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To the memory of my father

To my wife, my daughter and my son

To Jean-Pierre Schamber

and Dominique Matos Ventura,

who changed everything


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

The French justice system is somewhat different from that elsewhere. Under French law, when it is believed that a crime has been committed, an officer of the crime unit will inform the district public prosecutor, who in turn appoints an examining magistrate to the case.

Investigations are conducted under the supervision of these magistrates, who answer to the Ministry of Justice. Crimes may be investigated by police commissioners from the crime unit, along with commissioned officers of the gendarmerie.
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Prologue

Dgdgdgdgdgd – taktaktak – ddgdgdgdgdg – taktaktak

Sounds: the regular clicking of the cable and, intermittently, of wheels over towers as the cable car passed over, causing the cabin to judder. Then the ever-present wailing of the wind, a fluty sound, like the cries of children in distress. Finally the voices of the passengers in the cabin as they shouted to make themselves heard above the din. There were five of them, including Huysmans.

Dgdgdgdgdgd – taktaktak – ddgdgdgdgdg – taktaktak

‘Shit! I don’t like going up there in this weather,’ one of them said.

Huysmans watched in silence for the lower lake to appear, a thousand metres below, through the gusts of snow swirling round the cabin. The cables seemed peculiarly slack, tracing a double curve that drooped lazily into the grey background.

The clouds parted. The lake appeared. Briefly. For a moment it looked like a puddle beneath the sky, a simple splash of water between the peaks and the strips of tattered cloud against the summits.

‘What the fuck does the weather have to do with it?’ said someone else. ‘We’re going to spend a week stuck underneath that fucking mountain no matter what.’

The hydroelectric power station at Arruns: perched two thousand metres high with a series of halls and tunnels burrowed seventy metres underground. The longest tunnel stretched for eleven kilometres, feeding the water from the upper lake to the pressure pipelines: pipes a metre and a half in diameter that ran down the mountain to force the water from the upper lake to the thirsty turbines of the production facilities down in the valley. There was only one way into the station’s interior, deep in the mountain: through an access shaft from the top of the station, then down a hoist and along a tunnel on board two-seated tractors while the gates were closed. Eight kilometres of tunnels for a voyage lasting a good hour, into the heart of darkness.

The other way to get to the station’s entrance was by helicopter – but only in emergencies. A pad had been built near the upper lake, accessible in good weather.

‘Joachim is right,’ said the oldest among them. ‘With weather like this, the chopper wouldn’t even be able to land.’

They all knew what this meant. Once the gates were opened, thousands of cubic metres of water from the upper lake would come roaring down into the tunnel they had just used. In the event of an accident, it would take two hours to drain the tunnel again, another hour through the tunnel by tractor to get back to the access shaft, fifteen minutes to get back up to the open air, ten to go down by cable car to the production facility and another half-hour by road to reach Saint-Martin-de-Comminges – provided the road wasn’t blocked.

If there were an accident, they wouldn’t be able to reach the hospital for four hours or more. And the power station was getting old … It had been in operation since the 1920s. Every winter, before the snows melted, they spent four weeks up there, cut off from the world, for the maintenance and repair of machines from another era. A difficult, dangerous job.

Huysmans watched as an eagle glided on the belly of the wind, roughly a hundred metres from the cabin.

Silence.

He turned to gaze at the dizzying frozen expanses below.

Three enormous pressure pipelines dropped vertiginously towards the abyss, moulded to the flank of the slope. The valley had vanished from their field of vision some time ago now. The last support tower was visible three hundred metres further down, standing there alone in the midst of the fog, where the flank of the mountain created an escarpment. Now the cable car was climbing straight to the access shaft. If the cable were to break, the cabin would fall several dozen metres before smashing like a nutshell against the rock face. In the blizzard it was swinging like a basket on a housewife’s arm.

‘Hey, chef! What’s for dinner this time?’

‘Nothing organic, that’s for sure.’

Only Huysmans did not laugh; he was watching a yellow minibus on the road to the power station’s offices down in the valley. The manager’s. Then the bus too disappeared from view, swallowed by banks of clouds like a stagecoach surrounded by Indians.

Every time he went up there he felt he was on the verge of discovering some fundamental truth about his existence. But he could not determine what it was.

Huysmans turned to look towards the peak.

They were nearing the terminus of the cable car – a metal scaffold clinging to the start of the access shaft. Once the cabin had come to a halt, the men would set off down a series of footbridges and staircases until they came to the concrete blockhouse.

The wind was howling violently. It must be at least minus ten degrees.

Huysmans narrowed his gaze.

There was something unusual about the shape of the scaffold.

Something that shouldn’t be there …

Like a shadow between the steel girders and cross-braces, swept by the gusts of wind.

It’s an eagle, he thought; an eagle’s got caught in the cables and pulleys.

No, that would be absurd. And yet that’s what it was: a huge bird, its wings spread wide. Maybe a vulture, imprisoned in the superstructure, tangled in the bars and railings.

‘Hey, look at that!’

Joachim’s voice. He’d seen it, too. The others turned to look at the platform.

‘Christ almighty! What is it?’

It’s no bird, that’s for sure, thought Huysmans.

He felt a vague anxiety welling inside. The thing was hanging above the platform, just below the cables and pulleys, as if suspended in the air. It looked like a giant butterfly, a dark, evil butterfly staining the whiteness of snow and sky.

‘Fuck! What is that thing?’

The cabin was preparing to stop. They were nearly there. The shape grew larger.

‘Holy mother of God!’

It was no butterfly; nor was it a bird.

The cabin stopped; the doors opened automatically.

An icy gust thick with snowflakes whipped their faces. But no one got out. They stood there staring at this work of madness and death. They already knew that they would never forget what they had just seen.

The wind was screaming around the platform. It was no longer children’s cries that Huysmans could hear, but something tormented, awful screams hidden by the howling of the wind. They all took a step further back into the cabin.

Fear struck them head on like a locomotive at full steam. Huysmans rushed over to the headphones and rammed them over his ears.

‘Is that the main station? Huysmans here! Call the gendarmerie, quick! Tell them to get up here right away. There’s a dead body. The sickest thing you’ve ever seen!’


PART 1

The Man Who Loved Horses
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The Pyrenees. Diane Berg watched them loom into sight as she drove over the hill. A white barrier, still quite far away, stretching the entire breadth of the horizon, hills breaking like waves against it. A raptor tracing circles in the sky.

Nine o’clock in the morning, the tenth of December.

Judging by the road map on the dashboard, she should take the next exit and head south, towards Spain. She had neither GPS nor sat nav on board her elderly Lancia. She saw a signpost above the motorway: ‘Exit 17, Montréjeau/Spain, 1,000 m.’

Diane had spent the night in Toulouse. A budget hotel, a tiny room with a tiny television and a bath made of moulded plastic. During the night she had started awake to the sound of repeated screaming. Her heart pounding, she sat up at the head of the bed, on full alert, but the hotel remained perfectly silent, and she was beginning to think she had merely dreamt it when suddenly the screaming started again, louder than ever. Her stomach tied itself in knots until she realised it was only cats fighting below her window. She had trouble getting back to sleep after that. Only the day before she had still been in Geneva, celebrating her departure with colleagues and friends. She had gazed at her surroundings, there in her room at the university, and wondered what the view from her next room would be.

In the hotel car park, as she was unlocking her Lancia, melted snow sliding from car roofs all around her, she grasped that she was leaving her youth behind. And she knew that before a week or two had gone by she would have forgotten her life from before. A few months from now she would have changed, utterly and profoundly. In light of where she would be staying for the next twelve months, how could it be otherwise? ‘Just be yourself,’ her father had advised. As she pulled out of the little rest area back onto the motorway, already busy with traffic, she wondered if the changes would be positive ones. Someone once said that there are adaptations that are more like amputations, and she could only hope that this would not be the case for her.

She could not stop thinking about the Institute.

All those people shut away in there.

All day long the previous day, Diane had been haunted by this thought: I’ll never manage. I won’t be up to it. Even though I’ve prepared myself, and I’m the best person for the job, I have absolutely no idea what to expect. And the people there will see right through me.

She was thinking of them as people, human beings, and not … monsters.

And yet that is what they were: individuals who were genuine monsters, people as far removed from her own self and her parents and everyone she knew as a tiger is from a cat.

Tigers …

That was how she had to think of them: unpredictable, dangerous, capable of inconceivable cruelty. Tigers shut away in the mountain …

When she came to the tollbooth, she discovered she’d been so absorbed by her thoughts that she had no clue where she’d put her ticket. The operator gave her an exasperated look as she searched frantically through the glove box and her handbag. Yet there was no hurry: there was no one in sight.

At the next roundabout she headed for Spain and the mountains. After a few kilometres the flat plain came to an abrupt end. The first foothills of the Pyrenees rose from the earth and the road was surrounded by round, wooded knolls that were nothing like the high, ridged summits she could see in the distance. The weather changed, too; the snowflakes were falling more thickly.

She came out of a bend and the road suddenly gave onto a landscape of rivers, forests and white plains. There was a Gothic cathedral perched on the summit of a hill, with a little town surrounding it. Through the swishing of the windscreen wipers the landscape began to resemble an old etching.

Spitzner had warned her: ‘The Pyrenees are nothing like Switzerland.’

Along the side of the road the snowdrifts rose ever higher.

Diane saw the flashing lights through the snowflakes before she came upon the roadblock. The snow was falling heavily now. Policemen stood in the thick of it, waving their luminous batons. Diane noticed that they were armed. One van and two motorcycles were parked in the dirty slush on the verge, beneath two tall pine trees. She rolled down her window and in no time her seat was wet from the thick, fluffy snowflakes.

‘Your papers, please, mademoiselle.’

