadier’s private network was calling. That had been the tone that had woken him before midnight. The caller had identified himself only as Rafiq and said he was coming onto Bruno’s territory and might need support. He’d said he would call again, but had not done so.


  ‘Duty officer,’ came the voice in Bruno’s ear. He identified himself, described the call from Rafiq and reported the death and the evidence of ambush and torture. ‘It may be Rafiq.’ Bruno stooped to protect his notebook from the rain and read out the VIN number. ‘If that’s Rafiq’s car there’s no sign of his phone. It could be compromised.’


  ‘We’ll check and call you back.’


  He began to give his location and was interrupted.


  ‘We know where you are. With that phone your GPS coordinates come up on my screen. Have any other police officers been alerted?’


  ‘Just Commissaire Jalipeau, chief of detectives for the Département,’ Bruno said. He had pondered calling the Gendarmes, but J-J’s team had the expertise and the forensics lab. And the call from Rafiq on the special line had made him cautious. Bruno, employed by the town of St Denis, got on well with the local Gendarmes, but J-J, like many detectives of the Police Nationale, had little time for them, seeing them mainly as traffic cops.


  ‘Good, keep it that way.’ The duty officer closed the line.


  Bruno trudged back through sodden leaves toward the fire engine. Fabiola’s car had already departed but the pompiers were happy to stay, warm and dry in their cab and drinking coffee from a thermos. Bruno was just finishing the cup they gave him when his phone rang again.


  ‘It’s me,’ came the voice of J-J. ‘We’re just coming into St Denis. Can you guide us to the place? I can’t make this damn GPS work and I don’t want to have to ask the Gendarmes.’


  Bruno gave directions and told them to watch for the lights of the fire engine. He went to tell the pompiers that the police were on their way and they could go home soon. Would French policing be any more efficient if they were all one service, he wondered, or at least if they could overcome the traditional rivalries and learn to work together? His phone buzzed again with the special tone, and this time it was the Brigadier.


  ‘The VIN number fits. It’s Rafiq’s car. Are you with the body?’ Bruno confirmed that he was. ‘Check the upper left arm for a tattoo.’


  He went back to the corpse, lifted the plastic sheet and loosened the remains of a leather jacket and shirt from the left shoulder and saw a tattoo that brought back memories.


  ‘Yes, there’s a tattoo, looks pretty old, two digits, one and three.’


  ‘That’s him,’ the Brigadier replied. ‘He was a good man. I’ll come down for the autopsy.’


  ‘J-J is on his way here,’ Bruno said. ‘Should I tell him about Rafiq?’ The 13th was a regiment of paratroop dragoons, an elite unit that was part of the French brigade of special forces. Bruno had served alongside some of them in Bosnia. The 13th specialized in discreet reconnaissance in hostile territory. They thought of themselves as the French version of Britain’s SAS. Rafiq would not have been easily subdued, even by two or three men.


  ‘I’ll call J-J now and put him in the picture,’ the Brigadier said. ‘Expect me later today, probably early afternoon. I’ll fax a letter to your Mayor to say you’re being seconded to my team. And keep an eye out for Arabs. Rafiq was working undercover on jihadists.’


  ‘Better call J-J right away,’ said Bruno. ‘I can see the lights of his car.’ He rang off and stood in front of the fire-engine headlights where J-J could see him.


  ‘Can we head off now?’ asked Albert, calling down from the cab. ‘We’ll have fresh coffee and croissants at the fire station if you want to join us.’


  ‘As soon as J-J takes over and lets me sign off. Here he is now.’ With the stench of charred flesh still in his nostrils, Bruno would not feel like eating for some time.
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  By the time Bruno left the crime scene, the sun was up and a brisk, warm breeze was sweeping away what was left of the storm clouds. At Pamela’s house, tree branches were swaying and as he stepped out of his police van he heard the stable door banging in the wind. He went to secure it and saw that the stables were empty. Pamela’s car was gone. She was probably out shopping. She was allowed to drive again but Fabiola hadn’t given her permission to resume riding, after a bad fall that had broken her collarbone. Fabiola must have taken the horses out. Coffee, orange juice and one of Stéphane’s yogurts with a jar of honey were waiting for him on Pamela’s kitchen table. He drank the juice and coffee and took a shower. He shaved with the razor he kept in Pamela’s bathroom for those occasions, not as frequent as he would like, when he was invited to spend the night.


  Rather than offend Pamela, he gulped down the yogurt and left a note of thanks. Then he headed for the Domaine to ask Julien if the grapes had suffered in the storm. Most of Bruno’s savings were invested in the town’s vineyard. As he turned into the lane that led to the small château the sun was already high enough in the sky to shine directly through the windscreen into his eyes. He pulled down the visor to see knots of grape-pickers at work amid the vines that were nearest the river. He stopped the car, enjoying the calm familiarity of the scene that pushed back the memories of Rafiq’s body and reminded him why he loved this land so much. Feeling refreshed if not restored, he drove and found Julien in the chai, checking the grapes before they went into the press.


