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For Frédéric, who uncovered some of the secrets of our ancient earth.


For Michel, so erudite . . .









 


“But by what myth does man live nowadays?


“The Christian myth, possibly.”


“Do you live it?” I asked myself.


“If I am truthful the answer is no. It is not what I live by.”


“So we no longer live by myth?”


“Apparently not.”


“What is your myth then − the myth by which you live?”


C. G. Jung − Memories, Dreams, Reflections









Prologue


The first print appeared on some folds in the rock. A child’s hand, a few metres from the large slab that sloped into the dark water. The sign of First Man.


The diver shivered. He had a lump in his throat. A fresh hand rose before him and then another: both negative impressions. Some were amputated, others with a red line through them.


Further on there were scrapings on the rock. Lines forming curves and tracery. Petroglyphs, then fantastic figures. A carved being: half-man, half-beast. Deep scratches along the long, chiselled body, though not on the birdlike skull or stag’s feet.


The diver was entranced. He had been searching so long for this. It made him reel in the depths of time, the source of all myths, where man first set out on his journey of discovery, never to stop again. He loaded his camera and pressed the shutter. Once, twice . . . He moved forward again until compelled to bend double by the ceiling. An object lay on the glistening ground. He went closer and using his flash, took a succession of photos.


It was then he heard the lament. Barely audible words, like a prayer muttered in hoarse tones. Faster and faster. From one great rock face to another. Then silence. Heavy drops falling again onto the rusty ground. Drip. Drip.


The diver held his breath. A shudder of anxiety ran through him. He undid his wetsuit, as if to free his pounding heart.


To his left the rocks formed a damp labyrinth receding deep into the darkness. The air, saturated with humidity, had a sour taste of camomile.


The diver turned off his torch and crouched down.


The singing returned, closer now. More terrifying still.


He tried to think rationally. His hands were trembling. It was not his first visit to an underwater cave. Perhaps the wind was coming in through some great stone columns, pushing tremolos deep into the bowels of the earth.


But there was no breeze that day.


He switched on his torch again. The chanting ceased. There was nothing but the cold, unchanging rhythm of drops falling from the roof. Drip. Drip. Like the endless ticking of a clock.


The diver shrank from the danger. His equipment was by the shaft. He loaded the cylinders as fast as he could, clumsily putting on his mask and flippers as his panic grew.


He didn’t notice the soft padding of feet just behind him, or the monstrous shadow.









Part One


The Mad House


 


Prehistoric man has only left us truncated messages. He may have placed a pebble on the ground at the end of a lengthy ritual where he offered up a roasted bison’s liver on a bark platter painted with ochre. The words, the gestures, the liver and platter are all gone; as for the pebble, barring a miracle we cannot distinguish it from the surrounding pebbles.


André Leroi-Gourhan − Les Religions de la préhistoire
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23 July, 1970, was a blazing hot day. Fires had ravaged a huge expanse of forest across most of Haute-Provence. The rains were late in coming and day after day nature was dying, consumed by thirst and fire.


Light wavered over the trenches at the prehistoric dig at Quinson. As the late afternoon sun set towards the dark mountains enclosing the Durance valley, a mild, fresh wind came down from the Verdon hills.


It was then that death passed by.


Death in a green four-door saloon, that raised the ochre dust as it rounded the bend in the road leading to the cool gorges of the river Verdon. Pierre Autran did not know, he didn’t notice anything. He glanced at his watch and called out to Professor Palestro.


“Shall we call it a day then?”


He carefully lined up his trowel, scraper and brush on the edge of a large sieve. Pierre Autran was a man of order, precise in everything he did. Sunset was time for a beer. Chilled cans awaited in the fridge in the hut at the other end of the site. Autran needed little persuading.


The dig was on a plateau of harsh scrubland strewn with rockroses. Further away the slope rose towards grey cliffs. A path ran through some green combes and smudges of red earth, then disappeared among shrub oaks scarcely bigger than a man towards the coastal roads leading to the Baume Bonne cave.


Pierre Autran leaned against the side of a barrow full of rubble. He handed Palestro a Kronenbourg.


“Cheers!”


Palestro was about thirty years old. A tall, gangling figure with drooping shoulders, he always wore military surplus trousers. He had an ageless hat on his head. He was attached to the department of prehistory at the University of Aix-en-Provence. Autran was roughly the same age, but more sturdily built. He was one of those volunteers in canvas hiking boots who toil away at the rubble for the joy of taking part in the great pursuit that is research. The team had done quite a job. The excavation went down like a giant staircase into the belly of the earth as far as the Gravettian layer.*


The site had grown considerably during the course of a month. Palestro had asked them to dig in the direction of the hills, towards a partly filled gap at the foot of a cliff that looked like a Palaeolithic hunters’ hut. The assistants had put down rulers and stretched lines to indicate the levels; and a surveyor checked everything regularly. Layer upon layer, the harsh soil reluctantly revealed snatches of history. Man had been living here for four hundred thousand years.


Jérémie Payet, a doctoral student, lingered in the lower layers. Kneeling by an embankment he worked his brush over a darker line at ground level. He was probably the most tenacious of them all. A real explorer! He had already found quite a few objects.


Autran took a swig of beer and ran his tongue over his cracked, dusty lips.


“So tomorrow’s the great departure then,” Palestro said.