She leaned over to the glove compartment. She could hear a string of messages crackling on their radios, blending with the rhythm of the windscreen wipers and the sharp accusations of her exhaust pipe. She felt the chill damp upon her face.

‘Are you a reporter?’

‘Psychologist. I’m on my way to the Wargnier Institute.’

The gendarme studied her, leaning on her open window. A tall, blond fellow, who must have been well over six foot. Beneath the fabric of sounds woven by the radios she could make out the river rushing through the forest.

‘What are you doing in this part of the world? Switzerland isn’t exactly next door.’

‘The Institute is a psychiatric hospital; I’m a psychologist. Do you see the connection?’

He handed back her papers.

‘Here you are, you can go.’

As she turned the ignition, she wondered whether the French police always checked on motorists in this way, or if something had happened. The road wound its way round several bends, following the meandering river (known as a ‘gave’, according to her guidebook) as it flowed through the trees. Then the forest vanished, giving way to a plain that must have been at least five kilometres wide. A long, straight avenue took her past petrol stations and deserted campsites, banners flapping sadly in the wind, fine houses with the air of Alpine chalets, and a string of advertising hoardings vaunting the merits of the nearby ski resorts.

‘IN THE HEART OF THE VALLEY, SAINT-MARTIN-DE-COMMINGES, POPULATION 20,863’ – according to the brightly coloured sign. Above the town, grey clouds obscured the peaks, torn here and there by a glow that sculpted the ridge of a summit or the profile of a pass like the sweep of a beam of light. At the first roundabout, Diane drove past the sign for the town centre and took a little street on the right, behind a building where a large display window proclaimed in neon letters, ‘Sport & Nature.’ ‘It’s not a very entertaining place for a young woman.’ She recalled Spitzner’s words as she drove down the streets to the familiar, reassuring monologue of her windscreen wipers.

The road headed uphill. She caught a brief glimpse of huddled roofs at the bottom of the slope. On the ground the snow was turning into a black slush that splattered the underneath of the car. ‘Are you sure you want to go there, Diane? It won’t have much in common with Champ-Dollon.’ Champ-Dollon was the name of the Swiss prison where, after she had graduated, she had conducted a number of forensic assessments and taken on casework dealing with sex offenders. She’d had to assess serial rapists, paedophiles, cases of interfamilial sexual abuse – an administrative euphemism for incestuous rape. She had also been called on as a joint evaluator to conduct credibility tests on minors who claimed to be the victims of sexual abuse, and she had discovered, to her horror, how easily such an undertaking could be skewed by the evaluator’s own ideological and moral prejudices, often to the detriment of all objectivity.

‘I’ve heard strange things about the Wargnier Institute,’ Spitzner had said.

‘I spoke to Dr Wargnier on the telephone. He made an excellent impression on me.’

‘Wargnier is very good,’ Spitzner conceded.

She knew, however, that Wargnier would not be there to welcome her, that it would be his successor as head of the Institute, Dr Xavier, a Quebecois from the Pinel Institute in Montreal. Wargnier had retired six months earlier. He was the one who had gone over her application and given it his approval, before leaving his post; he had also warned her in the course of their numerous telephone conversations how difficult her task would be.

‘It’s not an easy place for a young woman, Dr Berg. And I’m not just referring to the Institute; I mean the area around it. That valley … Saint-Martin … You’re in the Pyrenees, the Comminges region. The winters are long, and there’s not much to do. Unless you like winter sports, of course.’

‘I am Swiss, don’t forget,’ she replied, a touch of humour in her voice.

‘In that case, I have one piece of advice: don’t let yourself get too absorbed in your work, keep some time for yourself – and spend your free hours outside. It’s a place that can become … disturbing … after a while.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

‘And another thing: I won’t be here to help you get settled. My successor, Dr Xavier from Montreal, will have that honour. He’s a practitioner with a very good reputation, very enthusiastic. He’s due to arrive here next week. As you know, they’re ahead of us over there with regard to the treatment of aggressive patients. I think it will be very interesting for you to compare your points of view.’

‘I agree.’

‘In any case, we’ve needed an assistant to the director of the establishment for quite a while now. I didn’t delegate enough.’

Diane was once again driving under a canopy of trees. The road continued to climb until it reached a narrow wooded valley that seemed to be enveloped in a stifling, noxious intimacy. She cracked her window open and a penetrating fragrance of leaves, moss, needles and wet snow tickled her nostrils. The sound of a nearby torrent almost drowned the purr of the engine.

‘A lonely place,’ she said out loud, to give herself courage.

She drove cautiously through the gloom of the winter morning. Her headlights grazed the trunks of fir and beech trees. An electricity cable followed the road; branches leaned against it as if they no longer had the strength to support themselves. From time to time the forest opened out to reveal a barn with a moss-covered slate roof – closed, abandoned.

She glimpsed some buildings further along, past a bend in the road. They reappeared as she came out of the bend – several houses of concrete and wood with large picture windows, backed up against a forest. To reach them, a drive led down from the road, over a metal bridge above the water then across a snowy meadow. Obviously deserted, run down. She did not know why, but those empty buildings, lost deep in this valley, caused her to shiver.

Then a rusting sign at the entrance to the drive: ‘LES ISARDS HOLIDAY CAMP.’

Still no hint of the Institute. Not even a signpost. It looked as if the Wargnier was not exactly looking for publicity. Diane began to wonder if she had taken the wrong road. The National Geographical Institute map, scale 1/25,000, lay open on the passenger seat next to her. One kilometre and a dozen bends further along she spotted a lay-by bordered by a stone parapet. She slowed down and turned the wheel. The Lancia bounced over the potholes, churning up splatters of mud. She grabbed the map and got out of the car. The damp air enveloped her like a clammy sheet.

Heedless of the falling snow, she unfolded the map. The buildings of the holiday camp were designated by three little rectangles. She gauged the approximate distance she had come, following the winding thread of the départementale road. Two more rectangles appeared slightly further along; they met in the shape of a T, and although there were no indications as to the nature of the buildings, it could hardly be anything else, for the road came to an end at that point, and there were no other symbols on the map.

She was almost there …

She turned round, walked as far as the parapet – and saw them.

Further upstream, on the opposite shore, higher up on the slope: two long stone buildings. In spite of the distance she could tell how huge they were. A giant’s architecture. The same Cyclopean style that was everywhere in the mountains, be it power plants or dams or hotels from an earlier century. That’s what it was: the lair of a Cyclops. Except that there is not just one Polyphemus deep inside that cave – there are several.

Diane wasn’t the type to be easily daunted; she had often travelled to places where tourists were warned not to go; since adolescence she had taken up sports that entailed a certain amount of risk. As a child and then an adult she had always had a taste for adventure. But something about the view there before her made her stomach lurch. It wasn’t a question of physical risk. No, it was something else. A leap into the unknown …

She took out her mobile and dialled. She didn’t know whether there would be a mast in the area to relay her call, but after three rings a familiar voice replied.

‘Spitzner here.’

Her sense of relief was instantaneous. His warm, firm, calm voice had always been able to soothe her and banish her doubts. It was Pierre Spitzner – her mentor in the department – who had first got her interested in forensic psychology. An intensive SOCRATES course on children’s rights had brought her closer to this discreet, charming man, devoted husband and father of seven children. The famous psychologist had taken her under his wing in the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences; he had enabled the chrysalis to become a butterfly – even if such an image would undoubtedly have seemed far too conventional to Spitzner’s demanding mind.

‘It’s Diane. Am I disturbing you?’

‘Of course not. How is it going?’

‘I’m not there yet … I’m on the road … I can see the Institute from here.’

‘Is something wrong?’

Good old Pierre. Even over the telephone he could tell from the slightest shift in her voice.

‘No, everything’s fine. It’s just that … their aim was to isolate these guys from the outside world. They’ve stuck them in the most sinister, remote place they could find. This valley gives me goosebumps …’

She was immediately sorry she’d said that. She was behaving like an adolescent left to her own resources for the first time – or a frustrated student in love with her supervisor and doing everything she could to attract his attention. She told herself he must be wondering how she’d manage to cope if the mere sight of the buildings was causing her to panic.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You’ve already seen your fair share of paranoids and schizophrenics and sex offenders, right? Tell yourself that it won’t be any different there.’

‘They weren’t all murderers. In fact, only one of them was.’

His image sprang to mind: a thin face, irises the colour of honey staring at her with a predator’s greed. Kurtz was a genuine sociopath. The only one she had ever met. Cold, manipulative, unstable. Not a trace of remorse. He had raped and killed three mothers; the youngest was forty-six and the eldest seventy-five. That was his thing, mature women. Not to mention the ropes, ties, gags, slipknots … Every time she struggled not to think about him, he would settle into her consciousness, with his ambiguous smile and wildcat gaze. This reminded her of the sign Spitzner had nailed to the door of his office: ‘Don’t think of an elephant.’

‘It’s a bit late in the game to be doubting yourself, don’t you think, Diane?’

His words made her blush.

‘You’ll be up to it, I’m sure. You have the dream profile for the job. I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but you’ll manage, I know you will.’

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’m being ridiculous.’

‘Not at all. Anyone in your shoes would react the same way. I know the reputation that place has. Don’t let that get to you. Focus on your work. And when you come back to us, you will be the greatest specialist on psychopathic disorders in all the cantons. I have to let you go now, Diane. The dean’s expecting me, to talk about finances. You know what he’s like: I’m going to need all my wits about me. Good luck. Keep me posted.’

Dial tone. He’d hung up.

The silence, interrupted only by the sound of the stream, draped itself over her like a wet canvas. The plop of a big clump of snow falling from a branch made her jump. She put her mobile into the pocket of her down jacket, folded the map and climbed back into the car.

Then she backed round to leave the lay-by.