  ‘You’re the third worried investor I’ve seen this morning,’ Julien greeted him cheerfully. ‘The Mayor was here first, then the bank manager. The grapes are fine. We always trim the higher bunches so the lower ones get protection from the leaves.’


  Bruno nodded, reassured but still a little confused. He’d been reading up on wine-making and while one chapter had told him that mildew was the wine-maker’s great enemy, another had waxed lyrical about Botrytis, the noble rot that produced such dense sweetness in the Sauternes and Monbazillacs of the region.


  ‘No problems with mildew?’ he asked, hoping it sounded as if he knew what he was talking about.


  ‘Not this late in the season when we’ve almost finished picking. And this wind is drying off the grapes. This time of year it’s not a bit of rain but the possibility of hail that worries me. I’ve seen whole vineyards flattened.’


  Bruno nodded. In the storms that came around the equinox, in March and September, he’d known hailstones the size of golf balls, big enough to break roof tiles and demolish greenhouses and coming down so thickly they lay ankle-deep on the roads. He declined Julien’s offer of a glass of wine but accepted a cup of freshly pressed grape juice, warm and sticky. He rinsed his hands and left for the Mairie. French schools had reopened after the summer and the rush of tourists had gone, but there were still British families and older Dutch and German couples enjoying the September sun as they breakfasted on Fauquet’s terrace and watched the river flow beneath the old stone bridge. Yogurt and honey were a fine mixture but not what Bruno thought of as breakfast, so he stopped at Fauquet’s for a coffee and croissant.


  ‘Albert was in just now, told us about the murder,’ said Fauquet, leaning over the bar with the conspiratorial air he liked to assume when pumping Bruno for information. ‘Terrible sight, he said it was. Legs all burned away. Do you know who it was?’


  ‘There’ll be a statement later today from the Police Nationale in Périgueux,’ Bruno told him. ‘They’re in charge now. I just went to secure the scene until they arrived.’


  ‘Philippe was here when Albert came in. He’s gone up there now, said he’d be taking photos of the police at work,’ Fauquet went on, handing Bruno his espresso. ‘He was asking if you’d been in.’


  As he bit into his croissant and took his first sip of coffee, relishing the way the two tastes seemed made for one another, Bruno resigned himself to being pestered by Philippe Delaron. A cheerful young man, Philippe ran the town’s camera shop, with a lucrative sideline in taking photos for Sud Ouest, the regional newspaper. A huge family of siblings and cousins gave him contacts in every walk of the town’s life. Philippe often knew as much about local developments as Bruno, but tended to see them in a far more sensational light. Bruno helped Philippe when he could and told him frankly when he couldn’t. They had few qualms about using each other for their own ends, which made for a reasonable if somewhat wary relationship.


  ‘And Father Sentout wanted to know if there might be a burial,’ Fauquet added. Bruno shrugged but remained silent, knowing that if he said the dead man was probably a Muslim it would be all over town and on Radio Périgord by lunchtime.


  Bruno put a two-euro coin on the counter and reached for the café’s copy of Sud Ouest. He began glancing at headlines as he chewed his croissant, a signal that he wanted no more questions. Fauquet shuffled along the bar to talk to a bunch of regular customers, doubtless hinting that he’d learned far more from Bruno than he could ever reveal. Gossip was as much his stock in trade as coffee and croissants.


  The front page carried the latest depressing news about rising unemployment in France and more violence in the Middle East. The inside pages, by contrast, were filled with happy scenes of grapes being picked in the vineyards, photos of the new schoolteachers and of couples celebrating fifty years of marriage. The sports pages covered in great detail all the doings of the local rugby, tennis and hunting clubs. That was why people bought Sud Ouest, he thought, for the chance of seeing local news and pictures of people they knew. He closed the paper, made his farewells and left for his office.


  A stack of mail awaited his attention on his desk inside the Mairie. He turned on his computer and leafed through the envelopes while it booted up. The ding of an incoming email drew him to the screen. The email address of the sender tugged at his memory; ZigiPara, a name he had not heard for a decade and more. Zigi was a shortened form of Tzigane, or gypsy, which was what the army called anyone of Roma origins. His real name was Jacques Sadna and he came from the Camargue, the vast wetlands at the delta of the River Rhône where gypsies had settled for centuries and raised their famous horses. Zigi had been a corporal, like Bruno, when they first served together in the Ivory Coast and each had been promoted sergeant during some covert operations on the border between Chad and Libya. Zigi was with the paratroops and Bruno with the combat engineers. He recalled hearing that Zigi had since become an officer.