“Yes, I’m a bit sad about that.”


“Oh well, you’ll be back next year. We always need volunteers with your experience. And you can always visit as a friend. An enthusiast.”


“Who knows where I’ll be in a year’s time?”


The pre-historian chucked his can into a metal drum used as a rubbish bin.


“Thinking about your children?”


“Yes,” Autran said. “I miss them.”


“You’ll have to introduce me one of these days!”


Autran opened his wallet. Inside there was a slightly faded photo of his twins, Thomas and Christine, in the plastic sleeve over his driving licence.


“That’s Christine,” he said, showing Palestro the photo.


“A beautiful young lady!”


“She’s brilliant, interested in everything.”


“Is that Thomas next to her?”


“Yes, he was born just eight minutes after his sister.”


Thomas had a miserable, dark, troubled expression. A teenager’s face with some childish features. His eyes carried the terrible glint of an illness his father never spoke about. Thomas was still afraid of the dark. Sometimes he would cry out and struggle until he was restrained by his relatives, tied up and sedated. He was passionate about prehistory, devouring texts by great authors such as Leroi-Gourhan, Abbé Breuil and Lumley.


“Why don’t you bring your kids with you on digs?” Palestro asked.


Autran’s expression hardened. He rarely talked about his family. Probably through natural reserve, but also because of the cruel secrets that weighed upon him and left him tongue-tied about himself and those close to him.


The church bells in Quinson rang the Angelus. The hollow notes bounced off the limestone cliffs and dispersed across the clear waters of the Verdon. Jérémie Payet stood up.


“Hey, come and look!” he exclaimed.


Palestro and Autran strode across the site. Payet pointed to a brown line two metres below the ground.


“There, in the Gravettian!”


A long, dark object, still covered in a coating of clay. Jérémie Payet crouched down and ran his brush over it.


“It’s a statuette, that’s for sure.”


“Great find,” Autran said. “Well done, Jérémie!”


“It’s extraordinary!” Palestro added, without taking his eyes off the figurine.


The pre-historian pushed the student aside roughly. He worked away painstakingly for about ten minutes. From time to time he stopped to take a photo, having placed a yellow and black ruler beside the figurine. It was about twenty centimetres long. The feet were crudely carved; the body perfectly proportioned. A hole at chest level meant it was possible to see inside.


“Looks like a mammoth’s tusk,” Payet suggested.


“I think you’re right,” Palestro replied. “You can see the ivory clearly here.”


The head was intriguing. The chin was shaped like a cervid’s muzzle. And the brow was topped with hair that stood on end and deep notches like antlers.


“I think it’s a man with an antler head,” Palestro said. “A horned sorcerer. Half-man, half-beast . . .”


Jérémie Payet went over to the hut and came back with a rectangular box. Palestro laid the figurine inside on a wad of cotton and replaced the lid.


A car horn sounded. The three archaeologists looked up.


“It’s for me,” Pierre Autran said, shading his eyes with his right hand.


Death stopped by the fence enclosing the site. A metallic green Mercedes 300 that Autran had bought six months earlier. His wife was behind the wheel.


Autran brushed the clay off his trousers, put on his sunglasses and went down to see her. Neither his wife nor the car should have been there.
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Marseille − forty years later





For three days the Mistral had been tearing through the streets of the city. Above the cliff tops that bowed down to the sea, the brittle blue sky had a cold purity about it. If the wind dropped, the forecast was predicting unprecedented snow. December promised to be freezing, but in Marseille they had long since stopped taking any notice of prophecies of this kind.


On the second floor of the Évêché police station, the telephone had been ringing for a while.


“I’ll get it,” Commandant Michel de Palma shouted, blowing on the coffee cup that had just been dispensed by the machine.


He raced down the corridor and picked up the receiver.


“I’d like to speak to Inspector de Palma.”


“It’s Commandant, and has been for God knows how long . . . De Palma speaking.”


“Oh, I’m so glad I’ve caught you. I was about to give up.”


A quavering female voice. De Palma settled himself in his armchair and stretched out his long legs. He was tired and alone. He didn’t want to speak to a neurotic, emotional woman.


“What do you want?”


“Have you seen this morning’s paper?” the voice replied.


“I don’t read the papers.”


The voice paused. Down the receiver de Palma could hear the purring of an engine. A diesel engine from a boat, he assumed.


“I’m in charge of the dig at Le Guen’s cave and, you see, two days ago one of my colleagues, Rémy Fortin, had an accident. A serious one.”


De Palma tensed.


“In Le Guen’s cave?”


“Yes. Well, not exactly. More like just inside the entrance.”


“How deep?”


“Thirty-eight metres.”


“Decompression sickness?”


“That’s what the experts say.”


“Diving in Le Guen’s cave is dangerous. You know that. What’s your name?”


“Pauline Barton.”


De Palma scrawled the name on the back of his cigarette packet.


“So you think it wasn’t just an accident?”


“That’s right,” Pauline Barton replied. “I don’t know how to put this, but since it happened I’ve been reading everything I can find. You know that terrible business at the cave all those years ago? I keep thinking it didn’t just happen by chance. Do you remember?”


“The Autran case, ten years ago. How could I forget?”


The team led by de Palma had arrested Pierre Autran’s son, Thomas, who had killed three women. More perhaps. The police had never managed to establish the true picture. He had left a negative impression of his hand beside each of the victims. A signature, just like the Magdalenian cave paintings.