A tunnel. The beam of her headlights glanced over the black, streaming walls. No overhead lighting, a bend immediately beyond it. And the first sign, at last, on a white fence: ‘CHARLES WARGNIER INSTITUTE FOR FORENSIC PSYCHIATRY.’ She turned slowly and drove over a bridge. The road climbed suddenly and sharply, following a few hairpin bends through the fir trees and the snowdrifts – she was afraid her old banger might skid on the icy slope. She had neither snow tyres nor chains. But quickly enough the road flattened out.

One last bend and they were there, very close now.

She pressed deeper into her seat when the buildings came to meet her through the snow, mist and woods.

Eleven fifteen in the morning, Wednesday, the tenth of December.
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Snow-covered fir trees. Imagine them from above, from a sheer, vertical perspective. A ribbon of road leading straight and deep between these same fir trees, trunks wrapped in mist. Treetops hurtling by. At the end of the road, among the trees, a Cherokee Jeep like a plump beetle was driving beneath the tall conifers. Its headlights pierced the swirling mists. The snow plough had left huge drifts on either side. In the distance white mountains blocked the horizon. The forest came to an abrupt end. The road wound in a tight bend round a rocky slope before continuing alongside a quick-running stream. The stream met a small weir covered in a rush of roiling water. Beyond the other bank, the black mouth of a hydroelectric power station was visible in the gaping side of the mountain. On the verge, a road sign: ‘SAINT-MARTIN-DE-COMMINGES: BEAR COUNTRY – 7 KM.’

Servaz looked at the sign as he drove past.

A Pyrenean bear painted against a background of mountains and fir trees.

Pyrenean bears, yeah, right! Newly introduced Slovenian bears, more like, which the local shepherds would be only too happy to have at the other end of their rifle.

According to the shepherds, the bears strayed too close to inhabited areas; they attacked the herds; they were even becoming a danger to humans. The only species that is dangerous to humans is other humans, thought Servaz. With each passing year he saw more and more corpses in the morgue in Toulouse. And they hadn’t been killed by bears. Sapiens nihil affirmat quod non probat. ‘A wise man asserts nothing he cannot prove,’ he mused. He slowed down as the road curved before leading back into the woods – no longer tall conifers, this time, more like a nondescript undergrowth full of thickets. He could hear the burbling mountain stream through the car window, slightly open despite the chill. Its clear song almost drowned the music from the CD player: Mahler’s Fifth Symphony, the allegro. A music full of anxiety and feverishness, which seemed appropriate for what lay ahead.

Suddenly there before him were the revolving lights of the squad cars, and figures silhouetted against the road, waving their luminous batons.

Those useless gendarmes … When the gendarmerie had no clue how to start an investigation, they set up roadblocks.

He remembered what Antoine Canter had said to him that very morning, at the regional crime unit in Toulouse: ‘It happened last night, in the Pyrenees. A few kilometres from Saint-Martin-de-Comminges. Cathy d’Humières called it in. I think you’ve worked with her before, right?’

Canter was a colossus of a man, with the rugged accent of the Southwest, a former rugby player with a vicious streak who liked to dominate his opponents in the scrum, a cop who’d worked his way up from the bottom to become deputy chief of the local crime unit. The skin on his cheeks was pockmarked with little craters, like sand pitted by rain; his huge iguana’s eyes watched Servaz closely.

‘It happened? What happened?’ Servaz asked. 

The corners of Canter’s mouth were sealed with a white deposit, and now he parted his lips: ‘No idea.’ 

Servaz stared at him, taken aback. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘She wouldn’t say on the phone, just that she was waiting for you, and she wants the utmost discretion in the matter.’ 

‘And that’s it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Servaz looked at his boss, bewildered. 

‘Saint-Martin, isn’t that where that asylum is?’ 

‘The Wargnier Institute,’ confirmed Canter, ‘a psychiatric establishment unique in France, even in Europe. That’s where they lock up murderers who’ve been judged insane.’

Someone had escaped, committed a crime while on the run? That would explain the roadblocks. Servaz slowed down. He recognised the MAT 49 sub-machine guns and the Browning BPS-SP shotguns among the weapons the officers were carrying. He rolled down his window. Scores of snowflakes drifted on the cold air. He waved his card in the gendarme’s face.

‘Which way?’

‘You have to go to the hydroelectric station.’ The man raised his voice to talk over the messages spurting from the radios, his breath a cloud of white condensation. ‘A dozen kilometres or so from here, in the mountains. At the first roundabout on the way into Saint-Martin, you take a right. Then right again at the next roundabout. Follow the signs for Lac d’Astau. Then just keep going.’

‘Whose idea were these roadblocks?’

‘Public prosecutor. Routine procedure. We open the boot, check their papers. You never know.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Servaz doubtfully.

He started the car again, turned up the volume on the CD player. The horns of the scherzo filled the small space. He took his eyes from the road for a moment to grab the cold coffee he had stashed in the drinks holder. The same ritual, every time: he always prepared himself in the same way. He knew from experience that the first day, the first hour of an investigation are decisive. That it’s when he must be awake, focused and open-minded. Coffee to wake up, music to focus – and to empty his mind. Caffeine and music … And today, fir trees and snow, he thought, looking at the side of the road with the first flutterings of a cramp in his stomach. Servaz was a city-dweller at heart. Mountains felt like hostile territory to him. He remembered that it had not always been like that, however; when he was a child, his father used to take him walking in these valleys every year. Like a good teacher, he explained all about the trees and rocks and clouds, and young Martin Servaz listened while his mother spread a blanket on the springtime grass and opened the picnic basket, calling her husband a pedant and a crushing bore. Halcyon days when innocence reigned over the world. As he stared at the road, Servaz wondered whether the real reason he had never come back here was because his memory of these valleys was inextricably connected to that of his parents.

When will you get round to some spring-cleaning up there, for Christ’s sake?

For a while he’d been seeing a shrink. After three years had gone by, however, the shrink himself had thrown in the towel: ‘I’m sorry, I wanted to help you but I can’t. I have never met such resistance.’ Servaz had smiled and answered that it didn’t matter. At the time he was thinking mostly of the positive impact the end of his treatment would have on his budget.

He looked around him again. So much for the frame; only the painting was missing. Canter said he knew nothing. And Cathy d’Humières, the public prosecutor for Saint-Martin, had insisted he come alone. Why is that? He hadn’t told her, however, that it suited him; he led an investigation team of seven, and his men (in fact six men and one woman) had enough to deal with already. The day before, they had wound up an investigation into the murder of a homeless man. His battered and half-drowned body had been found in a pond, not far from the motorway Servaz had just taken near the village of Noé. They hadn’t needed more than forty-eight hours to find the culprits: the tramp, who was sixty or more, had been spotted a few hours before his death in the company of three adolescents from the village. The eldest was seventeen, the youngest twelve. To begin with they had denied it, then, fairly quickly, confessed. No motive. And no remorse, either. The eldest just said, ‘He was a social reject, a bum …’ Not one of them had a file with the police or the social services. Kids from good families. Normal educations, none of them running with a bad crowd. Everyone taking part in the investigation said the boys’ indifference made their blood run cold. Servaz could still see their chubby faces, their large, pale, attentive eyes staring at him fearlessly, even defiantly. He had tried to work out which one was the ringleader – in this sort of thing there is always a leader – and he thought he had figured it out. It wasn’t the eldest boy, but the middle one. A boy whose name, ironically, was Clément …

‘Who told on us?’ the kid had asked in the presence of his lawyer, who was baffled because the boy had refused to talk to him, as was his right, under the pretext that the man was ‘a moron’.

‘I’m the one who asks the questions round here,’ said the policeman.

‘I’ll bet it’s that old cow Schmitz. She’s such a slag.’

‘Calm down and watch your language,’ said the lawyer; he’d been hired by the boy’s father.

‘You’re not in the playground,’ Servaz pointed out. ‘You know what you risk, you and your mates?’

‘This is premature,’ protested the lawyer feebly.

‘She’ll get her head bashed in, that bitch. Watch if she doesn’t get killed. I’m fucking mad.’

‘Stop swearing,’ shouted the lawyer, beside himself.

‘Are you listening to me?’ said Servaz, getting annoyed. ‘You risk twenty years in prison. Do the maths: when you get out, you’ll be old.’

‘Please,’ said the lawyer. ‘No—’

‘Old like you, you mean? How old are you? Thirty? Forty? It’s not bad, your velvet jacket! Must be worth a fortune. Why are you picking on me, huh? We didn’t do it! We didn’t fucking do anything! Honestly we didn’t. Are you idiots or what?’

To defuse his rising anger, Servaz reminded himself that this was an adolescent who’d never been in trouble. Who’d never run foul of the police. No trouble at school, either. The lawyer had turned very pale and was sweating profusely.

‘You’re not in some TV series here,’ said Servaz calmly. ‘You’re not going to get out of it. It’s already wrapped up. You’re the idiot here.’

Any other teenager would have reacted. But not this one. Not this boy named Clément; the boy named Clément did not even seem to realise what he’d been accused of. Servaz had already read articles about minors like this who raped, killed and tortured, and who seemed perfectly unaware of the horror of their deeds. As if they’d been involved in some video game or role play that had simply gone wrong. Until that day Servaz had refused to believe they existed. The media, exaggerating as usual. And now here he was, faced full on with the phenomenon. And what was even more terrifying than the apathy of the three young murderers was the fact that there was nothing at all exceptional anymore about the case. The world had become a huge laboratory for increasingly demented experimentation, where God, the devil or random luck stirred the contents of the test-tubes.

Once he got home, Servaz took a long time scrubbing his hands, got undressed and stayed in the shower until all the hot water was gone, as if to decontaminate himself. After that, he took his Juvenal down from the bookshelf and opened it to Satire XIII: ‘What day is there, however festive, which fails to disclose theft, treachery and fraud: gain made out of every kind of crime, and money won by the dagger or the bowl? For honest men are scarce; hardly so numerous as the gates of Thebes.’