  ‘Hi Bruno, a heads-up from an old mate, even though you are a Pékin,’ he read. ‘I’m at Nijrab, adjudant-chef, and a muj has showed up claiming to be French from St Denis. Calls himself Sami Belloumi, says he knows you and has a dad named Momu. Seems simple-minded, scars on his back from whippings. Toubib says badly traumatized. He wants to go home but no documents. Photo attached. You know him? Let me know before this gets into official channels. Zigi.’


  Bruno smiled as the old army slang came back to him. A Pékin meant a civilian. Nijrab was the French army base in the Kapisa region of Afghanistan. Bruno couldn’t remember whether they were still doing combat patrols or if the mission had been changed to training the Afghan army. A muj was a mujahedin. A toubib was a doctor. Bruno’s grin turned solemn as he read on. He knew Sami Belloumi, a young man who had left St Denis three, maybe four years earlier, supposedly to go to a special school for autistic youths run by a mosque in Toulouse. Sami was the nephew of Momu, the maths teacher at the local collège, and now adopted as his son. Momu was also the father of Karim, who ran the Café des Sports and was a star of the town rugby team.


  Bruno clicked to open the photo and it was Sami sure enough. Bruno remembered him being as tall as Karim, but now he looked so thin he was almost skeletal, with prominent cheekbones that emphasized his bulging eyes. He had a long beard and his head had been shaved. The photograph brought back memories of Sami at the tennis club, serving ace after ace, always placing the ball precisely in the corner. Bruno had been able to get back perhaps one serve in three. But Sami had no interest in anything but serving. He never returned a ball, never played a forehand or backhand. He would stay on court alone for hours with a basket full of tennis balls beside him, practising his perfect serves. It was the same with basketball. He could sink the ball from anywhere on the court, but that was all he wanted to do. He wouldn’t pass the ball, wouldn’t dribble or run. And like his tennis serve, he practised sinking the ball for hours.


  Momu said it was something to do with the way his brain worked. Sami seemed able to repair anything electrical or mechanical, from toasters to computers. He could do mathematical puzzles, but if he’d learned to read or write, they were skills he never used. While he was polite and friendly, always shaking hands whenever he saw Bruno, the boy hardly ever spoke. Old Dr Gelletreau at the medical centre had said he was autistic and there was nothing to be done. Momu had tried to get him into a special school, but the lack of them was one of the scandals of the French education system. It was sad, Bruno thought, that Fabiola had arrived in town too late to treat him. It wasn’t that the other doctors of St Denis weren’t good but that Fabiola was special, a gifted healer with an intuitive way of dealing with her patients and establishing trust. Perhaps she might have been able to draw Sami out. Perhaps she could do so now once they had him back home.


  He made a routine call to the passport office to see when Sami had applied for one and to establish its number. What had Sami been doing in Afghanistan, he wondered. Zigi had called him a muj, and in the drab brown garment that was all Bruno could see on the photo Sami was the very image of a Taliban. But most Afghans in the countryside probably looked similar.


  There was one obvious reason why a French citizen, a Muslim of Arab origin, would make his way to Afghanistan. Had Sami somehow been radicalized? Bruno doubted whether the boy he had known had much sense of politics or religion, and he had been brought up in Momu’s secular home. Momu had little time for religion and Bruno had never known him to visit a mosque, except to enrol Sami in the special school. Perhaps Sami had become a devout Muslim and then been persuaded or dragooned to go to Afghanistan. Could he have volunteered for jihad? Zigi’s account of the whipping scars made that sound unlikely. Bruno knew he was speculating with too few facts to go on. What mattered was that Sami was a son of St Denis and he wanted to come back to his family.


  The passport clerk finally replied. Sami Belloumi had never applied for a passport.


  ‘Hi Zigi,’ Bruno tapped out in reply to his old comrade. ‘If they made you adj-chef, the army is in more trouble than I thought. Good to hear from you and thanks for message. That photo is our Sami, French citizen and member of respected local family but last heard of at special school for autistic kids in mosque in Toulouse. Can we bring him home? Bruno.’


  *


  The Mayor looked old and tired when he returned from a meeting of the Conseil-Général, the governing body for the Département, with its endless arguments over budgets in times of austerity. Usually Gérard Mangin used the stairs, bounding up them with the energy of a man half his age. This time he emerged from the lift with shoulders bowed. He spotted Bruno helping himself to coffee from the communal pot and gestured for Bruno to join him in the mayoral office. Bruno took a seat on the straight-backed and uncomfortable wooden chair the Mayor offered visitors to dissuade them from staying too long.


  ‘You must be in worse shape than you look if you’re reduced to drinking that dreadful stuff,’ the Mayor said, nodding at the mug in Bruno’s hand. He buzzed his intercom twice, a signal to Claire to make some proper coffee from his private store.


  ‘I need some of that after this morning’s meeting,’ he went on. ‘They’re trying to raid the little pot of money I’ve been saving for the new sewers to pay for road repairs in those communes who were too idle to do proper maintenance. They’re coming up with all sorts of threats to make me give way but I won’t have it.’