Autran had never confessed to a judge or to the police. The criminal court in Aix-en-Provence had handed him a life sentence, with a minimum term of twenty-three years. At the time, his twin sister, Christine, was professor in Prehistory at the University of Provence. She had been given twelve years for aiding and abetting. The court knew how to be lenient.


De Palma scanned the news from the world of predators. There were no reports of any escapes. No wanted notices. Nothing on the Autran twins. It was a long time since anyone had mentioned them or talked to him about Le Guen’s cave. It was not a good sign. He assumed a more commanding tone:


“We need to meet right away. Five o’clock?”


“Er, yes . . . I’m at Sugiton. I’ll be above ground by then.”


“O.K. I’ll come over and see you. The two of us can get the boat back.”


De Palma hung up without saying goodbye. He threw his coffee cup in the bin. It had been a terrible start to the day. The tenor bell from La Major cathedral tolled three times. In rue de l’Évêché the Mistral started to howl, scooping up bits of paper and plastic bags and lifting them as high as the upstairs windows.


Faced with all this, there was good reason to ponder twists of fate. Why Le Guen’s cave? Why a suspicious accident?


De Palma spent an hour on the phone. The Directorate of Cultural Affairs confirmed a dig was underway at the cave. The Gendarmerie Maritime and the Sea Rescue Service both verified that a diving accident had taken place at the entrance. Rémy Fortin had been recovered in a bad way. The Rescue Service put him straight in a decompression chamber and then took him to Timone hospital in Marseille.


From nearly forty metres below sea level Fortin had risen to the surface in just a few seconds. The nitrogen, which expands under pressure, hadn’t had time to revert to its normal state and had formed bubbles in his blood and muscle tissue.


“It’s a miracle!” the doctor said.


De Palma was sceptical about everything, miracles included. Divers of Rémy Fortin’s calibre didn’t just lose their cool. But anything could happen at the bottom of the sea: strange encounters with killer sharks that had lost their bearings, dolphins in need of affection, or even nutters like Thomas Autran. The thought triggered an intense desire to have a cigarette. But de Palma hated going down to the yard in the middle of a blizzard − for a Gitane, in the company of the police force’s latest nicotine addicts.


He walked round and round his office. A memo from the new head of the C.I.D. lay by the computer. His boss was giving priority to the struggle against organised crime and restoration of the rule of law in the northern districts of the city. A real crusade. In the space of twelve months four petty crooks had gone to join their mates at the great gig in the sky. More serious still was the war raging on the estates between la Rose and Castellane. Six kids wasted. Vicious stuff, with Kalashnikovs. De Palma tore up the memo and chucked it in the basket.


The door opened. Karim Bessour put his head into the office. De Palma was taken aback.


“Oh, you’re here, Baron,” said Bessour in surprise.


“Where else do you expect me to be?”


Bessour frowned. With his emaciated face and tall, slim body, he always gave the impression he was a soldier marching off to war.


“Have you forgotten about my promotion do?”


Bessour had put on a white shirt for the occasion, with a wonky blue tie. His long arms stuck out of the sleeves.


“You’re going to be a Captain,” de Palma said. “At your age you could end up as Commissioner.”


“Don’t take the piss!”


“You could, son. We haven’t got ten like you in this dump.”


“You’ve taught me everything I know, Baron.”


“’Fraid so.”


De Palma frowned.


“In three weeks, I’m out of here. There’ll be no more Barons.”


Bessour felt somewhat superfluous in the midst of all this nostalgia. He glanced at his watch to create a diversion.


“It’s a bit like a confessional in this office,” de Palma went on. “With no priest. I get to see some sad characters sitting here. Their wrists – it’s always the left one – attached to this ring. Blokes protesting their innocence. A few women. A handful facing the death penalty. One of them about to be sent to the guillotine. I can’t forget the face. Those bulging eyes behind the square glasses. I still struggle with all the crying, the shouting, the pleading . . .”


“We’ve had some big cases all the same. They don’t call you the Baron for nothing.”


The conversation was starting to get on de Palma’s nerves, so he grabbed hold of a cardboard box he had salvaged from the fruit and veg shop on rue de l’Évêché.


“I’m going to pack my things.”


He unlocked the drawers and emptied them into the box. Odds and ends rained down: business cards, old rubbers, spent cartridges, chewed pencils and scraps of paper with trivial notes scrawled on them. When all was said and done thirty years in the squad didn’t really amount to much.


“Don’t forget, you’ve still got three weeks to go,” Bessour teased.


De Palma put on his jacket and stuffed his weapon into its holster.


“Got to go. I’ve a meeting with some pre-historian woman and it’s not exactly nearby.”


“Oh yes?”


“A diver nearly drowned at Sugiton. That’s where I’m going.”


“Do you want me to come along?”


“No way, you need to go and pop some corks!”


De Palma placed three fingers on his shoulder to indicate the stripes Bessour would get when he was promoted to the rank of Captain.


Bessour never reacted to jibes from his boss, who, as it happened, had little time for hierarchy, authority or stripes on uniforms. He looked serious.


“An accident at Sugiton? I think I read about that in the paper. Was it at Le Guen’s cave?”


“Just by the entrance. Thirty-eight metres down.”