These kids, we’re the ones who’ve made them the way they are, he’d thought, closing the book. What sort of future do they have? None. Everything’s going to the dogs. You have bastards who fill their pockets and waltz round on TV while these kids’ parents get the sack and look like losers to their children. Why don’t they rebel? Why don’t they set fire to banks, luxury boutiques and the corridors of power, instead of schools and buses?

I’m reasoning like an old fart, he told himself afterwards. Was it because he was about to turn forty in a few weeks? He’d left his team in charge of the three kids. This would be a welcome diversion – even if he didn’t know what lay ahead.

He followed the gendarme’s instruction and bypassed Saint-Martin. Immediately after the second roundabout the road began to climb, and he caught a glimpse of the white roofs of the town below him. He pulled over onto the verge and climbed out. The town spread further across the valley than he’d thought. Through the gloom he could just make out the huge snowy fields he’d driven past on his way in, as well as an industrial zone and some campsites to the east, on the other side of the river. There were also some council estates, long low buildings. The town centre, with its skein of little streets, was spread at the foot of the highest of the surrounding mountains. Along the fir-covered slopes a double row of cable cars inscribed a vertical fault.

The mist and the snowflakes created a distance between the town and him, blurring the details, and Servaz sensed that Saint-Martin was not a town that gave itself easily to strangers, that you had to approach from an angle, not face on.

He climbed back into the Jeep. The road still headed up. In summer, there would be luxuriant vegetation, an overabundance of greenery, thorns, moss, which even the snow could not hide in winter. And everywhere the sound of water: springs, torrents, streams … With the window down, he went through a few villages where half the houses were boarded up. A new road sign: ‘HYDROELECTRIC POWER PLANT, 4 KM.’

The fir trees vanished. As did the mist. No more nature, only walls of ice the height of a man by the side of the road, and a violent, boreal light. He put the Cherokee on the black-ice setting.

At last the power plant appeared, with its typical industrial-age architecture: a titanic stone building with tall, narrow windows, crowned with a wide slate roof holding back huge drifts of snow. Behind it, three gigantic pipes headed up the mountain as if to conquer it. The car park was busy. Vehicles, men in uniform – and journalists. A van from the regional TV channel with a big satellite dish on its roof and a few unmarked cars. Servaz noticed the press badges on the windscreens. A Land Rover, three Peugeot estate cars, two Transit vans, all of them in the colours of the gendarmerie, and one van with an elevated roof, which he recognised as a mobile laboratory. There was also a helicopter waiting on a landing pad.

Before leaving the car, he gave himself a quick glance in the rear-view mirror. He had circles under his eyes, and his cheeks were hollow, as usual – he looked like a guy who’d spent the night on the town, and yet that was hardly the case – but he figured, too, that no one would think he was forty years old. With his fingers he combed his thick brown hair as best he could, rubbed his two-day beard to wake himself up and gave a tug to his trousers. Good Lord, he’d lost some more weight.

A few snowflakes caressed his cheeks, but it was nothing like down in the valley. It was very cold. He should have put on warmer clothes. The reporters and the cameras and microphones turned to look at him – but no one recognised him and their curiosity faded at once. He headed for the building, climbed three steps and showed his card.

‘Servaz!’

A voice rolling through the foyer like a snow cannon. Servaz turned towards the figure heading in his direction. A tall, slender woman in her fifties, elegantly dressed. Hair dyed blonde, a scarf tossed over an alpaca coat. Catherine d’Humières had come in person, instead of sending one of her deputies: Servaz felt a sudden rush of adrenaline.

Her profile, her sparkling eyes, like a raptor’s. People who did not know her were intimidated. As were those who did know her. Someone told Servaz one day that she made incredible spaghetti alla puttanesca. Servaz wondered what she put in it. Human blood? She took his hand briefly, a firm handshake as powerful as a man’s.

‘Remind me – what sign are you, Martin?’

Servaz smiled. At their very first meeting, when he had just started at the Toulouse crime unit and she was still only one deputy public prosecutor among others, she had asked him that same question.

‘Capricorn.’

She acted as if she hadn’t noticed his smile.

‘Well, that explains your cautious, controlled and phlegmatic side, doesn’t it?’ She gave him an intense, searching look. ‘So much the better. We’ll find out whether you’ll still be controlled and calm after this.’

‘After what?’

‘Follow me, I’ll introduce you.’

She led him across the foyer, their steps ringing out in the vast space. For whom had all these buildings in the mountain been constructed? Some imminent race of supermen? Everything about them seemed to proclaim confidence in a radiant, colossal industrial future; an era of faith that had disappeared long ago, he mused. They headed towards a glassed-in cubicle. Inside there were filing cabinets and a dozen or so desks. They wove their way past them to join a little group in the middle. D’Humières made the introductions: Captain Rémi Maillard, head of the gendarmerie in Saint-Martin; Captain Irène Ziegler, from the research unit in Pau; the mayor of Saint-Martin – a short, broad-shouldered fellow with a lion’s mane and a burnished face – and the manager of the power plant, an engineer who looked like an engineer: short hair, glasses and a sporty air in his rollneck jumper and lined parka.

‘I’ve asked Commandant Servaz to give us a hand. When I was a deputy public prosecutor in Toulouse, I often had reason to call on his services. His team assisted us in getting to the bottom of several sticky cases.’

‘Assisted us in getting to the bottom of …’ That was d’Humières all over. It was just like her to want to get right in the middle of the photograph. But he immediately told himself that it wasn’t really fair to think like that: he knew she was a woman who loved her job – and who did not keep track of either her time or her sweat. That was something he appreciated. Servaz liked conscientious people. He thought that he too belonged to this category: conscientious, tough, probably boring.

‘Commandant Servaz and Captain Ziegler will be handling the investigation jointly.’

Servaz saw Captain Ziegler’s fine face crumple. Once again he told himself that this must be a major incident. An investigation that was handled jointly by the police and the gendarmerie was an inexhaustible source of quarrels, rivalry and withholding of evidence – but that too was a sign of the times. And Cathy d’Humières was sufficiently ambitious never to lose sight of the political angle. She had climbed up all the rungs: assistant public prosecutor, deputy public prosecutor … She had become head of the public prosecutor’s office in Saint-Martin five years earlier and Servaz was sure she did not intend to stop there when she was doing so well: the office in Saint-Martin was too small, too far from the spotlight, for someone whose ambition was as consuming as hers. He was convinced that in the next year or two she would make presiding judge at a more important tribunal.

Now he asked, ‘Was the body found here, at the power plant?’

‘No,’ answered Maillard, pointing to the ceiling, ‘up there, at the cable car terminus, two thousand metres up.’

‘Who uses the cable car?’

‘The workers who go up to maintain the machines,’ answered the plant manager. ‘It’s a sort of underground factory that functions by itself; it channels the water from the upper lake into the three pressure pipelines you can see outside. The cable car is the only way to get up there under normal circumstances. There is of course the helicopter pad – but that’s only used in the event of a medical emergency.’

‘There’s no path, no road?’

‘There’s a path that goes up there in the summer. In the winter it’s buried under metres of snow.’

‘You mean that whoever did this used the cable car? How does it work?’

‘Nothing could be simpler: there’s a key; then you press a button to start it. And another big red button to bring everything to a halt if there’s a problem.’

‘The keys are kept in a locker, here,’ Maillard interrupted, pointing to a metal box on the wall. ‘It seems to have been forced open. The body had been strung up on the last support tower, at the very top. There can be no doubt: the perpetrator must have used the cable car to transport it.’

‘No fingerprints?’

‘No visible traces, in any case. We’ve got hundreds of latent prints in the cabin. The samples have been sent to the lab. We’re in the process of getting all the employees’ prints to compare them.’

He nodded.

‘And what was the body like?’

‘Decapitated. And dismembered: the skin peeled back on either side like great wings. You’ll see it on the video: a truly macabre sight. The workers still haven’t recovered.’

Servaz stared at the gendarme, all his senses suddenly on alert. Even though this was an era of extreme violence, this incident was far from ordinary. He noticed that Captain Ziegler wasn’t saying anything, just listening attentively.

‘Any make-up?’ He shook his hand. ‘Fingertips cut?’

In French police jargon, ‘make-up’ meant hindering identification of the victim by destroying or removing anything that could be used for ID: face, fingers, teeth …

The officer opened his eyes wide, astonished.

‘What … you mean they didn’t tell you?’

Servaz frowned.

‘Tell me what?’

He saw Maillard cast a panicked look at Ziegler, then the prosecutor.

‘The body,’ stammered the gendarme.

Servaz felt he was about to lose his patience – but he waited for what came next.

‘It was a horse.’

‘A horse?’

Servaz looked at the rest of the group, incredulous.

‘Yes. A horse. A thoroughbred, probably a year old, according to what we know.’

Now it was Servaz’s turn to look at Cathy d’Humières.

‘You made me come all the way up here for a horse?’

‘I thought you knew,’ she said defensively. ‘Didn’t Canter tell you anything?’

Servaz thought back to Canter in his office and the way he’d feigned ignorance. He knew. And he also knew that Servaz would have refused to come all this way for a horse, since he had the murder of the homeless man on his hands.

‘I’ve got three kids who’ve murdered a homeless bloke and you drag me up here for a nag?’

D’Humières’s reply was instantaneous, conciliatory but firm.

‘It’s not just any horse. A thoroughbred. A very expensive animal. Which in all likelihood belonged to Éric Lombard.’