  ‘I’d have thought they knew you well enough by now,’ Bruno said, with a slow smile. ‘You always guard the commune’s money as if it were your own.’


  ‘More carefully, Bruno. I’ve seen mayors go to prison because they were too free and easy with town funds.’


  ‘What are they threatening?’


  ‘They want me to sell off the collège apartments, agree a three-year hiring freeze at the Mairie and sell off part of our town park for development.’


  Bruno winced. He’d spent his spare time the previous winter in repainting and restoring one of those apartments, offered at a subsidized rent to attract teachers to work at rural schools. Florence the new science teacher lived there with her infant twins. And the town park was sacrosanct, Bruno thought, or it ought to be.


  ‘So what was decided?’


  ‘Nothing, which is usually the case with committees. I said we couldn’t even consider the matter of the apartments until we had a legal opinion on the status of the teachers’ tenancies and they would have to pay for that. I had no objection to a hiring freeze so long as it included all the other communes, not just ours, but I made a counter-proposal that we organize a census of all public employees in all the mairies. They didn’t like that.’


  ‘And on the park?’


  ‘None of their business. I simply pointed out that it belongs to the citizens of St Denis and so nothing will happen without a referendum. And I added that of course any member of the Conseil would be welcome to come to St Denis and campaign for a sale of the park but I wouldn’t guarantee their safety if they did. Anyway, they’re not having our money and that’s that.’


  Bruno nodded, pleased to see that the Mayor was himself again, invigorated as he refought his committee battles.


  ‘Now tell me about this mysterious murder they were talking about on the car radio as I drove back.’


  As Bruno related what he knew about Rafiq’s death, the Mayor skimmed through his inbox and pulled out the faxed letter of request for Bruno to be seconded to the Interior Ministry under the Brigadier’s command. He took his fountain pen from his desk drawer, scribbled an approval on the letter and handed it to Bruno. The door opened and Claire brought in two cups of espresso from the machine the council had bought to mark the Mayor’s twentieth anniversary in office.


  ‘Something else has come up, in Afghanistan of all places,’ Bruno began when Claire had left. Halfway into Bruno’s explanation of the reappearance of Momu’s nephew, the Mayor rose, crossed to his shelves and plucked out a manila file bound in white tape. Back at his desk, he opened it and pushed across to Bruno copies of Momu’s original application for his nephew to obtain French citizenship, along with a copy of the formal naturalization and of Sami’s carte d’identité.


  ‘I remember it well. I did most of the paperwork myself. Did we have any idea this young man was no longer at that special school in Toulouse?’


  ‘No,’ Bruno said. ‘And the passport authorities have no record of his ever being issued with a passport. Heaven knows how Sami got out to Afghanistan. As soon as the school breaks for lunch I’ll go and see what Momu has to say. I can’t imagine he didn’t know that Sami had left Toulouse.’


  ‘You may be right, but if Sami decided to become a jihadi I’m not surprised Momu kept it quiet,’ the Mayor said. ‘Still, the sooner you let him know that Sami is alive and well the better.’


  Bruno explained that Sami’s appearance at the French army base had not yet reached official channels. So far, this was a private tip-off from an old army chum who seemed ready to keep the whole affair informal. There were regular French military flights back and forth to Afghanistan, and with luck Sami’s return need never become an official matter. In Bruno’s experience, armies were usually content to let sergeants resolve tricky problems in their own way with a minimum of paperwork and a maximum of discretion and dispatch.


  ‘I presume that copy of the ID card will be sufficient for your old army friend,’ the Mayor replied. ‘If not, I can probably pull some strings in Paris. I seem to recall some regulation about the repatriation of distressed French citizens from danger zones. If we need to give some guarantee of paying an air fare we can find the money somewhere. Sami’s one of ours, so let’s do what we can to get him back. In the meantime, what’s an undercover agent with an Arab name doing getting himself killed in St Denis?’


  ‘Tortured as well as killed, as vicious as anything I ever saw,’ Bruno replied. ‘So he was probably being questioned before being put to death in a very professional way, a stiletto under the chin and into the brain. I only know what I told you, which is what I heard from the Brigadier. Rafiq sounds Arab, if that’s his real name, and Fabiola said she thought the dead man had North African origins. It seems quite a coincidence that he gets killed just as Sami resurfaces.’


  The Mayor looked thoughtful. ‘Indeed it does, suspiciously so, particularly when our shadowy Brigadier is involved. It usually spells trouble when he turns up, and trouble with our traditional blend of politics, intrigue and diplomacy.’


  Bruno grinned. ‘You left out the sex.’


  ‘This is France, Bruno. We take that for granted.’
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  Back in his office, Bruno scanned the documents about Sami that the Mayor had given him and emailed them to Zigi with a note saying these should suffice to establish Sami’s identity. The ID card and naturalization papers each carried a thumb-print. Then he called the collège secretary to check the teachers’ timetables. Momu was still teaching but would be free in the last period before lunch and he’d probably find him in the staffroom.