“It wasn’t an accident then?”


“No idea, son. But when it comes to Le Guen’s cave I always expect the worst. If you know what I mean.”


“Yes.”


“Did you say it was in the paper?”


“Er, yes.”


“That’s all we need.”


Bessour turned and went out. De Palma had a horror of any kind of do: promotion dos, leaving dos − he could do without them.
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On the 1959 model of the Alfa Romeo Giulietta, the radio was to the right of three large chrome dials, just below the rear-view mirror attached to the dashboard. Finding the stations required a certain dexterity: you had to turn the right-hand button slowly, otherwise the tuner went haywire. The Baron had long since given up adjusting the thing and forbade anyone else to touch it. For decades the radio needle of the legendary coupé had been stuck on France Musique, and hadn’t shifted.


As he came out of the Évêché underground car park, the radio crackled for a few seconds. Then he heard the final bars of Radames’ great aria from the first act of “Aïda”:




Egerti un trono


Vicino al sol . . .





De Palma recognised Placido Domingo’s voice. The year of the recording was 1974. After the heroic long B flat he was expecting the entrance of Amneris and Fiorenza Cossotto’s stunning voice. The presenter came on air instead. It was a programme about the great classical heroes. De Palma listened absent mindedly. In any event, the tunnel through the city (from the old deep-water harbour to the Timone district) would soon silence the presenter for quite some time.


The journey took another half hour, crossing through the districts backing on to the steep slopes of Mont Saint-Cyr and the Col de la Gineste, as far as the outlying houses.


Marseille stopped at the entrance to the Massif des Calanques. Beyond a rusty barrier a line of fire rose towards the Col de Sugiton.


The path climbed first to the pass between wind-lashed white oaks and pines replanted after the great fires that had ravaged the valleys. Beyond a gorge, a combe ran over towards a creek. Posidonia formed dark patches on the clear seabed. Thirty-eight metres below sea level, a tunnel led into the belly of the mountain and to Le Guen’s cave, a hollow space where one could breathe, adorned with prehistoric paintings and drawings.


A sharp cry broke the silence. A Bonelli’s eagle took flight over Sugiton, seeking out the rising currents along the cliffs.


De Palma raced down the path and found himself on a rocky ledge that served as a land base for the divers. Pauline Barton surfaced a few minutes later and waved to the detective.


Technicians from the Department of Maritime Archaeology were bustling round a waterproof container tied to the end of a rope. Pauline hoisted herself aboard the Archéonaute and disappeared for a few minutes − time enough to knot a towel round her hair and put on an orange fleece and some faded jeans.


“Good morning, Monsieur de Palma. Thanks for coming over.”


The handshake was firm. She wasn’t wearing make-up or a wedding ring. Diving and sunburn had furrowed her long face with its alert, grey eyes.


“Any news on Rémy Fortin?” de Palma asked.


“The doctors aren’t very hopeful. Come on board. It’ll be easier for us to talk. You don’t mind the rolling?”


He smiled.


“I come from a family of sailors.”


The Archéonaute was about thirty metres long. Its pointed stem sliced through the water like a blade. The white hull with its three lines, red, white and blue, was spotted with rust below the portholes.


Pauline Barton led the way into the wheelhouse, which was furnished with an imitation wood table and two leatherette bench seats.


“What happened exactly?” the Baron asked, coming straight to the point.


“It was a decompression accident. A bubble of nitrogen went straight to his brain. He’s still in a coma. His condition is life-threatening, as the doctors say.”


“What makes you think it wasn’t an accident?”


Pauline glanced towards the gangway, to make sure no-one was listening.


“Rémy was easily our best diver. Not the sort to panic for no reason. When I visited the place where he inflated his B.C.D.* there were some clay particles still floating in the water.”


The slightest false movement could cause the clay carpet on the bottom of the underwater passages to rise, turning the water completely opaque. This was one of the hazards divers most feared.


“Rémy lost a fin,” added Pauline in a low voice. “His guideline was cut.”


De Palma took a notebook from his jacket pocket.


“Do you know the history of Le Guen’s cave?”


The scientist looked surprised.


“I should think I do! I’ve been working on it for years . . .”


“I’m sorry, I meant its recent history.”


“What about it?”


De Palma turned to the gangway. The chief engineer had just left. They were alone in that part of the boat.


“Christine Autran and her brother Thomas – do the names mean anything to you?”


“Everyone in the prehistory world knows Christine Autran. Palestro’s favourite, not to mention his mistress! She was my teacher . . . I’ve read her work. It’s brilliant, I have to say. And of course I’ve heard all about that terrible business in the cave. I was working on the Ariège site at the time. I don’t know anything about the brother though.”


De Palma hesitated before continuing. Pauline Barton had notified the Gendarmerie Maritime about the accident. The officer on duty, a laid-back old cop, hadn’t taken her seriously when she spoke of an ambush. He had written his report in a kind of shorthand, sprinkled with legal jargon from a bygone era, but Pauline hadn’t given up. Once she got home she had surfed the net. De Palma’s name had appeared in several articles on the Autran twins. Despite her dislike of the police, Pauline had contacted the murder squad.


“Do you think Rémy Fortin was afraid before his accident?” the Baron asked.


“Yes.”


“What makes you say that?”


“He was found with a fin missing. He’d lost his knife.”