So that’s it, he thought. Éric Lombard, the son of Henri Lombard and grandson of édouard Lombard … A financial dynasty, captains of industry, entrepreneurs who had reigned over this patch of the Pyrenees, over the département and even over the region, for six decades or more. With obviously unlimited access to all the antechambers of power. In this part of the world, Éric Lombard’s thoroughbreds were indisputably more important than some murdered homeless man.

‘And bear in mind that not far from here there’s an asylum full of dangerous lunatics. If one of them did this, it means he’s roaming around somewhere out there.’

‘The Wargnier Institute … Have you called them?’

‘Yes. They say that none of their inmates are missing. And in any case none of them are allowed out, even temporarily. They swear that it’s impossible to get over the wall, that the security is draconian – several restraining walls, biometric security measures, staff who’ve been hand-picked and so on … We’ll double-check it all, naturally. But the Institute has a good reputation – given both its notoriety and the unusual nature of its inmates.’

‘A horse!’ said Servaz again.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Captain Ziegler emerge at last from her reserve with a faint smile. That smile, which he alone had noticed, went some way towards defusing his growing anger. Captain Ziegler had lake-deep green eyes, and beneath the cap of her uniform her blonde hair was pulled back into a chignon: he suspected it must be quite beautiful. On her lips, only a trace of colour.

‘So what is the purpose of all the roadblocks?’

‘We’ll keep them there until we are sure that none of the inmates from the Wargnier Institute have escaped,’ answered d’Humières. ‘I don’t want to be accused of negligence.’

Servaz said nothing. But his thoughts were racing. D’Humières and Canter had got their orders from high up. It was always the same. No matter how good they were as bosses, far superior to the majority of careerists who filled the prosecutors’ offices and ministries, they, like everyone else, had developed an acute sense of danger. Someone at the top, perhaps the minister himself, had decided this whole ridiculous production would be a good idea, in order to be of service to Éric Lombard, a personal friend to the highest authorities of the State.

‘And where is Lombard now?’

‘In the US, a business trip. We want to be sure it’s one of his horses before we contact him.’

‘One of his stewards did report the disappearance of a horse this morning,’ explained Maillard. ‘The stall was empty. The description matches. He should be here shortly.’

‘Who found the horse? The workers?’

‘Yes, on their way up there.’

‘Do they go up there often?’

‘At least twice a year: at the beginning of winter and just before the snows melt,’ answered the plant manager. ‘It’s an old factory, with old machines. They have to have regular maintenance, even if they do operate automatically. The last time the workers went up there was three months ago.’

Servaz noticed that Captain Ziegler hadn’t taken her eyes off him.

‘Do we know the time of death?’

‘According to the initial examination, sometime during the night,’ said Maillard. ‘The autopsy will give us more exact details. In any event, it looks as though whoever put the horse up there knew that the workers were about to go up there too.’

‘And at night? Isn’t there any security at the plant?’

‘There is. Two watchmen, with an office at the end of this building. They say they didn’t see or hear anything.’

Servaz hesitated, frowning.

‘Yet you can’t just move a horse like that, can you? Even dead. You need something to tow it with at the very least. A van. There were no visitors, no cars? Nothing at all? Maybe they were asleep and they don’t dare say as much? Or maybe they were watching a match on the telly. Or a film. And how are you supposed to load the carcass onto the cable car, get it up there, string it up, get back down – that all takes time. How many people would it take to carry a horse, anyway? Does the cable car make a noise when it’s operating?’

‘Yes,’ said Captain Ziegler, intervening for the first time. ‘You can’t help but hear it.’

Servaz turned his head. Captain Ziegler was wondering the same thing as he was. Something wasn’t right.

‘Do you have an explanation?’

‘Not yet.’

‘We’ll have to interrogate the watchmen separately,’ he said. ‘That means today, before we let them go.’

‘We’ve already separated them,’ answered Ziegler calmly, with authority. ‘They’re in two different rooms; we’ve got an eye on them. They … were waiting for you.’

Servaz noticed the icy glance Ziegler gave d’Humières. Suddenly the ground began to vibrate. It was as if the vibration were spreading through the entire building. For a moment, his mind completely elsewhere, he thought it might be an avalanche or an earthquake, and then he understood: it was the cable car. Ziegler was right: you could not help but hear it. The door to the cubicle opened.

‘They’re on their way down,’ announced a subordinate.

‘Who is?’

‘The body,’ explained Ziegler. ‘With the cable car. And the investigators. They’ve finished their work up there.’

The crime scene investigators: the mobile laboratory belonged to them. In it would be photographic equipment, cases for storing biological swabs and sealed items to be sent for analysis to the IRCGN – the central Institute for Criminal Research of the Gendarmerie Nationale, in Rosny-sous-Bois, in the Paris region. There was bound to be a refrigerator, too, for the most perishable samples. All this fuss over a horse.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘I want to see the star of the day, the winner of the Grand Prix de Saint-Martin.’

As they went back out, Servaz was astonished to see how many reporters there were. He could have understood if they’d been there for a murder – but for a horse! It looked as if the private little worries of a billionaire like Éric Lombard were a newsworthy topic for the celebrity press.

He tried as best he could to avoid getting his shoes wet as he walked along, and he sensed that Captain Ziegler was still watching him attentively.

Then all of a sudden he saw it.

A vision from hell … If hell could be made of ice.

He forced himself to look, despite his disgust. The horse’s remains were held in place by wide straps looped round the carcass and attached to a big forklift truck equipped with a little motor and pneumatic jacks. Servaz knew that this same type of forklift might have been used by whoever hung the horse up there … They were taking it out of the cable car. Servaz saw that the cabin was very big. He recalled the vibrations a few moments ago. How could the watchmen have failed to notice anything?

Reluctantly, he turned to focus his attention on the animal. He didn’t know anything about horses, but it seemed to him that this one must have been a fine specimen. His long tail was a brush of black, shining strands darker than the hair on his coat, which was the colour of roasted coffee, with cherry-red glints. The splendid beast seemed to have been sculpted from a smooth, polished exotic wood. His legs were the same coal-black colour as the tail and what was left of the mane. A multitude of little icicles whitened the corpse. Servaz assumed that if the temperature down here was below zero, it must be several degrees colder up there. Perhaps the gendarmes had used a blowtorch or soldering iron to melt the ice around the attachments. Other than that, the animal was no more than a wound – with two huge flaps of skin pulled back from the body and hanging along its flanks like folded wings.

A dizzying fear had overcome everyone gathered there.

Where the skin had been peeled back, the flesh was bared, every muscle distinctly visible, as in an anatomy diagram. Servaz glanced around him: Ziegler and Cathy d’Humières were pale; the plant manager looked as if he’d seen a ghost. Servaz himself had rarely seen anything so unbearable. To his great dismay he realised that he was so used to the sight of human suffering that he was far more shocked and disturbed by the sight of an animal’s pain.

Then there was the head. Or rather its absence; instead, a huge gaping wound just above the throat. This absence made the whole picture so strange that it was hard to stomach. Like artwork proclaiming the utter madness of the artist. And indeed, this vision was indisputable proof of insanity – and Servaz could not help but think again of the Wargnier Institute: it was hard not to see a connection, in spite of the director’s assertion that none of his inmates could have escaped.

Instinctively he had to admit that Cathy d’Humières’s fears were well founded: this was not just some business about a horse. It gave you shivers down your spine, the way the animal had been killed.

The sudden roar of an engine caused them to turn round.

A big Japanese four-wheel drive tore up the road and came to a sudden halt a few metres away. The cameras instantly turned to focus on the vehicle. In all likelihood they were hoping for a glimpse of Éric Lombard, but they could have spared themselves the trouble: the man who stepped out of the car was in his sixties, with an iron-grey crew-cut. His height and build were those of a military man or a retired lumberjack. He was also wearing a lumberjack’s checked flannel shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to reveal powerful forearms, and he did not seem to feel the cold. Servaz saw that he did not take his eyes off the carcass. He did not even notice their presence; circling their little group, he strode quickly over to the horse. Then Servaz saw his broad shoulders sag.

When the man turned to look at them, his bloodshot eyes were shining. With pain – but also anger.

‘What bastard did this?’

‘Are you André Marchand, Monsieur Lombard’s steward?’

‘I am.’

‘Do you recognise this animal?’

‘Yes, it’s Freedom.’

‘Are you sure of that?’ asked Servaz.

‘Of course.’

‘Could you be more explicit? His head is missing.’

The man glared at him. Then he shrugged and turned back to the animal’s remains.

‘Do you think there are many bay yearlings like him in the region? He’s as recognisable to me as your brother or sister is to you. With or without his head.’ He pointed to the left foreleg. ‘He has this white stocking halfway up his pastern, for example.’

‘His what?’ asked Servaz.

‘The white stripe above the hoof,’ translated Ziegler. ‘Thank you, Monsieur Marchand. We’re going to have the carcass taken to the stud farm in Tarbes for an autopsy. Was Freedom receiving any kind of medical treatment?’

Servaz could not believe his ears: they were going to perform a toxicology examination on a horse.

‘He was in perfect health.’

‘Did you bring his papers?’

‘They’re in the 4x4.’

The steward went to rummage in the glove compartment and came back with a pile of papers.

‘Here is his registration card and the booklet that goes with it.’

Ziegler looked through the documents. Over her shoulder Servaz could see a multitude of columns, boxes and slots filled in with a tight, precise handwriting. And sketches of horses, face on and in profile.

‘Monsieur Lombard adored this horse,’ said Marchand. ‘He was his favourite. He was born at the academy. A magnificent yearling.’

His voice was filled with rage and sorrow.

‘Yearling?’ whispered Servaz to Ziegler.

‘A thoroughbred no older than a year.’

While she was going through the documents, he could not help but admire her profile. She was attractive, with an aura of authority and competence. He thought she must be in her thirties. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Servaz wondered whether she had a boyfriend or was single. Unless she was divorced, like him.