  Bruno put on his cap and strode the short distance across the bridge to the school that educated the young teenagers of St Denis and the other nearby communes. It was a standard building of the 1960s, an unimaginative array of oblongs in concrete and glass around a playground and small sports field. The pupils had dubbed it ‘the shoebox’. The rooms were baking in summer and none too warm in winter and the temperamental boiler was one of the Mayor’s priorities for replacement in his battles over the budget.


  Bruno squeezed past an unfamiliar white van that was blocking the entrance. He thought it might be some workman doing maintenance but there was no company sign on its side. He put his head round the door of the secretary’s office to say hello and ask about the van. She shrugged and said she knew nothing about it. Puzzled, Bruno took a note of the number, recognizing from the figure 31 that it was a Toulouse registration.


  Glancing through a side window, he saw on the passenger seat a print, an enlargement of the kind of photo taken for a passport or ID card. To his surprise he recognized the features of a much younger Sami Belloumi, the youth who was supposed to be in Afghanistan.


  Bruno tried the van doors. All locked, and the windows on the rear door had been covered with paper on the inside. He looked at the width between the tyres and at their treads and pulled out his notebook to check the dimensions he’d recorded earlier. It wasn’t conclusive but the width could fit. Bruno opened the engine cover, removed the distributor head and detached the cables from the battery. He told the secretary to refer the driver to him, took out his phone and called the Gendarmerie. Sergeant Jules answered and Bruno called for urgent back-up and asked him to get someone to check on the registration number of the van from Toulouse.


  He climbed the stairs to the upper level where the science labs and Momu’s mathematics classroom were located along with the teachers’ staffroom. The final teaching period of the morning had not yet begun, and instead of the noisy anarchy of break-time, the place was quiet, disturbed only by the faint sounds of teachers’ voices.


  But the corridors were not empty. Ahead of him two men in jeans and leather jackets were going from one classroom to the next, bending to peer through the single pane of clear glass in each door, evidently looking for somebody. One of the two men turned at the sound of Bruno’s footsteps and nudged his colleague. They exchanged glances at the sight of his police uniform.


  ‘Bonjour, messieurs,’ Bruno said politely. ‘Can I be of assistance? You appear to be looking for someone.’


  They looked like North Africans. One was tall and heavy-set with the build of a rugby player, dark skin and tightly curled hair cut short. He was clean-shaven and held his arms away from his sides as if readying for action. The shorter man had a small, neat beard and was carrying some kind of baton against his thigh. A box, the size of a thick dictionary, hung from a strap over his shoulder. They moved as if they were used to working as a team. The big man walked directly towards Bruno, his face impassive, while his partner with the beard moved to one side, ready to come in against Bruno’s flank. He smiled and tried to distract Bruno by saying they were looking for a friend.


  The best form of defence is attack, Bruno thought, and strode quickly toward the greater threat, holding out his hand in greeting to the taller of the two men but ready to defend himself. The big man stopped in surprise but then lunged forward with both arms as if to wrestle him. Bruno used his momentum to pivot on his left foot and sent his right boot crashing into the side of his opponent’s knee and the man fell heavily to the floor. Bruno thought he’d have time to turn and deal with the smaller man. He was wrong.


  A pain more piercing and intense than anything he had ever known hit Bruno on his left side and he felt himself go rigid in shock, his scream of anguish cut off as his throat seemed suddenly to jam closed. Then his limbs seemed to collapse at once and he crumpled to the floor, his nerves jangling and his heart hammering. He had no idea what had happened to him but could barely see for the stars and flashes before his eyes when the appalling pain came again, in the pit of his stomach this time, and he felt his limbs jerking of their own accord, his feet and the back of his head hammering on the floor.


  The pain stopped, and again he had the sensation of his nerves firing random impulses all over his body. He seemed to have no power over his muscles and felt his bladder empty itself, wet and warm. Some form of self-control came back into his mind and he wondered if he was having an epileptic fit. A spasm from his stomach turned him onto his side in time to vomit onto the floor rather than over himself. He smelt burning and looked down to see smoke curling from a scorch mark on his uniform jacket. Had he been shot? He could see no blood. His senses were returning and he heard dragging footsteps and looked up to see the two men stumbling away down the corridor, the bigger one leaning heavily on his partner.


  Doors were opening and people were looking out. He tried to shout at them to stay inside the classrooms but only a squeak came from his throat. He could hear the siren of the Gendarmerie van drawing closer. Suddenly someone was kneeling at his side, taking his pulse and calling for water and a cloth, and he recognized Florence. Then another teacher was cleaning up the pool of Bruno’s vomit and Florence was bathing his face with a damp cloth. He forced himself to sit up, his nerves still quivering, and he realized he had been given two bad shocks with an electric cattle prod. The power must have been turned up very high.