“Knife?”


“He always had a diver’s knife, attached to his calf. Why would he take it out?”


“To cut the line.”


“In that case why did he lose it?’


She always had the last word. But de Palma persisted.


“So you think he used this knife before his accident, probably to defend himself. But surely it’s also possible one of Fortin’s feet got caught in the line and he was trying to disentangle it. First he lost his flipper and then he cut the line. It’s also possible there was a problem with the regulator. A malfunctioning valve. In those situations an intermittent breakdown can be pretty scary.”


“You don’t believe what you’re saying! There’s a curse on that cave.”


“I can believe it.”


A young man came in and put some white boxes down on the table. A student no doubt, or one of the many volunteers that help out on digs. De Palma took a mental snapshot. As a policeman he had learned to mistrust everyone.


“These are precious finds,” Pauline said. “New carbon samples that are definitely over thirty thousand years old. We’re going to do some tests. That’s the second set . . . they’re more interesting than the first ones.”


Her eyes melted as they settled on the black pieces, which meant nothing to the layperson. The specialist press would devote long articles to the dating and the pre-historians’ topographic data. Pauline was a star in L’Histoire magazine, which suited her just fine.


“In three weeks time I’ll be gone,” de Palma said. “To be honest I don’t know if I can really help. I’m just a Commandant who’s about to retire and lay down his weapons. That’s all.”


“There’s a lot you can do,” Pauline retorted. “You know Rémy wasn’t the victim of an accident. I haven’t told you the full story.”


There was a dull throbbing from the engine, then a clattering of metal. The boat shuddered. The chief engineer began manoeuvring his way out of the Sugiton bay. The propeller traced a semi-circle of foam in the still water.


“There are some photos,” Pauline went on. “Shots that Rémy took before the accident, without telling me. We got the camera back intact. He’d put it in its waterproof case.”


“Can I see them?’


“You’ll have to come to the lab.”


They had just passed Cap Morgiou. Its ridges were still bathed in the last rays of sunlight. Darker and a little further off, the Pointe des Merveilles took shape. The student came to sit in the wheelhouse.


“It’s cold outside,” he said.


“You’d expect that in mid December, wouldn’t you?” Pauline said.


Even with some chapping caused by her daily dives, de Palma was moved by her beautiful, pure face. He liked women who did crazy things, such as diving in the Calanques in winter to save bits of charcoal that Cro-Magnon had left behind.


Past Cap Croisette, the huge bay of Marseille was churned up by the Mistral. The Archéonaute mounted the waves that crashed against the port side. The sea seemed to be filled with unexpected shadows. They rose from white crests only to disappear again in dark troughs. Towards Château d’If island, an enormous mass of metal and light appeared: the Ibn Zayyed ferry was heading for La Goulette port in Tunis.


The Archéonaute landed at the customs post, right by the square tower of Fort Saint-Jean. De Palma stepped ashore and then waited for Pauline Barton to disembark. The swell came in through the Passe Sainte-Marie, beating against the rocks at the foot of the ramparts, which were covered in red seaweed. On the quay an elderly North African, wrapped up in his sailor’s jacket, had cast out two lines.


“Anything taking?” de Palma asked him.


“Shoya, shoya,” the old man replied, wiping a drop from the tip of his hairy nose. “It’s too cold.”


“You sometimes get bass here . . .”


“Insh’Allah!”


The prehistory lab was housed in the old greyish naval buildings, right above the fortress. It was surrounded by beams and building materials. The renovation works were taking forever.


Pauline Barton and de Palma went to the room where they kept the finds from Le Guen’s cave. A skull with a missing jaw lay on a grey metal cabinet.


“Take a seat and move anything that’s in your way,” Pauline said.


Files and scientific publications were piled up to the ceiling. A photo of a stencilled hand was pinned to a cork board. The thumb had been amputated.


“That handprint intrigues me,” the Baron said. “You’ll see why in a minute. To really understand things we need to recap a bit and talk about the Autran case.”


He showed Pauline a photo from the Criminal Records Office. It was the most presentable one he could find on file. She reeled when she saw the strange signature the police had found by the women’s bodies: on a sheet of paper was a print, identical to the one on the wall.


“I’ve never known why a man like Thomas Autran would attach such importance to these stencils!”


“I don’t know if there is a meaning,” Pauline replied. “I suppose that for him there is one. His sister wrote some remarkable articles on the symbolism of hands, even if they were just theories that still needed to be verified. She used to talk of medicine men coming to collect substances in these caves.”


“Such as?”


“There was something called moon milk. In fact it’s calcium carbonate. A substance found on the walls of caves and stalactites. When you reduce it to powder, it’s very effective against certain illnesses, particularly bone diseases. It’s also said to help increase the flow of milk in pregnant women. Nowadays calcium is very well known, but at the time . . .”


Christine Autran had suggested that magical rites had taken place in Le Guen’s cave. She went so far as to suggest that Magdalenian shamans dosed their patients with moon milk and other substances. From there it was just a small step to thinking that the powder possessed magical powers. And Christine would probably have done so, had she not retained a little academic restraint.


Pauline Barton crossed the office and opened a steel cabinet.


“There’s something I must show you.”


She came back with a tablet and put it down on her desk.


“There,” she said, switching on the touch screen.