‘Apparently you found the stall empty this morning,’ he said to the breeder.

Marchand gave him another sharp look that reflected all the disdain an expert feels towards a philistine.

‘Most certainly not. None of our horses sleep in a stall,’ he sniffed. ‘They all have loose boxes. Or free stabling, or daytime paddocks with shelters, so they can be together. I did find his box empty, that is true. And signs that the stable had been broken into.’

Servaz didn’t know the difference between a stall and a box, but it seemed fairly important to Marchand.

‘I hope you’re going to find the bastards who did this,’ said Marchand.

‘Why did you use the plural?’

‘For heaven’s sake, do you think a man on his own could carry a horse up there? I thought there was supposed to be security round the power plant.’

No one seemed prepared to answer that question. Cathy d’Humières, who had been standing to one side until now, walked up to the steward.

‘Please tell Monsieur Lombard that we will do everything in our power to find the perpetrator. He can call me at any time. Tell him that.’

Marchand studied the high-ranking official standing there before him as if he were an ethnologist and she the representative of some utterly bizarre Amazon tribe.

‘I will tell him,’ he said. ‘I would also like to recover the body after the autopsy. Monsieur Lombard will probably want to bury it on his land.’

‘Tarde venientibus ossa,’ declared Servaz.

He thought he could detect a hint of astonishment in Captain Ziegler’s eyes.

‘That’s Latin,’ she said. ‘And it means?’

‘“Those who come late to dine will find only bones.” I’d like to go up there.’

She looked deep into his eyes. She was almost as tall as he was. Servaz could tell that the body beneath her uniform was firm, supple, muscular. A beautiful, healthy, uncomplicated girl. He was reminded of his wife, Alexandra, when she was young.

‘Before or after you question the watchmen?’

‘Before.’

‘I’ll take you there.’

‘I can go on my own,’ he said, pointing to the cable car station.

She gave a vague wave of her hand.

‘This is the first time I’ve ever met a cop who speaks Latin,’ she said with a smile. ‘The cable car has been cordoned off. We’ll take the chopper.’

Servaz went pale.

‘Are you the pilot?’

‘Surprised?’
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The helicopter aimed for the side of the mountain like a mosquito buzzing over an elephant. The huge slate roof of the power plant, the car park full of vehicles were both abruptly left behind – too suddenly for Servaz’s taste, as his stomach lurched.

Below them, their white boiler suits barely visible against the whiteness of snow, the investigators went to and fro from the cable car station to the mobile lab, carrying the small cases with the samples they’d taken. Viewed from on high, their scurrying seemed ridiculous: the bustle of a colony of ants. Servaz hoped they knew their jobs. It wasn’t always the case: the training of crime scene investigators frequently left a lot to be desired. Lack of time, lack of means, insufficient budgets – always the same refrain, in spite of all the politicians’ speeches promising a rosier future. Then the horse’s body was wrapped in its bag, zipped up, placed on a huge gurney and rolled over to an ambulance, which sped off with its sirens wailing – as if there were some urgency for the poor beast.

Servaz looked straight ahead through the Plexiglas bubble.

The sky had cleared. The three giant pipelines that emerged from the back of the building climbed up the mountainside; the cable car followed the same path. He ventured another look downward – and instantly regretted it. The plant was already far below on the valley floor, and the cars and vans were shrinking before his eyes, insignificant spots of colour sucked up by the altitude. The pipes now plunged towards the valley like ski-jumpers from the top of their ski-jump: a dizziness of stone and ice to take your breath away. Servaz went pale, swallowed and concentrated on the summit ahead of him. The coffee he had drunk from the vending machine in the foyer was floating somewhere in his oesophagus.

‘You don’t look very well.’

‘No problem. Everything’s fine.’

‘Do you suffer from vertigo?’

‘No …’

Captain Ziegler smiled beneath her headphones. Servaz could no longer see her eyes behind her dark glasses – but he could admire her suntan and the faint blonde down on her cheeks shining in the harsh light reflecting from the ridge.

‘All this carry-on for a horse,’ she said suddenly.

He understood that, like him, she did not think much of such an investment of resources, and she was taking the opportunity to let him know that while no one could hear. He wondered whether her superiors had twisted her arm. And whether she had complained.

‘Don’t you like horses?’ he said teasingly.

‘I like horses a great deal,’ she replied, not smiling, ‘but that’s not the problem. We have the same concerns as you: a lack of resources, material, staff – and the criminals are always two paces ahead. So, to spend this much energy on an animal …’

‘At the same time, if there’s someone out there capable of doing that to a horse …’

‘Yes,’ she conceded, so forcefully that he thought she must share his fear.

‘Fill me in on what happened up there.’

‘Do you see the metal platform?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s where the cable car arrives. That’s where the horse was hanging, from the support tower, just below the cables. They had really staged it. You’ll see, on the video. From a distance, the workers thought it was a bird.’

‘How many workers?’

‘Four, plus the cook. The upper platform of the cable car leads to the access shaft to the underground plant: that’s the concrete thing you can see behind the platform. With the help of a crane they can send equipment down the shaft and then load it onto tractors with trailers. Seventy metres below, the shaft opens out into a tunnel in the heart of the mountain. That’s quite a way down, seventy metres. They use the same tunnel that channels the water from the upper lake to the pressure pipelines in order to gain access to the plant: the floodgates are kept closed the time it takes for the men to go through.’

Now the helicopter was flying directly above the platform wedged into the mountainside like a derrick. It was practically hanging in space – once again Servaz felt the vertigo tying knots in his stomach. And beneath the platform the slope took a sudden dizzying downward plunge. The lower lake was visible a thousand metres below, among the peaks, with its huge dam in the form of an arc.

Servaz could see footprints in the snow around the platform where the investigators had taken their samples. Yellow plastic rectangles with black numbers wherever they had found clues. And halogen projectors still magnetised to the metal pillars. For once it hadn’t been difficult to cordon off the scene of the crime, he thought, but the cold must have given them some trouble.

Captain Ziegler pointed to the support tower.

‘The workers didn’t even get out of the cable car. They called the main office and went straight back down. They were scared to death. It could be they were afraid the lunatic who did it was still somewhere nearby.’

Servaz observed the young woman. The more he listened to her, the more he felt his interest growing, and the number of his questions with it.

‘In your opinion, could one man, unaided, hoist the body of a dead horse up to that height and attach it in the middle of the cables? It seems it would be difficult, no?’

‘Freedom was a yearling, so he would have weighed about two hundred kilos,’ she replied. ‘Even if you take off his head and neck, it would still mean nearly a hundred and fifty kilos of meat to carry around. Having said that, you saw the forklift just now: a device like that can move enormous loads. The thing is, even if you do suppose that a man could drag a horse around by means of a cart or a truck, he couldn’t have hung it to the tower like that by himself. And besides, you were right: he would have needed a vehicle to get it up there.’

‘And the night watchmen didn’t see anything.’

‘And there are two of them.’

‘And they didn’t hear anything.’

‘And there are two of them.’

Neither Servaz nor Ziegler needed to be reminded that seventy per cent of those who commit a homicide are identified within twenty-four hours of the crime. But what if the victim is a horse? That was the type of question which probably didn’t figure in police statistics.

‘It’s too easy,’ said Ziegler. ‘It’s what you think. Too easy. Two watchmen and a horse. Why on earth would they want to do that? If they’d wanted to take it out on one of Éric Lombard’s horses, why would they go and stick the animal at the top of the cable car, in their own workplace, where they’d be the prime suspects?’

Servaz thought about what she had just said. Why indeed? On the other hand, could they really not have heard a thing?

‘And besides, why would they do it?’

‘No one is simply a watchman, or a cop,’ he said. ‘Everyone has their secrets.’

‘Do you?’

‘Don’t you?’

‘Yes, but there is the Wargnier Institute,’ she hastened to add, while manoeuvring the helicopter. (Servaz again held his breath.) ‘There is bound to be at least one guy in there who could do something like this.’

‘You mean someone who managed to slip out and back in again without the staff at the Institute noticing?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Go all the way to the riding academy, kill the horse, get it out of its box and load it onto a vehicle all by himself? And all the while no one notices a thing in either place? And then cut it up into pieces, get it up the mountain and—’

‘Right, OK, it’s absurd,’ she interrupted. ‘And it still brings us back to where we started: how on earth could someone, even a lunatic, manage to hang the horse up there without anyone’s help?’

‘Two lunatics, say, who escape without being seen, then go mildly back to their cells without trying to run away? It makes no sense!’

‘Nothing makes sense in this case.’

The chopper suddenly banked to the right to go round the mountain – or was it the mountain that was leaning the opposite way? Servaz couldn’t really tell, and he gulped again. The platform and the blockhouse entrance vanished behind them. Masses of rock flashed by the Plexiglas bubble; then a lake appeared, much smaller than the one further down. Its surface, tucked in the hollow of the mountain, was covered with a thick crust of snow and ice; it resembled the crater of a frozen volcano.

Servaz saw a house on the shore of the lake, built right up against the rock face, near a dam.

‘The upper lake,’ said Ziegler. ‘And the workers’ residential “chalet”. They get up here on a funicular which climbs straight from the depths of the mountain into the house; it’s connected to the underground plant. That’s where they sleep, eat and live once their work day is over. They spend five days here, then go back down to the valley for the weekend, for a period of three weeks. They have all the mod cons, even satellite television – but it’s still a pretty tough job.’

‘Why don’t they come up this way to get to the plant, rather than closing down the underground river?’

‘The power plant doesn’t have a helicopter. This pad, like the landing area down below, is only used by mountain rescue in extreme emergencies. And even then only when the weather allows it.’