  He tried to say ‘Gendarmes, alert,’ but his throat didn’t seem to work. Florence gave him a cup of water and he swallowed. He tried to roll to his feet but she held him down and he could see he was surrounded by a ring of schoolchildren staring down at him. A voice said dismissively, ‘He’s drunk.’


  ‘Get kids back in their rooms. Danger. Two men, Arabs, one beard, white van outside,’ he gasped out. ‘Hide Momu. They hunt him.’


  The siren was continuous, just outside. Then there was shouting and the sound of engines revving hard and the siren began moving away. Bruno’s mobile phone was ringing. Florence answered it.


  ‘This is Bruno’s phone. He’s been hurt and can’t speak. Who is speaking, please?’


  A pause. Then she turned to Bruno and said, ‘It’s Sergeant Jules. They are chasing two men who just stole a car. They flagged it down, pulled the driver out, hit him with a rifle butt and sped off.’


  Into the phone, she said, ‘Two men attacked Bruno here at the collège. We are calling the Urgences. Bruno needs treatment. Nobody else is hurt.’


  Other than the knowledge that he had been beaten up by experts, Bruno was starting to feel a little better. He took his phone from her hand and said, ‘I’m OK, Jules. They hit me with a cattle prod. I don’t know if they have other weapons but we need to talk to them about the murder last night. Is there anything I can do? I’ll stay here, by their van. I immobilized it.’


  Jules replied that they were in chase on the road to Belvès and other Gendarmes had been alerted. He rang off.


  ‘What the hell happened here?’ asked Rollo, the headmaster, who had just arrived. ‘What’s this about a murder?’


  ‘Get the kids back in their classrooms and we need to take Momu somewhere safe,’ Bruno said. He dialled J-J’s number and found him in his car.


  ‘I was just coming to see you, Bruno. I was almost at the Mairie but then we heard the sirens and the Gendarmes went by like bats out of hell. The police radio net has just put out an all-points bulletin for a silver-grey Renault Laguna.’


  Bruno explained briefly and J-J said he’d join him at the collège within minutes. Bruno closed his phone, rose gingerly to his feet, and watched the kids troop reluctantly back into their classrooms, stewarded by their teachers. Rollo, Momu and Florence remained, their eyes wide at what they had heard from Bruno’s briefing of J-J.


  ‘I have to stay here to meet J-J and search that white van,’ Bruno said. ‘Rollo, I need you to drive Momu home, collect his wife and take them to the Mairie. They’ll be safe there. Florence, thank you for your care. I’m feeling better now and I’ll talk to you later. Momu, I wasn’t going to break it like this but Sami has surfaced in Afghanistan and he wants to come home. The two men who attacked me are looking for him and I think they came here looking for you. While they’re on the loose, you’re in danger and so is anyone at your house.’


  A different siren was now audible and getting louder. Everybody looked around for the source of the sound except Momu, who asked, ‘Sami’s alive? He’s coming back? Have you spoken to him?’


  ‘That will be J-J. I have to go and talk to him. Momu, he’s alive and coming home and that’s all I know. Rollo, Momu, please do as I say. I don’t have time to explain further.’


  He limped off down the corridor toward the toilets, stripped off his trousers and fouled pants and cleaned up as best he could. His legs felt as if he’d played an exhausting game of rugby and there were burn marks on his side and his stomach where the prod had shocked him. He dashed cold water over his face and decided against looking at himself in the mirror. When Bruno got outside into the schoolyard, J-J was examining the white van. The blue light was still flashing on the roof of his car.


  ‘It just came over the radio, the Gendarmes lost them,’ said the big detective. ‘They turned off down country lanes and got clear before we had the roadblocks organized.’


  ‘That’s their van, and I think it might also have been the one involved in the killing in the woods,’ Bruno said, as a familiar Renault Twingo turned into the collège, just ahead of the red van the pompiers used for emergency medical services. Fabiola braked the Twingo, climbed out leaving the door open and marched up to Bruno, took his wrist to feel his pulse and looked searchingly into his eyes.


  ‘Were you unconscious?’ she asked.


  ‘No, I was hit by two electric shocks from a cattle prod. I just collapsed. And I wet myself. Then I threw up. I feel better now, just aching.’


  ‘I’m not surprised. Where were you shocked?’


  He pointed and she dropped his wrist, opened his jacket and pulled his shirt out to look at the two places.


  ‘Those are the same kinds of burn I saw on the anus of the dead man last night, or rather this morning,’ she said. ‘Count yourself lucky you didn’t go through what he did. That’s no ordinary cattle prod.’


  She put her hands to the sides of his neck, palpating the glands. ‘Follow my finger with your eyes.’ She waved her finger across his vision, then up and down, then close to his nose.


  ‘You’ll live,’ she said. ‘When you’re done with J-J, come see me at the clinic.’ She turned on her heel, crossed to the pompier truck to tell them they would not be needed and got back into her car.