With her fingertips she brought up some icons and opened the photo library. The first two images were general shots of a huge cave with a rather low ceiling. The third was of some enormous stalagmites. There were drawings of two stencilled hands on the rock, in a corner.


“This is what interests me,” said Pauline. “Do you see that shadow?”


At the bottom of the sinkhole a huge shape was clearly visible. Two arms and legs, and an excessively large body, completely out of proportion with its limbs.


“Careful,” de Palma warned. “It could just be a silhouette caused by the flash. There are so many stalactites and strange shapes in that cave. Depending on the lighting it can turn into a shadow puppet show. They start to look like monsters.”


“Of course,” Pauline replied. “But it was the last shot he took. He’d taken other photos before that.”


She brought up another image. An object shaped like a branch, resting on a shiny stalagmite, some twenty centimetres long.


“What’s that?”


“That’s what I’d like to know.”


She selected another photo and enlarged it. The shape of a statuette stood out clearly against the ground.


“Do you have any other photos?”


“There were six in all. Here.”


She displayed the pictures on the screen. All of them close-ups.


“You know, Monsieur de Palma, I think what we have in front of us is one of the oldest depictions of humankind. A sort of man-beast probably sculpted in a mammoth tusk or cervid’s antler. This type of object is often found in the upper Palaeolithic, or Gravettian, period.


She chose a shot in profile and enlarged it. The figurine’s neck and chest were perfectly worked. The lower part of the face was like a muzzle, with barely a hint of any eyes. Numerous horns perched on the forehead.


“It’s definitely a man with an antler head. A magic creature. People don’t always appreciate the Gravettians were capable of such delicate work.”


“Is it a significant sculpture?” the Baron asked. “I mean important at a symbolic level?”


“Of course. There’s an obvious magical dimension, and a mythical one too. In ancient Greece you had Actaeon, the god who was turned into a stag by Artemis. The Celts had Cernunnos, the horned God with antlers. It’s a figure that recurs in different civilisations, until Judeo-Christian mythology gets the upper hand. In the past researchers likened it to the Devil. It seems cervids were considered the king of animals. Think of those trophies displayed in hunters’ dining rooms. You’re never far from the magic of the hunt . . . Christine Autran used to say that shamans invoked stags or reindeer in order to appropriate their strength.”


“Why did she say that?”


“Because you find them in all the painted caves . . . but it’s only a theory.”


“And this statuette?”


Pauline held her breath for a few seconds.


“I’ve never seen or heard of one,” she said.


“So it must be important.”


“Yes, definitely. I would say extremely important. Otherwise why would Rémy have taken the photo?”


“Can you be sure it’s authentic?”


“As a scientist, I’d say no, because I haven’t examined it myself. But I trust Rémy, so I’d say yes, definitely.”


She switched off her tablet and put it away in the desk drawer.


“These objects are the oldest human representations. In cave painting animals are by far the most common motif.”


“Do you think that man with the antler head comes from Le Guen’s cave?”


“Good question. No, I don’t think so.”


“Why’s that?”


“It’s clearly been restored. You don’t find them in that condition. Most of the time they’re under several metres of earth or concretions.”


She took a tome from a shelf, an enormous study devoted to statuettes found at Brassempouy, a tiny village in Les Landes. The illustrations were old. Two moustachioed men in round glasses stood above some workers leaning on shovels. They were working on two Palaeolithic deposits: the Gallery of the Hyenas and the Pope’s Cave, veins that lay about a hundred metres apart.


“The Pope’s Cave was studied in the 1880s by a local scholar, Pierre-Eudoxe Dubalen, and then by Edouard Piette. Those old scholars didn’t excavate the way we do nowadays. There was nothing very subtle about their digging. Piette didn’t do too much damage to the strata. He discovered several fragments of female statuettes, one of which was the ‘Lady with the Hood’, the oldest human representation. It’s five centimetres tall and about three centimetres wide . . . there’s nothing human about the proportions of the head. No-one has a skull like that. You have to allow for artistic licence. The forehead, the nose and eyebrows all stick out, but there’s no mouth. When you look at her you get the impression the lips really exist. No eyes, just eyebrows. But there’s a smile on the face. Today the Lady with the Hood is in the Museum of National Antiquities at Saint-Germain-en-Laye.”


“Is there any theory about the significance of these sculptures?” de Palma asked.


“That’s a question many researchers have asked. Particularly about the female figurines. Some say they’re virgins, in the image of Christ’s mother. Others claim they’re priestesses. Nobody really knows. At best we assume ethnographic comparisons can help explain these things. Not so long ago among the Tungus in Siberia, shamans used to disguise themselves as stags for clairvoyance or healing ceremonies. So some researchers suggest, by analogy with the present, that these figurines might be shamanic objects. Not everyone agrees, as is usually the case in this field.”


De Palma remained silent for a while as he tried to recall something. Christine Autran had published an article on the mysterious symbols of the Gravettian and Magdalenian periods.


A long study entitled: The Time of the Magicians.


*


“Papa, do you think I’ll get better?”


“Yes, son. With willpower you can overcome anything.”


“Willpower? What good is that against madness?”


At the beginning of the autumn Thomas had a fit. They took him to hospital and locked him up in a secure cell, to calm him down. He didn’t really understand why.


Why a cell? And why on his own?