The helicopter began a gentle descent towards a flat surface carved out amid a chaos of scattered patches of fresh snow and moraines. They were surrounded by a cloud of powdery snow. Servaz could just make out a huge H beneath the drifts.

‘We’re lucky,’ she said into the headset. ‘Five hours ago, when the workers discovered the body, we couldn’t have got this far, because of the awful weather!’

The helicopter’s landing skids touched down. Servaz felt alive again. Solid ground – even at more than two thousand metres. But they’d have to go back down again the same way, and the very thought of it made his stomach churn.

‘If I’ve understood correctly, when the weather’s bad, once the tunnel is filled with water, the workers are prisoners of the mountain. What do they do if there’s an accident?’

Captain Ziegler made an eloquent grimace.

‘They have to empty out the tunnel again and go back to the cable car through the access shaft. It takes at least two hours, maybe three, to get to the main station.’

Servaz would have liked to know what sort of bonuses these guys got for taking such risks.

‘Who does the plant belong to?’

‘The Lombard Group.’

The Lombard Group. The investigation was only just getting started and this was the second time the name had come up. Servaz imagined a loose conglomeration of enterprises, subsidiaries, holding companies, not just in France but in all likelihood abroad as well, an octopus whose tentacles reached everywhere, with money in its limbs instead of blood, flowing by the billions from the extremities to the heart. Servaz was no expert on business, but like most people nowadays he knew more or less what the word ‘multinational’ meant. Could an old factory like this one still be profitable to a group like Lombard’s?

The rotation of the blades slowed and the whistling of the turbine faded and died.

Silence.

Ziegler put down her headset, opened the door and stepped out. Servaz followed. They walked slowly towards the frozen lake.

‘We’re at two thousand metres up here,’ said the young woman. ‘You can tell, can’t you?’

Servaz took a deep breath of pure ether, intoxicating, icy. His head was spinning slightly – perhaps because of the helicopter ride, or the altitude. But it was a sensation more exalting than it was disturbing, not unlike, he supposed, the thrill that deep-sea diving could bring. He wondered if there was a similar thrill at high altitude. He was awed by the beauty and wildness of the place. The mineral solitude, a white, luminous desert. The shutters to the house were closed. Servaz imagined what the workers must feel every morning as they opened the windows onto the lake before they went down into the darkness. But perhaps that was all they could think about, in fact: the day ahead down there in the depths of the mountain, the deafening noise and artificial light, the long, trying hours in store.

‘Are you coming? The tunnels were dug in 1929, and the plant was built the following year,’ she explained, as they walked towards the house.

The eaves of the roof were supported by thick, rough stone pillars, forming a porch which all the windows looked out onto except one, on the side. Servaz noticed a retaining sleeve for a satellite dish on one of the pillars.

‘Have you had a look in the tunnels?’

‘Of course. Our men are still in there. But I don’t think we’re going to find anything up here. The man – or men – didn’t come this far. It was enough to get the horse into the cable car, hang it up there and then go back down.’

She opened the wooden door. Inside, all the lamps were on. All the rooms were furnished: the bedrooms had two beds; the living room had a television, two sofas and a dresser; there was a large kitchen with a refectory table. Ziegler led Servaz to the back of the house, where it became part of the rock face; there was a small room that seemed to serve both as a security door and a hall, with metal lockers and coat pegs on the wall. Servaz could see the yellow wire-mesh gate to the funicular at the back of the room and behind it the black hole of a tunnel dug into the dark bowels of the mountain.

She motioned to him to climb on board, closed the gate behind them, then pressed a button. The motor immediately got underway and the cabin shuddered. It began to move slowly along the shining rails down a forty-five-degree slope, vibrating slightly. Along the wall of black rock, visible through the fence, neon lights punctuated their descent at regular intervals. Eventually they came out into a large room built in the rock, brilliantly lit by more rows of neon lights. A workshop full of machine tools, pipes and cables. Technicians wearing white boiler suits, like the men down at the main facility, were bustling about here and there.

‘I’d like to question these workers right away. Don’t let them go home.’

‘What do you have in mind?’

‘Nothing special at the moment. At this stage an investigation is like a crossroads in the forest: all the paths look alike, but there’s only one right one. To stay up here like this in the mountain, cut off, far from everything, it must create bonds but tension as well. They have to have strong nerves.’

‘Could it be former workers with a grudge against Lombard? But then why go to so much trouble? When someone wants to take revenge on their employer, they show up at the workplace all of a sudden with a weapon; then they take it out on their boss or colleagues before they do themselves in. They don’t go to the bother of stringing a horse up on top of a cable car.’

Servaz knew she was right.

‘Let’s find out if anyone now working or who has worked at the power plant over the last few years has a history of mental disorders,’ he said. ‘Especially anyone who’s in the crews that come up here.’

‘Good idea!’ she shouted, to make herself heard above the noise. ‘And the watchmen?’

‘Workers first, then the watchmen. We’ll spend the night on it if need be.’

‘For a horse!’

‘For a horse,’ he echoed.

‘We’re lucky. As a rule the racket here is infernal! But they’ve closed the floodgates and the lake water isn’t flowing.’

Servaz thought that, as far as noise went, it was already pretty bad.

‘How does it work?’ he asked, raising his voice.

‘I don’t really know! The dam at the upper lake fills when the snows melt. The water goes through the underground tunnels into the pressure pipelines, which then channel the water to the hydraulic generating sets in the plant, down in the valley. The power from the falling water drives the turbines. They say the water is put through the turbines “in a cascade”, something like that. The turbines convert the driving force of the water into mechanical energy; then the alternators transform that energy into electricity, which is sent out onto high-tension lines. The power plant produces fifty-four million kilowatt hours per year – in other words, enough for a town of thirty thousand inhabitants.’

Servaz could not help but smile at her learned presentation.

‘For someone who says they don’t know, you seem to be very informed.’

He swept his gaze over the cavern of black rock lined with wire-mesh and metal structures fitted with bundles of cables, rows of neon lights, ventilation pipes, then the enormous machines from another age, control panels, the concrete floor …

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Let’s go back up: we won’t find anything here.’

The sky had darkened by the time they went back out. Sombre, shifting clouds passed above the frozen crater, which suddenly took on a sinister air. A violent wind drove the snowflakes before it. The surroundings, quite abruptly, had come to reflect the crime: something dark, chill, chaotic – where the desperate neighing of a horse could easily go unheard in the howling wind.

‘We’d better hurry,’ Ziegler urged. ‘The weather’s turning.’

Her blonde hair danced in the gusts, unruly strands coming loose from her chignon.
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‘Mademoiselle Berg, I will not hide the fact that I am puzzled as to why Dr Wargnier insisted on hiring you. What I mean is, clinical psychology, genetic psychology, Freudian theory – all this … hotchpotch. On balance, I would have preferred even the Anglo-Saxon clinical method.’

Dr Francis Xavier was sitting behind a big desk. He was a small man, still young, very well groomed; his hair was dyed, and he wore extravagant red glasses; beneath his lab coat was a tie with an exuberant floral pattern. He spoke with a slight Quebecois accent.

Diane let her gaze wander over to the DSM-IV, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, published by the American Psychiatric Association, the only book on his desk. She frowned slightly. She did not like the way the discussion was going, but she waited for the little man to finish showing his hand.

‘Please understand, I am a psychiatrist. And – how to put it? – I cannot see what purpose you might serve for our establishment … No offence intended …’

‘I … I am here in order to perfect my knowledge and training, Dr Xavier. Dr Wargnier must have explained this to you. Moreover, before he left, your predecessor hired me as his assistant and gave his approval to my absence – sorry, my presence here. He made a commitment to the University of Geneva on behalf of this establishment. If you were against my coming, you might have let us know before—’

‘In order to perfect your knowledge and training?’ Xavier pinched his lips slightly. ‘Where do you think you are? Some university department? The murderers who are waiting for you at the end of these corridors,’ he said, pointing to the door of his office, ‘are even more horrific than the worst creatures ever to haunt your nightmares, Mademoiselle Berg. They are our nemesis. Our punishment for having killed God, for having created societies where evil has become the norm.’

This last sentence seemed a touch grandiloquent to her. As did everything else about Dr Xavier. But the way in which he had said it – with a curious mixture of fear and delight – made her shudder. She could feel the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. He’s afraid of them. They come to haunt him at night when he’s asleep, or perhaps he can hear them screaming from his room.

She stared at the unnatural colour of his hair and was reminded of the character Gustav von Aschenbach in Death in Venice, who dyes his hair, eyebrows and moustache for the sake of a beautiful young man he has seen on a beach and to delude himself about the approach of death. And never realises how desperate and pathetic his efforts really are.

‘I am an experienced forensic psychologist. I have seen over a hundred sex offenders in three years.’

‘And how many murderers?’

‘One.’

He flashed her a mean little smile, then looked again at her file.

‘Degree in psychology, master of advanced studies in clinical psychology from the University of Geneva,’ he recited, his red glasses sliding down his nose.

‘I worked for four years for a private psychotherapy and forensic psychology practice. I was entrusted with civil and criminal evaluations for the judicial authorities. It’s there on my CV.’

‘Any internships in penal institutions?’

‘An internship with the medical services at Champ-Dollon Prison, as a joint expert for forensic examinations, and the supervision of sex offenders.’

‘International Academy of Law and Mental Health, Geneva Association of Psychologists-Psychotherapists, Swiss Society of Forensic Psychology … Good, good, good …’

He let his gaze settle upon her again. She had the unpleasant impression she was facing a jury.

‘There is just one thing … You absolutely do not have the experience required for this type of patient: you are young; you still have a great deal to learn; you could – completely unintentionally, of course, through your inexperience – ruin everything we have been trying to accomplish. Which could turn out to be an additional source of distress for our clientele.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I am sorry, but I must ask you to refrain from any contact with our seven most dangerous residents, the ones in Unit A. And I do not need an assistant; I already have the head nurse to assist me.’