  ‘Quite an assertive young lady,’ said J-J. ‘You sure you’re in good enough shape to talk? You look like shit.’


  ‘You heard her, I’ll live,’ Bruno replied. ‘Lend me a set of evidence gloves and let’s take a look inside this van.’


  The driver’s and passenger’s doors had both been unlocked and the key was in the ignition, where they had tried in vain to start the vehicle. The blown-up photo of Sami had gone. The charging wire for a mobile phone was inserted into the hole for the cigar lighter. There were paper cups of coffee in the brackets between the two front seats and sandwich wrappers tossed onto the floor.


  ‘Lovely,’ said J-J. ‘Lots of fingerprints and DNA from the cups. The intelligence boys will think it’s Christmas.’


  Bruno looked inside the litter basket at the entrance to the school, removed the distributor head from where he had hidden it and handed it to J-J. Then he opened the rear doors to see a mattress with two sleeping bags and a heavy-duty battery pack, which he assumed was used to recharge the cattle prod. A long wooden box was behind the two front seats, covered with a blanket. Bruno pulled the blanket aside and opened the box.


  It was empty save for a lining of rubber foam, cut out in the shape of a bolt-action rifle. A second, smaller cutout suggested the shape of a telescopic sight. On the inner lid were stencilled letters and digits: FR-F2. Bruno recognized the designation for the standard sniper’s weapon for the French army throughout his time of service. Two ten-round magazines were wrapped inside camouflage rags and tucked between the foam rubber and the side of the case. They were both filled with NATO standard 7.63-millimetre rounds.


  Under the driver’s seat was a small notebook, filled with words in Arabic, and a passport-size photo of Sami, the original of the one Bruno had first seen. There were other prints, larger, of a man who seemed unaware of the photos being taken. They might have been surveillance photos. He was snapped entering and leaving a car, at a café table and among a crowd of Muslim men praying. Bruno could not be sure but he thought it could be Rafiq, the dead man he had seen handcuffed to a tree in the woods a few hours earlier. He thumbed through to the latest blank page, turned back, and saw the words St Denis in Roman letters, Arabic writing below. He showed it to J-J, just as Rollo came out of the main school entrance, Momu close behind. Bruno called him over.


  ‘Can you read this?’ Bruno asked, showing the notebook. ‘Wait.’ He gave Momu a set of evidence gloves and helped him put them on before handing him the notebook.


  ‘It’s my and my wife’s names, our home address and the address of the school,’ said Momu.


  ‘I wasn’t joking when I said you were in danger,’ Bruno said. ‘Collect your wife and go to the Mairie. As soon as the Gendarmes get back we’ll move you there while we sort out something better.’


  Momu nodded. ‘What about Karim and Rashida and the baby?’ he asked.


  ‘Is there anything in the notebook about them?’


  Momu leafed through it and shook his head.


  ‘Then I don’t think you need worry about them. I’ll go and see Karim and let him know what’s happened. You and I need to talk about Sami, but in the meantime go with Rollo. I’ll find you later.’


  J-J was on the phone. He looked across at Bruno and mouthed, ‘The Brigadier.’ He listened briefly and then handed the phone to Bruno. ‘He wants to speak to you.’


  ‘I hear you’ve had a bit of a shock,’ came the familiar voice.


  ‘Two, in fact.’


  ‘I’m on my way from the airport at Bergerac and I’ll see you at the Gendarmerie in St Denis as soon as you’ve been to the medical clinic. J-J says the doc insists on checking you over. I want you with a clean bill of health. That’s an order.’


  Bruno handed back the phone and was about to ask J-J for a lift back to his van when he heard the sound of an ancient Citroën deux-chevaux being driven too fast and then Pamela’s car raced around the bend. She braked hard and climbed out, looking dishevelled as if she’d left the house too quickly to look at her hair or change out of gardening clothes. She advanced upon Bruno.


  ‘What on earth have you done to yourself this time?’ she demanded, anger in her voice but concern in her eyes. ‘Fabiola said you’d been attacked but didn’t go into details.’


  ‘She looked me over; she must have told you I was OK.’ He briefly explained what had happened, downplaying the incident, but Florence was in earshot and decided to intervene.


  ‘He was writhing in agony, throwing up and he couldn’t stand or walk for a few minutes. I was very worried for a while.’


  ‘It wore off,’ Bruno said. ‘I’m fine now.’


  ‘I can’t bear this,’ Pamela snapped, her eyes blazing. She wagged a muddy finger at him. ‘Each time you leave I never know what sort of trouble you might be getting into. You’re a magnet for it, Bruno, and I don’t think I can take much more.’


  ‘It’s alright,’ said Florence, taking Pamela’s arm. ‘He’s going to the clinic now for a proper check-up.’ With her eyes, she gestured for Bruno to leave. He climbed into the passenger seat of J-J’s car. After a moment J-J squeezed himself behind the wheel and asked, ‘Where to? The clinic?’