A blue-and-red checked blanket, thrown over a mattress on the ground. A stupid teddy, like the one on T.V., that cuddly toy which flew away on a cloud with Pimpernel, the programme with the music he hated, because it scared him.


The yellow walls shone faintly in the harsh light. There was just one opening, a half-moon covered in vermilion paper. The whitish neon strip was reflected in the centre. Seen from below the window looked like a no entry sign.


Thomas tried to sleep, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the no entry sign. The sign that no-one was allowed to cross. That forbidden life.


He couldn’t get out. He cried.


His father had taught him the meaning of the road signs. When they went up Avenue du Prado they played a game to see who could say the names of the signs first. Thomas was most afraid of the no entry sign. He had told the doctor about it, but the doctor didn’t give a damn.


A few days after his fit, Thomas left the ward for disturbed patients. He had a face like a church candle, no eyes, no mouth, arms like marble and grey veins under his pale, delicate skin.


His mother didn’t dare come and visit him. She didn’t love him any more.


“Papa, do you think I’ll get better?”


“Yes, son. With willpower you can overcome anything.”


Papa was sitting on the edge of the bed, stroking his hair with his powerful fingers.


“I had a funny dream last night;” Thomas said.


“Do you want to tell me about it?” his father asked.


Thomas sat on the bed, his back propped against a large pillow. Outside the wind whistled through the oak trees in the grounds.


“I dreamed I was by an endless sea. There were these thin trees on the beach. Fine, golden grass. It was cold. The cliffs seemed smooth. In the middle of the beach a naked man was fanning a huge fire. I went over to him. First he smiled at me, then he hit me very hard. I collapsed and my soul left my body.”


Thomas bowed his head. A huge hideous crease ran across his forehead. His father took his hand and held it tight to reassure him.


“Then the naked man cut up my body and threw the pieces on the flames. Everything burned, the body sizzled. A large black cloud of smoke rose into the sky. And then the naked man said: ‘Now you’re dust. Can you count the dust? Can you count your limbs and feel your flesh?’


“Then the wind began to blow and all the dust was scattered in the long grass.”


“Your body went up in smoke!” his father said in surprise.


“Yes, and then the naked man started to sing and dance in the ashes. It caused a whirlwind. And the ashes came together again and my body reformed. Only the head was missing. It looked like a dry skull. The naked man held it in his hands. He gave it back the flesh. Then he tore out the eyes and replaced them with the eyes of the bird from the cliffs.”


“The bird from the cliffs?” Pierre Autran exclaimed.


“That’s what the naked man told me. He said: ‘Now you will see the truth of everything.’”


“And then?”


“He burst the eardrums in my head and said: ‘Now you will understand the language of everything. Of all the animals and plants’.”
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Clairvaux Prison, 4 December





The workshop bell reverberated round the walls of the prison. Cold and dismal, the day was coming to an end.


Thomas Autran put both hands through the steel bars and checked his biceps under the fine, clean-shaven skin. He clenched his fists a few times and flexed the powerful tendons in his fingers. For some time he had increased his daily quota of exercise: three hours of pull-ups and press-ups in his cell, and two hours in the gym.


Beyond the huge prison ramparts the countryside was gripped by frost. Autran stared out at the fields overlooking the byroad. Nine years in gaol. Icy mornings, workshops, time wasted making espadrilles or dismantling electrical systems. The confined yard and the watchtowers that looked like the gangways on a warship. The harsh silhouettes of the screws armed with their sniper rifles.


The yard was deserted. In the middle of the main path was a small monument to the Clairvaux martyrs: engraved in gold letters two granite plaques in memory of the prison officer Guy Girardot and nurse Nicole Comte, murdered by Claude Buffet and Roger Bontems during a bloody hostage siege in May, 1972.


No-one ever escaped from Clairvaux. It was a maximum-security prison.


He had been locked up there forever.


The door flap opened.


“Thomas Autran, reading room?”


“Yes, boss.”


In that type of prison the cell doors were left unlocked. The prisoners − lifers for the most part − could move around as they pleased. Autran was a ‘Prisoner under Surveillance’. He was therefore someone feared by the screws. He had asked to be kept apart and placed in solitary confinement. He had been going to the reading room at the same time each day for the nine years he had spent in gaol. It was his sole form of escape. The great world of words, bigger than a hundred continents. No-one had ever escaped from Clairvaux.


The bolts slid back. The prison officer’s silhouette appeared in the white doorway. A fair-haired lad, whose uniform didn’t fit.


“Shall we go then, Autran?”


“Yes, boss.”


The B block reading room had several Formica tables separated by low shelves lined with books. That week the prison infirmary had organised a little exhibition on A.I.D.S., with posters on prevention and one or two educational magazines. Some baskets filled with condoms had been placed around the room. Martini, a prisoner from cell 18, stuffed a handful into his trouser pockets.


“What are you gonna do with them?” yelled Gilles, a lifer, doped up on tranquillisers prescribed by the doctor in charge.


“They’re for when I bugger you! You nonce!”


Gilles raised his fist like a sledgehammer.


“Keep your cool, Gilles!” the officer said. He had held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “And Martini, you leave off. Get back to your cell.”


“Alright, boss!”


Autran was engrossed in his reading. He tried to ignore the scene.


“Back to your cell, Martini.”