She was silent for so long that he eventually raised an eyebrow. When she spoke, her voice was calm but firm.

‘Dr Xavier, the reason I am here is those men in Unit A. Dr Wargnier must have told you that. You must have our correspondence in your files. The terms of our agreement are perfectly clear: not only did Dr Wargnier authorise me to see the seven inmates in Unit A, he also asked me to compile a report once my interviews were completed, particularly in the case of Julian Hirtmann.’

She could see him bristle. His smile vanished.

‘Mademoiselle Berg, Dr Wargnier is no longer in charge of this establishment. I am.’

‘In that case, I have no business here. I will have to refer the matter to your regulatory authority, and to the University of Geneva. And Dr Spitzner. I have come a long way, Doctor. You might have spared me this useless journey.’

She stood up.

‘Mademoiselle Berg, now, please!’ said Xavier, sitting up and spreading his hands. ‘Don’t get carried away! Sit down, sit down, please! You are welcome here. Do not misunderstand me: I have nothing against you. I am sure you will do your best. And who knows? Perhaps … perhaps another point of view, a – shall we say – “interdisciplinary” approach could contribute to our understanding of these monsters. Yes, yes – why not? All that I ask of you is not to have any more contact than is absolutely necessary, and to adhere strictly to the internal regulations. The tranquillity of our institute depends upon a fragile equilibrium. The security measures here may be ten times more stringent than in any other psychiatric institution, but any breach of protocol could have incalculable consequences.’

Francis Xavier got up and walked round the desk.

He was even shorter than she had thought. Diane was five foot five and Xavier was clearly the same height – allowing for his heelpieces. The immaculate white lab coat floated on him.

‘Come with me. I will show you around.’

He opened a cupboard. Lab coats hanging all in a row. He took one and handed it to Diane. She caught a whiff of washing powder, and something musty.

He brushed against her. He laid his hand on Diane’s arm; his nails were, she saw, very well groomed, perhaps too well groomed.

‘They are truly terrifying individuals,’ he said smoothly, looking her in the eyes. ‘Forget what they are, forget what they have done. Concentrate on your work.’

She remembered Wargnier’s words on the telephone: he had said virtually the same thing.

‘I’ve already dealt with sociopaths,’ she objected, but her voice lacked confidence, for once.

A strange look flashed briefly through his red glasses.

‘None like these ones, mademoiselle. None like these ones.’

White walls, white floor, white neon lights … Like most people in the West, Diane associated the colour with innocence, candour and virginity. And yet there were vile murderers living in the midst of all this whiteness.

‘Originally, white was the colour of death and mourning,’ said Xavier, as if reading her thoughts. ‘This is still the case in the East. White is also a limit value – like black. Finally, it is the colour which is associated with rites of passage. This is a rite of passage for you at this moment, wouldn’t you say? But I am not the one who chose the décor – I’ve only been here for a few months.’

Steel gates slid open and closed as they passed through; electronic locks clunked in the thickness of the walls. Xavier’s short figure strode ahead.

‘Where are we?’ she asked, counting the closed-circuit cameras, the doors, the emergency exits.

‘We are leaving the administration offices to enter the actual psychiatric unit. This is the first security barrier.’

Diane watched as he inserted a magnetic card into a box fitted on the wall, which read the card and spat it back out. The metal gate opened. On the far side was a glass cubicle, where two guards in orange boiler suits sat under the electronic surveillance screens.

‘At present we have eighty-eight patients who are considered dangerous, capable of committing acts of violence. Our clientele have been sent here from penal institutions and other psychiatric establishments in France, but also from Germany, Switzerland, Spain … These individuals have mental health issues, compounded with delinquency, violence and criminality. Patients who turned out to be too violent to stay in the hospitals that had initially taken them in, detainees whose psychosis is too severe to be treated in prison, or murderers who have been ruled irresponsible by the courts. Our clientele requires a highly qualified staff, and an infrastructure that will guarantee both their security and that of the staff and visitors. We are in Ward C at the moment. There are three levels of security: low, medium and high. This is a low-level area.’

Diane raised an eyebrow every time Xavier talked about the clientele.

‘The Wargnier Institute has shown itself to be uniquely competent in the treatment of aggressive, dangerous, violent patients. Our practice is founded on the highest, most modern standards. In the initial stages we carry out a psychiatric and criminological evaluation, which includes, in particular, fantasy analysis and plethysmography.’

She started. Plethysmography consisted of measuring a patient’s reactions to audio and video stimuli showing a variety of scenarios and partners, such as the sight of a naked woman or child.

‘You are using aversion therapy with subjects who are shown to have deviant profiles when they are subjected to the plethysmographic test?’

‘Precisely.’

‘It’s not as if aversive plethysmography has received unanimous approval,’ she said.

‘Here it works,’ answered Xavier firmly.

She felt him stiffen. Whenever anyone spoke of aversion therapy, Diane thought of A Clockwork Orange. Aversion therapy meant associating a recording of a deviant fantasy – visions of rape, naked children and so on – with very unpleasant or even painful sensations: electric shock or inhaling ammonia, for example, instead of the pleasant sensations the patient usually associated with the fantasy. Systematic repetition of the experience was supposed to produce a lasting change in the subject’s behaviour. A sort of Pavlovian conditioning, in other words, as tested on sex abusers and paedophiles in certain countries, like Canada.

Xavier was playing with the button of the pen sticking out of his chest pocket.

‘I know that many practitioners in this country are sceptical about the behaviour therapy approach. It is a practice that has its roots in the Anglo-Saxon countries and the Pinel Insitute in Montreal, which is where I came from. We have obtained remarkable results. But obviously your French colleagues find it difficult to acknowledge such an empirical method, particularly one from the other side of the Atlantic. They fault it for overlooking such fundamental notions as the unconscious, the superego and the implementation of impulses in repression strategies …’

Behind his glasses his eyes were gazing at Diane with an exasperating indulgence.

‘Many people in this country still favour an approach that takes the findings of psychoanalysis into greater consideration, which involves reshaping the deepest layers of a personality. In so doing they overlook the fact that the total absence of guilt or emotion displayed by major psychopathic perverts will always cause their efforts to fail. With this type of patient, only one thing works: reconditioning.’ His voice flowed over the word like a stream of icy water. ‘One must make the subject responsible for his treatment, thanks to an entire range of rewards and punishments, and thus create conditioned behaviour. We also conduct risk assessments at the request of the judicial or medical authorities,’ he continued, stopping outside yet another door made of Securit glass.

‘Haven’t the majority of studies shown that most of these assessments do not serve much purpose?’ asked Diane. ‘Some of them maintain that, half the time, psychiatric risk assessments are wrong.’

‘So they say,’ conceded Xavier. ‘But more often than not it turns out the risk has been overevaluated. If there is any doubt, in our evaluation report we systematically advise continuing detention or prolonging hospitalisation. And then,’ he added, with a smile of absolute fatuousness, ‘these evaluations correspond to a deeply rooted need in our societies, Mademoiselle Berg. The courts ask us to resolve a moral dilemma in their place, a dilemma which in all truth no one is capable of resolving: how can one be sure that the measures taken with regard to a particular dangerous individual will meet the needs required for the protection of society, and yet not infringe upon the basic rights of that individual? No one has an answer to this question. Therefore the courts pretend to believe that psychiatric evaluations are reliable. No one is fooled, of course. But it allows the judicial machine, which is constantly threatened with obstruction, to go on turning, while maintaining the illusion that judges are wise people and that they make informed decisions – something which, I might add in passing, is the greatest lie of all the lies on which our democratic societies are founded.’

A new black box was fitted into the wall, much more sophisticated than the previous one. It contained a little screen and sixteen buttons for typing a code, as well as a large red sensor where Xavier now placed his right index finger.

‘Obviously, we don’t have this type of problem with our residents. They have given ample proof of their dangerousness. This is the second security barrier.’

There was a little glassed-in office on the right. Once again Diane saw two figures behind the glass; she was sorry to see Xavier walk right by them without stopping. She would have liked him to introduce her to the rest of the staff. But she was already convinced he would do nothing of the sort. The two men watched through the glass as she went by. Diane suddenly wondered what sort of welcome she would have. Had Xavier spoken about her to anyone? Was he insidiously planning to make life difficult for her?

For a fraction of a second she indulged in a nostalgic memory of her student room, her friends at the university, her office in the department … Then she thought of someone. She felt a flush come to her cheeks, and hastened to consign the image of Pierre Spitzner to the deepest recesses of her mind.

Servaz looked at himself in the mirror in the flickering glow of the neon light. He was wan. He leaned with both hands on the chipped edge of the sink and tried to breathe calmly. Then he bent down and splattered cold water onto his face.

His legs could hardly hold him; he had the strange sensation he was walking on soles filled with air. The return journey by helicopter had been a rough one. The weather had taken a definite turn for the worse and Captain Ziegler had to keep a tight grip on the controls. Battered by the gusting wind, the chopper had made its descent swaying from side to side like a life raft on a raging sea. The moment the skids touched the ground, Servaz rushed to the toilets to throw up.

He turned round, his thighs pressed against the row of sinks. Graffiti profaned some of the stall doors: ‘Bib the King of the Mountain’ (the usual boasting). ‘Sofia is a bitch’ (followed by a mobile telephone number). ‘The manager is a filthy bastard’ (a lead?). Then a drawing of several small Keith Haring-like characters, buggering each other in single file.

Servaz took out the small digital camera that Margot had given him for his most recent birthday, went over to the doors and photographed them one by one.

Then he went back out and along the corridor to the foyer.

Outside it had started snowing again.
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