  ‘No, the Mairie. My van’s parked there and I want to go home and clean up.’ He turned to face J-J. ‘Do you get this kind of reaction from your wife?’


  ‘Yes, I think we all do,’ J-J replied. ‘It’s one of the reasons so few cops can make their marriages last. Mine left me once because of it, but then she came back. Funny thing was, after that time when I got shot, she was fine and she never worried again. She said she’d been through the worst that could happen.’


  ‘Sounds like a drastic sort of cure,’ Bruno said.


  ‘They’re doing counselling now for spouses. Male or female, when a cop gets wed the partner is offered a course in the pressures of being married to one of us, support networks, all that. Do you want me to see if we can get Pamela into one of those?’


  ‘I doubt it. She’s British. Her idea of treatment is a nice hot cup of tea. And she does not see herself as my spouse, not even as a partner.’


  ‘So you say, but she certainly acts like one.’
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  Having already been home to shower, change his clothes and feed his chickens, Bruno dutifully presented himself at the clinic, where Fabiola made him strip for a full physical. She spent some time examining the burn marks from the cattle prod, listened carefully to his heart, tapped his chest and checked his reflexes. Finally she drew some blood for tests.


  ‘You’re in a state of shock,’ she said, ‘and I don’t want any jokes about cattle prods. You’ve had a hell of a jolt, which is a strain on the heart, and your heartbeat is still much too fast. I want you to go home and go to bed and put some extra blankets on. No food, no alcohol, no activities and take a lot of water. I’ll come by later with some bouillon and I want to see you again in the morning.’


  Bruno, who had great faith in Fabiola’s medical skills, promised to take her advice, or at least most of it. He explained that he had to attend a meeting at the Gendarmerie but promised to go straight home afterwards.


  ‘Did you have to tell Pamela about this?’ he asked. ‘She came straight to the collège and gave me hell, as though it was all my fault.’


  ‘You’re her lover so she has a right to know,’ Fabiola replied, looking at him levelly. ‘The two of you virtually live together even if you don’t want to admit it. And if Pamela was cross with you it’s because she cares. Dammit, Bruno, I get cross with you when I see the kind of trouble you get into. Concussions, burns, punch-ups, near-drowning in a wine vat, asphyxiation, hypothermia in that cave. Does that old bullet wound from Sarajevo still give you trouble?’


  ‘The hip aches a bit when the weather changes, tells me there’s rain coming or winter’s on the way. That’s all.’


  ‘I’d rather you didn’t attend any meetings, but if it’s important, just be sure you go straight home afterwards. If you pass out halfway through, don’t say I didn’t warn you. I’ll see you later with the bouillon, probably after I exercise the horses.’


  He stopped briefly at the Mairie to check his mail and email and saw he already had a reply from Zigi: ‘Paperwork good. But if we send him out through Bagram the Americans and the Afghans will be involved. We’ll try to put him onto a French military flight on our own route through Dushanbe. I’ll let you know.’


  Bruno knew that Bagram was the big airbase outside Kabul, run by the U.S. military. But the French had their own transport link and airfield facilities at Dushanbe, in Tajikistan, the country immediately north of Afghanistan. Bruno remembered that if the French military could possibly find a way to be independent of their American allies, they would. He was glad of it, imagining the kind of bureaucratic hurdles required to get a mysterious French civilian through American security checks.


  He was just sending a quick reply when the Mayor came into his office and closed the door behind him. ‘What’s this I hear about your being attacked at the collège? Philippe Delaron called to ask me about it.’


  Bruno groaned inwardly. At least Philippe had not got a photo of him writhing on the floor, throwing up and worse.


  ‘I’m just heading to the Gendarmerie for a meeting about it with the Brigadier and J-J.’ Bruno described the events of the morning. ‘The only reason to target Momu would be something to do with Sami, and it looks as though he’s on his way back here.’


  ‘You mean Sami is the real target, and Momu is the just the way these men think they can get to him?’


  ‘That’s right. Sami disappears from a mosque in Toulouse four years ago and turns up in Afghanistan, after doing heaven knows what. Then he arrives at the French military base, which means somebody in Afghanistan will be wondering what happened to him. His story suggests that people at a mosque in France are funnelling French Muslims to the Taliban. Presumably those people would want to stop him from talking, which could mean killing him. But first they have to find him, and Sami’s last known contact is Momu here in St Denis. I assume they planned to question Momu, probably brutally.’


  ‘So Sami coming home could put the whole of St Denis in danger?’ the Mayor asked.


  Bruno shrugged. ‘The two tough guys they sent barely got away. I’ll be making photofit sketches of them this afternoon and I believe the Brigadier has been keeping that mosque under surveillance anyway. I don’t think they’d take the risk of coming back here.’
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