Gilles leapt up, threw back the chair and hurled his books across the room. Autran gritted his teeth. Short-circuits flashed in his brain. He went over to the magazine-and-newspaper rack to find something to read, as he did every day. Le Monde led on victims of the cold spell and the next G20 summit. Paris Match had a photo of Alain Delon with a young woman draped round his neck; inset, a picture of a homeless person in Paris who had died in the snow on place de la Concorde.


Autran glanced through the different titles until he came across l’Histoire.


LE GUEN’S CAVE – SERIOUS ACCIDENT DISRUPTS RESEARCH


In the centre spread there was a photo of the entrance to the cave.




Will we ever know what caused the terrible tragedy that claimed Rémy Fortin as a victim? Decompression sickness? Panic? Thirty-eight metres below sea level the slightest problem can turn to disaster . . .





Thomas didn’t read on. His mind was getting all muddled. It was as if he’d been kicked in the guts. He couldn’t stop his hands from shaking. Everything around him started to wobble. He muttered:


“This is the sign!”


“What sign?”


Thomas stared. He recognised the officer with the chicken face standing there in front of him.


“Something wrong, Autran?”


“No, boss. Everything’s O.K.”


His voice was plaintive, barely audible. It was the voice of a sick child. He waited for the screw to return to his magazine. The C.C.T.V. was behind him. His hands couldn’t be seen. Slowly he tore the pages one by one from the centre spread and stuffed them inside his shirt.


“This is the sign . . .”
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Rémy Fortin had been transferred to the recovery room on the top floor at Timone hospital. He was in a stable condition. The nitrogen bubbles exerting pressure on his brain had resolved, but at a price: he was left almost totally paralysed. He could understand but was unable to respond. He was incapable of uttering a single word, let alone make gestures.


In the evening, visiting hours ended at eight o’clock sharp. De Palma had to use all his powers of persuasion to gain entry to the intensive care unit.


“Can we have a word?”


“Any stimulation is good,” the doctor replied. “He can only move his eyes.”


They went down a long corridor. Patients were waiting for their evening meal. The smell of bad soup and overcooked meat was all-pervading. The doctor stopped outside room number eighty-seven.


The door was open. Pauline entered first and slowly walked towards the bed. She tried to hide her feelings and adopt a reassuring expression. Fortin followed her with his restless eyes, shining bright in a face like marble. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a determined chin and powerful arms. Not the sort to let himself be pushed around.


Pauline planted a kiss on his forehead and adjusted the sheet where it had slipped.


“I’m so glad the worst is over. The doctor told me you can understand what people say.”


He closed his eyes and opened them again.


“How do you feel?”


He blinked twice, then his eyes settled on de Palma.


“I’ve brought a detective with me.”


Fortin’s expression clouded over. He blinked several times.


“Do you think you could answer some questions, Rémy? We’d like to understand what happened. Blink twice if you agree. Three times if you disagree.”


His eyelids closed twice. Pauline turned to de Palma.


“Hello, Rémy. Michel de Palma, Commandant at the serious crime squad. I’m here in a personal capacity. Pauline thinks, and I agree, that it wasn’t just a diving accident. Is that right?”


Fortin blinked twice.


“Did the accident happen after you returned to the entrance?”


He agreed once again.


“Was it you who cut the line?”


Fortin took his time. His face betrayed the memories that must be going through his mind. Eventually he closed his eyelids twice.


“Why was that? Was something pulling you back?”


He agreed.


“Did you see something?”


The answer was negative.


“You don’t think the line might have got caught in the rock and held you back?”


No hesitation. No, once again.


“Was there a struggle?”


His eyes moistened. He stared intently at the ceiling.


“Did you have a fight with someone or something?”


He blinked twice then his face tensed and started to tremble. His heartbeat accelerated. The doctor intervened.


“We have to stop now,” he said. “He’s too weak to continue.”


“When can we come back?” Pauline asked. “We’ve got some extremely important questions to put to him and some photos we need to show him.”


The doctor assumed a stern expression.


“Not for at least a week for that type of question. Stress can be very dangerous for someone in his condition.”


“Alright, understood.”


Once they were out in the corridor the Baron took the doctor aside.


“Any sign of blows or haematomas?”


“No,” the doctor replied, “Nothing at all. But he was wearing a diving suit. A dry suit. They’re very thick; they cushion any blows.”


A nurse crossed the corridor and entered Fortin’s room. The light went out, and then she came back.


“I can’t tell you anything more,” the doctor added.


As they came out of the hospital, Pauline stopped for a few moments to take a deep breath of the cold air.


“He confirmed just what I feared,” she said.


“I’m puzzled,” de Palma replied. “He lost his knife. That seems to support the idea of a fight, but who with? Was someone waiting for him down below, near the entrance to the cave?”


“It’s possible.”


One of your team, perhaps, de Palma thought.


“Does anyone keep an eye on the cave at night?” he asked.


“In theory, yes.”


“In theory?”


“There isn’t always someone there. We don’t have enough people to keep watch ourselves and we can’t afford to pay for a guard.”


“Is there anyone there tonight, for example?”


“No, not tonight. This accident has thrown us a bit. But there’ll be someone there tomorrow.”


“Who normally does it?”


“Rémy.”


Pauline looked up at the illuminated upstairs windows and added, “It was his passion. He used to sleep at our headquarters − and sometimes in the cave itself.”
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